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For Jesika Ruth Samuelson Gavilanes, my daughter, and Enrique Gavilanes Santillán, who loves her well—thank you for the home you keep open, the table you keep set, the door you never close.
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​Introduction
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There is a question that hovers over the later years of a life, one that most people are afraid to ask aloud:

“What is to become of me?”

This is not a morbid question. It is one of the most honest and courageous questions a person can ask — a question about meaning, about belonging, about whether the years still ahead hold something worth leaning into.

This book is my answer to that question. Or rather, it is the story of how Mexico became the answer — how a lake in Jalisco, a culture built around family and fiesta, a sky full of impossible colors, and a people of extraordinary warmth conspired to rebuild a man who had quietly come apart.

This is not a travel book. I know one region — the lakeside villages of Chapala and the surrounding world of Jalisco — not as a tourist but as a resident, a neighbor, a grateful and still-wondering inhabitant. What I offer is not breadth but depth: one place, lived in fully, looked at closely.

If you are at a crossroads — if a door has closed and you cannot yet see the next one — perhaps something in these pages will be of use. Not as instruction, but as company.

The lake is still there. The colors have not faded. Come along.
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​Journey into Mexico
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Portland, Oregon — the sign that points toward Guadalajara, 2,035 miles away — the journey begins here

A friend inquired how I came to live in Mexico, and in answering him, I realized the story might resonate with others who have found themselves at an unexpected crossroads. These journeys are rarely simple, and mine was no exception.

It began with the loss of my employment at fifty-eight — a classic corporate strategy for managing expenses, dressed up in the polite language of restructuring. I searched for work for a number of years, sliding slowly into depression, not yet fully grasping that at fifty-eight, I had become invisible to employers. Even the career coaches I hired — and I paid two of them handsomely — never once had the courage to raise the subject of age.

In the midst of all this uncertainty, I enrolled in a Spanish class at a local community college. That small, almost casual decision changed everything. The class led me to a language institute in Guanajuato, Mexico, where I studied Spanish for two intense and exhilarating weeks. It was there that an old friend extended an invitation to visit their home in a small lakeside village.

In that brief time, something shifted in me. I fell in love with Mexico — the noise, the music, the dogs, the roosters crowing at all hours, the homes painted in colors so vivid they seemed almost defiant. Something in all of that lifted me out of my depression and gave me hope. And so, somewhat impulsively and yet with complete conviction, I purchased a home.
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Monte Coxala Spa de Altura — Lago de Chapala and the mountains beyond — www.montecoxala.com

It was a kind of duplex with an enclosed garden — I lived in the upper unit, with a grand terrace, sweeping views, and a spa. Life was good, until the nightly music from a club nearby made sleep a distant memory. I decided to move. A real estate contact found me a property in the nearby town of Chapala. It sold in three days. On June 13, 2006, I became the owner of my Chapala home.

—  —  —
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Beneath all of this runs a deeper story. A painful divorce had left me stunned. I chose a different path rather than simply replacing the loss — I stayed present with it, and let it teach me.

I have remained single for many years since — not from indifference to love, but as a form of self-preservation. A shield against the emotional devastation of betrayal, against the quiet violence of narcissism dressed up as intimacy. Emily Webb, in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, asks a question that has stayed with me for years: “Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it? — every, every minute?” Mexico taught me to put the defenses down — not all at once, not without wisdom, but enough to feel the sun.

My daughter has been, through all of this, my anchor. She has welcomed me generously, reminded me that I still belong to a family — her family — and her partner, in his most warmly Mexican way, has told me that I will always have a home.

In Mexican culture, all members of the family belong, permanently and without condition — the old, the disabled, the inconvenient. Age is not a liability here. It is, quietly, a kind of credential.

That, perhaps, is the real story of how I came to Mexico.
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​Written in the Stars
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or, How the Lake Was Always Waiting

I am not a man who has organized his life around astrology. And yet, late in life, I find myself looking at a circular map covered in symbols and lines, and thinking —

of course. Of course it was always going to be here.
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Natal Chart — November 7, 1942 — 11:45 PM — Prineville, Oregon Sun sign: Scorpio • Ascendant: Leo • Five planets in Scorpio

Five of my planets — the Sun, the Moon, Mercury, Venus, and Mars — all landed in the sign of Scorpio. Scorpio is the sign of depth, of transformation, of loss and rebirth. It strips everything down to the essential, destroys what no longer serves, and rebuilds from the ruins. Looking back at my life — the losses, the reinventions, the closed doors that became open windows — I recognize that energy intimately.

My Ascendant is Leo, where Chiron the wounded healer sits. Chiron in Leo speaks to a specific and tender wound: the need to be seen. To have one’s dignity acknowledged. To matter. Being laid off at fifty-eight is a direct strike to that wound.

And then there is Jupiter — in Cancer, drawn to home, to water, to family, to foreign lands embraced as home. Jupiter in Cancer finds its greatest expression in belonging. In sitting beside a body of water and feeling, without quite knowing why, that everything is going to be alright.

—  —  —
[image: ]


When I first arrived at that small lakeside town, something in me recognized it. Not with my mind — with something older and quieter than the mind. The colors hit me like medicine. The lake stopped me in my tracks.

Jupiter in Cancer, drawn to water and foreign homes. Five Scorpio planets, built for transformation and rebirth. Chiron in Leo, seeking a culture that would see and honor him.

Mexico, as it turns out, checked every box.

The lake knew. The stars knew. I was simply the last to arrive.
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​The Lake — Learning Stillness
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Lago de Chapala — fishing boats on silver water, the mountains beyond, the sun blazing through
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A crystal Buddha keeps watch from the terrace — Chapala and the lake shimmering below

There is a ritual I have kept for years now, one so simple it barely deserves the name. Every day, I walk to the lake.
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Lago de Chapala — the malecón

I sit on one of the benches along the malecón, near the Pescadores Fuente — the Fishermen’s Fountain — and I let the morning happen around me. Families arrive with children who run toward the water as children always do. Young couples walk slowly, leaning together. Old men sit as I sit, looking out at something that cannot quite be named.
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The still water — Lago de Chapala at peace

The lake is a place of renewal and regeneration and inspiration. It remains constant in its beauty, but ever changing. Some mornings it is perfectly still — a mirror of silver and lavender, reflecting the mountains so precisely that you lose track of which is real and which is reflection. Other mornings it wakes up restless, and all of a sudden there are waves lapping upon the shore, the whole surface alive with quiet urgency.
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The Majestic Pelicans return ever year — Lago de Chapala

And then there are the pelicans. They come in formation — twenty, thirty, sometimes fifty of them — gliding in long arcs over the water with the unhurried confidence of creatures who have been doing this for ten thousand years
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