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     In this narrative, I am writing about the friends and neighbors who welcomed us into their villages in Mexico. The names, places, and events are real. For the sake of privacy, and to avoid disturbing the villages’ tranquillity, I considered changing some names and locations. But there’s a published trail of our travels, and I felt that in the age of Google, it would be a futile gesture. So, to the residents of Sayulita and San Pancho: sorry for any unwanted attention this may cause, and warmest thanks for helping us find a new life among you.

    


   


  





   For Thia, Blair, and Tyler


   For Dad and for Gala


   

    Que les vaya bien
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    Prologue


   


   

    We delivered our news at a Mexican restaurant in New York City.


    I said, “We’re going to live in a small village on Mexico’s Pacific Coast.”


    The table was quiet, then it became noisy, then margarita toasts were offered all around. The dinner was a rowdy, jovial affair; someone among us was finally doing it. A grown-up couple was going to do the madcap thing, and run off and join the circus. But afterward, I am told, there were whispered family conferences and long, concerned telephone conversations.


    If it sounded to our friends and family like we were being rash and impetuous, it was understandable; and perhaps it was not entirely untrue. They knew that we were at a crossroads. They knew I had topped out, and then bottomed out, on my work. They knew we had wanderlust, and that at my age I probably would not stay around to restart my career. They knew that my wife, Thia, always cheerful and intrepid, was willing to try something new. They knew all this.


    But Mexico.


     


    There is a body of escapist literature about people who burn out and leave the career game voluntarily, usually with enough set aside to buy themselves a new life. But in our case, it was the game that left me on the sidelines.


    I had worked up to fifty weeks a year for thirty-five years. Although I was one of the fortunate people who liked what I was doing, dues had been paid. Sons had been sent to college. Brothers and sisters had been sheltered and succored. Mothers had moved in with us, at separate times, and had passed their final hours in our home. Our rambling house in the suburbs, and later our apartment in the city, were hearth and haven for a far-flung clan of comrades. But at work, the tradeoff for a stimulating job in the youth-beset magazine business was my double surprise to find that, first, as I passed my mid-fifties, I was no longer as appealing to employers as I had been a decade earlier, and second, I actually was the age on my driver’s license.


    We had lived an active life in New York City and its environs. We were used to going to the theater, to concerts in Central Park, to Zabar’s for its pâté, cheese, and thirty different kinds of olives. Though my work was satisfying, it was intense. I was at my office till seven or eight at night, and I often worked on weekends. I almost never felt I could relax, especially not at the crest of my career. I looked around, like a stag at a stream, always making certain I wasn’t in someone’s sights. I usually was.


    When the last magazine I edited was folded in a publishing recession, I expected to get another editing job. But the choices were sparser, the recruiters younger, the salaries smaller. My phone didn’t ring. As for Thia, after several careers in teaching, remodeling and editing a newsletter—her true life’s work was raising our two boys—she, too, found that her earning opportunities after age fifty-five were greatly diminished.


    Maybe life, as John Lennon said, is what happens when you’re busy making other plans. But no planning can creep up on you too. Thia and I had put aside some money, though not nearly enough to think about living for long on our savings, much less retiring in anything like the style to which we, like a lot of members of my providential generation, were accustomed. (In fact, many of us will choose not to retire at all; but the problem of living during our later years on a sharply reduced income, whether at work or at rest, is common to many of us. That, not shuffleboard, is what I mean by retirement.)


    In the period after the turn of the millennium, it was broadly reported that a majority of our baby-boom generation was not saving enough to live on during its retirement years. That, combined with general insecurity about Social Security, set off widespread anxiety, introspection, and not a little whining. In the last year that we spent in Connecticut and New York City, more and more conversations with friends were about “what happens next” and whether we had “our number”—enough of a nest egg to take us the rest of the way.


    The size of the nest egg varied with the family, of course, and some of our more affluent acquaintances declared that it would take several million dollars in the bank, beyond even a house or two, for them to feel set for life. For that reason, they intended to continue working long years and long hours, some at jobs they did not enjoy, until they felt secure. Others, who had toiled at low-glamour service careers with the promise of a good pension and benefits, had begun coming into their own, and we were happy for them. Still others, oldies without goodies, talked of adopting a new financial planning strategy entirely: doubling up on their weekly purchases of lottery tickets.


    We had a modest securities account and, after paying retail for two private-college educations, an equally modest retirement account fund. But that was it. No pension, no benefits. I had taken some risks in my career and was glad I had. Some had paid off, some not, but none resulted in payouts or pensions. Our health insurance premiums, now that we were no longer covered by corporate, could make us sick if we thought about them. We had some debts. We owned a small condo in Connecticut, where we could cocoon. In all, nothing to cry about; the world offered far tougher prospects to the vast majority of humankind. But it was nevertheless apparent that we were going to have to look at other places to live, and other ways of living, if we were going to afford a future for ourselves that was anywhere as interesting as the life we had come from.


    The other vein I had felt throbbing was a personal pulse, the sense of rhythm we had about our lives and where we were headed. Even without the push, we had spent many nights asking ourselves if this taut, glossy life was something we wanted forever. Our two sons had made us proud, and we had an extraordinarily close and affectionate relationship with them, but they had flown the nest. One was a few years out of college, a reporter in New York, and the other, just graduated, off to study in the Middle East. We knew how fortunate we had been with our kids, how we’d lucked out on the fundamental things of life. We’d always have parenthood.


    Now, though, Thia and I were a childless couple once again. It was both liberating and unsettling. How would she and I thrive alone? How much did we have in common now that we were no longer a child-rearing enterprise? Did we want to adjust in place, or move out, try on a different set of experiences that might bind us in a new way? What we needed—what I heard friends of my age say they needed—was a new life that was not just a soft landing but an exploration. Change, we sensed, was not just necessary for economic reasons but to keep people from going stale.


    And that Connecticut weather. Glorious in the spring, splendid in the summer, gaudy in the fall…and increasingly tough to take in the endless midnight winter. I recognized in myself what I had seen in older friends and relatives: the preternatural desire for sunlight on the face and sand between the toes, not to mention drinks with salt on the rims. Slowly, despite our reluctance to leave family, friends, and the abundance of an anchored life, we began to dream of moving to a sunny place, but one that would be more challenging, better for our sinews, than Florida, Arizona, even California. Oh, and someplace more affordable.


    That was when the idea of Mexico began to take hold.


   


  





   

    Chapter 1


    

     A Rainstorm…
A Goodbye Party…Crossing Over

    


   


   

    

     ¿Es usted norteamericana?

    


    

     Sí, soy norteamericana.

    


    We are rolling across the republic to the soft droning of my wife’s Spanish language drills on the car’s CD player. My wife answers with the same exaggerated singsong lilt as the woman on the disc, and it is starting to grate on me. Certainly it is a credit to Thia that she is using our five days of driving to the border as a time to begin learning the language, but it has something of the same effect on me that songs tallying bottles of beer used to have when returning from camp. It is Election Day, and it is pouring sheets here in Ohio as autumn lightning crackles down onto the plains. When we pull off the highway to fill up, I see lines of people outside a school building, holding umbrellas or turning their collars up, waiting to vote. Thia and I have cast absentee ballots in our Connecticut town before leaving—as it happens, I was in the college class between the two presidential candidates—but if there is any astral, or political, sign in our departure, it is not of our making.


