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ABSTRACT

Ochoa, Juan, Mariguano. Master of Fine Arts (MFA), May, 2012, 225 pp.

Mariguano is afictional account of a young man growing up in afamily in whose
patriarch isaMexican drug lord. The narrator, €l Johnny, and his father, Don Julio, crisscross
through Mexico with total disregard for distance or time bribing comandantes and stopping turf
wars al in preparation for their next score. The novel culminatesin Don Julio’s attempt to fix
the 1988 Presidential election in Mexico. Don Julio’s son, El Johnny, livesto tell thetale of the
rise and fall of hisfather’s drug smuggling empire and of the destruction of hisfamily. The
eventsin the novel dramatize the origins of the current drug war in Mexico and help explain the

escalation of violence on the border.
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INTRODUCTION

In Mariguano, | knew | had an opportunity to tell several stories but deciding which were
worthy or necessary of telling became an ever growing obstacle while | penned thiswork. | had
plenty of desire and to some extent even encouragement to write Mariguano long before |
thought of using it for my thesis. While certain events of my life were unfolding, | can distinctly
remember thinking, “Man, I’ ve got to write this down someday.” Thiswas at |east a decade or
more before | ever knew that such athing as an English mgor even existed—in the world | was
brought up in, any documented account of a person’s actionsis either atestimony or a
confession, and both are to be avoided with ferocity. But | knew | had astory, and | knew |
wanted to tell it, but how, to who, and above all else why? For an answer | gave myself the fact
that thereis aneed for constant analysis and writing about the Valley and the border and the
people north and south of thisimaginary line that at the same time unites and divides our
homeland because the Valley is an ever changing product of its own mutability like a burst of
machine gun fire. Being fortunate enough to have witnessed and survived events that have | eft
an indelible mark nationwide on either side of the border and that have influenced the direction
the Valley and Mexico have taken in their stance on drugs, immigration, and race relationsin
genera, | stand in awe of what I’ ve experienced while at the same time feel overwhelmingly
threatened even years after the events have been recorded.

A few years after finding myself out of Mexico and back in the U.S., and surprisingly
enough in an American college, | was discussing my mixed emotions about pouring out my

experiences on paper with a couple of professors when one of them suggested | didn’t have the
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“huevos’ to write my novel. The remark still causes me to crack a smile, but not because I'm
some kind of “ballsy” individual or overly macho and cannot resist a challenge. The remark and
itsfocus on “huevos’ summed up everything | had come to learn from years of observation of
Mexican and American relations and more recently from college study of Chicano literature and
culture. The story of Mexican-Americans, the Valley, and in many cases Mexico itself isbeing
interpreted and disseminated by people who know little to nothing about it.

Contemporary works by “experts’ and journalists on the Valey have the northern side of
the border engaged in trumped up accounts of “spillover violence”—the cartels are coming to
force all of usto buy and sell drugs for them! Conservative politicians and their misled
constituents call for more funding to be wasted on more boots on the ground and resources to
secure our porous border with Mexico, the “failed state” before the Mexican hordes can drain
what little is left of the U.S.’swelfare programs. Little regard is ever given to obvious facts like
no immigrant here legally or illegally can receive welfare assistance since as far back as Clinton.
Despite knowing that more education and job opportunities are better deterrents to crime than
million dollar border fences and armored vehicles that sit idle at the local sheriff’s department,
our legislators prefer to secure funds for law enforcement as opposed to crime prevention. But
like Joyce' s Dublin, the Valley is paralyzed to do anything to counter the malevolent forces that
conspire to make our home adairy for milking government funded cash cows and casting an
overall negative image on aland built and inhabited by hardworking honest people of many
races who by no means deserve to suffer the repeat offense of being labeled “banditos’” so a
bunch of rich guys can get richer. And maybe thisiswhere our paralysis stems, we've seen it all
before and like then, we will overcome, so why get excited, why fight it, when it is better to let it

roll off your back like water on a duck.



Some of the recent work that | have encountered by Mexican-American writers depict the
Valley as seen from rearview mirrors, which at best provides a one sided account of the border
and its people, that leave readers in the north shaking their heads and saying, “well at least this
one madeit out.” | once was part of areading where an award winning young author who now
makes his home in New Y ork said the border “never changes.” | had to bite my lip to avoid
contradicting him in mid-reading because if one thing I’ ve learned from living on the border is
that it is constantly changing and evolving. In oneinstancethe INSis only asking for avalid
form of identification like adriver’ slicense to crossin and out of Mexico. The next day, INSis
Homeland Security and a federally issued passport is now the only valid form of identification
for crossing in and out of Mexico. Mexicans living on the border who have always crossed back
and forth now need a special “VisalLazer” if they want to do their shopping in McAllen.
Businesses in Reynosa and McAllen suffer because Valley residents can’t afford the pricier
passports that are needed to cross the border and the Mexicans have to face a mountain of
bureaucracy to fill out al the correct forms before they can do their shopping in America, and
suddenly an extension is granted all the way from Washington and Los Pinos and the border
shops on both sides of the river survive another six months. Shootouts and extortions close
businessesin Mexico's Zona Rosa and instead of folding up shop, they move north into the
Valley, and rest assured that when the lead stops flying, these businesses will move back como si
nada paso. Whether it be hurricanes, droughts, any crisis manmade or natural, whatever the
situation, however grave the need, the Valey constantly changes and adapts to survive whatever
society and nature can throw at it.

Scholars, journalist, poets, artists of al sorts and afflictions come down here and take a

look around on their day trip to Progresso, string a few stanzas together about mud-faced street



children, and suddenly they’ re calling themselves “the Voice of the Valley” and their books are
being distributed to local school kids so they can learn that they are still loved despite their
ignorance and poverty. Others spend a summer or two working some Union wage construction
job around Mexican laborers who aren’t even bringing in the minimum and learn a few words
like Vigo, and vato, and of course huevos and think that they know and even have theright to
judge what is an accurate account of a people and land that is not their own. They can see hard
work, loyalty, and other endearing qualitiesin their tanner cousins, but they just can’t figure
anything but stupidity for the reason that anyone would kill themselves on a construction site for
apaycheck. And thisof courseisthe rub.

Asweéll intentioned as my professor friend’s “huevos’ questioning, backhanded attempt
at encouragement was, it did little to clear up my dilemmas other than to confirm the fact that |
had to get this story down on paper if for no other reason than to show the complexities of
trandating one little expression like “huevos’ into English. And then all | had to do was use this
as an analogy for explaining the intricate social web that binds north and south to the Valley, and
bada-bing, I’ve got anovel. Yeah, right.

| defy anyone to give an accurate translation of aterm like “ahuevo” without having to
pen awhole anovel. Taken literally, thetermis*“at an egg,” which makes no practical sensein
English unless someoneis actually looking “at an egg.” Viewed as aform of slang, it could
mean something a person has to do as an obligation, something like the American equivalent of
“or else,” but it isthe connotation of that “or else” that makes the term as complex asthe
Mexicans aong the border and Valley people and their culture. In my mind there is absolutely

no doubt that the Mexican border and the Valley are an “ahuevo” culture, and that iswhat | love



about being a Mexican from the Valley, whatever we do, whatever we are, for better or worse, it
is because we must, or €lse, j A Huevol!!

Americo Paredes once said that the stories he recorded in many of hisworks were the
stories he heard men sitting under mesquite trees tell in hushed voices while smoking corn husk
cigarettes. Most of my stories are the ones | heard dangerous men tell in boisterous challenging
tones while they snorted cocaine and drank rivers of whiskey. These men were unabashed in
their partying because they lived their lives like Hemingway' s bullfighters, straight up and on the
edge, showing amazing grace and coolness under pressure. On the road with my father,
oftentimes | found myself in hotel suits that were converted into temporary garrisons. I'd sit
around smoky tables playing cards or domino with somebody’ s second in command while my
father did cocaine and cognac shots with the boss. Sometimes, we' d bein aroom full of
“manosos,” and my dad would sit on the edge of the bed across from “el jefe’ or “el bueno.” On
other occasions, my Old Man would be sitting across from some comandante, afederal chief of a
whole region or even the nation, and I’d sit with the Segundo, the jefe de grupo, or the sub-
comandante. Whichever side of the law we were quartered with, certain things remained a
constant, the AR15’ s and AK47's checked in corners or propped against a night stand always
within arm’ s reach, the drugs and alcohol, and the persistent feeling that the whole world could
come to a screeching, bloody, bone shattering halt at any moment. To pass the time between
“missions,” we exchanged stories.

