
  
   [image: cover.jpg]
  

 
  
   
    [image: ]
   

  

  
   
    [image: ]
   

  

  ‌


   A Oneworld book

   First published in North America, Great Britain and Australia 
by Oneworld Publications, 2016

   This ebook published by Oneworld Publications, 2016

   Originally published in Spanish as Umami 
by Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial, 2015

   Copyright © Laia Jufresa, 2014
Translation copyright © Sophie Hughes, 2016
Published by arrangement with VicLit Agency

   The moral right of Laia Jufresa to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

   All rights reserved
Copyright under Berne Convention
A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

   ISBN 978-1-78074-891-7
ISBN 978-1-78074-893-1 (eBook)

   This book has been selected to receive financial assistance from English PEN’s PEN Translates! programme. English PEN exists to promote literature and our understanding of it, to uphold writers’ freedoms around the world, to campaign against the persecution and imprisonment of writers for stating their views, and to promote the friendly cooperation of writers and the free exchange of ideas. www.englishpen.org

    

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   Typesetting and ebook by Tetragon, London

   Oneworld Publications
10 Bloomsbury Street
London WC1B 3SR
England

    

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

  

  
   ‌

Contents

   
	Part I 

	2004 

	2003 

	2002 

	2001 

	2000 

	Part II 

	2004 

	2003 

	2002 

	2001 

	2000 

	Part III 

	2004 

	2003 

	2002 

	2001 

	2000 

	Part IV 

	2004 

	2003 

	2002 

	2001 



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

  ‌


   For Tod, por todo

  

  ‌


   If poetry could truly tell it backwards,
Then it would.

   – Carol Ann Duffy
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‌2004

   ‘A milpa,’ I said.

   I stood up on my chair in the dining room and said, ‘A proper, traditional milpa, with corn and beans and squash. I could plant it myself, right next to the picnic table.’

   I drew a great circle in the air with my hands and proclaimed, ‘Like our forefathers.’

   The three of us looked out of the sliding door to the yard where the picnic table lives. Once upon a time it was folding and portable. The benches on either side slot underneath like the retracting feet of a turtle, and the whole thing transformed into a neat aluminum travel case. Not anymore. It’d probably still fold up, but no one seems keen on picnics these days. Around the table there’s just gray cement (dirty gray), and a row of flowerpots full of dry soil, the remains of some bushes, a broken bucket. It’s a colorless, urban yard. If you spot something green, it’s moss you’re looking at; something red and it’ll be rust.

   ‘And herbs,’ I told them. ‘Parsley, cilantro, tomatillos, and chili for the green salsa Dad makes when we have people over.’

   Dad bought into the idea straight away. He asked for some of those knobby tomatoes he once ate on tour in California. But Mom, the one who supposedly loves plants, wasn’t having any of it. She went to her room before I’d even got off the chair, and only agreed to the deal three days later. We wrote the full agreement on a napkin, then signed it, making one small change to appeal to Mom’s gringo sensibility: ‘a milpa with some grass on it’. A milpa-garden, if you will. There’s a history of milpas in our little development, Belldrop Mews. I’m not the first to try it. But anyway, now it’s official: ‘In exchange for plowing, planting, and tending the yard, Ana is excused from summer camp and may spend her vacation at home.’

   My own home, I might add. Doesn’t this essentially mean I’m paying rent? Other people might see it that way. Not my parents. They’re really into fair trade. Fair trade and nature. Mom grew up next to a lake. She gets nostalgic about dragonflies.

   In Mom’s head, summer camp = privileged childhood. But in this case camp is just a coded way of saying that my siblings and I spend two months with her stepmother, Grandma Emma, swimming among the weeds and feeding pebbles to the ducks in the lake by her house. Mom equates a passion for these kinds of activities with a healthy constitution; something like drinking a glass of milk a day or waking up with the birds. She brought us up in Mexico City, and yet she doesn’t want us to be city-kids, which is exactly what we are. She’s been living here twenty years and still ties a hippie scarf around her head: her personal take on the national flags other expats hang from their windows. Uprooted. This is how Mom refers to herself when we have visitors and she’s drinking red wine and her teeth and tongue start turning black. When I was little, I imagined wiry roots growing out of her feet, filling her bed with soil.

   Protestant is another way Mom describes herself. And the word comes with a specific gesture: a slow flick of her wrist, a kind of curtsey of the hand; as much to defend as to mock herself. Within the family the mere gesture has come to mean Protestant. It’s our way of laughing at Mom’s neuroses: for a job well done; for punctuality. When someone flicks their wrist it’s like they’re dusting off the invisible cobwebs of Mexico’s Catholicism. Or it means it’s time to go to the airport, even if it’s too early. No matter who does it, the rest of us will translate the wrist-flick as ‘Behold, the Protestant ethic.’

   The truth is there’s a Walmart next to her childhood lake now. But it’s not wise to bring that up. Neither that nor the suggestion that she too could go visit Emma. Mom tends to forget that the uprooting was her own doing. Sometimes I think I should do the same. Pack my things and get out of here the moment I hit fourteen. But I won’t, because she would just love that: her eldest daughter following in her footsteps. That’d be the family’s interpretation, no doubt about it. Mom twists things with the same firm delicacy she uses to fold our clothes and wring out the mop. I’ve seen pictures of her from when she was fifteen, with her cello between her legs and no shoes on. It was easy to vanish when you looked like that. Easy to float up and away. When I sit down my thighs meet, and there’s always something spilling out from the waistband of my pants, or my chair, or my mouth. And I’m a lost cause when it comes to rhythm. Same with adventures. I suspect if I ever ran away, I’d only end up coming back.

   *

   Now we have two sacks of ‘optimized’ soil. The owner of the garden center convinced me that our soil, the stuff that’s already there in the yard, won’t do. He told us it’s contaminated with lead. He told us that throughout the whole of Cuauhtémoc, the whole of Benito Juárez, and the whole of the city center, there are 1,300 micrograms of lead for every kilo of soil. I’m not sure I believe him, but in any case I bought some of his. Really I bought it so that my best friend Pina and I could get the heck out of there. He didn’t stare at our titties or anything, but he did sink his hands slowly into the sack of soil, all the way up to his forearm, while lecturing us about terrains and fertilizers. At that point, Pina, who’d only come on the condition that I buy her a half-liter of horchata afterward, dug her elbow into me.

