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Zero Personality Detected


Do you think it’s possible to fail a personality test? Does anyone ever get their results back and instead of being told, “Congratulations, you have a Tiger temperament,” or “Your type can be summed up into the following four letters,” or “You’ve scored seventy-five percent Diamante Driver, fifteen percent Iridescent Inventor, and ten percent Sparkling Sociability,” their report is blank. Zero personality detected. 
’Cause that’s what I think happened to the guy standing in front of me.
No, not the tall man on my left with the mop of curly red hair. That’s Ed. He’s got tons of personality. An infectious smile, good-natured, friendly, has the ability to converse in a pleasant manner . . . you get the picture.
I’m talking about Ed’s colleague, the man on my right. Sure, at first glance, he looks like a tasty snack with those dark brown eyes and hair, cleft chin, and broad shoulders. But spend more than thirty seconds with him, and you realize snacks need to be more than tasty. They need personality.
The tasty snack’s name is Memo, by the way, and it’s the only interesting thing about him.
Anyway, the big multinational company Memo works for made him take a personality test as part of some sort of team building program or leadership development initiative or whatever. But when Memo scored zero on every scale, his manager said something like, “That explains why no one on the team likes the dude.” The HR department was puzzled. What do you do with an employee you can’t categorize?
People pointed fingers. Who hired this guy? Oh, wait, he’s related to one of the board directors and we can’t fire him. Crap. Now what do we do?
So they shipped him off on an international assignment to Guanajuato, Mexico, hoping he’d develop a personality over the course of the next six months.
Okay, to be fair, this might not be exactly what happened. Consider me clueless when it comes to what they do in corporate offices. My last job was teaching art at an elementary school in Portland, Oregon. But Memo and Ed had dropped some conversational clues earlier, which makes me think my assumptions are spot on.
“HR is punishing me,” is how Memo had explained why he was in Mexico.
“What did you do to piss them off?” I had asked.
He narrowed his eyes. “Be good at my job.”
Ed grinned, then made a light-hearted joke about nepotism.
Memo shot his colleague a withering look. “I got to where I am in my career due to talent, not nepotism.”
Despite the fact that I had just met Memo, I couldn’t help needling him. “But if you’re so talented, why is the HR department punishing you?”
That look Memo had fixed on Ed? It was all mine now. Except it had ratcheted up a few notches. Good thing I had slathered sunscreen on this morning, because the scorching disdain emanating from his eyes and my pale skin was a bad combo.
“Because they waste their time on personality assessments instead of taking into account business results,” Memo seethed through gritted teeth.
I mentally rolled my eyes. Well, maybe I actually rolled them. Not that it would have mattered. Memo was clearly tired of the conversation, turning to stare at his phone, oblivious to me and any expression I might have on my face.
All of this happened twenty minutes earlier when I first got in line at the International Cervantino Festival box office, hoping to get tickets to events at the premier arts and cultural event in Latin America. I was there with Linda, a seventy-something family friend who got tired of the constant rain and gray skies in winter in the Pacific Northwest and was now living her best expat life in sunny Mexico. When I recklessly decided to quit my teaching job and pursue my dream of becoming a full-time artist, Linda suggested I come stay with her in Guanajuato where my savings would stretch a little further.
My mom and stepdad generously bought me a plane ticket, and I landed in Mexico a couple of days ago with two suitcases—one full of clothes and Oreo cookies, the other containing art supplies.
Linda got me set up in the little casita on her property, gave me a tour of the city, and told me the timing of my visit was perfect. Having arrived in the first week of September meant that not only would I be there for the Cervantino when it kicked off in October, I’d also get to experience Day of the Dead, or Día de los Muertos as it’s called in Spanish, at the end of the month and early November.
Some people would say that I’m outgoing, but I’m nothing compared to Linda. She’ll talk to anyone, even grumpy, personality-impaired Memo. Starting conversations with strangers is her specialty. That’s how this all started. She tapped Ed on his shoulder and asked the guys if they wanted a cough drop.
