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here & there

Nacho San Miguel (Madrid, 1974), quality 
and accounts installation manager for Cigna 
International Health Care Spain. Lived in Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida for three years with his 
wife Amy before returning to Madrid with her. 

Nacho had no idea that the night that he 
met Amy in a Madrid bar would completely 
change his life. “I didn’t know back then that I 
was falling in love,” he says. “We were having 
fun.” But Amy was planning to leave Spain. 
She told him right after they met. They were 
together for four months before she moved 
back to St. Louis, Missouri.

“Everything is so spread out 
[in South Florida]. There’s 
nothing to see. I’m a city 
boy. I’m happy with my 
subway, happy with my 
bus”

And Nacho was smitten. A native madrileño, 
he had spent his whole life in the capital, 
under his parents’ roof. He didn’t speak much 
English at the time he met Amy, just what he’d 
learned at school and university. But he was 
almost 30 and it seemed like the right point 
in his life to take a leap of faith. Nacho says he 
was “sick for six months after she left” while 
he thought about moving to the States. “I was 
stressed out,” he says. He calls it the hardest 
decision he had to make in his life. He didn’t 
know if he would end up marrying her, but he 
decided he was willing to give it a try.

Amy took a job in South Florida, thinking 
that it would be better for the two of them 

than St. Louis because of the large Latino 
population and the fact that people would 
be used to hearing accented English. 
Meanwhile, Nacho found a language 
academy in Fort Lauderdale where he would 
study English on a nine-month student visa. 
“We just figured if it was going to work out, 
it was going to work out,” Amy says. And if 
it didn’t, well, “at least he’d learned English” 
(though, she says, she never really doubted 
that it would work out).

One of her fears was “that Nacho was not 
going to do anything around the house.” 

“I was worried he wouldn’t help cook, clean, 
and I was totally wrong.” She says that it 
probably helped that he was at school four 
hours a day while she spent the whole day 
working. Nacho says that “it was much 
better than I thought.” His nervousness, like 
Amy’s, stemmed from the fact that he wasn’t 
only picking up and leaving friends and 
family, but he was going to live on his own 
for the first time. “It was the biggest change 
… the country and everything.” But since 
Amy took care of the paperwork, bills, and 
other things, it was much easier than Nacho 
had expected. Nonetheless, he says “the first 
three or four months I wasn’t happy. After 
that I started getting used to it.” 

The couple got married seven months after 
he arrived and Nacho started his first job 
six months later. It was when he started 
working that he says he really “started 
getting good at English”. He also formed 
good relationships with Spanish-speaking 
co-workers. His first boss was a first-
generation Cuban-American. “At work I felt 
great,” Nacho says. It was “easier than social 
life,” in part because Amy’s closest friends 
didn’t speak Spanish.

In the first in a new series about “mixed 
couples”. Katie Goldstein talks to Nacho San 
Miguel and Amy Menchhofer about coming to 
grips with each other’s culture and language.

“One of the hardest things about having 
Nacho there was my seeing that he was not 
the same person in English as in Spanish 
and knowing how frustrating that was for 
him,” Amy says. “His sarcasm wasn’t there 
in English. The interactions he’d have with 
friends in English weren’t the same” as those 
he’d have in Spanish.”

Nacho’s most frustrating experience in the 
States was linked to language. He says he didn’t 
feel like himself. “Even after three years, I was 
afraid to make a call to a restaurant,” he says. 
He was reluctant because he couldn’t stand 
having to repeat himself. He also really missed 
aspects of city life: notably walking around and 
seeing people everywhere. “Everything is so 
spread out [in South Florida]. There’s nothing 
to see,” he says. “I’m a city boy. … I’m happy 
with my subway, happy with my bus.” He’d 
never had a driver’s licence or a car, but in the 
States he had both.

In the end, however, learning English was one 
of the best things that came out of Nacho’s 
experience in the US. “In Spanish I think 
there are 200,000 words. English has got like 
500,000 words. I started learning English 
with 30,” he says. “The good thing is that 
[my English] is still there. I’ve got my wife, 
my friends, family. I’m going to have to keep 
speaking English.”