   ‘Buy the soil,’ she said. ‘There’s enough shit in our tuna already.’

   After we left, we hung out at La Michoacana, an establishment that by all appearances survives solely off our business.

   ‘You think he was a pervert?’ I asked Pina.

   Pi licked her lips, stroked one of the sacks and moaned, ‘Mm, soil.’

   Then she put her hand between her legs.

   ‘Mm, a little lead worm!’

   Sometimes I truly resent having to be seen with her in public. The rest of the time I just feel jealous. I don’t know how to say no to Pina. When we were in fourth grade she made me play a game where you scratched your hand until it bled. Then we did a blood pact to be sisters. But lately we’re not so similar: everything she does, everything that happens to her, makes me jealous. It’s all so much more exciting than anything going on in my life. And I don’t know when this started. Actually, I do. It started when her mom reappeared. Before that we each had our own ghost: she had her mom and I had my sister. But three months ago her ghost contacted her online. It’s not the same, obviously, your mother leaving or your sister dying. But what’s worse: a mother that reappears out of nowhere, or one that never leaves the house?

   Pina has stopped moaning.

   ‘Don’t say “pervert”,’ she says.

   ‘Why not?’

   ‘It’s what assholes call gay people. It’s a discrimatry word.’

   ‘Discriminatory.’

   ‘Whatever.’

   *

   ‘Shall I just throw the new soil on top of the old soil and forget about it?’

   We’re in my yard. Pina’s got one arm raised, with her head turned in toward her armpit. With the help of some tweezers, which she’s holding in the other hand, she slowly plucks out the hairs. When her neck gets stiff, she changes side. She looks like a heron: beautiful and twisted. I stare at the sacks of new soil but they’re not hiding any answers. My current favorite word is ‘ennui’. This is ennui: that time of the day when even the flies are sleepy. Everything is still. Everything stinks of dust and cement. I don’t know about lead, but I did find a flip-flop in the old soil. And some bottle tops. And my cuddly toy dog who disappeared a zillion years ago, clearly buried with malice aforethought. If my brothers weren’t at camp, I’d be taking my revenge.

   ‘You have to take off the old soil first,’ says Pina, who doesn’t have a clue what she’s talking about.

   ‘And what am I supposed to do with it then?’

   ‘You sell it to Marina. Or give it to her, so she can plant something and eat it.’

   ‘With lead in it?’

   ‘It’s a mineral, Ana. She could do with it.’

   ‘Maybe she could do with reading Umami.’

   ‘What’s that?’

   ‘Alf’s book. I lent it to you a zillion years ago.’

   ‘I gave it to someone else. Was it a novel about pedophilia?’

   ‘Not even remotely. It was an anthropological essay on the relationship between the fifth taste and pre-Hispanic food. Do you even know which mews you live in?’

   ‘Yes, Ana, I know what umami is, but why would he write a book with the same name as his house?’

   ‘You are so dumb.’

   ‘You’re the dumb one who doesn’t know what to do with your dirt.’

   Dad comes out through the sliding door. He got rid of his beard a couple of weeks ago and I still haven’t got used to it. He looks younger. Or maybe uglier. The other day I turned up at one of his rehearsals so he could give me a ride home and I barely recognized him. Throughout his entire career he’s always sat at the very back of the stage, but even then I never had trouble picking him out. Obviously, this was because of the beard. But now’s not the moment to bring it up. I hand him the twenty pesos left over from the garden center.

   Dad sits down on a bench with a beer and props his feet up on my sacks of soil. He puts the money in his wallet. I promised him the project would be ‘a sound investment’, but the truth is, I don’t even know what that means.

   I explain about the nitrogen in the soil first: about how the corn will absorb it and the beans will replace it again. Then I explain about the lead, maybe exaggerating a little bit. (‘Toxic,’ I say. And, ‘carcinogenic.’) He seems interested so I go on. I tell him we’re going to nixtamalize our corn ourselves, the way Mexicans have always done, and unlike the Europeans, who took our corn but not our wisdom and went on to die of pellagra for centuries without the slightest clue of what was killing them.

   ‘It was the lack of niacin, in case you’re wondering.’

   Pina rolls her eyes. Dad is watching Mom through the window. She’s wearing an orangey turban and her lips are moving as she washes the dishes. She looks like a Japanese carp. We agree not to tell her the bit about the lead because she’s one of those people whose heart breaks at the mere mention of pollution and/or progress.

   I propose to Dad that we buy a hose. He makes some calculations. Fretting about money is one of his tics. It makes him go cross-eyed. I list off all the different types of tomatoes to distract him.

   ‘Some of them will be green,’ I promise him, ‘and others deep purple.’

   Pina helps. She raises her tweezers and traces vertical lines with them.

   ‘Some of them will be stripy,’ she says.

   Dad perks up at this. He goes into the kitchen for another beer and we watch him try to convince Mom to come out.

   ‘Tiger tomatoes,’ he’s saying to her. ‘Quality time,’ he adds in English, with his Mexican accent that used to make her laugh. But Mom doesn’t come out. She doesn’t believe in yards. In her head a yard is something pathetic and wasted; something that wallows in its own filth; something constricted.

   ‘Don’t you think she’s too skinny?’ asks Pina.

   ‘Who?’

   ‘Marina!’

   Dad comes out and announces that he’s not going to buy me any tools. I’ll have to borrow some. I’d put money on this being Mom’s fault: she’s always telling him he spoils me. I ask him who exactly he thinks is going to lend me tools, but he just crushes his empty beer can with his foot. He’s played timpani in the National Symphony Orchestra for twenty years: when he makes a sound, he knows how to let it resonate. He looks up after a while and sits gazing at Pina.

   ‘Doesn’t that hurt?’ he asks her.

   ‘Yeah, it does,’ she replies.