    The election results unfold for us in a motel in Ohio, where it continues to pour. We wonder, in passing, what effect the lashing rain might have on the voter turnout here. Thia and I resume our drive the next morning, and the weather clears. She puts on her Spanish drills again (yes, she is a norteamericana, but I cannot think of a time in Mexico in the next two years when we’ll be called that), and we strike a time-sharing compromise: I am finally able to tune into my newest toy, a satellite radio. With 120 channels, it turns a long drive into a continuous sampling of music, news, and sports—Mozart, classic rock, crooners of the thirties, Debussy, even a twenty-four-hour Elvis channel, plus NPR and the talk shows, all thrashing out the election results.


    Although we are on our way to simplify our lives, it will not be without some of our society’s more useful technology. Mine is the first generation since the rise of the Internet and the technology boom to try out the expatriate life. We may not need our TV—we have not brought along a set—but we do want our laptops, our DVD players, our iPods, our Wi-Fi cards.


    Our car is a midsize used Japanese SUV I bought recently on eBay. It is hardly a smart choice of car, since it is not serviced in Mexico, and it is not particularly economical or environmentally friendly. But it is a strong, rugged beast, and we didn’t want to trade it in for a lesser breed; at least it is a four-wheel drive vehicle. Mexico, as we knew from a previous visit, offered ample opportunities to test a car’s constitution. The topes—vicious speed bumps that appear out of nowhere approaching towns and villages—were enough to require reinforced shocks, and any detours could involve streams, mud, and rocks.


    It also had enough cargo room for the stuff we were bringing for a first year’s stay in Mexico. Thia decided suitcases would only be a nuisance to store in the apartment we would be renting, and a pain to pack in the car, so instead we filled sixteen large steel-reinforced plastic trash bags with our (all-summer) clothes, our laptops, a printer, a fan, our flippers, a multitude of CDs and books, a stereo, and a foldable bookcase.


    By afternoon of the next day, in Missouri, we switch off the satellite radio in favor of an audio book of Mark Twain readings. As we have planned our rambling route, we cross the big river not that far from Hannibal listening to excerpts from Life on the Mississippi. We are in no hurry to reach the Mexican border. We have traveled with our boys throughout the United States and in Europe, and always enjoyed the going as much as the getting there.


     


    To easterners, Europe seems closer than Mexico. In the East, our superficial image of Mexico is shaped by what we read or see on television or when immigration issues are in the public eye: a poor country with good resorts, lousy water, spicy food, dangerous bandidos, a colorful history, and a hard-working people—a good number of whom might, at any moment, be poised at the Rio Grande, paying unscrupulous smugglers their life’s savings to ferry them across to do America’s lowest-paid work. When we get exercised about illegal immigration, as we do every few years, we notice the Mexicans in our midst, laboring in our fields and our cities. But we do not trouble ourselves to know much beyond the clichés about Mexico, or about the Mexicans who remain and reside in their own country. In the East we are exposed to a less nuanced image of Mexico than are residents of California or the Southwest. But it’s safe to say that a mix of apprehension and condescension toward our southern neighbor seems to be pervasively, reflexively American. Sorry, North American.


    In our family, there was a different tradition. It may not have been in our blood—we’re pretty much Irish-French—but living in Mexico for a time was part of our family history. My paternal grandfather lived and worked in Chihuahua, in northern Mexico, at the turn of the last century. My father, a mining equipment salesman, was transferred to Mexico City in 1952, and we spent seven years there, leaving when I was twelve. I forgot much of my Spanish and did not return to Mexico until I was an adult.


    Though I passed some formative years there, Mexico faded from my mind. My family moved to Europe—I met my future wife’s family there—but I went to high school and college in the States and worked in America’s big cities. I retained a warm feeling for the years I spent in Mexico City, which was then a balmy city of a few million. It seemed to me, young as I was, a fabled, romantic time of my life. But later, as time went on, I became no less susceptible than other Americans to the drumbeat of press reports about Mexico’s unstable finances, poverty-stricken citizenry, and crime in the border cities, to say nothing of the effects of drinking the tap water.


    In fact, after we announced our decision to our larger circle of friends, it was surprising how many had their own personal horror stories to relate, and how eagerly they told them. Just before we left, there was a good-bye party for us in New York at our in-laws’ apartment. Our friends came to wish us well. One, a svelte, smart New York City judge and an experienced world traveler, told us she had visited Mexico only once and had been shipped home feet first, retching. A soft-spoken sister-in-law was uncharacteristically agitated when she talked about a friend who had once been stopped by police in Mexico and taken off to jail on spurious charges. A couple of friends from the suburbs mentioned kidnappings in Mexico City and the rash of stories about violence in the border cities.


    At the party, after we cut the celebratory cake that was bought for us, several of my male friends put their arm around my shoulder.


    “You dog,” said a lifelong buddy. “We’re so goddamn envious.”


    “You’re paving the way,” said another friend and fellow writer. “You’re going to live the dream.”


    That is what they were saying. But by the way they squeezed my shoulder, kneading it sympathetically, I knew it was more than happiness or even a touch of envy they felt for us—they were wishing us luck, as if they feared we would need it.


     


    After a final Stateside lunch on San Antonio’s voguish riverfront, we are in Laredo, Texas, approaching the border. Thia and I rehearse our plans. The guidebooks and websites have advised us what we can legally take across the border. Among other things, we are declaring only the ten books and twenty CDs we are allowed under a tourist visa, and have written a list to that effect, translating it into formal Spanish on Google’s language site.


    We are taking a risk by failing to declare the fifty CDs and the sixty or so books we are actually carrying. We will be applying for a tourist visa even though we intend to stay for at least a year, and will wait to get a resident visa at our destination in Mexico. That will eventually allow us to bring over a virtually unlimited number of household goods, but for now we have to make do with what tourists do. We are resigned to what may happen if the Mexican border police give us the notorious red light, which randomly singles out travelers for a major inspection. We know we face duty and a possible fine if our international music- and book-smuggling operation is uncovered.


    In downtown Laredo, we pick up our Mexican insurance papers; American insurance is not valid in Mexico. Nasty stories about uninsured accidents in Mexico are a cottage industry online, not least because so many Mexican drivers do not themselves carry insurance—or driver’s licenses, for that matter. In Mexico, we hear, with a legal system in part based on the Napoleonic code, guilt is sometimes assumed and innocence must be proved. If papers are not in order, or there are any discrepancies at the scene of a fender bender, it is not unknown for the police to escort both drivers to a jail until it can be sorted out.


    We head for the international border.


    In the middle of the bridge spanning the Rio Grande, we pass into Mexico. American customs is uninterested in those of us leaving, while at the Mexican booth, an unsmiling man in uniform peers in at us and nods us through. It’s a false positive, we know. The real customs stop is twelve miles down the highway, through a “free trade zone,” in which U.S. residents can make casual day trips with a minimum of red tape. Those of us going further face the gauntlet. It is an instructive experience to cross the border by car, unlike flying into a Mexican airport, where you encounter only gradual changes amid the familiar glass and chrome of the arrivals building. In a car, you are immersed in the new culture instantly.


