
An Outsider in the Sinking City 

In Mexico City, there’s a carnival at the intersection of Reforma and Esplanada. I still have dreams about it. The curtain goes up when the light turns red. A man walks up and down between lanes with individually wrapped bags of cotton candy as an old woman in a black dress, her gray hair loosely draped by a shawl, sells chicles for a peso. A fire-breather rinses his mouth with gasoline and blows on his torch, projecting a stream of flames up in the air. A little boy runs out into the middle of the road. He wears a clown costume with two inflated balloons on his bottom, held in place by his pants. In front of the row of cars on Reforma, a main road, he dances and shakes. The balloons jiggle, creating the illusion his derrière is twice the size of his head. Two other boys cartwheel into the street, and the three of them crouch and jump on each others’ backs. They stand, the biggest kid on the bottom smiling, though his trembling legs betray the weight on his shoulders.  The balloon boys leap to the ground, bow, and run between cars collecting whatever spare change drivers hand out. I watch them from behind the tinted glass of a chauffeured car, and drop half my lunch money into their plastic cup. When the light turns green, they scatter to the curb. 

It was the morning of my first day of high school in a country I’d only lived in for a week.


Seven days before I started my new school, my mother and I flew in over the dusty valley surrounded by mountains. After dropping off our suitcases, we took a taxi downtown to explore El Centro. Mexico’s downtown was sinking ever so slowly, especially around the Zocalo. I’d heard it was the spot where the capital’s founders saw the legendary eagle perched on a cactus, the spot where the city should be built, only it happened to be in a lake. So, the lake was filled in and the buildings erected on top. Today, some of the buildings are on a slant, the roofs not parallel to the ground. I walked around the plaza feeling off-kilter, too.  

My mother was stationed at the U.S. Embassy as Deputy Chief of Citizen Services. I’m her only child, and she divorced my father when I wasn’t old enough to know him. Since I was three, it had been just the two of us, a world-traveling pair, my mother the cheery optimist and me, more reserved, an observer. The year she was accepted to the Foreign Service, we left Seattle and lived around the world: Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, Czech Republic. The last four years in Rome were the longest we’d stayed in one place, until Mexico City, where I would attend high school. I didn’t want to move, and swore I would hate it before I even got there. For the first time in my life, I had lived someplace long enough to make friends and form attachments. The idea of having to do it all over again at age fourteen instilled in me a feeling I later learned was known in Mexico as “hueva” - a strong desire not to do something, a feeling much deeper than mere laziness. I didn’t know that it would take all of freshman year for the D.F. to prove me wrong. 

The government took care of housing and school for diplomats serving abroad, and we were assigned to a spacious house in upscale Lomas de Chapultepec (Grasshopper Hills). In Rome, my environment was a mix of kids of all nationalities and ethnicities who effortlessly mingled. Now, I was in a city of twenty-five million, where some neighborhoods, mine included, consisted of mansions while others adjacent had small, squat houses behind plain cement walls with shards of spiky glass on top. The disparate gap between the masses who lived in scarcity and the few wealthy aristocrats was appalling at first. Some houses had satellite dishes but no running water. Some children wore Fendi by age fifteen. Others wore balloons in their pants instead of going to school. But by the end of high school, the economic disparity had been part of my everyday reality for four years, long enough that I could cease to be appalled and begin instead to examine the nuances, seeing the gap as a lens rather than a wall, a stopping point. 
My classmates at the private American School were mostly Mexican, sons and daughters of the country’s leaders of business, finance, and industry; even the president’s son attended. They were tall, lean, and fair, in contrast to the greater population of shorter-stature, darker-skinned indigenous people. They lived in Bosques or Polanco, the Mexico City equivalent of Beverly Hills or Park Avenue, while the majority of the population lived in destitution. A middle class existed, but it was barely perceptible. I realized I wasn’t just starting high school; I was starting over. I wasn’t like them. My mother and I were financially secure, but not enough to acquire the ostentatious possessions they had or to indulge the lifestyle they led. I needed to search for a place to belong, a place to call home, but I wasn’t sure where to begin. 

In the hall on my first day, a girl said something to me in Spanish that I didn’t understand.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t speak Spanish. Yet.”