   ‘Then why not just shave?’

   ‘Because then they grow back quicker,’ I explain through gritted teeth.

   Dad takes the hint and doesn’t ask any more questions. Pina puts the tweezers in her shorts pocket, crosses her arms and clutches both hands under her armpits.

   ‘I better go pack,’ she says, getting up and giving us each a kiss.

   ‘Aren’t you staying for lunch?’

   ‘I can’t, I’m going to see Chela tomorrow and I still haven’t got sunblock and blah blah blah.’

   ‘Tell her I said hi,’ Dad says.

   But I don’t know what to say and Pina leaves. Through the window we watch her hug Mom: Japanese carp, Chinese heron.

   *

   An email arrives from my brothers, who have just landed in Michigan. We always get our plane tickets courtesy of the airline that my granddad, the one we can’t remember, worked for as a pilot. When I was little, there was nothing in the world more exciting than flying with them, as if we were all part of one big, brilliant extended family, where there were blue washbags full of goodies for the grandchildren of pilots, infinitely better than my friends’ party favors. At the airport they’d hang a badge around my neck, and I’d take charge of my siblings. Back when there were still four of us, we didn’t all fit in one row. I would sit on the other side of the aisle and pretend I was traveling on my own. Emma didn’t even have Internet in those days. Now she can’t stop forwarding things. She sent us an email recently about skin cancer; one of those PowerPoint slideshows that get shared endlessly online. And this probably explains why in the photo attached to the email Theo is wearing a baseball cap, Olmo a visor, and Emma a conical Asian hat, no doubt from Penny Savers where she buys everything in threes because she knows they’ll fall apart. All three of them have the unique phantasmagorical skin tone of cheap total sunblock, and Emma has a cigarette between her fingers. There’s not a PowerPoint in the world that could convince her to give those up.

   Last year, Theo tried to explain to Emma that it would make more sense for her to buy one decent-quality flashlight, let’s say, than three crappy ones. Emma let him finish then said, ‘Well, you obviously never lived through a war.’

   Theo was too slow to react, because by the time he’d said, ‘Neither did you!’ Emma had already wandered off in the direction of the detergent aisle, her trolley packed with triplicate items. Whenever anybody tries to take her up on this habit of hers – so inconsistent with the rest of her so-called off-the-grid and, as she would have it, antiestablishment ways – Emma defends herself, arguing that by shopping in Penny Savers she’s doing her bit for the Burmese economy.

   ‘Or Taiwanese, or one of those countries in the process of expansion.’

   ‘The universe is the only thing expanding,’ Theo tells her.

   And she says, ‘Alrighty, then.’

   *

   Mom cries at the email, and the photos. She gets worse in summertime. Like a dirty river carrying trash, the summer drags the anniversary of my sister’s death to our door. She was the youngest.

   ‘The dumbest, you say?’ a deaf aunt asked me one day during those weeks when family kept crawling out from under stones, like insects that only live for one day (the day of condolence).

   ‘NO!’ I shouted back. ‘I said she was the YOUNGEST!’

   Luz was almost six when she drowned. That’s what she’d say from the day she turned five: ‘I’m almost six.’ Mom hasn’t gone back to the lake since, but she insists on sending us. To her mind, if you fall off the horse you have to get right back on again. Or if not you, at least your kids.

   ‘Is there anything you want to say to your children?’ the psychologist asked, the one time we went to group therapy, not long after Luz died. Dad, Theo and I had been talking for an hour, but Mom hadn’t said a single word. Nor had Olmo, who was really little. The doctor raised her eyebrows, as if to remind Mom that our future was in the balance, our mental health at stake; all those things she had spent the last hour repeating. In the end, Mom gave in. She looked at us one by one, her three remaining children, and, so slowly you could make out the foreignness in her accent, she said, ‘Kids, you are very brave, and I am not a fish.’

   ‌


‌2003

   An evening in July. The crisp, seemingly clean mist left by the afternoon downpour – a daily occurrence throughout Mexico City’s fake summer – drifts along the central passageway of Belldrop Mews. The floor gleams. It smells of wet terracotta. The puddles reflect a peculiar, unseen light show. It’s coming from Bitter House, where Marina Mendoza lives. She always leaves the lights on, but tonight something strange is going on with them. They keep flickering, moving from very dim to very bright. Not rhythmically, like when the TV is on, but in bursts. First they even out, then they change again. There are no neighbors around to notice any of this, but nor would they be surprised if they were: it’s just Marina Mendoza, once again unhappy with the atmosphere.

   Bitter House is the first one on the right, and overlooks the road, but the front door and most of its windows face onto the connecting passageway. The six square meters in front of her house change more than any other corner of the mews. Marina shuffles plants around, finds things on the street, stacks them up outside her door. There is a giant, black acrylic M which she picked up when they dismantled the signboard of an old cinema a few blocks away; a string of burnt-out Christmas lights; a stool with one leg missing; a forty-centimeter-tall brontosaurus given to Marina by Olmo, the little boy from next door; a wooden mobile that hangs from the window railing; and an aloe vera plant sitting in fake bloom, some little red ribbons tied around its leaves. But tomorrow, who knows. Tomorrow the brontosaurus might be mounting the aloe vera, and the M positioned to guide the creeping ivy. Marina lets the dust build up for weeks and then, one day, in a burst of self-reinvention, she redecorates.

   Directly facing Bitter House is Sour House.

   On the right when you come out of Bitter is the bell that gives the mews its name, and which is surrounded by three other houses: Sweet, Salty and Umami.

   The main entrance to the mews is to the left of Bitter. It’s covered by a low, tiled roof that is all but useless against the rain, but which gives the place a certain rustic je ne sais quoi appreciated by all of its residents, especially in spring when the jacaranda tree on the street lays a carpet of flowers over the roof and sidewalk. The landlord meant to paint the central passageway – that is, all five houses’ facades – the color of the jacaranda flower. Instead, in the shop they came up with an insipid pale purple, which he didn’t have the heart to refuse. Marina detests the color. It reminds her of the bed sheets in the hospital where she was. She calls it asylilac.