    On the streets of Nuevo Laredo, the potholed pavement, littered sidewalks, dilapidated buildings, horizontal traffic lights, and a swelter of unfamiliar signage hit us at once. An old gentleman in a straw hat pulls out in front of us, on the seat of a cart made from a car frame, urging his donkey forward in traffic. The sidewalk action, all bustle and glances, has an edgy cast. In the year to come, there will be stories about gang killings and kidnappings in this lawless border city, and even now I know I want us to do our business and be gone.


    We have to get our visas and car papers. Given the millions of vehicles that pass this way, the signs for the Mexican car-permit office are remarkably casual and makeshift. When we find the office, there are lines, and documents to be stamped, and permits to be paid for—in Mexican pesos, not with credit cards. Outside of major hotels and restaurants, we know this is still largely a cash society. This is my first test of patience for the pace of bureaucratic life in Mexico. The American mind begins immediately to make comparisons: God, this is inefficient; in the States we’d streamline this—conveniently forgetting long mornings of waiting in line at a New York City Department of Motor Vehicles. I have to make a conscious effort to adjust—they do it differently here, relax!—so I don’t start out irritated and annoyed. Our documents are stamped, then stamped again, and then again.


    About ninety minutes later, we are on the highway toward the twelve-mile customs station, where the green or red light awaits. We are exhilarated to be headed somewhere we will be calling home, but with a glance at each other, Thia and I know we are feeling the same thing. It is something we would not have admitted to our friends back East: a touch of dread about leaving behind the safe harbor of U.S. laws and norms, knowing that this time in our journey south we are driving deeper, past the point of easy return, to a place that can feel more perilous and alien than most countries we have visited. It’s been said that there may be no two bordering countries in the world more different from each other than the United States and Mexico. Mexican author Carlos Fuentes has written that Mexico is far more “intricate and challenging to the North American mind than anything in Europe; a country at times more foreign than anything in Asia.”


    Still, I remind myself that despite the press clippings and State Department warnings, the overall crime rate in Mexico, at least as compiled by a recent United Nations survey, is ranked at less than a quarter that of the United States. Because public mistrust of the police in Mexico results in crimes being underreported, probably drastically, it’s hard to get a true sense of it. But even if the reported figures are tripled or quadrupled, there is a statistical case to be made that in many parts of the country, for many of its 107 million citizens and resident expatriates, Mexico is at least as safe to live in as the United States. It is reassuring to think so.


    Approaching the customs checkpoint, we slow down to pass through the lights. Up ahead, a red flash, and a car pulls over to the side and is approached by customs agents. Then a green, a green, and us—green! The very first thing I think after feeling relief is an ungrateful, Damn, what was I worried about?; we could have taken the desktop computer (only a laptop is permitted), and maybe even that old air conditioner we had in the attic in Connecticut. Well, maybe not. We hear later from red-lighted travelers who were delayed for hours while every bag was inspected, with imaginative duties imposed on anything that looked even vaguely new.


    The crossing, as I reflect on it, has its disturbing ironies. Here are we, persons born to privilege, now prospective immigrants headed in one direction over a border river that countless desperate immigrants look to cross the other way. We are worried about carrying too many CDs and getting fined; they are, many of them, fearful of being caught, arrested, turned back, robbed, in some cases dying from desert exposure. But something comes back to me: for all the furor about Mexican illegal aliens, which will grow more strident in the months to come, I have also read about Mexican immigrants working in the States who say they ultimately prefer the way of life in Mexico and intend to return here when they have saved enough. Although there’s an economic reason I am emigrating to their country, I am also hoping to embrace the life and culture they say they miss.


    So we are, at last, on our way. Our destination is a stretch of beach villages two days’ drive away, about halfway down Mexico’s Pacific Coast. We felt it important to settle in the middle part of the country, beyond the reach of the hustle and aggression of the border cities, and outside the periphery of tension and congestion that is Mexico City. We have been to the gentler central and interior parts of the country, and have a sense of how life is lived there.


    Still, it is not that we have a dreamy notion of living alone in a rural village or necessarily of living in a more “authentic” Mexico. There are expatriates who seek that out, but we were not looking for a primitive, locals-only retreat. The villages that caught our interest are more prosperous, and more inhabited by Americans, than most. Yes, we want the Mexican experience; yes, we want to engage with a culture that is new to us. But we are going to make a home and do not want to forgo all modern comforts or English-speaking comradeship.


    Besides, it seems more interesting to us to engage with a community that is dealing with change, not pastorally preserved in the past. As Mexicans come north to seek a better living, Americans will be heading south in greater numbers to seek a better life. That dynamic—between a purely Mexican tradition and the wave of modernism ushered in by television, tourists, and retirees—will be an increasingly common scenario played out in Mexican towns and villages.


    This, at least, is what I found when I took an assignment a year earlier to write about Americans retiring in central Mexico. It was then that I rediscovered my childhood affection for the country and its people. During that trip, I came to feel that the overarching characteristics of Mexicans—amiability, generosity, creativity, honesty, joy in living—were most evident in these smaller towns. As for the Americans, I interviewed a wide range of gringo retirees, in various states of work, repose, and merriment, from Guadalajara to Puerto Vallarta. It was at the end of the trip that, unexpectedly, we arrived at the funky, dusty village that would grab our hearts: Sayulita.


    

     [image: 12]

    


    Sayulita, Nayarit, viewed from the south.


    We would not have got there, or done any of it, if I had not first had the rug pulled out from under me. Sometimes you need a shove to discover where you want to go next.


   


  





   

    Chapter 2


    

     Becoming an Expat…Significant Encounters…High on a Hilltop

    


   


   

    A year earlier, when it became clear that I was not going to be asked to rejoin the New York City fast track anytime soon, we sold our apartment, moved to our small condo in Connecticut, and spent slow mornings over hot coffee talking about the future. Although we got nowhere, it occurred to me that a lot of people in our generation coming up behind us soon would be getting nowhere over hot coffee, too. Perhaps, I thought, we could investigate that very question on a writing assignment. It was a decision that would lead us by a roundabout itinerary to uprooting our lives.


    I had written travel articles for many years. The idea of Mexico came up because I knew that a lot of Americans of retirement age had moved to the Guadalajara area, so I pitched a writing assignment to the logical publication: AARP, the mammoth-circulation magazine of the retirement organization. The premise of my pitch, approved by AARP, was that my wife and I would travel through a kind of retirement belt in central Mexico—the greater Guadalajara area is home to about fifty thousand American retirees—observing, talking, and poking our noses into people’s lives. Our itinerary would take us from Guadalajara and Lake Chapala to San Miguel de Allende and then west to the Pacific Coast and Puerto Vallarta. The goal wasn’t so much a guidebook collection of facts as a survey of Americans abroad, in their own voices.


    Though the scope of the article inevitably would be more about Americans in Mexico than about the Mexicans themselves, it was going to help that, because of my seven years as a child in Mexico City, I retained some middle-school Spanish. Thia, for her part, was known to use her college Italian in Mexican restaurants, often to intriguing effect, but otherwise did not know a word of Spanish. We were probably not unlike a lot of visiting American couples—some Spanish, and no Spanish. We flew to Guadalajara late in the year with plans to spend about a month in Mexico. I was not yet connecting the trip to the threads in my life, or that of my family’s past. It was a chance to see a part of Mexico I had never seen, with a vague idea that it might somehow yield some personal answers.