Linda loves cough drops. In her mind, you don’t need to have an actual cough to enjoy a menthol-flavored lozenge. They’re a delightful treat anytime of the day, no matter whether you’re sick or not.
Ed happily took one of the cough drops. Memo arched an eyebrow, then shook his head. We got to talking about a wide range of subjects, like the aforementioned personality test failure that landed Memo in Guanajuato and where the best place to get margaritas was in town.
Now, Linda and I are waiting our turn in line after Ed and Memo were waved over to an available ticket agent.
Linda nudges me and asks in a stage whisper, “So, which one do you like, Billie?”
Not sure why she’s whispering, I ask, “You mean which event? I’m hoping we can get tickets to that group from Senegal. I tried to see them when they were in Portland, but it was a sold-out show.”
“Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you, but a lot of events sold out months ago when tickets first went on sale.” Linda shakes her head. “We’ll have to settle for what’s left.”
“I’m sure whatever we see will be great,” I reassure her. “I had a look at the program online this morning. It’s amazing.”
“Yes, it is,” Linda agrees, then reverts back to her stage whisper. Gesturing at Ed and Memo, she asks, “But what I meant was, which one of them do you like? Do you prefer the one with the dark hair? Or how about the tall redhead? You and he both have the same hair color.”
The problem with stage whispering is that, unlike actual whispering, everyone can hear what you say. Which is probably why Ed turns around and gives us a quick wave. Memo studiously ignores us, keeping his attention focused on the ticket agent.
I hold up my hands at Ed as if to say, “Don’t mind what Linda says. She’s high on cough drops.”
He shrugs and turns back around.
“First of all,” I say to Linda in a low voice, demonstrating how whispering is meant to work, “my hair is auburn. Ed’s is bright red. Second, this isn’t a game show where you pick whether you want what’s behind door number one or door number two. Third, Ed already has a girlfriend.”
“Why do you say that?” Linda asked, still using that highly audible stage whisper. No wonder she was always popping cough drops. Talking like that has to be hard on your throat.
“He told us about the girl he’s dating back home,” I remind her.
Linda considers this for a moment. “Okay, so Memo it is.”
“I don’t remember you being such a matchmaker,” I say, biting back a smile.
“It’s something new.” She shrugs. “Remember my friend, Celeste?”
“Sure. Didn’t she lose her husband recently and now she’s traveling around the world?”
“That’s the one. Poor thing. She was devastated when Ernie passed away. And having lost my own husband, Celeste really leaned on me for a while. I think it helps, having been through the same pain. Unless you’ve lost your spouse, you can’t really know what it’s like.” Linda stares off into the distance for a moment, then says, her voice artificially bright, “Anyway, when I retired, she suggested I take up a hobby.”
“So, instead of mah-jongg or knitting, you spend your spare time fixing people up?” I tease.
“Oh, I’m part of a mah-jongg group. Knitting I can live without.” Linda unwraps a cough drop and pops it in her mouth. “Matchmaking is new.”
“Let me guess, the start of your new hobby just happens to coincide with my arrival in Mexico.” I shake my head. “What exactly did my mom say to you?”
“Nothing,” Linda says innocently.
“Um, I’m not really buying that.” Before Linda can interject, I add, “I’m here to focus on my art, not finding a guy to go out with.”
“But—”
I shake my head while pointing in Memo’s direction. No longer bothering to whisper, I say, “And, even if I was looking to meet someone, Mr. No Personality would be the last person I’d consider.”
“If you say so.” Linda’s tone is light, but the glint in her eyes tells me she’s not giving up on her newest hobby so easily. “Guanajuato is a small place. You’re bound to run into him again, though.”
“Not if I can help it,” I say firmly.
Noticing one of the ticket agents is free, I motion for Linda to follow me. But when I get to the ticket window, Linda has disappeared. Looking around, I spot her having an animated conversation with Ed while Memo looks bored.
When Linda rejoins me, I give her a suspicious look. “What are you up to?”