   In fact, Marina hasn’t ever been in an asylum, it’s just she sometimes goes through periods of not eating, and every now and then she has to go to a hospital to get intravenous sodium, potassium, chlorine, bicarbonate, dextrose, calcium, phosphorous and magnesium, that’s all. Or that was all until the last time. Last time they made her stay a few extra days for a bit of brain-washing. And boy is her brain spotless now. Or at least that’s how she pictures it: swollen and pale, like a peeled, hard-boiled egg.

   With a view to getting rid of the asylilac, Marina founded a Neighborhood Association, with capital letters and everything. Well, everything apart from members. She does, on the other hand, like the color of the inside of her house. It’s white. In fact, it was precisely for the whiteness of Bitter’s walls that Marina wanted to rent Bitter. And for their smoothness. Because textured walls, especially the kind with big damp stains, vividly represented everything she wished to leave behind. It was the first time she’d left her parents’ home, where she’d lived all nineteen years of her life, in a city just far enough away from Belldrop Mews for Bitter to hold some promise.

   The day Marina first visited the house they had just painted it. It still smelled of thinner and the sun shone through the window, casting a bright rectangle on the back wall, which is where she saw her promised land, her this-must-be-the-place. The color, then – this sunlit white on the smooth wall, a hue that seemed to spell endless possibilities and promise – she named whomise.

   The owner of the mews, Doctor Alfonso Semitiel, showed her around that first day. He had a very particular manner about him, which reminded Marina of the mother of an ex boyfriend, a woman who would reel off her child’s virtues only to finish each round of compliments proclaiming, ‘I made him.’

   Alfonso crowed on about the mews, which apparently he built himself over the ruins of his grandparents’ mansion. He laid it on especially thick about the house names, which he had chosen in honor of the five tastes recognizable to the human tongue. Marina needed to make a good impression on Alfonso because, even though she had a copy of her parents’ deed, she wasn’t sure he would accept it as a guarantee, or if he’d insist on calling them to verify her identity. She didn’t want her family to know where she was, not yet, so she mustered all her charm and said she found the house names to be very original, which was true, only she omitted to say that they were also ridiculous, not to mention counterproductive, because who’d pay to live in a place called Bitter?

   Well, her. Bitter was the perfect house. Upstairs it had two rooms and a bathroom. Below, a good-sized living room, a kitchen, a small bathroom and a yard almost entirely taken up by an enormous water tank. Marina liked the impossibility of the yard. Any other outdoor space, anything more picturesque or less cluttered, would have reminded her of her parents’ house. For someone who up to that point had only ever desired impractical things, Marina felt a fiercely pragmatic desire: to have that house for herself. She immediately devised a plan to sleep in one of the upstairs rooms and use the other as a studio. She wanted to paint every day, cook perfect rice and actually eat it, learn how to use an airbrush and a pyrography machine and a drill and a dildo. No more transfusions or guilt or damp stains, never again would she go back to the dilapidated fake Athens that was Xalapa, Veracruz, her city of birth. She had left. She was going to start over again. Bitter would be her blank canvas. But for this, she was going to have to impress the landlord. She improvised, telling him she’d been an art teacher (withholding, of course, the minor detail that they fired her for fainting in front of the children). She did mention she’d graduated from high school, just not that she’d done it through home schooling because she’d worked simultaneously at her father’s restaurant. And she lied. She said she’d come to the capital to go to college. The real masterstroke was her use of the informal tú to address her new landlord. Wasn’t that how people in Mexico City spoke to each other? She then asked him coquettishly if he was married. He blushed; she even more so. He told her he was a widower, an only child, and an anthropologist. They had a coffee at a nearby bar and she stole her first object for Bitter: an ashtray. She placed it in the middle of the empty living room, then spent hours splayed across the floor, repositioning herself in line with the advancing sun, smoking and staring at the dust, rapt, convinced her life was about to start.

   It’s the color scheme of that first afternoon – that white panorama of full potential, that threshold white – that Marina understands as whomise. And that’s what she’s trying to recreate now, a year and a bit later, with a series of expensive light bulbs. ‘White Light’, the packaging promised. She fits them one by one throughout the house, and unbeknown to her, choreographs the slow dance of light-over-puddle in the passageway.

   *

   Marina did actually start college after she rented Bitter. She chose the degree herself, but not the timetable. Something about the word ‘design’ inspired a vague but firm hope in her – perhaps there she’d learn that most basic of things, the thing she saw in other people: an instinct for planning, for self-preservation. But the only thing she knows for certain up until now is that, as a direct result of attending morning classes, she’s never at home at the time of day when the sun paints the wall whomise. According to her theory, this is where it all went wrong, what set her off, what made her burn out again. A deficiency. Just as some people lack sunshine, she happened to lack this particular color. It got so bad that the usual serum shot wasn’t enough, and her mother had to be called for. Señora Mendoza came flying to the rescue, then disappeared again. You can still make out her fleeting presence in the spotlessness of the grout between the tiles, somewhere it had never occurred to Marina to scrub. There are new habits since the mother’s visit, too. Marina is medicated now. Marina is in therapy.

   She left the standing lamp in the living room till last, and now it burns to the touch. She switches it off, slips her hand under her T-shirt and, using it like a glove, unscrews the bulb. So long, oppressive yellow light! (What’s that color called? Yellowoeful? Yelldown? Yepressing?) She screws in the new bulb and points the lamp at the wall. Instead of the desired whomise, a hard, futuristic light appears, as pristine as the pills she takes. This one, she decides, is called whozac. If whozac were a person it would have perfect teeth, wear a hospital gown, and roam the world preaching against hope: ‘There’s nowhere to run! There’s no way out! Filter your pain through our new Prozac-infused light!’

   A design idea. The first she’s had in months: anxiolytics should be packaged like breakfast cereal, with Sudokus on the box to pass the time during that first month you wait for them to kick in, until at last you forget you’re waiting, and the only sign they’re working is the muffled hum of anxiety, as if someone were pressing their foot on the mute pedal. Even so, Marina takes her pills. Almost every day.