     


    Traveling through central Mexico for the next month by intercity bus, I met and interviewed the tenacious American residents of Guadalajara; the gated garden dwellers of Lake Chapala; the arty folk and mansion builders of San Miguel de Allende; and the cocktail-on-the-roof expatriates of Puerto Vallarta. (As to the word expatriate: It is remarkable how many Americans living in Mexico take offense at being called expatriates. It is also remarkable how many poor spellers there are. Convinced the word is spelled ex-patriots, they get mad if you call them that, and insist they are good Americans who just happen to have a Mexican address.)


    From them I absorbed a few of the essentials of retiring or living part-time in Mexico: yes, the cost of living is cheaper, but not always that much cheaper. Depending on where they came from, expats’ housing costs were anywhere from a quarter to three-quarters what they are in the States. Americans could live on their Social Security checks, perhaps, but mostly if they lived a Mexican life: tacos, not steak. Medical care—a very big topic among retirees—was generally praised and is reasonably priced; an important point, since Medicare is not valid outside the United States. Most drugs, except controlled substances, are available without prescription. I was intrigued to find that in some retirement communities—Lake Chapala, for instance—American women outnumber men by four to one; it led me to wonder if that would intimidate, or invigorate, American men I knew.


    American retirees in Mexico, I found, are roughly dispersed into two pitched camps: those who assimilate into the country by living among locals, and those who isolate themselves by living inside gated communities or condo complexes. Both types defend their choices and are only too happy to hurl insults about each other online. (By “gringos,” I take the poetic license of including the many Canadians here.)


    What they agreed on was that expats in Mexico thought of themselves as hardier, pluckier than their compatriots who moved to Florida. Over a breakfast of huevos rancheros in Guadalajara, Michael Forbes, a trim transplanted Brit who edited The Guadalajara Colony Reporter, summed up his years of gringo watching: “Mexico can enchant you every day, and it can drive you mad every day: the life of the plazas, the climate, the welcoming, warm people. On the other hand, the crazy driving, the dysfunctional mails, the concept of Mexican time…”


    “So what motivates the ones who do make the move?” I asked.


    “Sometimes,” he said, “you need to change your life from the mundane, and that can be good for you in your retirement years.” That idea—that a retiree needs to avoid living too easy a life; that doing something new, a bit risky, is crucial to avoid stagnation—would come up often in the weeks and months ahead.


     


    We planned to end the reporting trip in Puerto Vallarta; our intention was to stay about a week and head home. I’d been in touch by email with a bed-and-breakfast owner who urged me to come visit a couple of the beach villages to the north of Puerto Vallarta. There was little to suggest this would be a turning point for us, one that would propel us out of Connecticut a year later. Until now, the trip had been a job—informative, nostalgic for me, and ultimately a useful exercise in learning what retirement choices others had made. But it was those two unkempt, unpaved burgs on the edge of the Pacific Coast jungle, and the encounters we had there, that sent us on our rendezvous with dustiness.


    But first Puerto Vallarta.


    Guidebooks extol the city’s blend of old Mexican charm and beach glamour, and we liked the amenities and the shopping. Forty years ago it was a picturesque little beach town. Then John Huston brought Richard Burton and Ava Gardner (and Elizabeth Taylor, in a nonstarring role) down to film The Night of the Iguana, giving it a dusting of glitter and steamy tropical allure. In their wake came the paparazzi, the tourists, the cruise ships, and the huge megahotels. It may be the only city whose entire modern urban development was set in motion by a movie.


    There is a large, active American retirement community in Puerto Vallarta, an airport twenty minutes from downtown, and plenty of the playtime facilities that spring up around a modern resort. I found a number of hospitable retirees who invited us to their sunset cocktail parties in graceful condos high above Banderas Bay. There is an English-language bookstore, lots of charity work, and a wide variety of good restaurants. It is a city known to be friendly to gays. But we also encountered vendors hawking everything from jewelry to condo time shares—on the street, in the cafés, on the beach. The time-share sellers were exceptionally aggressive, carnival barkers in sunglasses. Tourists from the countless glitzy hotels and cruise ships wandered about.


    I would later soften my opinion of Puerto Vallarta, but after a few days we decided to move on. We rented an old VW and drove up the coast to San Francisco and Sayulita, the villages I had heard about, forty-five minutes up the highway. They were supposedly less hectic and more “like Puerto Vallarta was thirty years ago.”


    We found San Francisco, universally known as San Pancho, to be a gratifying change, a quiet village of unassuming Mexican homes and modest stores and restaurants on a long street leading to a spectacular, surf-pounding beach. Considerably less modest, and more surprising, was what lay at the end of a stony, bumpy road at the north end of town: a colony of elegant mosaic-domed, American-owned Mediterranean villas, which is where Casa Obelisco stands. One of the owners was my email correspondent, Barbara Hart-Kirkwood.


    Barbara and Bill Kirkwood, the first of our significant encounters, were former fast trackers from Silicon Valley who had moved to San Pancho for good three years earlier. With another couple, they decided to build a bed-and-breakfast inn over a period of several years—the dream of about every third retiree I encountered, by my conservative estimate. The idea was that they and their friends and partners Judi MacGregor-Levens and John Levens (who arrived later in our stay), would each have their own living wing, and would build four extra bedrooms, a pool, and a cabana for paying guests. The final touches—guest rooms with bedspreads in bright Mexican blues and greens—had just been added when we arrived. As their first paying customers, Thia and I luxuriated in the canopied beds, checking our shoes in the morning for scorpions, and spent an afternoon lolling in the eye-catching pool, which is tiled with a huge mosaic of an obelisco, the hibiscus that gave their house its name.


    The couples were trailblazers of a sort (though latecomers compared to some of the twenty-year gringo veterans we were to meet later). Foreigners cannot buy land within fifty kilometers of Mexico’s coasts, so U.S. buyers had to invest in land via leases and trusts, sometimes relying on prestanombres (literally, “name lenders,” Mexican citizens who hold the property in their names) and other stratagems. It was our first exposure to the brave new world of property ownership in Mexico: in a country where mortgages are still rare, American retirees hand over large sums and don’t even receive title in return.


    Bill, a sandal-clad, Hawaiian-shirt-wearing bear of a guy, and Barbara, a petite blonde with no guile, a talent for zingers, and an infectious laugh, were more than good hosts. They spent long hours with us, and their tales about house building, making new friends, and adapting to Mexico’s what-will-be mentality were mostly upbeat, but realistic. Unlike many of the part-time residents in the region, they had cut their ties to the States, selling their home and most of their U.S. possessions.


    We had long talks around their pool that ranged from police corruption to the excellent plastic surgery that Barbara volunteered she got at a Guadalajara clinic. I mentioned a couple of Puerto Vallarta retirees I had heard complaining derisively about paying cops mordidas—bribes. Barbara’s take was refreshing. Although she lamented certain “lawlessness” in her adopted country, she said, “Taxes are absurdly low, and so is a policeman’s pay. How else can they make ends meet? Just pay it and shut up, I say.”


