




















MEXICO
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concern to me. For Joey, leaving the United
States for an extended period of time is still
a bit scary, so Mexico got the top slot, where
you can get on a bus, or — if you’re really
desperate — simply stick out your thumb and

go.

ARRIVING IN PARADISE

The state of Quintana Roo
is laid out along the Caribbean
coast of Mexico. From Chetu-
mal, the capital, in the south,
to Cancun in the north, to its
proximity to the remnants of
ancient Mayan culture, it offers
more that interests me than any
other choice.

Of course, it wouldn’t do to
just prepare for such a serious
relocation and commit to it all
at once when the time comes.

A trip to do some firsthand re-
search seemed the only way.

As always, expense was the
primary obstacle, but thanks
to an unexpected windfall and
a helpful old friend, it became
possible. Time was the next
problem; only a few days could
be spent away from the Seattle
Gay News, but we managed to
squeeze it in.

The best prices offered in my
websearch demanded layovers
so long that our already short
schedule would be left with
little time to enjoy at our des-
tination. Quicker connections
meant additional costs, but
the alternative was four days
dominated by travel instead of
two. Finally, the itinerary was
established. Even though our departure time
was late in the morning, we got to bed early
to allow for the tedious and time-consuming
security routine — the bane of the modern
air traveler. The security check-in — helped
along slightly by the strategic wearing of
slip-on deck shoes — went fairly quickly.

In due time, we were flying over the
cloud-shrouded Rockies and the snow-
swept landscape of the higher altitudes of
the Southwest. We descended across Texas
into Houston, where we were spared the task
of finding our departure gate by a friendly
would-be NASCAR driver who instead
finds himself behind the wheel of an airport
shuttle. Perhaps it was my graying hair and
slight limp that prompted him to offer his
services; anyway, we were whisked to our
interim destination amid the sometimes rau-
cous comments of his passengers.

Darkness fell as we boarded our flight to
Cancun; within minutes after take-off we
were over the Gulf of Mexico. The scat-
tered lights of the vessels below were the
only breaks in the darkness until the Yu-
catan Peninsula came into view. What had
been too small to even be called a village
sprawled below us in a dazzling blanket of
lights across the flat landscape. A warm and
sultry evening greeted us when we got off of
the plane. I was placed behind the wheel of a
red Renault sub-compact and found the ho-
tel with a little help from a security guard.

CHICHENITZA

The first full day of our visit dawned warm
but partially cloudy. We had decided that the
day would be spent showing Joey Chichen
Itza, one of the greatest Mayan cities dating
from the Classic period, and the most awe-
inspiring of the Mayan sites in Mexico —and
perhaps anywhere. I had intended to take the

regular highway through the villages and
towns so that Joey could see a little of what
Mexico was like, but I found myself on the
expressway instead. I resigned myself to
spending the approximately $20 in tolls in
exchange for the extra time it would give us
at the site.

The site now boasts a well-guarded paid
parking area, which alleviates the concern
of theft. My previous experience with a ve-
hicle in Mexico taught me another effective
method: hiring a local boy to watch the car

continuing excavations have revealed new
discoveries, and the heavy tourist traffic has
put close examination of the structures off-
limits. It seemed odd that in the early ‘70s
my friend Chris and I had been able to sleep
naked on the beach below, undisturbed ex-
cept by the land crabs that crawled over us
all night. The other unique feature of Tu-
lum is the bathing beach that is provided
for visitors. This turned out to be the single
biggest time consumer, as Joey didn’t easily
tire of admiring the young men enjoying the

The ruins at Tulum overlooking the sea

during my absence, and giving an additional
tip upon finding it undisturbed on my re-
turn.

With all of the preliminaries out of the
way, we finally entered the site. The Castillo
rising majestically above us brought me
back to the first time I saw it standing over
the tropical savannah. There are striking dif-
ferences now compared to my last visit, now
over 35 years ago. The grounds are much
more open because of the ongoing excava-
tions, which have resulted in numerous dis-
coveries. The familiar structures have also
received additional restoration. Visitors are
not presently allowed to climb the monu-
ments at Chichen, nor is access permitted to
the interior of any of the major attractions,
including the Plaza of a Thousand Columns.
There is hope for the future, though; climb-
ing is now once again permitted at the huge
central Mexican site of Teotihuacan. One
benefit of the restrictions is that the devoted
monument climber is spared the curse of the
garrapatas — an infestation of ticks. Several
hours are required to view the entire site.

Our early-morning start seemed to pay
off, and despite the lengthy time we spent
touring there it seemed we might have time
to squeeze in another Mayan site that day,
so we sped toward Coba. I had never been
there, and the guidebook promised enough
time to see the primary structures, but once
again my book had misinformed us; the site
was closed to admissions by the time we ar-
rived, although those inside still had an hour
to leave.