These men who associated with my father came from all over the western hemisphere.
Like all migrants, these men’s survival depended on their ability to move and adapt to whatever
they encountered after being uprooted. They had to learn how to obtain what they desired

regardless of the barriers they encountered, which did not exclude language barriers. It was



captivating enough just sitting between a drug dealer from Veracruz and a pistolero from San
Luis Potosi and following their conversation, but when my “pocho” spanglish mixed in with a
Colombian college graduate’ s pedantic condescension, the talk around the table could be
genuinely considered a translanguaging experience. Studies show translanguaging to be a
naturally occurring phenomenon (Canagargjah 401). These men, some with barely an
elementary education, others doctors, lawyers, engineers, had the ability to communicate, joke
around, share intimacies and heartbreaks, while borrowing from each other’ s vocabulary and
shuttling between languages and dial ects and street slang with seamless eloquence.

While writing Mariguano, | tried to aways keep in mind the language | was using and to
stay astrueto the discourse as possible. Oftentimes the result would be critiques that “it didn’t
sound like something a Mexican would say,” but of course this always came from Anglo or
Chicano readers who were more interested in literary form and theory as opposed to capturing an
accurate representation of an experience a al levels of narration. When | read something like
Americo Paredes s Geor ge Washington Gomez, and see, “ She was carrying the gun, holding it as
she might have held arattlesnake,” along with aclever simile | see the classic form of Mexican
speech, “ Estaba cargando la pistolacomo s fuera unaculebra’ (195). Mexicansin my opinion
are the kings and queens of the simile and metaphor, “Es un venado,” for someone swift of
thought like a deer, or “Parado como un pendejo” for someone as dumb as a post. Mexicans and
people from the Valley use similes and metaphors like someone playing charades uses hand
singlesto explain their puzzle. | once explained to someone from Mexico that an ice cream
sandwich is something from la clicka del Mamut. And my Mexican friend not only understood
but was also enabled to grasp the full connotation and richness that is vanillaice cream

sandwiched between chocolate crackers. What else but a sign reading: “ Sorry, no perritos’ could



possibly convey the fact that the owners of a particular establishment in the Valey have
absolutely nothing against dogs but nonetheless must follow the rules. | wanted my writing to
reflect the pureness of our codemeshing along the border.

Although my use of language might be perfectly understandable to Valley residents north
and south of the border, | was still faced with the problem of developing a basis for legitimizing
my work academically. Dr. Martinez provided me with the answer to this problem when he
introduced me to the term “translanguaging” and the work of Canagargjah. If the art of
communication is to communicate then | have to agree with Canagaragjah in the sense that,
“Thereis always room for more effective reading and writing practices, not to mention artful and
persuasive oral communication. To envision such improvements, we have to go beyond
sentence-level concernsto consider discourse issues’ (402). | was not trying to create a Tex-
Mex novel or apocho novel when | penned Mariguano; | was trying to construct a bridge of
communication to people outside of the Valley while staying true to the discourse.

Angela Creese and Adrian Blackledge write that languages are not hermetically sedled to
units. Theterm tranlanguaging is preferable to codeswitching to describe the usual and normal
practice of “bilingualism without diglossic functional separation” (Creese 106). | feel | could not
have depicted an accurate picture of the border had | forced myself to conform to more
conventional forms of writing even if it would appeal to awider audience. Asone editor once
told me, “Y eah, but who are you writing to? People in the Valley don’'t buy books.” Maybe
thereisaleg for that argument to stand on, but what if it'salack of books that speak the
language of home to Valley readers that has kept book sales low? Like the Creese and
Blackledge articles suggests, “ Rather than devel oping language policies that attempt at

hermetically sealing languages, we should be describing the use of the vernaculars that leak into



one another to understand the social realities of their users’ (106). With Mariguano | hoped to
create an experience that was different than the Cisneros-like peppering of easily recognized
Mexican words and phrases that has earmarked Chicano literature for far too long. | wanted for
the Valey and Mexico’ s voice along the border to expressitself in no uncertain terms even if the
uncertainty was only clear to those familiar with area. And as for appealing to awider audience,
how else is anyone from outside this region going to understand us if they don’'t see usaswe
truly are? So, | took a shot.

Like Dr. Gonzdez'sDela O, in The Quixote Cult, | am not so much interested in

developing a personal identity as | am interested in getting the mainstream culture to come to
terms with who and what | am. | am not an alien. My people have been here for ten thousand
years, far longer than any border. | am not athreat to the economy. Like needy people of any
race, | would rather fend for myself than ask the government for help—you don’t have to give
me anything, no mas ponme donde hay. | am not athreat to Homeland Security. | sure as hell
don’t want my child’s playground to be continuously on lock down because the police are
chasing a smuggler through the campus, while law makers, police officials, and organized crime
bosses sit down to breakfast at the same table. | want for my home and family and my right to an
honest wage for an honest day’ s work to be respected just like every other citizen of thisworld. |
do not want for any people to languish in detention centers under biased laws just because a
private prison is profitable. | want for all the AM talk radio jocks to stop calling me Anchor
Baby!! Before the mainstream culture can come to terms with all of this without getting out the
torches and pitchforks, it must understand what it created. In Mariguano, I’ vetried to open a

door for inclusion by showing who | am without reservations or excuses.



In candid terms, | was born a Mexican peasant. Like most nations, | recognize the fact
that nationality is not a question of geography but more of bloodline and culture that is suckled
from birth. My grandparents for several generations have all been from Mexico. My father was
bornin Mexico. My mother was born on her mother’ s kitchen table delivered by her
grandmother just eight miles north of the Rio Bravo, far enough to be American by geography
but years from being accepted by her birth country. My parents met in the cotton fields of
Weslaco where they were forced to work after suffering personal family tragedies. And so | was
born in southern California where my family migrated in our trek for survival, and grew up being
called, Johnny. That | have been greatly influenced by American cultureis not in question, but
until | quit being aliving reminder of an embarrassing chapter in my birth country’ s history, |
can only be Mexican, and I'm proud of that even if it is thrust upon me like greatnessis on some
men.

| am aso the son of adrug lord. | do not make that claim with boastful arrogance or even
pride necessarily, but | am by no means am | ashamed of the fact that my father dealt in
controlled substances so | could drive a car and go to college. He also managed adairy, worked
construction, drove atruck, and whatever else he had to do to keep hisfamily fed. Likethe

charactersin Dr. Gonzalez' s Rainbow’ s End, my father entered the world of narcotics by chance

and necessity. Had my father been white and selling moonshine instead of pot, he would be
hailed as atrueicon of American spirit for defying big government. If there had ever been an
end to drug prohibition in my father’s lifetime, he would have been a Republican.

My father embodied the Y ankee “can do” attitude asaMexi-“can.” To be on welfare
was una verguenza de la chingada, a bloody shame so to speak, as was being late for work or not

being the first family to finish the daystoil with the most bushels picked. My father taught me to



be honest by showing me that a man had to act the straightest when he was doing something
crooked. “Never steal! If you're hungry, ask for work, but don’t steal even if they steal from
you,” | can hear these words from my father every time | unlock the door to my office. “A lieis
the worst type of cancer,” is another of my Father’s pearls of wisdom. Don Julio valued honesty
above dl else, even when hewasn’t practicing it. | tried to stay honest to my story, to write it
like | wastaught to live my life, not like a punk but like aman. 1 try to tell the ones | lost with
the same enthusiasm as | tell the ones | won. There are no apologies or excuses in Mariguano
only the recognition of the truth *porgue reconocer es de hombres.”

Asan undergrad, | did alot of work on the Beats and was greatly influenced by
Burroughs and Kerouac. Burroughs wrote in his introduction to Queer, “My past was a poisoned
river, from which one was lucky to escape and feels immediately threatened years after the
events have been recorded.” When | read that, | thought, “Y eah, that should sum it up for
everybody.” Burroughs was talking about accidently shooting his wife in the head and using his
writing as a sort of therapy—once it’s down on paper it can’t hurt you anymore. | liked the
guote and the thought behind it so much that | stole part of it for thisintroduction and use it as
justification for penning this story because | could not continue through life without
documenting the events in Mariguano if not for anything else than to stop the memories from
haunting me.

We traveled, lived, and worked under a constant threat of our world coming to an end by
the kicking down of adoor until it finaly happened. But before the Feds dragged my father
away and the crooked politicians decided that working with educated men was more profitable
than keeping their deal with “peasants,” there was peace and prosperity in the Valey. Whenever

| hear people complaining about not being able to go to Reynosa like they used to, | can’t help
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but think, “It was never like thiswhen Don Julio held the plaza.” My father was a man with a
forth grade education. Thisisthe part where | should talk about his great vision despite his lack
of education and opportunity, and | could live with that, but that is not the point | would like to
make about my father or this work, Mariguano.