She just shrugged, turned, and walked away. It was my first encounter with the icy elite: jet-setting, Prada-clad, fifteen-year-old socialites chattering away in Spanish. I learned these kids were the “fresas”—literally, strawberries—the Mexican equivalent of preppy, only far more chic. They wore designer clothes and leather shoes with, for the girls, very high heels. As I went from class to class I saw them in the halls, standing in their cliques, gossiping, looking perfect. (Junior year, a girl in my grade went on vacation with a big nose and came back with a button. She subsequently won the best-looking category in the yearbook.) It surprised me that as an American coming to Mexico, I turned out to be one of the “underprivileged” in my school.

My mother, the adventurer, tried to blend in with the culture whenever we moved somewhere new. Or at least her version of the culture. Her Mexico was an entirely different one than what I’d seen that first day. Her Mexico was a land of tropical colors, upbeat mariachi music, and mole sauce. That night, she cooked yellow rice, warmed tortillas, and mashed up avocadoes. As we sat at the plain brown U.S. Government-provided table, she asked me how my first day of school was. In spite of myself, my eyes welled over with tears that fell straight into the bowl of guacamole.

I was sitting on a bench alone during lunch the next day, when a bubbly girl with waist-long black hair bounded over and sat next to me.

“Hi,” she said, “are you new?”

“Yeah, I just moved here a week ago, from Italy.”

“I came from Brazil a month ago. I’m Ana.”

“Liza. I think we have chemistry together.”

She nodded. “I saw you in the front row. Hey, do you have plans this weekend?”

It turned out Ana only lived two blocks from me. Her father was president of a big international bank. She was outgoing and funny, much better at meeting people than I was. In spite of moving around and constantly having to make new friends, I had a shy streak I couldn’t seem to shake no matter how hard I tried. 

That weekend, we headed out to the antros, Mexico City’s nightclubs. Anyone could get in regardless of their age, and all the fresas went, chauffeured in big groups in SUVs. We took a taxi. From trendy Mexican clubs like La Boom to the dark rock lounge Bulldog, I recognized people from school. I was surprised by the lack of curfews and free flow of alcohol, but the teenagers all had drivers who waited for them outside. Though alcohol wasn’t forbidden (the legal drinking age was eighteen, but no one followed it), it was very rarely abused. Being drunk was considered low-class and unattractive, two things completely unacceptable to the fresas.

My mother refused to let me be a part of it all, which led to my rebellion. I would stay at Ana’s or sneak out. During the week, the student council organized cocteles, cocktail parties that the fresas hosted in popular clubs like Coco Bongo and Medusa, Mexican equivalents of New York City’s Bungalow 8 and Lotus. They offered open bars at these see-and-be-seen fiestas. There were also comidas, Friday afternoon barra libre  parties in outdoor spaces or big empty warehouses, where the food was just a sideshow; hired bartenders in black-and-white caterer uniforms ensured the tequila flowed freely. Girls got in for free, so Ana and I didn’t even need to ask for money to go out. The attendees were supposedly over eighteen but no one was checking. My mother didn’t allow me to attend these affairs, but rather than risk being a social outsider, I attended against her wishes. 

She wanted me to blend with the culture wherever we moved, but coming home after 3 a.m. when I had an 11 p.m curfew was not what she had in mind. Towards the end of my freshman year, my mother decided we needed an intervention to control my behavior. She scheduled an appointment with the school psychologist to discuss my difficulty “adjusting.”


“She’s out of control,” my mother told the psychologist. “She wants to go out dancing until all hours.”


“Well, you do have to realize that that’s part of the social norm here,” said the psychologist as I sat in an armchair, not daring to smile.


“Don’t you think an eleven o’clock curfew makes sense?” 


“Mom, the clubs open at eleven.”


“Miss Gennatiempo, I’d say a more reasonable time would be two a.m.”

I liked the psychologist. She understood how important it was to become part of the culture, the reality of life in Mexico City. She also understood the divide between my mom and me. 


“When you go off to college in a few years and live away from her,” she told me, “a completely new side of you will surface.” It was true that I wore a defensive shell. Though her intentions were good, my mother was the type to regularly read my journal, pretend she hadn’t, then casually mention at breakfast that I should be sure to use condoms. 

