














Praise for
This Is Mexico


“Carol Merchasin writes about San Miguel de Allende with affection and self-effacing wit, even as she mulls the contradictions and imperfections of her adopted country. This Is Mexico is wise and funny and true.”


—Gerard Helferich, author of Theodore Roosevelt and the Assassin


“This Is Mexico is one more thing to celebrate about living south of the border. Written with wit and humor, rich with insight and incident, it tells the story of one couple’s journey into expat life, with all its accommodations. It is authoritative, yet intimate and personal, and blessed with humanity throughout. A valuable addition to expat literature, it is dependably interesting from start to finish.”


—John Scherber, author of Living in San Miguel


“In the good-hearted tradition of Jack Smith’s classic of the gringo-in-Mexico memoir, God and Mr. Gómez, Merchasin’s This Is Mexico recounts a ‘recovering lawyer’s’ adventures and many lessons in learning to live south of the border.”


—C.M. Mayo, author of Metaphysical Odyssey into the Mexican Revolution


“I am enchanted with Merchasin’s description of Mexico. I have lived seventy of my ninety-four years in Mexico and still wonder whether the plumber’s reply of ‘Mañana’ to the question, ‘When can you fix it?’ means day after tomorrow, next week, or call another plumber. She captures the chaos, the music, and the pure joy of living here.”


—Kathryn Blair, author of In the Shadow of the Angel


“A warm, witty, and lively recounting of settling into life in San Miguel.”


—Tony Cohan, author of On Mexican Time and Mexican Days


“Merchasin’s essays about Mexico nail the people, the culture, the experience of living here, the tender relationships. Some essays are poignant, some are funny, all of them are beautifully written and carefully crafted. I want to give this book to all my friends who wonder why I live in Mexico. The essays are accurate, nuanced, entertaining, enlightening. The writing is elegant and ranges from touching to hilarious. If you have any interest in Mexico, don’t miss this book.”


—Susan Page, Director of the San Miguel Writers’ Conference and Literary Festival


“With writing that’s as persuasive as a legal brief and as funny as your favorite relative’s best stories, Merchasin captures the daily confusion of living in Mexico, a country filled with local characters reminiscent of Peter Mayle’s rustic French neighbors. Smart. Witty. Warm. Engaging and enlightening, this is a brilliant gem of a memoir.”


—Mark Saunders, author of Nobody Knows the Spanish I Speak


“In her touching memoir, Merchasin has captured the colors and chaos, the tastes and the trials that make up life in the city of San Miguel de Allende. In a refreshingly honest voice, Merchasin shows how weapons became fireworks and dangers morphed into kindness. She isn’t afraid to show her naivety at the culture she finds, nor her surprise at how it comes to seduce her. Indeed, her candor is what makes this memoir unique. In her beguiling way, Merchasin draws us into a country open to life, and a people who opened to her, as she did to them.”


—Mary Morris, author of Nothing to Declare
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To Robert, whose fearlessness brought us to Mexico.
To Mexico, whose great heart kept us here.





PREFACE



“There’s one frontier we only dare to cross at night,” the old gringo said. “The frontier of our differences with others, of our battles with ourselves. … I’m afraid that each of us carries the real frontier inside.”


—Carlos Fuentes, The Old Gringo


I MOVED TO SAN MIGUEL de Allende, a town in central Mexico, in 2006. Even before the overwhelming US press coverage of drug violence began, people wondered about that decision. I did not have work here; I was a lawyer and independent consultant on employment law training issues. I could have lived anywhere.


People often asked me incredulously, “How did you get to Mexico?” If I felt flippant, I replied, “I turned left at Laredo.” If I was honest, I said, “I’m not sure.” Perhaps, like Carlos Fuentes’ old gringo, I wanted to cross some different frontiers.