Love/hate Top Five 
1. I love American TV.
2. I hate the tip culture in the US. I think you 
should pay your employees fairly and not leave 
that up to the customer.
3. I love the drive-thrus in the US.
4. I love my mom’s Spanish cooking, especially 
fabada.
5. I hate huge queues for everything in Spain. 
Traffic is awful in this country.

Sunshine 
state
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Amy Menchhofer (Knoxville, Tennessee, 
1979), civil engineer. Has lived in Madrid 
with her husband Nacho for a year and a half; 
previously lived in Madrid for two years.

Amy says she knew from a very young age that 
it was highly probable that once she went away 
to university she would never again live in the 
same city as her parents. “It’s a given” in the 
States, she says. But when she left St. Louis at 
17 she probably wouldn’t have guessed that 
she’d end up living in Madrid.

After studying for a semester in Madrid during 
her time at Duke University, Amy returned 
to Madrid when she graduated in 2001.She 
spent two years in the city teaching English, 
travelling, and “going out a lot”. But two years 
of that life was enough, she says. “I needed to 
go home and start working.” And that’s when 
she met Nacho.

Life in Florida was generally good for the 
couple. Amy especially liked seeing her 
country through Nacho’s eyes. But after 
several years, Amy says they began to feel like 
something was missing, especially socially. 
They had “really good friends there,” but they 
began to miss certain aspects of nightlife, like 
walking to get a beer or dinner.
“We got sick of taking the car everywhere,” 
Amy says. They talked about how great it 
would be to walk out the door and be “in the 
middle of everything”. 

“I have it in my mind that 
we’ll be here forever, so I’m 
happy to have that sense of 
stability”

They decided to move to a big city. Madrid 
seemed the most logical place to go, Amy says, 
because she knew they were going to have to 
live there at some point. They put their condo 
in Florida on the market, and when they 
closed on it months later, Nacho moved back 
to Madrid to begin looking for an apartment 
to rent. Amy followed him a couple months 

later knowing “that it was entirely possible” 
that she wouldn’t return to the States to live. 
It was a decision she felt comfortable making, 
however. She says she is “better equipped to 
deal” with living abroad because, for example, 
Nacho’s parents don’t travel and hers do. 

Amy calls the new life she began in Spain 
more of an “an adult lifestyle” compared to 
her earlier stint in Madrid. She looked for a 
job as an engineer and prepared to start her 
married life in the city. Her social life had also 
been seriously altered—the foreigners, mostly 
Americans, she’d known four years earlier had 
left Madrid and the only people she really 
knew when she came back were Nacho and 
his family. One of the challenges for Amy 
upon returning has been how difficult life can 
be for a foreigner. In the States “being a well-
educated, well-adapted young woman” meant 
she felt like she could accomplish anything. In 
Spain “there are a million things standing in 
the way”, among them, miles of red tape and 
having to justify her foreign education and 
work experience.
 
She also has difficulty with what she calls 
the “I’m-a-foreigner moments,” in which it’s 
very obvious that she’s not Spanish or even 
European. When she lived in Madrid before 
she got married, those moments were sort of 
quaint and amusing, she says, but now that 
she’s here to stay and moves in a much more 
Spanish world, people express their disbelief at 

St Louis 
blues

things she doesn’t know in a different, harsher 
way.
Nacho, who had always praised the Spanish 
way of doing things while living in Florida, 
was frustrated when they returned to Madrid. 
“Everything seemed so difficult,” he says, “I 
didn’t remember how complicated things 
were,” especially dealing with banks and 
residency papers for Amy. There are always 300 
people ahead of you in the queue,” he says.

But the journey has been a learning experience 
for both Amy and Nacho and one that has 
made both of them more tolerant, they say. 
Nacho says that after living in the States, he 
learned to respect and understand Americans 
and their culture, about why they are they way 
they are. Amy learned that you can’t “judge 
a person from another country by your own 
country’s standards”, especially in terms of 
political correctness.
 
Now Amy finds herself content to be settled 
somewhere; it’s a feeling that she never 
experienced in Florida. “I have it in my mind 
that we’ll be here forever, so I’m happy to have 
that sense of stability.”

Love / hate Top five
1. I love Spanish public transport.
2. I hate Spanish TV.
3. I hate the gun violence in America.
4. I hate Spanish customer service.
5. I love online shopping in the US.