My father did the things he did, like keep peace and business flowing along both sides of
the Rio Grande during the most prosperous erain Valley history and fix the Presidential
elections of the thirteenth largest economy in the world, not because he had to or because he
wanted to fight his way out of poverty like some character from amob movie. My father did the
things he did because he could. And thisisthe same reason | wrote Mariguano, because | could.
Once the realization came to my father that something was possible even if improbable, there
was no stopping him, like an addict who has made up his mind to take another hit, delay was
unfathomable. This same drive, this charging characteristic of my being, was handed down to
me from countless generations. It’s a sentiment that lies deep in all people who have made the
Valley their home, an overwhelming motivation that robs our sleep once the decision to
undertake atask has been made. When | realized | could write Mariguano, | knew | had to, jA

Huevo!
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CHAPTERI

| have afamily, mom, dad, brothers, asister, just like everyoneelse. I'mraisedina
decent house that doesn’t tolerate foul language or lies, and | have to take my plate to the sink
after | eat. But | aso have my Old Man and his clicka. When | was thirteen, my Old Man taught
me how to drive, take tequila shots, and shoot out of amoving vehicle al in one sitting. My
dad’ s not the only one teaching me things, though. | have five or six guys around at al times
making sure | get things straight.

Whenever we get a big score, | haveto sit in a hotel room with one of my Old Man’s men
counting the money over and over. | complained once and € Chaparro said, “ Chato, someday
you' || do adeal and not go crazy and try to grab more than your share because your dad was
smart enough to make you sick of counting money.” | learn all kinds of things from these guys,
like always beware of the kindness of strangers, and never trust a guy who says, “Trust me.” |
know better than to front something that | can’t afford to lose, and I'll never steal or put the
finger on anyone. Just that alone is enough to keep aguy aive for along time, but | can figure
out other things, too. |I’ve learned to read a newspaper better than a stockbroker. | know that if
there’ s an article about someone losing aload or getting busted, I'll be holed up somewhere
waiting by the phone for at least two calls: one from the guy wanting to arreglar labroncaand
get out of jail and another from some cop looking to sell aload cheap. | know that if there'san
article announcing a new comandante coming to town, we'll be throwing a party complete with

mariachis and whores to baptize President Reagan’ s newest godson—that’s what my Old Man
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calls cops, ahijados de Reagan. | can tell if I'm going to be holed up waiting for a phone call or
getting laid that day just by reading the headlines.

In the summer of 1983, the story taking up all the headlines has nothing to do with us, but
| learn alot from it anyway. There are two major newspapersin Reynosa. La Prensais owned
and edited by Don Félix Tarta. Don Beto Garrado publishes El Mafiana and an evening edition
called La Tarde. Don Félix also owns aradio station. Each paper dedicates afew columns to
editorials denouncing itsrival as an amarillistarag. El Mafana is supposedly more powerful
than La Prensa, but | really can’t see how since everyone in town buys both papers and believes
neither one.

Don Beto and Don Félix are also rivalsin the public transport business. Each man owns
aline of peseras. Peseras are like little buses that take people all around town for apeso. Only
they’ re not buses. They’ re beat up cargo vans with shitty tires and even shittier brakes. There are
no seats in these vans other than the driver’s. Passengers sit on milk crates that topple over every
time the driver takes a sharp turn. All of Don Beto’s vans are painted yellow. Don Félix’svans
are also yellow but with ared stripe, so they’re called franjarojas.

The drivers of the yellow vans are having awar with the drivers of the franjarojavans
over the routes they drive; the newspapers call it La Guerrade las Peseras, the Pesera Wars.

Each side claims that the other is cutting into their fares. Vans are getting burned out left and
right. Lately, you can’t open a newspaper without seeing the picture of adriver who's been
beaten or shot to death next to atorched van. The peserawars are selling alot of newspapers.

Mom, Dad, Danny and | have been staying at the Hotel EI Camino for most of the
summer. Mom and my Old Man stay in room 324 and Danny and | are in 325—mom says it

doesn’t look right for kids to be alone without an adult near. When thefair isin town, it’s not
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that bad in Reynosa because we can spend al night at the Palenque then sleep through the next
day. The Paengue srea cool especially now that Victor El Loco has been bringing his sister-in-
law to see the headliners during the variedad. I've seen alot of pretty girls, and even been with a
few, but they’ re nothing in comparison with Cristina. 1t’'s hard to describe sitting in sweltering
heat, watching two cocks slash the shit out of each other, surrounded by the finest pieces of ass
in Reynosa and then comes this princess of something and all that beauty goes away. Cristinais
something royal sitting daintily with her legs crossed at the ankles fanning herself with aloteria
card—I don’t know the words, but the type of sweet wholesome girl who could scar aguy for
life.

But when we don’t go to the cock fights, and are just in our rooms with nothing but
Mexican TV to watch, Danny and | go out of our minds. To keep us from fighting and getting
my mom mad, Danny and | came up with a game we call peseraroulette.

First we do around of rock paper scissors to see who gets to pick the van. Danny likes
don Beto’s yellow vans, but | always go for the underdog and pick don Félix’s franjarojavans.
Once we board avan, we sguat near the driver and the door. Most of the time, we just cruise
around in the pesera getting crotch shots from the girls who topple off their milk crates. But
every now and then, arival van will close in and we have to move our asses out of the van quick
before we get caught in the middle of atorching. Fucking Danny is only twelve and can already
hit the ground running from a moving van without tripping.

Danny and | are just about to get on afranjarojapeserain front of our hotel when Victor
El Loco and his cousin Alfredo pull up in abad ass Custom Chevy Van. Victor, or Victor El
Loco as everyone calls him, is the right hand man of the chief of the municipal policein

Reynosa. Victor stands astall as my dad but looks smaller because he' s thinner. His sun washed
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faceis slender and his nose, cheeks, and chin are hard and elegant. He looks like a Mexican
Peter Fonda and even has a habit of slicking his hair down with his hand like Fonda does in Easy
Rider.

The van is brown with four captain’s chairs and a bench seat in the back. It has carpeting
all the way up the walls and even on the headliner. The dash and alittle console between the
driver and passenger seat are trimmed in wood. The stereo and speakers have been ripped out
leaving raw holes, but other than that, the van is cherry.

Victor lowers the electric window and says, “Y ou’ re dad told me to come get you.”

| grin. “Arewe going by your house?’ All summer, I’ ve been inventing excuses to drop
by Victor’'s house and see Cristina.

“You'd like that wouldn’t you cabrén.” Victor punches the van before Danny and | are
in our seats and we fall over each other. “We're going to Los Ramones to call on one of your
dad’'s compadres.”

“Which one?’ | ask.

“1 heard your dad say his compadre Lolo.” Alfredo saysit like he's giving testimony.
That’s how all these fuckers around my Old Man talk. No one knows a fucking thing except
what they’retold. That’s another thing I’ ve learned from hanging around my Old Man: never
give up any more information than you have to.

Alfredo’sturned in his seat facing us. He's ahuge fucker. I'd say 280 pounds, maybe
three something, but it’s all big, dark, hairy Mexican. Alfredo isn’t any kind of acop like his
cousin, so he can’'t carry agun. He doesn’t need one.

“We're picking up an ice chest, some Topo Chico, and a bottle of Buchanan’s.” Alfredo

lovesto drink. Alfredo smiles. It'sabigtoothy smile that appears through the dlit in his beard.
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“So, we're going to a parranda?’ | ask.

Alfredo looks at Victor then back at me and says, “Y our dad said to find you guys then
pick up abottle of Buchanan's.”

Victor runs ared light then turns and nods. “Y our dad gave us money for gas and the
whisky.”

On the street ahead of us, two of Don Beto’s yellow vans block in afranjarojadriver.
Four guys barrel out of one of the yellow vans and drag the driver of the franjarojaout of his
seat and into the street. They circle the fallen driver kicking and stomping him. A guy carrying
agas can gets off the other yellow van and starts dousing the franjaroja as the passengers fall
over each other trying to get off the pesera.

“Aren’t you going to do something about those guys?’ | ask Victor.

“That’'s no longer my jurisdiction.” Victor smiles. He hands me a post-card sized
laminated badge that says he’s a commissioned agent, level C, of the Seguridad Nacional
Federal. Thisbadgeiswhat’'sknown asacharola. Theword translatesto “platter,” |1 guess
because of the size and shape of the badge, but it’sreally alicense to do what ever the fuck you
want. I’ve never heard of the Seguridad Nacional.

“Give me acigarette, Alfredo.” Out the back window, the franjarojavan goes up in
flames. | smoke.

We pick up my Old Man and Onesimo near the bridge. My Old Man is getting his boots
shined while he talks to Teodoro Gonzalez, Reynosa's chief of police. Gonzalez wears a Colt
.45 with gold grips and has a couple of uniformed cops hanging around with him. They al try to
look tough in front of their jefe, but | can tell they' re al afraid of my Old Man. My Old Man,

like always, is sporting his best hand woven Panama and is decked out in a Mexican leisure suit
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called aconjunto. Histailored shirt hangs just low enough around his waist to conceal the gold
and silver engraved grips of his .38 Colt Super. He stands atall thick frame and dresses out at
about 220, copper skin, finely trimmed mustache ala Clark Gable, every stitch of clothing
perfectly fit and matched all the way down to his handmade ostrich boots. Just because
Gonzalez is chief doesn’t mean he’'sin charge. My Old Man is the baddest mother fucker in the
Valley, and when he's around, everyone else is second.