Whatever the reasons, soon I was writing tales of discovery. I sent them to family and friends, recounting stories of the often magical and mysterious, sometimes heartrending, workings of everyday life in Mexico. From health care encounters to pilgrimages, from the absurdities of the telenovela to the cultural subtleties of the language, I wanted people to see the joys and sorrows of life in this much misunderstood and often maligned culture. At the beginning of this cultural journey, I often said, “Well, yes, I suppose this is Mexico.” Or, “For heavens sake, yes, I know this is Mexico, but …” Eventually, I arrived at my destination. “Yes, thank goodness, this is Mexico.” Eventually, e-mails became stories, stories became essays, and This is Mexico was born.


It is estimated that almost one million Americans live in Mexico, while another twenty-one million travel and vacation here. Forty million US baby boomers between the ages of fifty-five and sixty-five may be looking to live in Mexico—its proximity to the United States, moderate climate, and lower cost of living are appealing. But often, our images of Mexico are limited to beach resorts, a campesino sleeping under a cactus, or beheadings by the drug cartel. While all of these images exist, they are not the whole story. Not by a long shot.


Mexico is a country of contradictions, a place where the past is alive in the present. As fellow inhabitants of the continent known as North America, we often fall back on the idea that Mexico is a country somewhat foreign but not exactly—a less developed version of the United States. As Alan Riding, author of Distant Neighbors: A Portrait of the Mexicans said, “Probably nowhere in the world do two countries as different as Mexico and the United States live side by side.” And yet our understanding of these differences is almost nonexistent.


I have changed the names of certain people to protect their privacy, but the stories I tell here are true to the best of my understanding and my ability to tell them. The statistics I have used in discussing crime and poverty are accurate as far as they go, but as we know, “there are … lies, damned lies, and statistics.” My purpose in using them is simply to establish some comparative reference points, not an absolute truth.


This is Mexico is not a history book or a cultural treatise. It is my attempt to understand and explain the improbable events and small moments of a life in Mexico; to share the shards of bewilderment, misunderstanding, and frustration that have been cemented into a mosaic of love and appreciation.


I am not a historian, psychologist, anthropologist, or economist—I have no credentials except those open to us all. I write in the hope that you will celebrate Mexico with me and that you will deepen your understanding of what an extraordinary culture we have on, and within, our borders.





SECTION ONE



ONE WILD AND PRECIOUS LIFE



[image: Images]


“Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?”


—MARY OLIVER





WHERE WE WAKE UP TO THE REVOLUTION AND MEET
EL CIRCO MÁS GRANDE Y MUY FAMOSO



THE BOOM OF HEAVY artillery woke us at 5:45 a.m. on Wednesday, the day before Thanksgiving 2005. As it reverberated through our room at the Casa Luna, a charming bed-and-breakfast in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, I shot out of the covers, my blood running cold, the metallic taste of fear in my mouth. My husband, Robert, sat up heavy with sleep and a questioning look.


“What was that?”


“I don’t know—it sounded like heavy gunfire.”


Silence. The night shadows were lifting, outlining rooftops in a gray, woolly light, but it was still too dark to see.


Boom. Boom, boom. The repeats echoed and bounced around, like a giant playing a pinball machine. I was terrified.


I should have focused more on the political situation in Mexico before I exchanged my frequent-flier miles for round-trip tickets to Mexico from Philadelphia. My mind scrambled into emergency-evacuation mode. Moving here was now out of the question.


THE DECISION TO MOVE to a foreign country is not one to be made over margaritas in an upscale Mexican restaurant in the United States, but that was how my husband, Robert, and I did it.


“¿Música, señor?” The mariachis came around to our table on our nod of assent. The violins entreated the trumpets in a spirited rendition of “De Colores,” the only song we knew to ask for in Spanish.


“Guacamole, señora?” Soon the avocados were being hand ground in a lava-rock mortar and pestle at our table, their smooth, creamy green a counterpoint to lipstick-red tomatoes and snowy onions.


“Well,” said Robert, “where shall we go?”


I looked up at the tufted piñatas swinging from the ceiling. I took in the musicians, now at another table.


“How about Mexico?”


Taking a piece of paper and a fountain pen from my well-worn briefcase stuffed with legal papers, I made two neat columns labeled “Pros” and “Cons.” After the enchiladas with salsa verde, I pushed up the sleeves of my sweater and we got down to business. By the time the flan came, we were living in Mexico. Where in that vast landscape remained the only question.