So for the next three years of high school, as long as my mother knew where I was going and who I was with, my curfew was officially three in the morning. By the time senior year rolled around, I was navigating Mexico City’s club scene like a mini-nightlife doyenne. When I got to college in the States, I couldn’t stand the thought of keg parties---the party culture in Mexico City spoiled me for everything that came after. 

One warm and hazy Sunday morning, my mother came into my room, pulled up the shades and told me in a sing-song voice to get up and dress.

“We’re going to Rosa’s for lunch today,” she said. I should mention my mother doesn’t speak—she chirps. 

“We are?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and sat up in bed, exhausted from a late Saturday night. I adored Rosa, our housekeeper, who recently married her sweetheart. She lived with us during the week and went home on weekends. Another fact of Mexico City life: Every house in the neighborhood had a small, adjoining living quarters for the hired help. Rosa would live with us until she had children, at which point the responsibility for earning a living would fall to her husband. 

Rosa was pretty and kind. She and I would make quesadillas or bake cakes together and talk about food or relationships--her and her husband’s and me and whoever my fleeting romantic interest was at the time. I knew not to bring up the fresa boy at school whose dad controlled the gasoline industry, my nights of cocktails and irresponsible partying, or the expensive clothes and shoes I bought at Centro Comercial Santa Fe, the upscale shopping mall thirty minutes away. I was ignorant of the social stigma attached to hired help, until we moved back to the United States, where only the very wealthy had live-in help—and some people didn’t even like to use the word “maid.”

I viewed Rosa as a friend, or older sister, not a maid. In her late twenties, she wasn’t much older than I, just in a completely different place in life. She attended beauty school and pierced my ears for me. My mom let her practice hair styling in our house so often that the living room would reek of ammonia from hair dye.
We drove two hours to Rosa’s rural house, not far outside the city. Her family lived in a cement home, two stories and dirt floors, with hand-woven rugs strewn about. By the time we arrived, I was doing a jig, so my mother and I went to find the bathroom, which turned out to be a drain-like hole in the backyard that she helped me squat over. I played makeshift soccer with Rosa’s two little cousins in the dusty yard as goats and chickens scurried about, until her mother and brother came outside. I watched, puzzled at first, as they lunged after a chicken.

“Van a matar el pollo!” one of the boys screamed. I understood enough to know that I was looking at my lunch flapping desperately around the yard.

Rosa’s mother grabbed the chicken by its neck, waving it around until the head snapped off, the carcass running aimlessly in circles. My mother made me hold the chicken head and snapped a photo in which my nose is crinkled in revulsion. I felt distinctly guilty for enjoying the resulting tacos. Seven years of vegetarianism I attribute to this occasion; surely it’s haunted my subconscious all this time. But that day I noticed how happy this family was, talking and laughing around the table. I could see it in the way their deep brown eyes sparkled, how Rosa’s hands guided mine as she taught me to make the tortillas, by the way her mother smiled as Rosa welcomed us into her home.

Some said Mexico had “the perfect dictatorship” as the same political party had held onto the presidency for some seventy-odd years. The privileged life of the upper class wasn’t without its own downside, though. A boy whose father held a high-level government job was pulled out of class one day by the principal. I later learned he’d been rushed to the hospital—to see his dying father, who had been assassinated, shot while giving a speech. I worried about my mother’s safety. She helped troubled Americans on a daily basis with property thefts. A $50,000 motorhome “confiscated” by Mexican police in Baja was found at Los Pinos, the president of Mexico’s residence. It was being used to transport military personnel. She also recovered boats, cars, and even a helicopter. A man she dated at one point had been the head of the Mexican prison system, which held several top international drug dealers. Attempts were sometimes made on his life. He was hospitalized after a poisonous gas was leaked into his home. One morning, he was giving a talk at a local university. While lunching afterwards in the cafeteria, quietly reading the newspaper, he was shot in the head and killed. My mother never went out with a high-profile man again. 

On my first date, with Manuel, his driver picked me up and brought me to his house. A Picasso hung in the entryway. Ana and I had debated as to why Manuel asked me out; all he’d said to me was I seemed “different.” I knew he had noticed me early sophomore year when I caught him looking at me in European History class. It took a year for him to ask me on a date, which I assumed was because my social status was not on a par with his. Manuel was almost six feet tall, with blond hair that flopped into his blue eyes, more like a California surfer stud than a Mexican businessman’s son.