Her only response is a mischievous smile before turning to the ticket agent. While she has a rapid-fire discussion in a mix of Spanish and English, I’m left wondering if I’m going to regret having come to Mexico.

      ***Twenty minutes later, armed with tickets to half a dozen Cervantino events, Linda says she’s taking me to her favorite margarita place. I pay close attention as she leads me through the heart of Guanajuato. Unlike downtown Portland, with its easy-to-navigate grid system of streets, this place is a jumble of narrow roads and pedestrian walkways, all of which twist and turn up and down the hilly terrain. It’s a chaotic maze with all the buildings painted in different colors, and I love it.
I want to stop at every store we pass, and not just to catch my breath. Man, these hills are a killer. Hello, you yummy-looking panadería with your window display of baked goods that’s making me drool. And, hey there, you little boutique with those stunning hand-crafted silver earrings. Whoa, is that a dragon piñata? I need that in my life.
Linda tugs at my sleeve, telling me we can go shopping at the Mercado Hidalgo tomorrow. “It’s a huge market. You can find anything there,” she explains, as she hurries me along.
Sidestepping a man selling churros, we turn into a picturesque plaza where La Cantina del Arbol is situated. At the far end of the square, a donkey waits placidly next to a bench for its owner to return. A couple of kids are kicking a soccer ball back and forth on the other side of the plaza. And a group of Japanese tourists is milling about, soaking up the atmosphere and snapping pictures.
But it’s the large laurel tree strung with fairy lights sitting at the center of the plaza which gets my attention. The dense foliage provides a romantic canopy over the cantina’s rustic wooden tables and chairs. Every seat is taken, and no one looks like they’re leaving anytime soon. Totally understandable—the place is everything I imagined Mexico to be.
Before I can ask Linda what the back-up plan is if we can’t get a table, she waves at someone. “Oh, good, there they are.”
“Who? Some of your friends?” I ask, squinting to see in the glare of the setting sun. Linda seems to know every expat in town, and there’s a lot of them. Expecting to see a couple of older ladies sitting at the table tucked behind the laurel tree, I prepare myself for the usual questions:
“What are you doing in Mexico, dear? Are you studying Spanish at the university?”
“Oh, you’re an artist? Could you paint a portrait of my cat?”
“Is your boyfriend here with you? No boyfriend? Here, let me show you a picture of my grandson. He’s an insurance salesman.”
But my smile quickly turns to a frown when I spot Mr. No Personality sipping on a beer. He bows his head ever so slightly in acknowledgment of our presence, then stares off into the distance. Turning to follow his gaze, I realize he’s looking at the donkey. Fitting, really, considering they’re both jackasses.
No, that’s unfair. To the donkey, that is. He seems to have tons of personality. Just look at him chewing on the back of the bench. You can tell at a glance that he’d be a sparkling conversationalist. Memo, on the other hand, is more like a bland, boring root vegetable. Rutabagas come to mind.
My eyes sweep back to the table, and I realize Ed is there as well. He’s risen to his feet and is offering Linda his chair.
“Take this one,” he says to her. “It’s less rickety than the others.”
After Linda takes her place, Ed lowers himself onto the seat next to her. That leaves me with the empty spot next to Memo. Awesome.
Linda asks the waiter for a couple of margaritas for us, then quickly becomes engrossed in a discussion with Ed about Don Quixote, the famous book by Miguel de Cervantes, which was the original impetus for the Cervantino festival. Linda tried to lend me her dog-eared copy, but when I saw that it was over a thousand pages long, I politely refused. I know it’s considered a classic, but who has that kind of free time?
I turn to Memo, but before I can engage him in conversation, he pulls out his phone. Fine. I like a challenge.
“What tickets did you get for Cervantino?” I ask him.
Without looking up from his phone, Memo says, “Ed bought them. Ask him.”
I bite back a snippy response. “Surely, you must know what events he got tickets for,” I say sweetly.