LIFE IN A FOREIGN COUNTRY had long been lodged in my dreams. For three years in the 1960s, I lived in a village near Athens, Greece—a place of dirt roads winding to the sea, of community markets and men who pushed wooden carts through the lanes selling vegetables. The morning air was redolent of something previously unknown to me, a combination of spring, optimism, and wild oregano. No telephone (this was a now-unimaginable pre–cell phone era), no television, no oven, no washer, no dryer—it was my first experience of “no” creating “yes,” less being more, the simplicity of fewer things and more delight in life.


In 1983, I visited Mexico, a country as open to life as I had found Greece, a place filled with people who sang impossibly sad songs and danced in their plazas, their air warmed by a southern sun. I loved the chaos, the exuberance of color, that smell I still smelled from forty-five years earlier—a combination of spring, optimism and, in this case, corn tortillas.


But Mexico was not in my immediate future. A late entrant in the sweepstakes of professional life, I went to law school at forty and on to a succession of large law firms at forty-three. I was making up for lost time, for unfunded IRAs and 401(k)s, the alphabet soup of initialed retirement-savings devices designed for the aging US population. Although I often felt like a hapless hamster on a turning wheel, I found it difficult to let go. But the day came when it was no longer worth the amount of life I had to pay for it.


Retiring would mean financial and psychological adjustments, but Mexico fulfilled that longtime yearning for foreign living. We knew exactly what we wanted from Mexico. We wanted to be where we could wake up to life, where we would not just walk down the street but walk down the street with light and air and color that was not available in Philadelphia, with people who looked different, with donkeys loaded with kindling and bags of cement—and we would do it in Spanish. We wanted a fresh perspective, to be engaged by life somewhere other than in a shopping mall or a traffic jam, to smell sunshine and grilling meat on the street. All of that—and Internet access.


Many people were skeptical of our plans.


“Mexico?” a coworker questioned, frowning. “Why Mexico? It’s so backward.”


“Why not France?” another suggested helpfully. “Somewhere with some culture?”


“Where in Mexico?” people asked, knowing only the beach resorts—Puerto Vallarta, Mazatlán, Cancún—as places suitable for living, as if Mexico had the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea and nothing in between.


“Isn’t it too dangerous to live there?” Usually these comments were from people in nearby suburbs who found it too threatening to live in Philadelphia. I ignored them.


“What will you do?” they asked.


I didn’t try to explain the smells, the color, the chaos. Mostly I smiled like a person who realized she was probably crazy and moved on. But “What will you do?” was a good question. Just short of sixty, I felt too young to give up work. We didn’t aspire to retire; rather, we hoped to shift into fifth gear, a smoother drive for the long haul, where we would not be the cogs in other people’s wheels. We would take the gold of our years of work and turn it into a simpler life. We would leave behind what didn’t matter anymore to find what did.


We did not think about what Mexico wanted from us. But in a secret place in my mind that could not be seen and would not be heard from for a while lay the assumption that our being citizens of the United States of America, an advanced nation, meant Mexicans would learn from us and say, “How clever and advanced they are! We want to be like them.” We couldn’t have been more wrong.


Our idea that Mexico was a country adjoining the United States, and therefore not completely foreign, was also wrong. We had no sense that we were wading into cultural waters so deep that we would need more than a life preserver to stay afloat.


No. We learned all of that much later.


JUST THREE DAYS BEFORE, the midafternoon heat had risen to embrace us as we stepped onto the tarmac at the León airport. The terminal gleamed—shiny and more modern than I had expected. Our Mexican driver met us, a short, rugged man who spoke no English. He would drive us to San Miguel, our home base for the next ten days, well known for its temperate climate and sixteenth-century Spanish architecture. From there we would decide what to see, where to go, and how to clear a path to a life in Mexico.


Robert rode in the front seat because his Spanish was more adventurous than mine. I absorbed the bright heat and the high-desert landscape from the back. The glare of the afternoon sun shimmered on vast industrial complexes fading to dry fields, short, flat-topped trees, and unfinished houses, their empty windows gaping like missing teeth. We left the billboards and traffic of León, passing the occasional donkey, as we made our way up and over a mountain pass.