   She unplugs the lamp and tests it on the other side of the room, but it doesn’t give the desired effect. Frustrated, she lashes out. Then, after a clunk and a flicker, the bulb casts a cone-shape of whozac over the rug. The light bulb just isn’t the sun. She might never recapture the whomise, and God, how frustrating the whole thing is. How ironic that every morning the very essence of wellbeing pours into her living room while she’s not at home; while she sits in a lecture hall doing her best not to think about anything at all.

   ‘What a waste,’ she says to herself, rolling the lamp across the rug with her foot. Marina despises waste. She sits upside down on the sofa and rests her feet against the wall where there’s no sunlight because it’s nearly ten.

   ‘I haven’t even eaten,’ she thinks.

   Her trousers slip down and she looks at her legs: much wider than her arms. Damn asymmetry. Why can’t everything be the same size? She lies there for a while. She’s so tired it’s almost like being calm. She wonders if she should just quit school, and she thinks about Chihuahua, too, the man she sleeps with from time to time, but who she hasn’t heard a peep from in weeks. The last time she saw him, he’d been getting dressed after sex while she lay stock-still staring at the ceiling, and just before walking out he said, ‘This is too much for me.’ As if their relationship were a carrier bag he was holding, with Marina inside it. As if the weight of that tiny waif were cutting into the poor guy’s fingers.

   *

   Marina is never home for the hours of whomise on the weekend either because she works looking after Linda Walker’s kids. They live on the other side of the passageway, which means the sun doesn’t hit their house in the same way. They don’t get any sun at all, in fact, except in their backyard. Their yard is three times the size of hers, and doesn’t have a giant water tank in the middle, but it’s so crammed full of stuff it puts you off going out there. And yet, go out Marina does, to smoke in the rare moments when the three siblings settle down together in front of the TV. She has to hide because the eldest – a chubby little twelve-year-old who talks as if she’s swallowed a dictionary – is on a permanent anti-smoking campaign.

   ‘When I was your age I was already out paying my way,’ Marina wants to say when she sees her poring over some 600-page tome.

   There used to be four siblings in the Pérez-Walker clan, but the youngest died a couple of years ago. Despite having never met her, Marina suspects that once upon a time the house did get some sunlight, but that the little girl took it with her to the other side, or to the grave, or to the bottom of that gringo lake where they say she drowned. They found her little body floating, caught up in the weeds. Olmo, now the youngest, told Marina all about it while he was busy with his crayons, drawing something else; a cow, or maybe a plane.

   Marina charges for her babysitting in English lessons. She studies with cool but genuine interest.

   ‘It’s a healthy drive,’ she told her therapist when he suggested that Marina was taking on too many activities. ‘They’re just English lessons,’ she reasoned, ‘so I can understand the lyrics of the songs I sing along to.’

   ‘And the work itself?’

   ‘I like the work,’ she’d told him. ‘The kids are fun.’

   But really it’s the kids’ mother Marina likes. Every Tuesday and Thursday, Linda comes to her house and they do two hours of English. Teaching materials exist in the form of CDs that Marina has in a standing bookcase. It’s a small but lovingly amassed collection, which began on a cobbled street in Xalapa, in Tavo’s Rock Shop (the sole line of communication with their era for many Xalapans in the nineties). Marina used the modest wage her father began to pay her at thirteen (after she plucked up the courage to suggest that her brother and she were poster children for child exploitation) to buy one CD, then another, and another. She liked the little shop because nobody she knew ever went there. They sold T-shirts with blood on them. American blood, silk-screen printed. Fake, of course, but sufficiently convincing to foster myths about the place: ‘Tavo’s Rock? They practice satanic rituals in there. They’re child abusers. Everything they sell’s come off the back of a truck.’

   Blood which, now that Chihuahua tells her so many things about the north, and now that she’s stopped thinking of her country as a simple yin and yang of Xalapa and Mexico City, doesn’t seem right to Marina. These days, if she sees someone on the street wearing an offensive shirt it gets her back up. Marina knows violence begets violence, and she opposes it in principle, but the problem is that, beyond taking offense, it doesn’t occur to her what to do about it. In spite of herself, she has always been more impressed by the military than militants. Marina sees a lot of het-up people at college, lots of banner waving, and she doesn’t know what’s more shameful: her absolute ignorance of the situation, or her absolute indifference. So she picks up her chin, pulls a face that says that she too suffers, makes as if she’s in a hurry and walks on by. She has coined the color redsentful.

   Linda Walker is wild about Marina’s album collection. She has a deep fascination – as passionate as it is patronizing – for popular Mexican music, but she hasn’t sat down to listen to American pop since she left the States twenty years ago.

   ‘But this isn’t pop,’ Marina insists. ‘This is alternative rock.’

   The truth is Marina doesn’t have a clue about music genres. Her criterion is strictly aesthetical: she picks CDs for their covers. She didn’t take any of hers when she left for Mexico City, but her mother brought them when she came to get her out of hospital. Or, in the words of Señora Mendoza, ‘out of that little pickle’.

   English has the same effect on Marina as meditation. Not that she meditates, but she’s been hypnotized before, and there’s this thing that happens to her when she’s been painting for hours and then stops: you only realize you’ve been somewhere else once you’re back. And English takes the edge off things, makes them feel less serious, a bit like scribbling mustaches on photos. For example, once translated, the names of her favorite groups changed from abstract poetry to random nouns: the cranberries, smashing pumpkins, blind melon, red hot chili peppers, fool’s garden. Translation simplifies, it schematizes: something that seemed potentially profound falls from grace and lands on its head, turning out to be nothing but a doodle. For Marina, this law of gravity dictating bilingualism confirms what she’s always suspected: that if gringos were drawings, they’d be drawn with markers.

   And confirming a suspicion provides you with a foothold, some solid ground to stand on, especially when that suspicion divides the world into segments, thereby neatly marking out the part that you yourself occupy. In other words, it takes the lid off and lowers expectations. It’s not that Marina believes the prejudices she confirms, but confirming them calms her down anyway.