Onésimo is Victor El Loco’s younger brother and my Old Man'’s current right hand man.
Heistal and stout, bigger than his older brother and is great at picking up chicks.

After asquabble, Onésimo takes the wheel. Victor rides next to mein one of the
captain’s chairs. Danny and Alfredo sit on the bench seat at the back of the van. We have anice
chest and a case of mineral water. Except for Danny, we're all drinking whiskey highballs.

“Mi vigiagot pissed when she saw me taking the glasses, compadre,” Onésimo says.

“My comadre doesn’t want you to drink?” My Old Man is fumbling around with a bank
bag. He always carries some kind of bag. He opens the bank bag and starts lining .38 Super
clips on the dashboard. My old Man carries at |east seven extraclipsin hisbag. He keeps two
more clips in sheaths looped on his belt. Counting the clip in his gun, that makes ten clips or
nearly two boxes of shells. My Old Man saysif you're going to lose a gunfight, it should be por
falta de cojones, not for lack of bullets. It'sacool saying. He counts his clips one more time
then puts them back into the bag.

“No, compadre, mi vigja couldn’t care less about me drinking.” Onésimo holds up his
glass. “I take her glasses and forget to bring them back. She said the kids are drinking straight

from the faucet because | haven't left a glassin the house.”
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Los Ramones, my Old Man’s home town, isin the state of Nuevo Leon. It'slessthan a
couple of hundred kilometers from Reynosa but the road is so bad and heavy with camion traffic
that the trip takes hours. There's a checkpoint thirty kilometers out of Reynosa on the state line
between Tamaulipas and Nuevo Leon. This checkpoint iscalled LaTreinta. Americans who
want to take their vehicles any further south than this point have to get atourist visaand a
temporary import sticker for their cars. The checkpoint is set up to stop contraband and stolen
vehicles from going further south. Our vanis stolen.

We pull up under a concrete awning and Onésimo gets out of the van and starts shaking
hands with the officers on duty. They are Registro Federal de V ehicul os agents and Customs
agents known as aduanales. Onésimo is a Registro agent, but he is on leave so he can work for
my dad. My Old Man is out of the van shaking hands with some aduanales and slipping wads of
money in their breast pockets. These guys cheer and hug on my Old Man every time we pass
this checkpoint. But then again, guys cheer and hug on my Old Man at every checkpoint we go
through.

My Old Man gets back in the van and says, “My compadre Lolo hasn’t been through here
indays.” Heturnsin his seat, snaps his fingers, and points to the bottle of whiskey. Alfredo,
Victor, and | race to pick up the bottle to fix him another drink. Victor ends up pouring the
whiskey while Alfredo adds theice and soda. | hold the glass. My Old Man takes hisdrink and
says, “Pinche Lolo must be hiding out in McAllen.”

Sothisisit. When we left Reynosa, | thought we were just out for alittle party on
wheels. But now it’s clear that we're going to see Lolo to pick him up for a“levanton.” I’'m not
surprised by the news. My Old Man helped Lolo get started in the fayuca business, contraband.

Lolo’sdone real well for himself and expanded his organization to a small fleet of vans since
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then, but he hasn’t thrown so much as athank you our way. We're between jobs right now and
times are tough, but not for Lolo and my Old Man’s offended. Being successful at somethingis
the worse thing a Mexican can do to another Mexican.

My Old Man has had me making callsto Lolo, but every time | try to connect, Lolo is out
or just left, expected to return soon, asleep, in the bathroom, and so on. My Old Man doesn’t
like it when people dodge his calls.

Lolo hadn’t passed through La Treinta so he's not going to be at home, but we're still
heading for Los Ramones. Onésimo looks in the rear view mirror and says to Victor, “Y ou see
Loco, see how easy we got through that checkpoint with me driving. All those guys lined up as
soon as they saw it wasme.” Onésimo hands back his glass and gives me awink. | fix him
another whiskey highball.

Onésimo saysto My Old Man, “When | worked in El Registro, | wasin charge of al
those cabrones and | always gave them their fair cut. Pinche Victor thinks he could have gotten
us through the checkpoint with his Seguridad Naciona charola. That fucking agency is so new
its own director doesn’t know it exists’

“At least | have a badge, you disgraced parking attendant,” Victor shoots back. “That’s
the hardest thing for Registro agents to do, compadre,” Victor saysto My Old Man. “Parking the
carsthey confiscate. They can’t figure out the gears. They keep putting them on R for rapido.”

My Old Man lowers his window and shoots at a horse that is grazing on the side of the
road. Through my window, | follow the wounded animal as it limps away until it falls then turns
to adark spot with a pumping neck that grows smaller and smaller and istoo far behind us for
meto see. Onésimo starts to sing a song he learned at the Plaza Garibaldi when hewasin

Mexico City fixing hisleave from the Registro.
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Onésimo is agood singer and the song he brought from Garibaldi suitshisvoice. It'sa
love ballad called El Ramalazo. He sings about a guy who loved awoman under his favorite tree
or something like that. But when she broke up with him, he chopped the tree down, and the
crashing timber hurt so much that even his heart ached. Onésimo hangs on “Corazon” during the
chorus. | like this song.

We pull into Los Ramones well after dark. My Old Man tells Onésimo to cruise around
the plaza a couple of times. He takes hisfoot off the gas and lets the van idle around the plaza as
we check out men loitering on park benches or leaning on the walls of cantinas across the street.
We pull up in front of Chema's Cantina. My Old Man dips his chin towards atall lanky weather
beaten man wearing along sleeve denim shirt standing in front of the bar with four other guys.
Victor swings open the side door and he and Alfredo spill out of the van. Victor draws his gun.
Alfredo rushes the men standing on the corner and knocks down two guys as he tears through the
group. Onésimo is out of the van with his gun leveled at the ones left standing.

“I"'m looking for Fidencio,” Onésimo says. There's afunny thing about a levantén.
Whenever it becomes clear who is actually getting picked up, there’s a combined reaction of
dread and relief. | seethetall man’s knees buckle and a wave of gloom cover his face when
Onésimo says Fidencio’s name. The expression of the guys who are with Fidencio, though,
beam with delight once they figure out that it’ s their buddy who's the target of thisraid and not
them.

Victor movesin next to the tall man and buries his gun into hisribs. “No te hagas
pendejo, we know who you are.”

Fidencio throws his hands up. “Sefior selo juro. | have no idea why you’ d want to waste

your time with me.”
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Fidencio beginsto sway. Victor grabs his arm and moves him over to thevan. My Old
Man lowers his window and says, “Perdon caballero, | was just wondering if you could give me
directionsto La Hacienda San Antonio?”’

Fidencio’ s knees buckle for a second time, then he rights himself. He turns to the men he
was standing with moments earlier and says, “Y ou sorry sons of bitches. Not one of you offered
aword in my defense.” Weal laugh.

“Julio, | swear | thought | was a dead man when | saw this muchacho pull his gun.”
Fidencio’sriding in my seat with Victor next to him. | sit the bench seat with my little brother
and Alfredo. My Old Man’s turned in his seat facing Fidencio and is still laughing.

“What’ do you think when you saw my men Fidencio: ‘| wonder what goat cried rape?”
He wipes tears from his eyes.

“It had to be that spotted goat, | thought,” Fidencio says taking the drink | prepared for
him. “She'sthe biggest gossip in the whole flock.”

We drive out of Los Ramones down arutted road past the cemetery. | know theroad. It
leads to La hacienda and the three walls of the adobe hut where my father was born. Asa child,
| spent a summer here chopping down maize with a machete on my tio Raul’sland. | remember
it being hot and miserable.

We reach Fidencio’s place and we all get out and take pisses. My dad and Fidencio go
off to one side and talk. They stand facing each other in the moon light, the sounds of the night
cloaking their words save for an occasional carcgada. My Old Man throws an arm around
Fidencio and they return to where we' re standing, “We're going to load some sheep,” my Old

Man says.
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Fidencio stands holding the gate. Victor and Danny are in the pen chasing sheep. Victor
grabs one by the ears and steers it toward the gate while Danny pushes. Fidencio lets the animal
piss, and | grab it by the head and pull. Alfredo wraps his arms around the sheep and lifts. With
Alfredo carrying the hind quarters and me steering, the sheep runs on its front legs into our van.
We do thissix times. My dad tells usto pull the sheep’ s legs out from under them and we get
them to lie down between our seats in the back of the van.

“Are you sure thereisn’t room for any more,” my Old Man says getting into his seat.

| have my feet on a sheep’s stomach holding her down. “If we leave the ice chest, maybe
we could fit one more.”