I’m not sure why I bother to plaster a smile on my face. Memo continues to stare at his phone.
“I dunno, a bunch of concerts and some dance thing,” he mutters.
The waiter places margaritas in front of me and Linda, then asks the guys if they need another beer. Ed responds like a normal person, saying, “Yes, please.”
Memo holds his empty bottle in the air, giving it a quick little shake, his eyes fixed firmly on whatever scintillating app he has opened on his phone.
After a beat, Ed shakes his head, then says to the waiter. “He’ll have one, too. Thanks.”
I shoot Linda a glance which clearly says, “Help. Conversational hostage here. Rescue me.”
Giving me a bemused smile, she tilts her head in Mr. No Personality’s direction. “You should tell Memo about the mural painting project you did in Portland. It raised so much money for the Little Artists Foundation.” Then she turns back to Ed, raving about how Cervantes’ work explores the impact of literature on society.
Memo doesn’t give any indication that he’s heard Linda. Stifling the urge to rip the phone from his hand, I take a sip of my margarita.
Oh my, that’s delicious. It’s like zingy sunshine in a glass. The freshly squeezed limes are perfectly balanced with sweetness, the salt on the rim gives a pleasant bite, and the tequila is punchy, but not overpowering. It’s perfection.
Hmm. If Memo was a drink, what would he be? Probably something without any discernible taste. Something colorless and bland. Vodka and soda, yep, that would be his signature drink.
I set my glass on the table and decide to give it another shot. “So, Memo, what do you do for a living?”
“I’m a process improvement manager.”
“That sounds fun,” I say brightly.
“It’s not.”
I furrow my brow. “Then why do you do it? Why don’t you find a career you love?”
This gets his attention. He puts his phone down. “You sound like one of those flaky HR people at my company. You don’t go to work to have fun.”
Memo spits out the word ‘fun’ like a hairball is lodged in the back of his throat. Boy, he must be a delight to work with. Can you imagine being stuck in an office with this guy?
“There’s nothing wrong with having fun at work,” I point out.
“That’s what people who are poor performers say.”
“I’m not a poor performer.”
Memo shrugs. “Classic comeback from a poor performer.”
“Seriously?” I run my fingers along the side of my glass. The condensation feels cool against my fingertips, reminding me not to let this insufferable man get to me. “I always scored highly on my teacher evaluations.”
“Oh, you’re a teacher,” he says derisively.
My shoulders stiffen. “What’s wrong with being a teacher?”
“You know what they say. Those who can do, do.” He locks eyes with me. “Those who can’t, teach.”
“Oh my gosh, I was wrong. You do have a personality.” I take a swig of my margarita, then lean back in my chair, arms folded across my chest.
He presses his lips together. “Who said I didn’t?”
“Me.” I raise my hand and give him a jaunty salute. “At first, I thought you were bland and boring like a vodka and soda or a rutabaga—”
“Rutabagas are high in Vitamin C and fiber,” he interjects.
“I’m sure rutabagas everywhere will be thrilled to know you’ve come to their defense.”
Memo scowls, then turns to Ed. “You ready to go?” When Ed doesn’t respond right away, Memo slaps some cash on the table and gets to his feet.
Ed looks up at him, then back at Linda. “Sorry, guess it’s time for us to go.”
“No problem,” Linda says. “We can finish our conversation later. I have this really interesting theory about Cervantes’ time in jail I’d love to get your take on.”
As the two guys walk away, Linda pats my hand. “Did you have a nice chat with Memo?”
“You know, it was more fun than I thought it would be. We had a really interesting discussion about rutabagas.”
Linda tilts her head to one side. “Rutabagas?”
“Oh, yeah, he’s a big fan.”
“Hmm . . . I’m not sure I’ve ever seen them for sale here, but I’ll have a look tomorrow at the mercado.”
I put a hand to my chest. “Oh, you don’t need to do that for me. I can take them or leave them.”
“No, I meant for Memo. For dinner tomorrow night. I wonder how he likes them prepared. My dad used to make a soup with them.”