    “Absurd is the word for it,” Bill, jovial and laid-back, added. “We have a five-thousand-square-


foot beachfront house and pay twenty-four dollars a year in property taxes. What kind of protection and services can you get from that?” Bill opened a bar called the Drunken Monkey on San Pancho’s main street, though he didn’t yet know if it would turn out to be a going concern. “I told Barbara I needed to do something down here to stay out of the bars,” Bill said. “So what do I do? I open up a bar.”


    Despite their perch on Gringo Hill, they were deeply involved in the life of the local community. They employed a number of Mexicans, becoming involved in their families and their dramas. They attended all the birthday parties and fiestas, and on our walks around town, I saw them greet—and be greeted by—scores of San Pancho villagers.


    We made plans to spend our last couple of days in Sayulita, five miles down the road. Another beach town, we heard, but with more of a village life. John and Judi went there often to swim (their beach is often too rough), and Barbara swore by the hair salon. Nice little plaza. “Different deal,” said Barbara, “same dream.” The night before we made our foray into Sayulita, I asked if their family or friends expressed envy for these retirees who, in their early fifties, had made their fantasies come true.


    “Yes,” said Barbara. “Lots of them come down to visit, look at properties, and get the itch. Then, at the last minute they back down.”


    “Why?”


    “Fear of the unknown. In the States you know there’s always a fix. Here, it’s fix-it-yourself. You’ve got to have that spirit.”


     


    We came to Sayulita looking for a Sunday breakfast. We had wandered its dusty, cobblestone streets, taken in its pretty little plaza, and had gone for an early swim on its crescent beach with the neat surf break. We heard about Rollie’s almost from the moment we got to town. It served only breakfast, from eight to noon, and in the winter season there were often crowds of up to a dozen people waiting for a table. It is up a dirt road from the town plaza, across from the carnicería, where chickens are killed and plucked, in front of which an old woman churns a vat of pig victuals to prepare chicharrón. And there we had our second significant encounter.


    It was a bright Sunday morning, and on Sunday, everyone comes to Rollie’s.


    Jeanne Dick, dark-haired, cat-eyed, pert in a short jean skirt, wife of the proprietor, came out with cups of coffee for those waiting in line. “I’ll try to get Rollie to hurry things along, but…” she said, making a quién sabe gesture. Inside, past a dozen tables, in the kitchen at the rear, was Rollie, in a T-shirt, apron, and sun visor, flipping pancakes on a large grill.


    The menu, a hand-produced manual filled with personal musings, elaborate dish names (“Neoclassicist Eggs: A Revival of Classical Aesthetics and Forms”) and earnest annotations (“It speaks to me of glorious mornings”), was unabashedly personal. Bob Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited was playing on the speakers. Jeanne the waitress was obviously the starch to Rollie’s sugar. She pointed to an entry written by her husband praising his own special half-crepe, half-pancakes (“I have never met anyone who didn’t like them”), made a yeah-right face, and said, “I’ve met plenty of people who don’t like ’em. Take the Pioneer hotcakes, they’re more interesting.”
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    Rollie’s restaurant: home cookin’ in Paradise.


    Soon someone shouted, “Sing your song, Rollie!” Rollie, dark-and-gray-haired with a distinguished nose, ambled into the center of the restaurant. “If you’re of a spiritual nature,” he announced, “a little prayer for me would be in order.” Laughs all around. Some of the crowd had seen this before and knew what to expect. Accompanied by a tape of his son, Josh, singing and playing a guitar, Rollie began his breakfast song.


    

     “Bienvenidos a Rollie’s Restaurant…Aquí vamos a desayunar…” As he and his absent son did their Nat King and Natalie Cole bit, Rollie danced around with arms outspread like Zorba, circling the restaurant, taking an older woman’s hand and waltzing her between the tables. As the song wound down, he said, “And now comes the hardest part.” He began to kneel creakily down, and before he reached the floor, a bemused-looking Jeanne paused with a tray in one hand, and with the other, slipped a cushion beneath his knee. Rollie swept his cap off his head in a bow to the crowd. At that moment, Stretch, their mutt, flashed by to snatch away the cap.


    It was all pretty theatrical, and little wonder. Rollie Dick, who was then sixty-four, a former school principal and amateur-theater ham from Salinas, California, was now one of Sayulita’s prime boosters, and its gringo godfather. In the time that we spent in Sayulita on our first visit, it was Rollie and Jeanne who most vividly personified the fantasy of giving up one life for another. As we decided to stretch our stay in Sayulita from several days to several weeks, we became friends, and they told us their story.


    Five years earlier, Rollie had heard about the village from the family of one of his Mexican students in Salinas and came down for a vacation with his family: Jeanne, also a teacher, and his son and daughter. After ten days, they “fell in love” with the place. On leaving, he asked to be contacted if a place that matched their limited resources came on the market. Rollie’s retirement fantasy was to open a restaurant. When word came that a building was available in Sayulita, the Dicks decided to take the chance.


    “I flew down,” he recalled, “and ten minutes after I got here, I was signing the biggest check I’d ever written in my life to a man I’d never met before, and he was giving me a handwritten receipt in a language I couldn’t read or speak.” Rollie paid out a significant portion of their savings for a three-story building with a welding shop on the ground floor. “You had to have vision,” he said. “Plus, taxes are thirty-two dollars a year.” Since Jeanne was still teaching, and the kids were still in school, Rollie made the decision to move down alone. “I lived here for three years without a telephone and without knowing how to speak Spanish. There were times when I was totally terrified, living without my family, but patience is the virtue here…” With the help of a Mexican family, he opened the restaurant, and his wife (and kids, part of the time) moved down later.


    What appealed to Rollie about Sayulita was the mix of people—locals and gringos—and a certain audacious spirit he found. Also, the politics. “We’re on the left politically,” Rollie says, “and down here, for the most part, there are lots of risk takers, progressive people who are socially aware.”


    His political beliefs, Rollie said, led him to make a decision about the ownership of his restaurant. “I’m a socialist at heart and here was a chance for us to put our political, social, and spiritual values into practice. We devised a way for the people who work here to buy part of the restaurant and share in the profits, so we’re no longer the sole owners. And oh my God, what a wonderful thing for the Mexican families involved. Their lives are changing.”


    I asked how Rollie had coped without wife and family for three years. “When I came down here, I had no expectations; I’m on something of a spiritual journey, so I was willing to see what would happen in this new phase of my life. For instance, now I read the Tao, and I meditate every morning—”


    “Sits in a chair doing nothing,” Jeanne, who had joined the conversation, explained.


    “—and I think about what Tao says about doing by not doing. I don’t have to worry about the next step, I just take it. You know, that’s very Mexican.”


    “Not doing?” Jeanne laughed. “Seventy hours of work a week. Rollie’s a mogul at heart. He plays poker every Wednesday and Saturday; ask him if he shares his winnings.”