“Is that San Miguel?” I leaned forward and pointed into the distance, where a church spire stretched skyward and domed buildings nestled in the bottom of a bowl of gray-green hills. Bright Mexican colors glowed like a distant cubist painting.


“Así es,” he replied. It was.


San Miguel is not a quiet town. We discovered every activity had its own sound, creating a uniquely Mexican musical ballad to life. Bells chimed the time in fifteen-minute increments, others summoned the faithful with a first, second, and last call to Mass. Men who filled the gas tanks perched on flat roofs communicated with whistles, the low-tech equivalent of walkie-talkies. A man striking an iron bar, the metal against metal deafening, announced slow-moving trash trucks.


A man plied the streets, carrying buckets of peanuts and singing “Cacahuates” a cappella. Circus wagons added to the cacophony, their trucks—loudspeakers tied to the roofs—circling narrow streets with caged lions, tigers, and ostriches, inviting us to come and see El Circo Más Grande y Muy Famoso. Although with three trucks and one tent, I doubted it was indeed the largest and most famous.


The clamor of the evening reverberated as we strolled down cramped sidewalks to the Jardín, the main square and historic center of the town, which was established by the Spaniards in 1542. Children were coming home from school: giggling, gossiping girls, arm in arm in the middle of cobblestone lanes; boys running and shouting. The blast of the mariachis’ trumpets rounded the corner as we did, heralding the sight we had come to Mexico to see—musicians; food vendors with steaming carts; arched colonnades; people everywhere, sitting on benches, at café tables, and perambulating the perimeter of meticulously pruned trees. A salmon-pink limestone church, so exuberant that it appeared on this dimming day like a Disney diorama, presided over the scene. It was chaos, but more complicated—it was the smells of difference and the whooshing sound of our past being cast aside. We loved it.


So when the cannons boomed their notice of the revolution at 5:45 a.m., I was devastated to be facing evacuation, if we even could be evacuated. We didn’t know the location of the US embassy, for heaven’s sake. How naive had we been not to consider that Mexico might have a military coup?


Robert pulled on jeans and a sweater and made his way to the kitchen to find out what to do. His first clue that evacuation would not be necessary came when he noticed the cook methodically slapping her tortillas onto a hot comal, the steam rising and heating the cool room, her radio playing mariachi favorites—quietly, in deference to the dawn.


“Buenos días,” she sang. Second clue.


“Um, ¿qué pasó?” Robert stumbled on the particulars of cannons, heavy artillery, military coups, and evacuation, vocabulary words not stressed in either high school or tourist Spanish.


Fortunately, she spoke some English. “The big noises? Oh, those are cuetes. You’ll get used to firecrackers if you’re going to live in San Miguel.”


Indeed, we have. It is said that días de fiestas claim 317 days a year in San Miguel, leaving only forty-eight lonely days without a fiesta to call their own—that there are only nine days that go without a fiesta somewhere in all of Mexico. In addition to the more common religious holidays, Mexico celebrates innumerable saints’ days, feast days, a day for blessing animals, Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), Virgin of Guadalupe Day, Three Kings Day, and Semana Santa (Holy Week), as well as the normal array of civic anniversaries crowding the calendar. There is a Día de los Locos (Day of “the Crazies”), for which neighborhoods make floats and men dress up as well-endowed women and throw candy to the crowd. We don’t even know what that is meant to celebrate. Once there was a fiesta day for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the radio station.


Fiestas often involve not only noise but also light, a product of Mexico’s longtime love affair with pyrotechnics. Fireworks makers are celebrated craftsmen. We see and hear them all, from early-morning firecrackers to great structures called castillos that swirl, twirl, and blaze away for our amusement while our dogs cower in the closet. Nobody does fiestas better, or has more of them, than Mexico.