My eyes widen. “Dinner? Tomorrow? Memo?”
“Uh-huh. Ed said they’d love to join us.”
“Oh, gee, I think I have plans tomorrow night.”
“That’s right, dear. You have dinner plans tomorrow with the boys and me,” Linda says, not letting me off the hook. “How do rutabaga tacos sound?”






  
  2
Scorpions vs. Odor-Eaters


The next morning, I catch myself thinking about Memo, which is super annoying. How am I supposed to work on my art project when he keeps popping into my head? No matter what I do, I can’t get rid of his presence in my brain. It’s infuriating. 
You know those obnoxious pop-up ads on your computer? You click the ‘X’ over and over again, trying to make them go away, but they refuse to close. You end up banging your keyboard in frustration, screaming, “No, I don’t want 15% off your dehydrated vegetable of the month subscription box club! Vegetables don’t deserve to be deprived of their moisture! It’s inhumane!”
Yep, that’s what these intrusive Memo thoughts are like—sad, shriveled up vegetable pop-ups that don’t give you a moment’s peace.
I set down my paintbrush and survey my surroundings. This small guest house should be the perfect spot to get into a creative flow state. The living room is light and airy, with a comfortable seating area, as well as ample room for my easel and art supplies. The compact kitchenette has everything I need from my early morning coffee through to my late-night snacks. The bedroom is restful, and the ensuite bathroom has gorgeous Mexican tiles. The pops of color Linda has sprinkled throughout add a playful touch which sings to my artistic heart.
It’s pretty much perfection. Well, except for the scorpions. Anybody else get shivers just thinking about them?
Funny how Linda never mentioned the scorpions when she encouraged me to come stay with her. The first day I got here, she showed me around the place, then, almost as an afterthought, casually suggested checking my shoes before putting them on and to be careful walking around barefoot in the dark.
Maybe it’s just me, but I’d definitely lead with that kind of thing. Something along the lines of, “Evil is lurking in the shadows, waiting to inject you with its poisonous stinger, hoping you’ll die a slow, lingering, and painful death.”
What I don’t understand is why scorpions hang out in people’s shoes? Come on, those things stink, especially at the end of the day when you’ve been walking around sweating in them. If you saw a giant shoe lying over there in the corner, would you crawl inside and take a nap? No, you wouldn’t, because avoiding rancid foot odor is the smart thing to do. At least for people. Scorpions are weird. They seek it out. If they had to name humanity’s worst invention, it’d be Odor-Eaters.
Oh, wow, I stopped thinking about Memo for a few moments there. I guess scorpions do have one redeeming quality—they made me forget about that annoying man.
Darn it. Now, I’m thinking about him again.
Remembering how meditation helped me during some difficult times in the past, I nestle down on the floor, my legs criss-crossed in front of me. Putting my hands in prayer position over my heart, I take a deep breath in, hold it for a few moments, then slowly exhale. Empty the lungs, empty the mind.
I do this a few more times while mentally repeating my new mantra, “Be still and think of scorpions. Thoughts of scorpions fill your mind. Your mind is deeply focused on scorpions. The scorpion gives you strength. The scorpion gives you clarity. The scorpion—”
Feeling something brush against my leg, I scream and jump onto the couch, every fiber in my body quivering in fear. Wrapping my arms tightly around myself, I scan the area, looking for the scorpion. But all I see is a lone dust bunny, and it doesn’t seem the slightest bit interested in the fact that I’m in danger.
I can’t get off my perch until I find the scorpion that almost attacked me. What I’m going to do with him once I find him? No clue. First things first. Locate the wee beastie.
“Wee beastie” is code for a swear word, by the way, because, trust me, I’m swearing up a storm trying to locate the scorpion.
My eyes travel across the room, before lighting on my easel where I have a canvas set up. When Linda took me to see the mariachi bands play at Jardin de la Union last night after our margaritas, I immediately knew I wanted to capture my impressions of that experience

      ***
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