TULUM AND COBA

The second day was supposed to be dedi-
cated to exploring possible places to live,
with a side trip to the Postclassic site of Tu-
lum. I kept my intention to return to Coba
secret. As we made our way South along the
coast the extent of the change to the area was
apparent; we passed one resort after another
all the way to Playa del Carmen.

Soon we were at Tulum, which was a
thriving town for decades after the Span-
ish conquest. In terms of size, it is definite-
ly a secondary or even tertiary site, but its
magnificent setting — perched on low cliffs
above the Caribbean — make it one of the
most popular for tourists. The almost con-
stant wind makes the use of both hats and
parasols difficult, resulting in a minor burn
below my ever-rising hairline. Here, again,

sun, sand, and water. Finally we wound up
our visit there with freshly squeezed orange
juice in the village that has grown up by the
highway.

We turned inland and once more head-
ed for Coba. Again it rained, and again it
cleared before we got out of the car. This site
dates from the Late Preclassic period. The
structures here are more spread out than at
many other sites, and the relatively low level
of excavation lead one to believe that it may
become a much more important place in the
future. Stelae, which are typically dedicated
to deities or carry a succession of panels re-
lating historical events, are common here as
they are farther to the South. It is an art form
which can be observed at its apex at Copan,
in Honduras; due to both the masterful stone
carving there, and the harder stone which
was used, the sharp detail in those examples
has survived. Although dwarfed by the scale
of the great ball court at Chichen, the two
ball courts here are very interesting because
of the variation in design from others in the
Mayan world. The main pyramid rises well
above the forest canopy. It shows little of
the exterior decoration that once covered
it, but visitors are still allowed to climb it.
I thought it would be
a fitting end if |
collapsed of
a coronary,
in the heat
of the after-
noon sun,
on its steep
stairway. A
chain is pro-
vided as a hand-
hold for the
faint of heart.

I couldn’t

debase my-

self that way,

reaching out

only occasionally

to steady myself on a
higher step with my fin-
gertips. The view from the
top is worth the climb for
the intrepid ruins-roamer.
Many of the smaller struc-
tures can be seen, as well as
the glint of the waters of Lake
Coba and Lake Macanxoc.

PURE LUXURY

Our third and final full day in Mexico had
not been planned out specifically, leaving a
little feeling of relaxation in an otherwise
hurried schedule. We got sandwiches, juice,
and chips for breakfast at a convenience
store tucked in among the clubs and sou-
venir shops of the Hotel Zone. On the way
back we stopped at a real estate office I had
spotted before we ate. Miguel Reyes of Fir-
ma Investments greeted us cordially. [ had to
explain the very limited resources I'll have
to work with. It didn’t sink in
at first. He thought I was talk-
ing about having 25,000 pesos
a month to spend on housing.
When I told him the amount
was around one tenth of that
he looked crestfallen, but ex-
plained that there were still
options to explore. A lot for a
mobile home, not very close to
the beach, or an apartment in
an urban neighborhood seem
to be the best options, unless
our house recovers at least half
of the value it has lost in the
economic slump. In that case,
a beachfront condo or lot could
become a reality. I left with his
e-mail address in hand.

The business of enjoying
our remaining time then took
the front seat. Joey and I had a
leisurely walk along the beach.
The water was gorgeous and
inviting. I was footsore from
our explorations, and the white
sand and the surf felt wonder-
ful on my bare feet. I couldn’t
convince Joey to put on his
trunks and take a dip with me;
he wanted to take a nap. I sus-
pect he harbors a secret fear
of sharks. I was anxious to go
swimming — at least this hadn’t
changed. The beautiful blue-green water
was cool and refreshing as I waded in. I had
to pay attention as I floated through the low
waves, so the current didn’t carry me too far
from the hotel, giving me just enough exer-
cise to remind me [ wasn’t languishing in a
shallow backyard pool. The sun was burn-
ing my forehead more, so I reluctantly left
the water. I’d already lost my land legs and
had trouble staggering back on to dry land.
I washed the salt from my pores under the
beachside shower. Lying on a chaise lounge
in the shade, the warm sea breeze wafting
over me, could not be mistaken for any-
thing but pure luxury. Later I found Joey in
a similar position, but in the sun. After we
had dinner and a stroll I had another swim,
in the pool this time.

There had been an attempted attack at the
airport, so we prepared for a long, compli-
cated day of travel. The grind of the air trav-
el routine was tiring, and American Airlines
didn’t offer so much as a bag of peanuts to
eat. Finally, the trudge back up the hill to
the house was exhausting, and the prospect
of an early morning start to get the SGN out
to everybody was daunting, but none of it
could get that taste of our tropical
paradise out of my mouth.
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