    A couple of days later, Rollie and Jeanne were taking us for a walk through the village. It was Sayulita Days, and the carnival had come to town. A parade of horses, and pickup trucks carrying young women with sashes and costumed children perched precariously on hoods, had just passed by. There were bumper-car rides and sidewalk stands selling spicy delicacies and brass bands competing with each other across the small plaza. Like our San Pancho friends, Rollie and Jeanne were greeted everywhere we walked, by gringo and Mexican alike. But the topic among the gringos today was the lack of water, now going into its third day. Weaving among the festival goers, Rollie explained the finer points of public works in Sayulita.
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    Jeanne and Rollie Dick, former teachers, now restaurateurs.


    “The new pump was delivered on the first day of the three-day festival, and they chose to install that day. Of course it blew away the pipes. I asked why, of all times, they’d choose the holiday to install it. They said, ‘Because it arrived today.’ So when, three days later, there was still no repair work being done, I asked why not. They said, ‘Because no one works on holidays.’ Makes perfect sense.”


    Rollie expanded on How Things Are Done Down Here. “There is, absolutely, a mentality here of living in the now. Speaking very generally, it does not involve planning very far into the future. If they tell you they’ll be here at nine o’ clock, they may or they may not. If they’ve got money in their pocket from the last job, why come to work today? And you know what? It’s wonderful! It’s a wonderful way to live, in the now. But it drives some people just wild. I’ve seen retired CEOs brought to their knees! They come down here with some money and think, ‘I’m gonna take care of business, get this house built, boom, boom’…and they’re putty in the Mexicans’ hands by the time it’s over.


    “We made the decision that we were going to live here as guests of Mexico and do things their way. A lot of the gringos in town, they want to fix this and sign petitions for that—the roads, the phones. We realize we’re in a foreign country—we really realize it when we see police pickup trucks roll by with fourteen-year-old boys sitting in the back holding Uzis—yet we’ve never felt safer in our lives. Yes, we keep our doors locked at night, but as far as walking around at night…people are charming, gentle, completely unlike the image you get in the States. There’s a gentility to the people around here that you don’t find anywhere else that we’ve lived.”


    A man in a T-shirt called out, “Hola Rollie!”


    “Armando, the town sheriff,” Rollie said. “Also the constable and the judge. Also owns the town’s liquor store.”


    It was another beautiful day. Rollie grinned. “Isn’t it great? I spent my whole life in education, but here I’ve gone to school on my Mexican neighbors. So many of them are so much better off—and I don’t mean financially—than people in the States. I’m still an American, still a patriot, but God, life is so good here.”


     


    We stayed for a month and met many of Sayulita’s other gringos and Mexicans. We went out most nights to seafood or taco restaurants, listening to life stories, telling ours, making friends quickly, the way expats do. I found a poker game with a group of grizzled retirees with acerbic senses of humor. Thia met some smart women—a few living on their own. We traveled to neighboring villages. It seemed to us that there was something unusual in these towns, particularly in the way the Mexicans seemed to accept the Americans in their midst, and in the way Americans fell into the rhythms of the Mexican village life.


    We knew that we were just seeing the surface, but we liked how people greeted each other, did their shopping, stopped to gossip. This was a prosperous, booming little place where there was plenty of work to go around, and it seemed unlike some other towns where rich Americans, gathered in enclaves, were serviced by poor Mexicans. Though most locals were working people, quite a few Mexicans here were land-rich, and though the town was changing, I felt there was an affable, if pecuniary, parity between the gringos and the Mexicans. And the interesting friction of a traditional culture rubbing up against a modern one.


    Then we decided, for the fun of it, to let a real-estate broker show us some properties. To our surprise, and somewhat on impulse—no, totally on impulse—we bought a plot of land high on a steep hill above the town. When I say bought, I may be overstating the case. The owner had no doubt it was a sale, since he banked our wire transfer. But our New York attorney, whom we informed on our return, was considerably less certain—no, he was apoplectic—because we paid for it in full and got no deed in return, just a power of attorney and a “legal promise” that it was ours. Not to worry. It was the way things were done around here; everything would work out fine.


     


    A year later, on our way back to Mexico to build our home, we are certain that this is true. With one or two misgivings.


   


  





   

    Chapter 3


    

     On the Road…Guadalupe and I…
A Case of Remorse

    


   


   

    Thia is on lesson twelve of the Spanish language CDs, and I am whistling “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da” to distract myself, waiting for the drills to end so I can tune into the satellite channel that plays old-time classic radio shows. I stroke my sparse mustache, which I began to grow a couple of weeks ago. I am convinced it gives me a desirable touch of Pancho Villa bravado. The toll highway south of Laredo heading toward Monterrey is smooth and encourages speed. Outside, sagebrush, juniper trees, and arid plains stretch to the wide horizon. Montana’s Big Sky is no bigger. Thia, who was born with the gift of zest, pauses the CD player every twenty minutes or so to eagerly point out a new sight—“Look at—!”—a patch of tiny yellow flowers, a field of planted purple maguey.


    We also see the remains of a picnic come sailing out of the window of a car ahead of us. It’s startling the first time it happens, as is the amount of trash that accumulates along the side of the road. It will take some getting used to for Thia, but it’s interesting how quickly I assimilate the sight. Mexicans toss around quite a bit of litter on the highways, and it does not seem to bother anyone much. It did not bother Americans much either until the late fifties. What is interesting about Mexico is that this trash-friendly nonchalance coexists with the civic attitude of a Querétaro, the lovely colonial city of courtyards and wrought-iron balconies that we stopped in during our first trip. In its central neighborhoods, Querétaro is the cleanest city I have ever seen anywhere in the world. Uniformed sweepers are at work virtually all day, and its streets are as shiny and spotless as Disneyland’s.


    Tolls are steep—a stretch of one hundred miles can cost ten dollars—but the free roads, which sometimes run parallel to the toll highways, are much rougher and often clogged with trucks and buses driving ninety miles an hour. (“Why does a bus pass on the curve?” goes a joke one of my Mexican friends told me. “Because usually there’s no one coming.”) In the late afternoon, we pass a green van we recognize—one of the rescue vehicles known as “Green Angels,” which patrol the roads constantly for drivers in distress. It’s a free service, no membership required, and is a wonderfully reassuring sight. Before leaving Connecticut, on the advice of the online bulletin boards, I stocked up on extra air filters, oil filters, puncture kits, warning flares. But sailing along the well-maintained highways, with plenty of Pemex stations whizzing by, it’s hard to know what the road paranoia is about. I never did feel it.


     


    From 1952 to 1959, we lived in a pleasant neighborhood of Mexico City called Lomas de Chapultepec, populated mostly by Americans and middle-class Mexicans. Life in the Mexican capital then was a near paradise of clean blue skies, Sunday lunches in Xochimilco, and bougainvillea on the terrace. My father was the sales manager of a mining equipment firm, and I remember going with him, joyously, on business trips to northern Mexico in our old Ford. Though his salary was modest by stateside standards, my mother had a Studebaker and ran a household that included four children and a cook, maid, and gardener. The cook, Rita Gonzales, and the maid, María Luisa, her daughter, treated us like kids, not little masters, and we respected and loved them. We kids could drink the water out of the tap; our parents never could.