   If she doesn’t entirely buy her own marker-pen theory, it’s because of Linda. Linda is a gringa drawn in pastels or coloring pencils: her lines are permeable, fluid. The more Marina knows her, the less defined she becomes. What’s more, Marina has started to make out the traces of past lines, from before Mexico, before Víctor, before the death of her daughter. Pentimento, they call it in drawing: those strokes the artist tried to erase but which are still faintly visible. Linda transforms according to her hairstyle and the time of day. When she’s in a playful, word-game kind of mood, she’s bright green; if she lets her hair down, she’s peach. Some nights Marina wonders: Is this love?

   It’s not attraction exactly, but you might call it an infatuation. Marina has placed her neighbor on a pedestal, and she can’t come up with another noun for the feeling. She spends all day comparing herself with Linda. She even makes herself eat porridge because Linda eats porridge. But it’s not for her place in the National Symphony Orchestra that Marina admires her, or for her rock-steady relationship with Víctor (no carrier bags there: it’s heavy-duty baggage all the way; matching, part of the same set). It’s not for the fact that she’s a mother of four children, or that she’s lost one. And nor does Marina’s admiration spring from Linda’s mystifying way of being both ugly and beautiful at once, or from how, every now and again, she seems drunk in the middle of the day. Marina doesn’t admire her for her long, long hair which she insists on piling up on the crown of her head like a nest; nor for the headscarf which she wraps around her bun and forehead as if dressing an invisible war wound. Or perhaps it is. Perhaps it’s the complex combination of all these things that Marina worships. But most of all, she respects Linda for having renounced the product mentality. For having said, ‘Enough is enough.’ Or at least that’s how Linda explained it:

   ‘One day I just said enough is enough to the product mentality, you know? It’s not that I’m giving up playing, I just don’t need to package it. I devote myself to the music now, not the orchestra. I’m all about the process now.’

   ‘And the orchestra lets you?’ Marina had asked, for the sake of saying something.

   ‘They gave me unpaid leave,’ Linda said. ‘And you know what? For not one of my pregnancies did I get that. Musicians don’t believe in babies, but in mourning, sure. I blame Wagner.’

   ‌
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   Amaranth, the plant to which I’ve dedicated the best part of my forty years as a researcher, has a ludicrous name. One that, now I’m a widower, makes me seethe.

   Amaranthus, the generic name, comes from the Greek amaranthos, which means ‘flower that never fades’.

   *

   I’ve been a widower since last Mexican Day of the Dead: November 2 2001. That morning my wife lay admiring the customary altar I’d set up in the room. It was a bit makeshift: three vases of dandelions and Mexican marigolds, and not much else, because neither of us was in the mood for the traditional sugar skulls. Noelia adjusted her turban (she hated me seeing her bald) and pointed to the altar.

   ‘Nah, nah, nah-nah-nah,’ she sang.

   ‘Nah, nah, nah-nah-nah, what?’ I asked.

   ‘I beat them.’

   ‘Beat who?’

   ‘The dead,’ she said. ‘They came and they went, and they didn’t take me.’

   But that afternoon, when I took her up her Nescafé with milk, Noelia had gone with them. Sometimes I think that what hurts most is that she went without me there. With me downstairs, standing like a muppet by the stove, waiting for the water to boil. The damn, chalky, chlorinated Mexico City water, at its damn 2,260 meters above sea level, taking its own sweet time to make the kettle whistle.

   *

   Noelia’s surname was Vargas Vargas. Her parents were both from Michoacán, but one was from the city of Morelia and the other Uruapan, and at any given opportunity they’d publicly avow that they were not cousins. They had five children, and ate lunch together every day. He was a cardiologist and had a clinic just around the corner. She was a homemaker and her sole peccadillo was playing bridge three times a week, where she’d fritter away a healthy slice of the grocery budget. But they never wanted for anything. Apart from grandchildren. On our part at least, we left them wanting.

   By way of explanation, or consolation perhaps, my mother-in-law used to remind me in apologetic tones that, ‘Ever since she was a little girl, Noelia wanted to be a daughter and nothing else.’ According to her version of events, while Noelia’s little friends played at being Mommy with their dolls, she preferred to be her friends’ daughter, or the doll’s friend, or even the doll’s daughter; a move that was generally deemed unacceptable by her playmates, who would ask, with that particular harsh cruelty of little girls, ‘When have you ever seen a Mommy that pretty?’

   Bizarrely, my wife, who blamed so many of her issues on being a childless child, would never get into this topic with me. She refused to discuss the fact that it was her mother who first used the term ‘only a daughter’ in reference to her. And it occurs to me now, darling Noelia, that your obsession may well spring from there; that it wasn’t something you chose exactly, but rather that your own mother drummed into you.

   ‘Don’t be an Inuit, Alfonso,’ says my wife, who, every time she feels the need to say ‘idiot’, substitutes the word with another random noun beginning with i.

   Substituted it, she substituted it. I have to relearn how to conjugate now that she’s not around. But the thing is, when I wrote it down just now, ‘Don’t be an Inuit, Alfonso’, it was as if it wasn’t me who’d written it. It was as if she were saying it herself.

   Perhaps that’s what the new black machine is for. Yes, that’s why they brought it to me: so Noelia will talk to me again.

   *

   I have a colleague at the institute who, aged fifty-two, married a woman of twenty-seven. But any sense of shame only hit them when she turned thirty and he fifty-five, because all of a sudden it no longer required any mathematical effort to work out the age gap: the quarter of a century between them was laid bare for all to see. Something more or less like this happened to us in the mews. Numbers confounded us when, in the same year my wife died, aged fifty-five, so did the five-year-old daughter of my tenants. Noelia’s death seemed almost reasonable compared to Luz’s, which was so incomprehensible, so unfair. But death is never fair, nor is fifty-five old.

   I’ll also make use of my new machine to moan, if I so choose, about having been left a widower before my time, and about the fact that nobody paid me the slightest attention. The person who showed the most concern was our friend Páez. But Páez was more caught up in his own sorrow than mine. He would call me up late at night, drunk, consumed by the discovery that not even his generation was immortal.