“No, we're not drinking straight whiskey,” my Old Man says. “ Straight whiskey will
make a man do stupid things. Always remember that mi’jo.” He shakes Fidencio’s hand through
his open window. “Bueno Fidencio, it was good seeing you again. Say hello to your brother
Leon for me.”

“My brother Leon has been dead for more than ten years.”

“1 know,” my Old Man says. “The way you looked back in town, I’d say you’ re about
due for afamily reunion.”

“1 think | can put it off if | can avoid chistosos like you.” Fidencio lays his hand on my
Old Man’sarm. “Y ou take care of yourself, Julio.”

My Old Man shoves afew wadded up billsinto Fidencio’s breast pocket and says, “Go
buy yourself afew dances with those fat bitches at Chema's.” My Old man cocks his thumb to
the sheep in the back of the van and says, “1 know it must be hard saying goodbye to your
girlfriends like this.” Then the smileflies off my Old Man’s face and his voice turnsto the tone

he uses when I’'m late running an errand, alow rumbling from down deep, and the hair on the
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back of my neck prickles as he says, “You tell Lolo | have a name, and he and everyone else has
to respect that name.”

Fidencio nods and has to lick hislips before he can say, “Adios.”

We drive over the rutted road past the cemetery and back around the plazain Los
Ramones. My Old Man makes Onésimo stop so he can shake hands with guys still hanging
around. He shows off the sheep and describes the look on Fidencio’s face to al the men he
greets. | recognize some of these guys. Some work for Lolo. Some arerelated to me. The
sheep are shitting and pissing al over place. Before we leave the plaza, my Old Man shoots a
couple of holesinto a stop sign.

“Why’ d we take Fidencio’s sheep, dad?’ | ask.

“Fidencio’s never owned anything but a hangover al hislife” My Old Man hands me
back his glass. “He was taking care of these sheep for Lolo.”

On the highway back to Reynosa, Onésimo looks at his brother through the rear view
mirror. “You think your Seguridad Nacional badge can keep a rustling charge off our back,
Victor? LaPolicia Rural might be out tonight.” Onésimo hands me back his glass.

“1 hope we do get stopped.” Victor scoops up a handful of ice from the ice chest and rubs
it over asheep’s asshole then dumps the ice into Onésimo glass. “I’m not going to pull my badge
until they have you strung up for deflowering virgin wool.”

Onésimo takes his glass and drinks. He winces and takes another drink. “Don’t think |
don’t know what you' re doing, pinche Loco,” Onésimo says spitting out bits of sheep shit.
Onésimo drinks in big gulps then starts to sing EI Ramalazo over the bleating of the sheep.

We drive through the night. The sheep piss and shit all the way back to Reynosa. The

morning sun shines purple on the velvet bellies of the overcast clouds. | hang my head out the
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window trying to escape the stench. The burnt out hull of a pesera smoldersin the morning light
aswe cruise into Reynosa s still sleepy streets. There’'s adark purplish stain next to the pesera
skeleton, but | don’t focus on that.

“Look at the sky,” | say to no onein particular.

Alfredo says, “ Cielo de terciopelo a amanecer,” without looking out the window.

“A velvet morning?’ | ask surprised at Alfredo’s choice of words.

“Yeah, I’ ve seen thousands. But never when I’ m straight.”

It was afun night. Victor kept sticking his finger up the sheep’s ass then stirring
Onésimo drink. Onésimo sang. And | could even sneak a smoke every now and then.

We drive through town to El Café Rey, leaving the sheep locked up in the van. | wipe
the shit off my boots then follow my Old Man into the café. | order some huevos rancheros and
abeer. Thelittle bell on the door rings and a very light complexioned elderly man with died jet
black hair comes shuffling in. Victor elbows me and says, “That’s the owner of La Prensa.

Not two minutes later, the bell rings again and another old man comes in, only thisguy is
alittle fatter and isbading. “That’s Don Beto, from El Mafiana,” Alfredo says over a plate of
chorizo and eggs.

“El Johnny only uses a newspaper to roll marijuanaon,” my Old Man says and the whole
table laughs.

The owners of Reynosa s two leading newspapers hug each other in greeting then sit
down for breakfast across the café from our table. My Old Man calls the waiter over and tells
him to put their breakfast on our tab: “Tell them Don Julio Cortinaisinviting them to breakfast

thismorning.” My Old Man gives our table awink and says, “Maybe I'll get my name in the

papers.”
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Outside the sidewalks begin to swell with people flagging down peseras to take them to
work. Before we leave the café, | have to wait with pen in hand while my Old Man shakes Don

Beto and Don Félix ’s hand and gets the addresses where I [l be delivering each of them a sheep.
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CHAPTER I

My Old Man moves us out of the Hotel EI Camino in Reynosa and across the Rio Grande
to San Juan, Texas so we can start school. We rent two one-bedroom apartments near the Virgen
de San Juan Cathedral—it got upgraded to a cathedral after some protestant went kamikaze on the
original church with a crop-dusting plane filled with gas, and the one surviving artifact that
didn’t burn was abust of the Virgin. The apartments are only alittle bigger than our rooms at
the hotel, but they have central air and that’sreally all that matters when looking for a place in
the Valey.

| have to decide what I’ m going to do about where to live and go to school. | can move
back to East Texasto alittle town called Ben Wheeler where we lived before my mom decided
to follow my Old Man to the Valley—they can’t be apart from each other for too long or the pots
and pans start to fly. My folks are still paying on a house and ten acres there. But finishing my
senior year at aredneck high school that gives me swats for disrupting woodshop class by
waving at awhite cheerleader isn’t worth my Old Man giving me grief over the added expenses.

| have that Reynosa girl, Cristina, to think about, too. We aren’t officially novios but we
still go out every Sunday to the movies. Right from the start with Cristina, she makesit clear
that she is asefiorita and that for now we are only pretendientes. My Old Man tells me that
pretendiente means she is trying to trap me into marrying her and | should stay away. | think

Cristina has an ass that is worth marrying.
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| can get my GED and skip my senior year, but then I'll have to find ajob and a place.
The only work experience | haveis fast food and running errands for my Old Man. | can get the
GED and join the Marines like my brother Ralph did. At least I’d have aplaceto stay. But the
Marines are too much like Ralph, loud and ignorant. I’d rather join the Navy so | can travel to
Singapore, Bangkok, anywhere far. But fucking Ralph and everyone else in the family will call
me ajoto for wearing the little sailor suit.

In the end, it’s weed that makes up my mind. Because I’ ve been working with my Old
Man, | haven't had any weed for most of the summer, and aside from school, | don’t have
anywhere to score for weed without my Old Man catching on. Thisis my third high school since
entering ninth grade. | was always able to score weed in every other school. | don’t figure the
high school in San Juan to be any different.

| wait until mom gets the coffee in front of my Old Man before | break the news about
finishing my senior year in the Valley.

“1 was going to use you in a couple of days, but I can find someone else,” my Old Man
says from behind his paper.

“Do you even know where the school is?” My mom takes a seat next to my Old Man
after serving him his breakfast. Mom wears arobe that matches her nightgown and walks
around the house like she’ s expecting Robin Leach and the film crew of Lifestyles of the Rich
and Famous to come rolling up our drive. “It’s down from the tracks on | Road. Straight down,
just afew blocks from the HEB where we buy the groceries. You can’'t missit.”

“I’ve got most of my credits already, so | probably don’'t have to take that many classes,”

“You've got your ID, right?’
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| check my wallet and dig out aworn Certificate of Registered Birth and my driver’slicense.
“They’ Il send for my other records from my old school,” | say. | ook at the Certificate and my
driver'slicense. In my wallet, behind a school picture of Danny, | aso have my Socia Security
card. Thewhole record of my existencefitsin my wallet. “So, what you want, lunch money or
something?’ my mom asks. “I need to pay the bills, and abigger place or I'll just go crazy. You
can't have anyone over it’s so small. And Lupe called and said |a nifia has been asking for her
grandmato buy her adress. A pretty one like grandma wears. She wantsto be likeme.” Mom
makes everything she wears look pretty. She has the type of beauty men fall madly in love with
then hate themselves for it for the rest of their lives. | think that’s why my dad’' s always pissed at
theworld.

“He didn’t give me my fucking change from the paper this morning, que fea pinche
mafa.” My Old Man drops hisfork on his plate. “If you say you're going to fucking school, go
to fucking school.”

“No, but if you need mein acouple of days...”

“And what the fuck can you do for me other than drive? There’'s athousand pendejos |
can call. Go to fucking school aready.” My Old Man hacks at his eggs like they’ re tree limbs.

My mom says, “If you can’'t go out with your dad because of school, maybe you can get a
job after school. There're alot bodegas around. Go bag some grapefruit or something.”