The noise, the colors, the chaos and confusion drew us in as they had others before us. There are thousands of stories of how people decided to live in San Miguel, most involving people who came and never left. Atención, the bilingual newspaper, ran a cartoon that described our experience. In the first frame, two couples stand together, talking on the street. The residents say to the visitors, “How long will you be here?” The visitors reply, “Three weeks.” As they walk away, the residents turn to each other with a wink and a smile.


“That’s what they think.”





EVERY COUNTRY HAS ITS COLD REMEDIES



I HOLD A POTTERY PLATE with a traditional talavera motif up to the back of a head sporting a curly black ponytail. I want to buy a matching one from this narrow wooden stall at the local market, but I cannot get la señorita’s attention. Her eyes are glued to the small television screen in the corner.


“Señorita, do you have another one like this?”


“No.” She does not turn around.


I can see the matching plate just beyond her left hand, but she doesn’t. She is in the grip of what may be the number-one entertainment genre in the universe, a Mexican pastime filled with jostling, brawling, and maneuvering for position. No, it is not fútbol—it is the telenovela, a serialized daily drama completely Latin American but wildly popular from Africa to Asia, Argentina to Afghanistan. Some estimate that two billion people are in the same grip this woman is. As a point of reference, that is 33 percent of the world’s population.


On the screen, the gorgeous, aristocratic daughter of a general, in love with a poor soldier, is being forced to marry a wealthy landowner to save her family from bankruptcy, not knowing that the poor soldier is the long-lost son of another, wealthier landowner! ¡Caray!


If the threat of a tragic marriage were my only competition, I might be able to get the plates. But if a kidnapping, the murder of a priest, or steamy sex lurks, my interest in ceramics will pass without notice. This causes me to want to scream, Look at me! I need these two dishes right now, and instead of helping me, you are mesmerized by a low-budget melodrama with poor production value! But even a type A personality with impatience issues like me understands that la señorita doesn’t care about my problems.


Personally, I prefer US soap operas. Telenovelas are too over-the-top for me. I know. I can hear people saying, “But Carol, they are both over-the-top.” Yes, they may seem the same to the undiscerning connoisseur, but there are fine points of difference. Telenovelas have a beginning and an end, while soaps go on forever. I will admit that soap operas cannot rival the improbable plotlines, the melodramatic acting, and the bodacious breasts on the telenovelas, but I love that the soaps march into perpetuity and routinely resurrect previously dead characters. At my age, that is optimism I can believe in.


The telenovela is one of Mexico’s biggest exports, with tremendous powers of persuasion at home and abroad. In a land where many more people watch television than read newspapers, telenovelas are often used to educate the public on modern views of issues such as domestic violence, homosexuality, and even male pattern baldness. And people take their telenovelas seriously. The BBC reported in 2006 that after being threatened in a grocery store by protesters who were angered by a plotline, a Venezuelan telenovela writer rewrote the final script to allow the wife of a cheating husband to get a divorce instead of reconciling with him.


There are those who will claim you can learn Spanish through telenovelas. This appeals to me. I have memorized “You are not the father of my baby!” for the next big family dinner with my ex-husband. If I am ever involved in a Stephen King version of Noah’s Ark, I will be ready with “Gracias a Dios, he was eaten by the coyotes!” or the ever-useful “By the way, your brother was ripped to shreds by a shark.”


But while I await the day these exciting events unfold, I have decided to write my own telenovela. I have not been able to develop an appetite for eating cactus, so I will try to warm up to this uniquely Mexican product. After all, my life often feels like a melodrama. A greater familiarity with the conventions of the telenovela genre may help me to improve my attitude toward it.


I am at a disadvantage because I have never been in a coma, had amnesia, found out the person I thought was my uncle is my father, or been switched with another baby at birth (as far as I know, at least). Nevertheless, in the true spirit of the telenovela, I am going to rise above my lack of misfortune.


I will call it Como Tornan los Gringos: Where Honest People Suffer at the Hands of Adversity but Where Right Will Prevail, Although It Could Take a Year or More. The main characters will be los gringos: La Señora, played by me, and mi esposo, my husband, now known as Señor Roberto, with a pharmacist and a doctor in minor roles.