   ‘I can’t sleep thinking about you alone in that house, my friend. Promise me you won’t stop showering,’ he would say.

   And then the inconsiderate ass went and died too. Noelia always used to say that bad things happen in threes.

   They couldn’t have cared less at work, either.

   ‘Take a year’s sabbatical,’ they told me. ‘Languish in life. Rot away in your damned urban milpa, which we never had any faith in anyway. Go and wilt among your amaranths.’

   And I, ever compliant, said, ‘Where do I sign?’

   A first-class howler, because now I’m losing my mind all day in the house. I don’t even have Internet. I’m sure the black machine should hook up to Wi-Fi but so far I haven’t made any attempt to understand how that works. I prefer the television. At least I know how to turn it on. These last weeks I’ve got into the mid-morning programming. It is tremendous.

   I hadn’t heard anything from the institute since the start of my year’s sabbatical. Then, two weeks ago, they came and left a machine. I’m told it’s my 2001 research bonus, even though that god-awful year finished six months ago and was the least productive of my academic life. Unless ‘Living With Your Wife’s Pancreatic Cancer’ and then ‘First Baby-Steps as a Widower’ can be considered research topics. I imagine they were sent an extra machine by mistake and that they can’t send it back because then, of course, they would be charged. All the bureaucratic details of the institute are counterintuitive, but the people who run it act as if it were perfectly coherent. For example, they tell me that I have to use the machine for my research, presumably to get to grips with online resources and move into the twenty-first century, but then they send a delivery boy to pass on the message. That’s right, along with the laptop, the delivery boy brought a hard-copy agreement. Because nothing can happen in the institute unless it’s written in an agreement and printed on an official letterhead with the Director’s signature at the bottom.

   The kid pulled out a cardboard box from his Tsuru, not so different from a pizza box, and handed it to me.

   ‘It’s a laptop, sir. In the office they told me to say you gotta use it for your research.’

   ‘And my sabbatical?’ I said.

   ‘Hey, listen, man, they ain’t told me nothing more than to make the drop and go.’

   ‘So “make the drop” and go,’ I told him.

   He put it down and I left it in there on the doorstep in its box. That was two weeks ago.

   Then finally today I rented out Bitter House. It’s gone to a skinny young thing who says she’s a painter. She brought me my check and, by way of guarantee, the deed to an Italian restaurant in Xalapa. I know it’s Italian because it’s called Pisa. And this is a play on words, according to the girl, who told me that beyond referring to the famous tower, it’s also how Xalapans pronounce the word pizza.

   ‘Although, strictly speaking they say pitsa,’ she explained, ‘but if my parents had called it that, it would have been too obvious we were jerking around.’

   ‘Ah,’ I replied.

   I only hope she doesn’t take drugs. Or that she takes them quietly and pays me on time. It’s not much to ask, considering the price I gave her. She was happy with everything save the color of the fronts of the houses.

   ‘I’m thinking of painting them,’ I lied.

   The funny thing is that after signing – which we did in the Mustard Mug, because it’s next door to the stationary shop and we had to photocopy her documents – I left feeling good. Productive, let’s say. Or nearly. On my way back I bought a six-pack and some chips, and took The Girls out onto the backyard’s terrace. Having positioned them so they could preside over the ceremony, I opened the box – the one now propping up my feet, and a very comfy innovation, I might add – and went about setting up the machine. I have to say I felt a bit excited as I opened it. Only a little bit, but even so, the most excited I’ve been so far in 2002.

   The machine is black and lighter than any of my computers to date. I’m writing on it now. I was particularly proud of how swiftly I set it up. Set it up is a manner of speaking. The truth is I plugged it in and that was that. The only work involved was removing the plastic and polystyrene. For a name, I chose Nina Simone. My other computer, the old elephant in my office where I wrote every one of my articles from the last decade, was called Dumbo. In Dumbo’s Windows my user icon was a photo of me, but someone from tech support at the institute uploaded it for me. My expertise doesn’t stretch that far. In Nina Simone’s Windows my user icon is the factory setting: an inflatable duck. Microsoft Word just tried to change inflatable to infallible. Word’s an Inuit.

   Dammit! Noelia used to come up with a different word beginning with i every time. I’m just not made of the same stuff.

   I’m an invalid, an invader, an island.

   *

   When she was little, Noelia didn’t want to be a doctor like her dad, but rather an actress like a great aunt of hers who had made her name in silent movies. After high school Noelia signed up to an intensive theater course, but on the second week, when the time came for her to improvise in front of the group, she turned bright red, couldn’t utter a word and suffered a paroxysmal tachycardia. A bloody awful thing: it’s when your heart beats more than 160 times a minute. It’s certainly happened to me, but never, in fact, to Noe. Noe was just self-diagnosing: she had a flair for it even then.

   After her disastrous course she enrolled at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, where, after a number of grueling years – even today, having spent my whole life around doctors, I still don’t know how they do it – she qualified as a cardiologist. Noelia would say, ‘That’s consultant cardiac electrophysiologist to you.’

   Noelia told me all this the first time we had dinner together. It seemed strange to me that public speaking could be more frightening to her than being confronted with someone’s insides.

   ‘Why medicine?’ I asked. ‘Why not something easier?’

   It was 1972 and we were in a restaurant in the Zona Rosa, when the Zona Rosa was still a decent sort of neighborhood, not like now. Even though, truth be told, I don’t know what it’s like now because it’s been years since I ventured out there.

   ‘I had this absurd idea that in medicine you get to really know people, on a one-to-one level,’ said my wife, who that night was no more than a girl I’d just met.

   She downed her tequila.

   ‘I suppose I’ve always been a bit naive.’

   And that was when the penny dropped that she was a flirt, something you wouldn’t have guessed at first. And naive? You bet. But only about certain things, and with the kind of ingenuousness which didn’t remotely diminish her razor-sharp mind. She was naive when it suited her. Noelia was very practical but a little scatterbrained. She was openhearted, cunning and gorgeous-looking. She was also, on that first night and for the following three weeks, a vegetarian.