“Working for scraps,” my Old Man barks. “Hazte pendejo en la escuela and leave the
work for the men.”

“You're oneto be talking about working for scraps,” my mom says. “All | ever hear
around hereis asuitcase full, atrunk full, a pinche Cessna. If you can make so much on just a

little, why not awhole truckload or train cars, something big like that?’
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“Are you going to start with that shit again?’ my Old Man says throwing the fork into his
€ggs.

“If | wereaman, | wouldn’t be scared. | wouldn’t be working for peanuts.”

My Old Man looks at me like | just ran ared light with atrunk full of weed and says,
“What the fuck are you doing just standing there? Get your ass to school already.”

| find my way to the front office and tell the lady behind the counter that | want to enroll.
She doesn’t freak out that my parents aren’t with me like they did at my other schools. Whilel
fill out afew forms—with MIGRANT stamped on top—the lady has my grades faxed over from
my old school. Turnsout | only need to take four classes to have enough credits to graduate.

| work out my schedule where | leave school by 1:00 o' clock. My last classisasplit
Government and US History course. The Government part of the class meets before lunch and
the History part meets after. By the third day of school, akid from class comes up to me during
lunch and says, “ Y ou drive that red Mustang with the white top.”

“The’67, yeah.”

“Isit aconvertible?’

“Nah, it'sjust got a white vinyl top.”

“Estade aguellas.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ve got ajoint. If you give me aride home after class, I'll smoke it with you.”

By the end of the month, | know where to score for the best guatos —that’s what lids are

cdled here—in Pharr, San Juan, and Alamo.
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The kidsin school are pretty cool for the most part even if they do call the teachers“el
Sir’ and “laMiss.” There arejocks, afew guysin FFA jackets, geeks, freaksin black, rock 'n
rollers and the preppy bunch like in every other school. But here, they’re all Mexican like me.
There are afew whitekids, and | thought | saw a black girl —it could have been adark
Mexican—but mostly al the kids are raza. And nobody gives afuck if you get high. At my
other schools, the stoners were considered good for laughsin class, but not some one you want to
be seen with in the street. The only thing | saw dividing the kids into cliques was money, who
had what, but that’s nothing. That’sthe way it is everywhere.

| have a car and my Old Man keeps me in loose change, so | make friends quick. Guys
pull out jointsin exchange for acruise in my Mustang all thetime. It isn't long before my Old
Man catches wind to what I'm up to. He pulls me in by making me meet him in Reynosa
everyday after school.

| have to be home by 1:15—the phone rings right at that time and if I’ m not there to pick
it up by thethird ring, | get my ass chewed off. | drop off my books, get instructions, and turn
around and go to Reynosato run errands. My Old Man has us set up in La Majada, a cabrito a
pastor restaurant that sits right up against the international bridge. | wait by the phone at La
Magjada and take messages for my Old Man. We fix things with the aduanalesin Mexican
Customs for fayuqueros to bring in loads of contraband like whiskey, perfumes, electronics, all
that shit. If it fits on the bridge and you want to bring it into Mexico without paying the high
taxes, my Old Man isthe man to see. | do the leg work, running to the bridge to guide vans
through, talking to comandantes, shit like that. We're only filling in the gaps while we wait for

real work, but it'sal right. The food is good —everything gets put on atab which nobody
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bothers us for—and the times | have to go out and hand deliver a message to some policia or
aduanal, | can steal away for amoment and go see Cristina.

That chaps my Old Man’'s ass. He likes for anyone who works for him to be there the
second he needs him. Except for EI Chaparro and afew others, no one lasts very long working
for my Old Man. Victor hasafull time job with the cops so we can’t count on him. Onésimo’s
on leave from hisjob, but he likes to whore around alot, so he’s not reliable. Fuck, most guys
who work with my Old Man have one vice or another. Another reason my Old Man stays pissed
al the timeisthat there’' s dways some mother fucker not doing what they’ re supposed to do. |
usually top that list.

El Chaparro isaborracho. And he's asneaky fucking drunk at that. He looks at me with
teddy bear button eyes, lips puckered like a dried prune, laughing enough to shake his whole
body. Short stocky mother fucker plays al innocent just to come up with excuses to drink like,
“Maybe we should have afew whiskeys while we wait for the comandante, just to keep loose.
Not be al tense where he might think he can bully usinto paying more.” It’s fucking hilarious.
| don’t give afuck whose shift it is, no fucking aduanal ever tries to shake us down for more
money —my Old Man would slap them around like stepchildren if they tried anything like that—
but fucking Chaparro still pulls his bit knowing I’m a sucker for a good joke.

El Chaparro has known me even before | was born. He met my folks when they were
still boyfriend and girlfriend picking cotton in Weslaco. He was on the run back then for killing
some fucker who was starting trouble in his native Veracruz. | don’t know exactly what kind of
shit because el Chaparro only refersto this guy as, “Un necio que andaba chingando |a madre por
ali.” What ever thisguy did, it bugged e Chaparro enough for him to fire a shotgun into the

guy'sface. That was el Chaparro’sfirst.
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At school they’re starting to talk about some test called the ACT. Thiskid bringsit upin
class, and saysit’'sin Harlingen, before the teacher shuts him up. Another time, I'm standing in
the snack bar line and these girls say the ACT isto get into college and that it costs 35 bucks.
It's a college entrance exam. | want to seeif | can passit. Just to seeif | can. Christmasissix
weeks away and the test isn’t until spring, so | can save $35 by then. Collegeisat least four
years, and | don’t know how much it costs, but | know it's expensive. | just want to seeif | can
pass the entrance exam and that’ s all.

| sit with el Chaparro at LaMagjada. He' stalked me into too many drinksand | let my
tongue go loose about the ACT and college. El Chaparro knows his shit. He's been asoldier, a
boxer, done timein Laredo’s infamous La Loma prison, been primer capataz in Reynosa' s
prison; hell, e Chaparro’s donetimein Leavenworth. El Chaparro knows hisshit. | haveto
remember to check myself more often so | don’t fall for his shit.

“Course you're going to take that test.” EI Chaparro pamsthe table. He never sams his
hand down on the table when he wants to make a point like my Old Man does. El Chaparro
avoids doing things that might spill hisdrink. *Y ou’re going to take that test and you’ re going to
pass, Chato.”

“And then I’'m going to get up the next day and take messages for my Old Man.” | down
what’s left of my whiskey highball.

“Then you' re going to go to college and get a job, wear a suit,” EI Chaparro says tugging

on hiscollar. “Learn how to rob with a pen instead of a gun, Chato. Y ou’ re going to do
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something with your life. You can’t be in lamovidawith us forever. Y ou have to go become a
lawyer or something, so you can get me and your Old Man out of pedos.”

“A fucking lawyer, oh fuck, that’s even more college.”

“S0, who cares? You're young. You've got time.”

“How the fuck am | going to pay for college?’ Thelittle bell on the door tinkles and a
crippled midget crutches his way into the restaurant. He hands the cashier one of those plastic
shopping bags they sell at the Mercado and it’s loaded with coins. The midget begs on the
bridge and brings in his take to the restaurant to exchange the coins for folding money before his
brand new car comes to take him home.

“Let usworry about paying for college, Chato. Y ou just study. Guys with degrees never
go to jail, no matter how much they steal.” El Chaparro orders another round of whiskey
highballs.

The bell on the door tinkles again and my Old Man walks into La Mgjada with Onésimo
following close behind. My Old Man takes a seat at our table and throws the newspaper he's
carrying over to el Chaparro.

“We have news from your home state, Chorty,” my Old Man says. “My compadre Nacho
sent me that newspaper. We just picked it up at the bus station.”

| look over el Chaparro’s shoulder and read the headlines from El Tiempo de Veracruz:
Las Calles se Convierten en Rios de Sangre, Matan a Felipe Lagunilla—Streets Turn into Rivers
of Blood, Felipe LagunillaHas Been Killed. | know Felipe Lagunilla; we used to get alot of pot
from him. El Chaparro looks up from the newspaper and asks, “Are we going?’

My Old Man drains my drink and says, “I’m going. Y ou're going to Nayarit like we

planned.”



“What should | do, dad?” | ask.

“Go home and get my shit together,” my Old Man says handing me some money. “Every
gpare clip you can find in the house and stop off at latienda de la curvain Hidalgo and buy me as
many boxes of .38 Super shells as you can.”

“Then what do | do?’

“Then you go home and wait for me, chingada madre mi’jo, | just told you that.”

“No, | mean do | get my stuff together. Am | going with you to Veracruz?’ | ask.

“Just do what | fucking told you and get your ass home.” My Old Man heads for the
office behind the cashier’ s stand so he can use the phone.