Announcer: “And now we bring you today’s installment of Como Tornan los Gringos, where we go with La Señora and Señor Roberto back to the United States to dispose of a lifetime’s worth of possessions. In the prior episode, los gringos battled the forces of ignorance—theirs—when their Mexican house construction faced a shutdown by the city and the plumber installed the washer so that it ‘walked’ across an entire room like a lumbering robot while in the spin cycle. Now we join los gringos on a winter visit to Philadelphia, USA, to pack up their belongings and move them to Mexico.”


Act One: After complicated maneuvers requiring pickups and drop-offs at the international movers’ warehouse, los gringos congratulate themselves on how well it’s going.


“¡Viva México! Living the dream!” they cry. High fives!


On to cleaning out the basement—a task guaranteed to lead to one of the mandatory telenovela subplots: a stay in a mental hospital.


Suddenly, La Señora grabs her throat with one hand and her forehead with the other.


“¡Maldita sea!” she cries, holding her cara dramática, her “dramatic face.”


Stage Note: Saying, “¡Maldita sea!” or “Damn it!” is very popular in telenovelas, where cursing life in general is often necessary. Close-up on the cara dramática. Telenovela characters have a large repertoire of these melodramatic expressions.


La Señora has been struck with a pounding headache and a razor-sharp throat pain. A visit to the pharmacist, who recommends aspirin and throat lozenges, is accompanied by the dramatic chanting of “¡No lo puedo creer!”


Stage Note: “¡No lo puedo creer!” or “I can’t believe it!” is the most common exclamation in telenovelas because so much happens that cannot be believed. This is an expression useful for everyday life in Mexico.


Act Two: La Señora stumbles into the dank, mildewed basement. The sore throat is gone, but chills and fever rack her body as she makes heart-wrenching decisions about what will join her in Mexico and what will be consigned to the scrap heap of Craigslist. What will she do with a cashmere scarf? Or the long double strand of pearls Señor Roberto gave her when she graduated from law school and that she wore every single day as a lawyer? Who needs cashmere and pearls in Mexico?


“¡Maldita sea!” she cries, looking out on a sea of boxes.


The plan to uproot their lives to Mexico and abandon a lifetime of belongings now seems like something dreamed up by a kinetic kindergarten class sipping espresso and gorging on Halloween candy. But La Señora keeps her head up, more or less like Mimi dying of consumption in La Bohème, emoting splendidly until the moment of death.


Stage Note: Close-up of the pharmacist’s recommendations du jour: a thermometer, Robitussin, and Advil Cold & Sinus.


Act Three: The pearls safely packed away, La Señora adorns herself in a necklace of dread, every bead a different worry. Her temperature clocks in at 102 degrees. She has a sudden onset of cold feet not entirely caused by her frigid Philadelphia basement. Can she walk away from the life she used to live, a culture she at least thinks she understands, a language (English) that she can speak for hours (days, even, according to Señor Roberto) without faltering? Maybe she is done with the “you are what you drive” mentality, but saying good-bye to second-day delivery of an Eileen Fisher sweater made of yak yarn from herds cared for by Tibetan nomadic tribes? Is that even reasonable?


Stage Note: The camera goes tight on La Señora from the neck up—bodacious breasts are not her strong point. She contemplates how she used to be important because other people said she was, and if they are not in Mexico, which they are not, who will she be? Fade-out with today’s pharmacy receipt: NyQuil, Kleenex, cough drops, and zinc tablets.


“I cannot do it.” La Señora wrings her hands. “I cannot go back and live in Mexico.” Tears, along with other fluids from the eyes and nose, flow together with mascara into the newly purchased Kleenex.


Señor Roberto gingerly clears his throat. He detects disaster in this shifting psychological quicksand. He asks, “But why, why, mi preciosa?”


Stage Note: Señor Roberto realizes that a misstep here could lead directly to the mental-hospital subplot and an expensive psychiatric frolic unlikely to be covered by their new health insurance. This is a difficult scene: Señor Roberto’s cara dramática must show his firm belief that La Señora is overreacting, but La Señora cannot suspect that. The foundation of the telenovela is deception.
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