 “Maybe he’s sick of the fresa girls,” said Ana.

Manuel’s driver took us to La Boom, and his bodyguard rode in the front seat.

 “You’ve lived all over the place,” he said as we drove by the Angel de la Independencia, the large golden statue that towered above Reforma. “Where do you consider home?”

“I’m not really sure. My mother thinks it’s wherever we’re living at the time,” I told him. I explained her perpetual cooking of pollo con mole, and the day we’d spent at Rosa’s.

“She could be killing chickens with her bare hands one day, and lunching in Cuernavaca the next,” I told him. Cuernavaca was a warmer, pollution-free town about an hour outside Mexico City, with several fashionable restaurants that had huge gardens with peacocks milling about the lawns. “She wants it all.”

Manuel laughed. “And you, what do you want?” he asked.

I just looked out the window at the sky, hoping to see a star through the haze. By the time he kissed me goodnight at three in the morning, I knew the allure of dating a fresa. At the young age of seventeen, he was already a well-bred gentleman, well-traveled and sophisticated. His family had houses in Spain and Valle de Bravo, an exclusive vacation town on a lake. He was educated and attractive with grade-A genes. But I knew it couldn’t last. Manuel was pedigree. I may have intrigued him, but in the eyes of the society he belonged to, I was but a mutt. 

When the devaluation of the peso hit, the crime rate went through the ceiling. Things got especially dangerous in twelfth grade, when my mother’s horror stories from work about Americans being kidnapped became more extreme than usual. She came home crying one evening after dealing with a case in which a woman was held at knife-point in the parking lot of an upscale shopping mall, and the mugger cut her on her breasts just because he could. Ana and I were forbidden to take taxis, as drivers had started robbing tourists down in the Zona Rosa. The taxi would take off, usually followed by a car of accomplices, and the unsuspecting passenger would be driven somewhere remote and robbed. 

One Saturday afternoon, Ana and I went with some classmates to the movies. At the entrance, they filled out a sweepstakes form at a booth to win a free vacation to the Bahamas. When Ana and I got back to my house, our parents were huddled around with a man I recognized from the embassy. My mother screamed when we walked in.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“I suspected it was a hoax,” said the embassy rep, “We got a call that you had been kidnapped. They demanded a large ransom immediately.”

“We just went to the movies,” said Ana.

“Exactly,” said the man. “You signed up for some kind of sweepstakes or something, right?”

Ana and I looked at each other in shock. We weren’t the first kids this had happened to, and soon word got around and the booths disappeared just as quickly as they’d gone up.

After high school graduation, it was time to move again. I had the same feeling as when I’d left Rome, only amplified, because I spent four of the most life-altering, formative years in Mexico City. Over that time, I’d fallen in love with it. I was never accepted into fresa society, nor did I have a second date with Manuel, but Ana and I still live nearby, now in New York City. Sometimes, as different as the two cities are, Manhattan reminds me of Mexico—late nightlife, rich in culture, an elite ruling class. But during bitter winters, I long for what was the closest thing I ever knew to a home. I want to walk through the Zocalo and see the sinking buildings. I want to visit the grand old church in Coyoacan, drink tequila with sangrita, a spicy tomato juice chaser. I often re-live senior prom, which was held in a beautiful old hacienda, and I reminisce about getting drunk that night with the teachers and even the principal. I want to shop in posh Polanco and then eat tacos al pastor on a street-front patio restaurant. I’m reminded of one of my favorite quotes from Salman Rushdie in Imaginary Homelands: “It is my present that is foreign, and the past is home, albeit in a lost city in the mists of a lost time.”  Not that I forget the dark side of Mexico City, the assassinations, potential dangers, police corruption. The underbelly of that society broadened my perspective and allowed me to see things that I would otherwise never have understood. 
 My mother was transferred back to Europe. She’s retiring from the Foreign Service soon and still has no idea where she wants to live. The day I left for college, driving through that carnival of an intersection on the way to the airport, I bought chicles for the plane from the old woman, and one of the balloon boys waved. Hasta luego, I shouted out the window, just as the light turned green and the cars barreled down Reforma to the start of another day. 