    I attended the American School of Mexico, which had the enlightened policy of holding classes in Spanish until lunch, then in English the rest of the afternoon. Outside the school, we traded baseball cards and bought jicama spears with lemon and hot chile powder from the vendors waiting for us. Conversations with American and Mexican kids my age slipped seamlessly in and out of either language. I was in the Boy Scouts of Mexico with my friend Julio and an altar boy with my friend Enrique. I went to Mrs. Plum’s dancing class to learn how to waltz with American girls my age; I also did the jarabe tapatío with my younger sister for family visitors, who enjoyed the authenticity of seeing the Mexican hat dance performed by a red-headed girl of six and her blond-haired brother of nine.
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    Author, nine, and sister Michele doing authentic native dance.


    My birthday is December 12, which happens to be el Día de Guadalupe, the holy day and feast day devoted to the Virgin Mary. It is Mexico’s most important religious holiday and is celebrated with fiestas, parades, solemn high masses, and fireworks in the zócalos, the main squares and cathedrals, of every city and town in the country. My mother always said she attributed my self-esteem entirely to the fact that I awoke every birthday to the sounds and sights of an entire country celebrating, apparently in my honor.


     


    Thia and I stop at a Pemex, one of Mexico’s ubiquitous state-owned petroleum stations, for gas and coffee. A uniformed attendant smiles and waves me over to a pump. He points at the display to show us that the peso counter is on zero. The travel websites alert you to a common rip-off, by which attendants start fueling with the last gas purchase still displayed to overcharge liter- and peso-addled gringos. This attendant wants me to know this is an honest station, and I feel a little sorry that he thinks he must. While he washes bug blat off the windows, I go in for coffee. The girl gives me a cup of hot water and a packet of Nescafé.


    As I pay for the gas, which has rung up a charge of almost 300 pesos, I hand the attendant two bills: a 100-peso note and a 200-peso note. I look away for the moment, and when I look back he is holding two bills, but they are now the 100-peso note and a 20-peso note he has substituted for the 200-peso bill. He stands there expectantly. Ah, too bad, I sigh to myself, a scam after all. There’s going to have to be a confrontation.


    “I gave you a two-hundred bill,” I say, pretty well, in Spanish. I point to his pocket, where several large bills protrude.


    He looks at his pocket, he looks at his hand, and he nods. Without losing his poise, or in any way acknowledging that he has been caught, he gives a friendly smile and steps aside for us to leave. It is mildly unnerving, but the entire transaction is so matter-of-fact, so sweetly unthreatening, so lacking in ill will, it is as if we both agree it was worth a try, no hard feelings.


    Not ten minutes later, when we are confused by a turnoff, we stop by a parked truck and ask for directions. An old gentleman, pulling at his mustache, begins telling us how to get back on the highway. Then he stops, gets into his truck, laboriously turns it around, and drives forward, waving for us to follow. It takes five more minutes before we are back to familiar ground, but he has hung in with us, and finally he points to an on-ramp. I try to get close to give him a tip, but he waves us away, shouting, “Ándale!”—Go along! The two incidents, so close together, are an early nudge to me that this country will resist easy generalizations.


    As we come off the highway to drive through a couple of good-size towns, I become adept at Mexico’s infamous right-for-left-turn, a major difference in driving customs. It is potentially fatal if you forget it: to turn left on highways and major avenues, you must first pull over to the right, onto a service road if available, and either wait for a traffic-light arrow or let traffic pass by before driving across the lanes. A left-hand car signal on a main road means, Pass me. The carnage can be spectacular.


    People are helpful and friendly with advice and directions, and the dire warnings we have heard about police looking for payoffs, about cars being broken into at lunch stops, about hostile squeegee men at intersections, all fail to happen. A single gas station attendant, a palmed note, a smile—I have had worse taxi rides in Manhattan.


    The car trip is not without its anxiety, however, and it is entirely of our own doing. We have a bad case of buyer’s remorse. In the period of time it took us to decide to move down here, we began admitting to ourselves that we had severe second thoughts—not about the move, not about our plans, but about the property waiting for us. We had been warned about this by expatriate friends. Older hands have seen a lot of intermittent remorse.


    Despite the fact that life in a Mexican retirement town is by definition low stress, the expats say there is a recognizable kind of gringo who can, at any given moment, be recognized walking along the streets, staring at the cobblestones, muttering aloud, clenching and unclenching his fists. Chances are, he is swearing at himself for taking the first price offered, for accepting the blandishments of a real-estate broker, for leaving his brains at the border, for agreeing to take legal documents he would not have accepted in the States, for—let’s face it!—for throwing their life’s savings down an iguana hole! Perfectly normal. Happens to everybody.


    Still, we have good reason. The more we thought about why we were coming down to live in Sayulita, the more we realized it had to do with the desire to be a part of village life. Yet we had chosen a piece of land in splendid isolation high above the village, on a hill no one else had yet built on. We must have thought we were fated to own it.


    During our earlier reporting trip, on the day we arrived, we were driving around in our rented VW, and on the north end of town we noticed a very steep cobblestone hill that climbed up to…nothing. The road apparently had been built for future use by a developer with land to sell—no public-works road would ever be built at such a steep angle. We drove the VW up the road, tires spinning a couple of times, and turned around at the top.


    “I wonder who owns this?” I said.


    “Somebody lucky,” said Thia. We stood there, sunstruck, inhaling the high breeze and taking in the arc of the sea and the jungle below.


    So when, a couple of weeks later, accompanying our friendly real-estate broker, a highly talkative, highly bald Canadian named Harvey Craig, we found ourselves being shown that very parcel of land, we decided it was kismet. We had come upon it originally ourselves, it happened to be available, and now we had the opportunity of a lifetime. This is where we would build the sweeping terrace, there is where the infinity pool would go, and over there, at the cliff, we would have an outside shower done in fine Mexican tiles. Someday.
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    The hilltop lot: Pride goes before buyer’s remorse.


    Now, speeding down the highway, that fantasy has flown. The reality is that we will be arriving in our new home town as owners (well, with a promise that we will be owners) of a piece of property unsuited for us. Besides the prohibition against foreign ownership of coastal property—it must be held in trust by a bank—this piece of land was until just a year ago part of the ejido, the system of communal ownership designed to keep land in Mexican hands. Now it is “regularized,” meaning a trust can be purchased in one’s own name, though the process was not completed when we bought it. We had a compraventa, a binding contract from our seller and an irrevocable power of attorney, but we did not yet have the bank trust certificate.


    Besides its unorthodox documentation, it is too far from the village for us; when it rains, it requires a four-wheel-drive car to get up its near-vertical approach road; it would be expensive to build up there; we would have to build retaining walls just to get started. Who exactly thought this was such a good idea? The discussion is taken up in the car once again. Didn’t every guidebook, didn’t good sense say that we should have rented before we bought? Wasn’t it true, really, that one of us had persuaded the other to buy? And wasn’t that person, really, my wife, who had been perhaps quite a bit more eager than I, and hadn’t that tipped our decision? My wife’s recollection differs, which she makes clear as she points out to me, not unreasonably, that I am a blithering idiot.