El Chaparro grabs me by the arm and stops me before | leave our table. “Y ou go home
and study for that test. Leave this mess for us. When | get back from Nayarit, you won’'t have to
worry about how to pay for college or anything else for awhile.” El Chaparro winks his teddy
bear button eye and points at the newspaper and asks, “What do you see?”’

“1 see Felipe lying dead in the street.”

“That’s what you see. | see a guy whose cousin isn’t governor anymore. Y ou go home
and study for that test. There’stoo much you don’t want to learn to do what we do.”

| leave the restaurant and haul ass across the bridge back into the US so | can buy my Old

Man bullets before the store closes.
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CHAPTER I11

A stabbing pain that starts at the soles of my feet and runs out my earswakesme. It's
dark, probably that “middle of the night” everyone talks about. The shadow standing over mein
my bed ismy Old Man. He gets off one more kick at the soles of my feet before I'm up and
hitting the lights.

“1 thought you’ d never wake up, hablate y hablate,” my Old Man says stepping off my
bed. “Where're the bullets | told you to buy.”

My feet hurt. | pull abrown paper sack from under the bed then knuckle the sleep out of
my eyes. “Your extraclips are loaded and | found another case.”

“Damelo,” my Old Man says stuffing boxes of .38 shells into a Samsonite overnight bag.
He dlides the leather clip sheath onto his belt. “Where're those clips?”’

“1 stuck ‘em al inthere,” | point to the bank bag laying on my night stand. He takesthe
bag and pulls out two loaded clips and slides them into the |eather sheath. My Old Man checks
the four clips strapped to his left side and the .38 Super tucked in his waistband on the right side.
He pullsthe .38 afew times practicing his quick draw then starts packing his shaving gear.

My Old Man’s .38 escuadra has only three serial numbers. 968. That meansit was one of
the first thousand .38 Supers that Colt made back in 1911. He had the gun refinished with the
trigger, hammer, and barrel lock donein gold. The gold trimming stands out against the blue
steel of therest of the gun. It has gold and silver grips. It'sareally cool fucking gun that only

comes out for special occasions.
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“You'retaking ladetres cifras?’ | ask.

“No espa menos,” my Old Man says. He stops packing and turnsto me. “If | get killed
in Veracruz, | want you to kill Roberto Alcocer. Y ou know who I’ m talking about?”’

“That guy who picked us up at the airport in Veracruz.” | say. “He drove us to compadre
Nacho’s house, the one with the peacocks.” | picture Roberto Alcocer. | remember him thin but
not skinny, afew inches taller than me, with curly black hair, and areal loose way of walking,
like adrunk with abeat. We had afew beerstogether at the hotel that time in Veracruz. He
likes to laugh alot and thinks I’ m funny.

“Ese, him, you kill himif | don’t make it back alive from Veracruz,” my Old Man says.
“He and his men have killed Felipe Lagunillas and now they’ re trying to get my compadre
Nacho.”

“Why do they want to kill compadre Nacho?’ | ask.

“Because my compadre is stepping up after Felipe,” my Old Man says holding out his
thumb and pointer finger like agun. “Nacho’skilled six of Roberto’s men. But Roberto has
Nacho’s cuiiado, Juanito, hostage and has shot up three of Felipe’s houses. Roberto even sent
men to Felipe’ s funeral and shot up the coffin right there in front of the widow and everyone.”

Felipe Lagunillas was the cousin of the governor of Veracruz. Heran everything in
Veracruz. Stolen cars, whores, numbers, cattle rustling, pot, and for everything else crooked in
the state of Veracruz, Felipe Lagunillas got acut. While Felipe’s cousin was governor,
Compadre Nacho Mora was chief of the state police and Felipe' s right hand man. Roberto
Alcocer was Nacho' s right hand man. But | guess people get tired of working for others al the
time. | know Nacho’s cufiado, Juanito. He took me and the rest of the kids to the beach once.

As Roberto’ s hostage, Juanito’s probably being tortured now, if he'salive at al.

37



“And you’re going to Veracruz to help Nacho?’ | say getting into my pants.

“What else can | do,” my Old man says. “My compadre Nacho helped me out that time
Papa Cheto had the stroke. Don’t you remember esa carga he gave me and never charged me a
dime?’

Compadre Nacho was still chief of the state police in Veracruz when my grandfather
suffered a stroke a couple years back. My Old Man needed money for doctors and shit. Nacho
came through with fifty kilos of some pretty good pot he had busted. The pot didn’t cost Nacho
anything other than the beating he gave the guys who were moving it.

“Why doesn’t Nacho just quit killing Roberto’s men, and not fight with Roberto, so we
can all get back to work?’ | say without thinking.

My Old Man throws the T-shirts he was packing down on the bed. “Qué chingados sabes
tu? What will keep Roberto from killing Nacho if my compadre doesn’t fight? Te falta mucho
pa ser hombre.”

“Who else is going with you to Veracruz?’ | ask. “Maybe you should take me.”

My Old man shakes his head, but nice like he appreciates the offer. “No one,” my he
says. “I’'ve sunk every cent | have into thistrip to Nayarit. There’s no money for mas gente. |
have to go alone, aver que chingados.” My Old Man grabs the overnight bag and the rest of his
things. “You go and stay at my room at the El Camino and don’t move from there until | call
you. And remember, if | get killed, you get your assto Veracruz and kill fucking Roberto
Alcocer.”

“What about school ?” | ask.

“Chingada madre mi’jo, can’t you think of anyone but yourself?” my Old Man says. “Go

today and tell them you have to work for aweek or two, and don’t be off with that pinche vigja,
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and you better not be getting fucked up and not hearing the phone when | call. If | get killed, kill
el pinche culero de Roberto.”

He' s gone before sun up.

| drop Danny off at his school but before he gets out | say, “Don’t worry about our dad
going to Veracruz, everything's going to be cool.”

“1 know, he told me and mom that when he gets back, we' re going to the movies,” Danny
says. “Dad’s bringing me back a ship in abottle.”

“A what?’

“One of those sailing ships stuffed in abottle. The ones they sell on the beach,” Danny
says.

“He’ s not going on vacation, dumb ass,” | say.

“He' sjust going to see his compadres like always. He'll bring it,” Danny says through
the passenger side window. “Just watch.”

| go to school and stay until lunch. After | finish my hamburger and chips, | score adime
bag then leave campus. | have my History and Government books and my English journal —fuck
science—in the back seat. | stop at the Easy Mart for alittle jug of milk, Marlboros, and a pack
of zigzags then drive the eight milesto the bridge and into Mexico. | nose my Mustang around
the potholes —every pothole in the world has been gathered up and left in Reynosa—and through
traffic to the Hotel El Camino across from the Volkswagen dealership —they still sell Beetlesin
Mexico. | get the key to my Old Man’s room, #125, and tell Ralph behind the counter to put my
milk in the fridge. Inthe room, I unload my books and folders onto one of the double beds then |

crank up the AC and turn on the TV mounted on the wall.
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All I can get are Mexican channels, but it’s okay because the old Mexican movies always
have good looking women. People make abig deal about American stars like Farrah and
Wonder Woman or that Marilyn Monroe chick who was fucking the president. But fuck, if guys
only knew about Mexican actresses, there’ d be more gringos learning Spanish. | don’t care what
anyone says, there has never been anyone prettier, white or brown on any screen, than Maria
Felix, or las hermanas Vasquez, or with abetter body than Tongolele, the dancing chick.

| roll ajoint on the nightstand fixed to the wall between the two double beds.

In Mexico there s nothing lower than amariguano. Any time something really heinous
happens, like a man chopping up his wife with a machete, the cops and papers will say “por que
andaba mariguano.” My Old Man says that when he was akid, his mother used to lock him and
his brothers and sisters in aback room with the drapes drawn shut whenever a known mariguano
passed their house. He said my grandmother thought the whole family would break out in hives
just for looking at a pothead. And that’s pretty much how everyone in Mexico feels about
stoners. So | got to be careful when | smoke weed.

| gather up all the seeds and stems and flush ‘em down the toilet. | flush fivetimesto
make sure nothing is left floating. | get my dime bag and wrap it around the pack of zigzags and
shove them up behind the sink. | open the bathroom window and stand in the shower and smoke
thejoint | rolled, putting the roach out on my tongue and stashing it behind the toilet for | ater.
For cover, | light aMarlboro and let it burn in an ashtray. | lie down and start reading my
Government book, but | put it down to whack off to this Mexican variety show that has a bunch
of background dancers bouncing around in short shorts. | spend three days like this.