   She liked one-to-ones. She liked going out for coffee with people. She liked to sneak out for a cigarette with the nurses and get the latest gossip on, as she put it, ‘everyone and their mother’. She stopped being vegetarian because she adored meat. Even raw meat. Steak tartare. She always ordered Kibbeh on her birthday. I haven’t gone back to the city center because it stirs up too many memories of our birthday trips to El Edén. Nobody warns you about this, but the dead, or at least some of them, take customs, decades, whole neighborhoods with them. Things you thought you shared but which turned out to be theirs. When death does you part, it’s also the end of what’s mine is yours.

   Noelia didn’t mention on that first evening that her father had been the top dog at the Heart and Vascular Hospital in Mexico City before opening his own clinic in Michoacán. Nor that it was there, at the tender age of twelve, that she learned to read holters, which means detect arrhythmias. Nor did she mention over dinner that she was one of just five (five!) specialists in her area in the entire country. She told me the following morning. We were naked on the sofa in her living room, and before I even knew it I’d knocked back my coffee, scrambled into my clothes and hotfooted it out of her apartment. I didn’t even ask for her number. In other words, as she accurately diagnosed it the next time we saw each other almost a year later, I ‘chickened out, like a chicken’.

   To say I chickened out is an understatement, of course. In reality, and using another of Noelia’s expressions, I shit my pants. I was petrified, and only came to understand the root of my panic later, when I began to analyze who I’d spent the subsequent twelve months bedding: all of them well-read, highly educated young women. Basically, my students. I was even going to marry one of them: Memphis, as Noelia nicknamed her years later when they finally met (I think because of the boots she was wearing, or maybe it was the haircut, what do I know?). Mercifully, just before the wedding I had a dream. I was a bit macho, yes, a chicken, certainly, but before either of those things I was superstitious as hell: having received the message, I knew I had to heed my subconscious, so I turned up unannounced at Noelia’s apartment. For a minute she didn’t recognize me. Then she played hard-to-get for a while, like two weeks. But as time went on we became so inseparable, so glued at the hip, that now I can’t understand. On my job at the National Institute for History and Anthropology, on my grant from the National Organization of Researchers, on all those qualifications which supposedly mean that I know how to deal with complex questions, I swear I don’t get it. I don’t understand how I’m still breathing if one of my lungs has been ripped out.

   The dream I had. Noelia was standing in a doorway with lots of light behind her. That was it. It was a still dream, but crystal frickin’ clear in its message. Threatening even. When I woke up, still next to Memphis, I knew I had two options: I could take the easy route, or the happy one. An epiphany, you might call it. Incidentally, the only one I ever had in my life.

   *

   Noelia had a soft spot for sayings and idioms. If ever there was something I didn’t get – which was often – she would sigh and say, ‘Shall I spell it out for you?’ I remember one time Noe sent me flowers to the institute for a prize I’d won, and on the little card she’d written, ‘You’re the bee’s knees’.

   But sometimes the sayings and idioms were home-grown, without her having consulted anyone. For example, she tended to come out with, ‘A scalpel in hand is worth two in the belly.’ And I always thought this was a medical saying, but Páez assured me that he’d only ever heard it come from Noe’s mouth and that no one in the hospital really knew what it meant; some thought it was something like ‘better to be the doctor than the patient’, while others understood it as ‘better to take your time while operating than to botch it in a hurry’, et cetera, et cetera.

   On the other hand, Noelia couldn’t abide riddles. Or board games. And general-knowledge quizzes were her absolute bugbear. They put her in a flap and she’d forget the answers then get all pissy. We once lost Trivial Pursuit because she couldn’t name the capital of Canada. She also loathed sports and any form of exercise. She had a fervent dislike of dust. And insects. For her, the very definition of evil was a cockroach. And she didn’t clean, but rather paid someone to clean for her. Doña Sara stopped working for me a few months ago with the excuse that she’d always planned to move back to her home village, but really I think seeing me in such a state depressed her. I paid her her severance check; she set up a taco stand. She did the right thing. Hers really were the best tacos in the world. And it’s a good thing too, I think, for me to deal with my own waste.

   For much of my life I really did believe I was the bee’s knees, because unlike my colleagues I liked to get my hands dirty actually planting the species we lectured on. I always kept a milpa in the backyard because, in my opinion, if you’re going to say that an entire civilization ate such-and-such thing then you have to know what that thing tastes like, how it grows, how much water it needs. If you’re going to go around proclaiming the symbiosis of the three sisters, you have to grab a hold of your shovel and take each one in turn: first the corn, then the beans, and after that the squash. But now I see my whole agricultural phase differently: I had time on my hands. Time not taken up by youngsters. Time not taken up folding clothes. It’s so obvious but only now do I fully understand that it’s easier to get your hands dirty when you’ve got someone to clean everything else for you. But there you go, I was always the most bourgeois of anthropologists.

   These days, when I hit the hay, quite often the only productive thing I’ve done all day is wash the dishes I used, or clean up the studio, or take out the trash. I suck at it, but I give it my all. Once The Girls are in the stroller, I push them to whichever part of the house is messiest. I like to have witnesses.

   ‘Look at me,’ I tell them. ‘Sixty-four years old and my first time mopping the floor.’

   Noelia did like children, but from a safe distance. She’d never wanted her own, and then when she did finally want them it was too late. She wasn’t into drama. Or rather she was, but other people’s. She liked fried food but hardly ever let herself indulge. She liked the smell of spices – cumin, marjoram, lemongrass –, pressed clothes, and fresh flowers in the house. She paid one person to come and iron and another to bring the fresh flowers. She liked to pay well and tip on top. She liked earthenware, as long as it wasn’t fussy. She refused to keep the best china for special occasions.

   ‘Every chance I get to sit down to eat is a special occasion,’ she used to say. ‘At least till my beeper goes.’

   The arrival of the beeper was such a momentous event in our lives that not even its evolution into snazzier, more compact devices stopped us calling everything that interrupted our meals or siesta the beeper. Above all the siesta, because traditionally it was the time we would make love. I preferred the morning (when she was in a hurry), and she preferred nighttime (when I was tired), so the siesta was the middle point that always worked for us.
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