    We drive on, stop our Lucy-and-Ricky bickering, and spend the night at a motel near Aguascalientes. It is a so-called no-tell motel, which lets us into a locked, enclosed parking area, offers complete privacy, hourly rates, round beds, and porn on television. We didn’t know at first what we were checking into, but it turns out that these motels are highly secure havens to sleep over with an SUV filled with stuff, as well as adding a dash of local spice. Listed on the room-service menu, besides enchilada dinners, liquors, and toothpaste and toothbrushes, are such useful items as “soft lube” and Viagra—fifteen dollars a packet, no prescriptions needed. Certainly, the women in purple eye shadow, exposed lace bras, and three-inch heels entering and leaving with their Mexican male friends are a break from the usual travelers we see. As I survey the scene outside our bedroom in the corridor, my wife tells me, again not unreasonably, to pull my head back inside the door. We watch some stimulating television together.


    As we head south and west the next morning toward Guadalajara, we circle Mexico’s second-largest city with surprising ease. We used taxis the last time we were here, but I find the driving better marked, and less intimidating than I expected. A couple of hours west, on the road toward the Pacific Coast, following the signs for Tepic and Puerto Vallarta, the jungle begins to creep up. The foliage has changed to lush tropical forest, as fields of mango trees alternate with pineapple groves and jungle palms.


    We are about to enter the small state of Nayarit, which, along with the coastal region of Jalisco, contains one of Mexico’s most unusual environmental anomalies: a one-hundred mile stretch of dense jungle growth, the first truly tropical stretch south of the United States, the only one before the equatorial rain forests of Central and South America. Here can be found wild parrots and jaguars and wild orchids and boa constrictors. Not to mention gringos clearing their yards with machetes.


    We are now on Mexico’s main north-south coastal road, route 200, which will take us past San Blas, and then to Las Varas, La Peñita, Rincón de Guayabitos, and finally San Pancho and Sayulita. We have put aside our property fears for now, and I get to choose what we listen to on satellite radio. And while that moment back on the Mississippi—the one we shared with Mark Twain—was planned, this one happens just by chance: on the channel devoted to old-time radio serials, we tune in just as the Cisco Kid is being chased, along with his sidekick Pancho (“Ehhhh, Ceesco!”), by a band of nasty bandidos, and the two of them are galloping away to the safety of their mountain hideaway. For which, I can only assume, Pancho owns the deed.


   


  





   

    Chapter 4


    

     Arrival in the Dust…
The Zen of Garbage…Way out of Africa

    


   


   

    Sayulita’s charms are more apparent at second than at first sight. Though it enjoys a splendid location on a curved sand beach surrounded by ruffled green hills, it can seem like a scruffy kind of place when first approached from the highway. The one-mile road to the village is lined by litter, a tire shed, a cantina—that is, a legal whore-house—and a number of unimproved homes and stores. As we rattle our way over the small bridge into town, onto its streets, which are a mixture of cobblestone, packed dust, and shock-shattering ruts, it is clear that this is a town under massive, unrelenting construction. There is a large mound of dirt from a sewer dig piled up by an intersection, upon which an old pickup truck has parked, its hood sticking straight up into the air. It looks a lot like the one that was here when we left last. There are bricks and blocks and gravel and mounds of cement everywhere.


    Little Sayulita has been discovered and is bursting like an overripe mango. Since we were here, it has been written up in the New York Times, in other big newspapers, in magazines. Just a few weeks before we leave, Entertainment Weekly puts Sayulita on its “In” list without saying where it is or identifying it in any way. And then there was that retirement article in AARP. Our emails from friends and real-estate agents informed us that prices have spiked in the last year as scores of retired or near-retired people stumbled into town looking for property to buy. It is a stretch to call it the “quiet little fishing village” described in even the most recent guidebooks.


    Sayulita is a young town. Forty years ago it was a group of thatched-roof palapas along a river that emptied into a cove, with a few hundred inhabitants who made their living mostly as fishermen and farmers. It got its name from a rich general from Sayula, Jalisco, who adopted it as his beach getaway, and began calling it little Sayula. It had five main families who were the powers in the Sayulita ejido, and whose many interrelated descendants still run things behind the scenes. Indeed, almost all the Mexicans in this town seem to be related.


    Bumping down the Avenida de la Revolución, past the Borracho Tree, the Drunk Tree, where older Mexican gentlemen quench their thirst while watching the parade jolting by, we see women outside their stores misting the dusty street with hoses trailing out their doors. On the right, a small open-air market of tents and trinkets, with tables set up to sell handcrafted jewelry and gewgaws. Annie Bananie, a blonde Canadian gringa with an overbite and a quick line of patter, sells her own handmade jewelry, and is in the same spot in which we saw her last. She waves, apparently recognizing us. On the left, right next to a new antique store, the first of the town’s many casual eateries that spill out onto the streets. It is known as Red Chairs because most other restaurants use the familiar white plastic chairs. (The invention of these ubiquitous stackable chairs created its own little revolution in Mexico. New restaurants spring up at a moment’s notice, and in Sayulita there are dining establishments of one table and two plastic chairs outside houses that serve literally home-cooked meals.)


    The streets are host to an astonishing number of dogs, not all of them scrupulously groomed, who lie about snoozing or scratching themselves. Drivers in town do not brake for animals; the assumption is that the dogs in this town are professionals and should know how to avoid moving wheels. (“There are no dumb dogs left in Sayulita,” a Mexican friend told us.) A chicken darts out in front of our car, pursued by a rooster. A child darts out in front of our car on a plastic scooter, pursued by her sister. Cars and SUVs, many dusty and beat-up, are parked haphazardly. On the sidewalk, a horse is tethered to the clasp of someone’s front gate.


    There are the usual grocery stores, real-estate agencies (five of them on or just off the main street), a dental clinic (with a sign showing a big pair of juicy red lips and large teeth), a couple of pharmacies (“free medical consultation!”), uncountable signs for yoga, massage, or whatever-therapy, and a good number of restaurants. Nothing out of the ordinary. It is only as the street reaches the town’s broad, open square that a visitor might begin to suspect Sayulita has something else going for it.


    The plaza is a mix of curved concrete benches, and planted palms with a bandstand in the middle, and definitely not the usual sleepy town square. It is, even in the late weekday morning of our arrival, packed with people passing through, milling about, sitting on benches. It is a curious blend, not easily characterized: tourist couples in cargo shorts; blond surfer dudes and dudettes carrying long boards; a couple of Mexican fishermen toting their mahimahi catch in a basket between them; teenage girls in bikinis and Teva sandals; a dignified Huichol Indian man in his embroidered costume; Mexican kids with blond-streaked hair setting off small firecrackers; a sleek city couple, probably from Mexico City, in matching gold lamé beach wear; rumpled gringo seniors in comfortable cutoffs; schoolchildren in maroon-and-white uniforms; a pony-tailed guy with an iPod wired into his ears, obliviously swaying through the crowd to his own beat.


    La Hamaca, a posh arts and crafts store with a floor of soft sand, is just off the plaza, and next to it is Choco Banana, the breakfast and luncheon shop, “a tradition since 1991.” There are no fewer than four ice cream shops and, since we were last here, a sleek, new delicatessen, and a couple of new Internet cafés have sprung up. Gentrification is in full, artificial-flower bloom, but, gracias a Dios, there are enough funky local Mexican stores and roadside vendors, not to mention dust and dog droppings, to keep it from going over the edge into chic.
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