Thefirst couple of days aren’t so bad because I’ ve got plenty to read. Rafaat the front

desk brings me cereal in the morning, then tacos at noon when he ends his shift. Rafais married
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to my grandmother’s sister’ s daughter, or some shit like that. On that third day, Rafais off and |
don’t have awhole lot of money to tip the maids so | have to budget the errands | send them on.
| have four inch-long roaches and enough loose weed for about two joints. Even if Rafais off
again tomorrow, | can stretch the weed and survive on tortas and cokes for aday or two. After
that something has to happen or else | won’'t have enough to pay the .75 cent toll on the bridge
back to the US. But going home won’t get me out of any jam because I'll only find mom
crawling the walls and ranting about not having enough money to pay the bills, and “what are
you doing home empty handed?’ | need for my Old Man to call.

| take my mind off my money problems by thinking of waysto kill Roberto Alcocer. |
don't own agun, so I'll have to depend on my knife. It'sagood knife, a Puma, with a stainless
steel German blade about four fingerslong. It cost my Old Man ninety bucks. My Old Man
gave me the knife after some comandante gave him a better one. | haven’t sharpened itin a
while, but it has a good point and will still cut flesh if you press hard enough. | don’t think it
will break if | sink it into Roberto and hit abone. I’ve never stabbed anyone with the knife.
That’s not what knives are for. Knives are for slashing mother fuckers. My Old Man aways
says that some fools are just not worth afuck alive, but dead, these worthless fuckers turn into a
problem that never goes away. So | never stab anyone. But | will slash someone’s belly open if
they fuck with me long enough.

| start to figure that a stab to the heart would mean having to go through ribs or those
bonesin the chest. | should ve brought my fucking science book. My blade might not be long
enough to reach any vital organs and only leave Roberto wounded. I'll haveto dlit Roberto’s
throat. That will kill him, but how am | going to get close enough to dlit his throat, or even stab

him for that matter, not to mention getting away? 1’ll have to catch him while he' staking a piss
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or when his back isturned or something. This seems cowardly, killing aman from behind. My
Old Man would call him out into the street and shoot him down like Jacinto Trevifio did the
Texas Rangersin that corrido. | wish | had agun.

It's already dark outside when Alfredo shows up. | open the door and Alfredo walksin
and takes a big whiff and says, “Huele a puramota.”

| open and close the door afew times to fan the room. Alfredo pushes my books to one
side and stretches out on one of the double beds. “Those books from your school, they’re full of
lies,” he says. “Fucking Estados Unidos stole everything from Mexico.”

No sooner does he say this, he startsto snore. He smells like booze. 1 kick the side of the
bed and say, “Hey you fat fuck, what’d you come for, to smell the room?”

Alfredo stirsthen sits up with astart. “Oh, I'm supposed to take you back to my house.
Y our dad’s going to call.”

| light a cigarette while Alfredo splashes water on hisface. “I’ve been drinking for two
days,” Alfredo says. “What elseisthereto do while your dad is out of town?”

“We'll take my car,” | say. We head to the parking lot. Sober, Alfredo driveslikea
fucking lunatic. Drunk, he rides curbs like a mail man who just got fired. | drive us up Calle Rio
Mante to Alfredo’ s house. It’s abig stucco two story job with iron gates and a cinder-block
fence. Thetop edge has shards of pointed glass cemented into the fence. Theiron gates open to
adrive way and alarge cemented patio. One of Alfredo’s sisters, Chabelal think, is hosing
down the patio. His nieces and nephews are running in and out of the house laughing and
screaming. Another sister, Carmen, is scrubbing laundry in an outside sink. TheresaT.V. set
up outside in the patio and Alfredo’ s brother Mario and some guys from the neighborhood are

drinking beer and watching a soccer game.
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| take a seat in front of the set while Alfredo disappearsinside. From the kitchen, | hear
Alfredo’s mom yell, “My houseisn’t a public phone booth for mafiosos.”

“1 built this house by working my ass off en el otro lado,” Alfredo screams back. The
guys sitting around the set begin to excuse themselves and head out of the patio leaving only me
and Mario watching the game.

Mario puts his hand on my knee and says, “Don’'t pay any attention to mama, she’s just
mad because Alfredo’ s been drinking.”

“1 was concentrating on the game,” | say and move my knee out of reach. Alfredo
motions me to come into the house and he leads me to the living room. | take a seat next to the
phone and try to play dumb while Alfredo’s mom whines about the phone bill. Alfredo yells her
down and turns to me and says, “Y ou know she overcharges your dad for the phone bill every
month.”

My Old Man pays the phone bill at alot of houses, and | know they all gouge the hill.
“1"m sure your mom’s as honest as anyone,” | say just as the phone rings and causes me to jump
in my seat. Most guysdon'’t realize just how much rides on aphone call. A guy can get locked
up, lose afortune, or even get killed just because some pendejo messed up a phone call—to this
day | can’t hear a phone ring without getting sweaty pams. | pick up and it's my Old Man.

“Como teva, Dad, you al right?’ | say into the receiver.

“Things are still alittle hot, but don’t worry about it,” my Old Man says on the other end.
“Roberto put the new governor in his pocket before my compadre Nacho could. | can still save a
little of what Felipe left but not if my compadre Nacho and Roberto kill each other first. I'm

going to be sending you some people over the next few days. They're going to call Alfredo when
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they get to the bus station in Reynosathen Alfredo’ s going to call you. Pick them up at the
station and take them to Chayo’s. Y ou know what I’ m talking about?”’

My Old Man found Chayo swimming a pig across the river along time ago. Chayo
nearly drowned but never let go of the pig. Chayo was nineteen when he started working for my
Old Man. Chayo calls him Apaand my Old Man introduces Chayo to everyone as his hijo de
crianza. | call Chayo carnal.

“You want meto tell mi carnal Chayo to take them swimming,” | say.

“Tell Chayo | said | want these guys to spend turkey day with us,” my Old Man says.

“| take these guysto church?’ | ask just to be sure I’ m getting everything straight.

“Where else do we spend Thanksgiving, pendegjo,” my Old Man says. “I’ve got afew
loose ends to tie up here. You do what | tell you and make sure everyone gets a chance to light a
candlein front of laVirgen.”

“So | don't have to stay at the hotel anymore?’ | ask.

“How the fuck are you going to do what | told you from the hotel ? Chingada madre
mi’jo, I’m busy over here. | don’'t have time to explain every little detail for you. Use your
fucking head.”

| hate when | do stupid shit like that. The instructions are clear enough. Things got to
hot for agroup of guys, so my Old Man is arranging safe passage out of Veracruz for them and |
have to pick them up on thisend. My Old Man has them call Alfredo so if they have atail it’ll
lead to Alfredo before me. Alfredo will get a description over the phone then passit onto me. |
hang out at the bus station watching for guys who fit the description until I'm sureit’s them and
nothing looks out of place. | make myself known, then drive up river with the guys to Reynosa

Diaz where Chayo has alittle farm. | leave the guys on the farm then drive back to Reynosa and



over the bridge to the American side. After | cross over to the American side, | driveto La Joya
and wait by Leo’s Fast Mart. Chayo’s usually eating tacos with the guys by the time | get there.
Then all | haveto do is drive the guys back to our apartment in San Juan. Once on the American
side, it doesn’t matter if these guys know where we live. They might have been big dealsin
Veracruz, but now they’ re fucking wetbacks; they’ re nobody in the US and they have to depend
on me for everything.

On the way back to the hotel, | notice some guys standing on street corners selling
Mexican flags. Alfredo explains that tomorrow isthe 20" of November, the anniversary of the
Mexican Revolution. | spend onelast night at the hotel, smoking up my weed and listening to
mariachis on the street from the balcony. By noon the next day, Alfredo calls and says four
guys, two in hats, one with a mustache, and one short fat fucker, are waiting at the bus station. |
gather my books and tip the maid adollar to make sure the smoke smell is mopped out of the
bathroom. | drive toward the bus station, but I'm stopped by a parade celebrating €l Aniversario
delaRevolucion. | driveto Victor El Loco’s house.

| spend about a half hour holding hands with Cristina on Victor’s porch. She's wearing
tight jeans and | can make out the panty lines hugging her ass. | can tell where two scoops of
nalgas are poking out the bottom of her panties. | get hard. | tell her that I’ m going to be busy
for awhile, that | have work. | promiseto take her to Luby’s Cafeteriain McAllen and a good
movie as soon as the work lets up. She squeezes my hand and says, “No te tardes.”

| ask Cristinato be my girlfriend and she saysyes. | try to give her akiss, but she pushes
my face away and says, “ Todaviano.” Not yet isawhole lot different than ‘not ever.” | hold her
hand in mine and kissit. | say goodbye and drive down to the bus station for the first of three

loads of guys | have to smuggle into the US.
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The first four guys say my Old Man personally escorted them to the bus station. They
hadn’t had time to pack anything, but they left Vera Cruz with plenty of cash. | spent the next
few days running around town getting these guys soaps and shampoo, cigarettes, food, shit like
that, and for everything they give me fifties and hundred dollar bills and awaystell me to keep
the change.

The short fucker is Gaston de la Cuerda, as of two weeks ago, Ex-Jefe de Transito for the
state of Veracruz. Gaston brought his brazo derecho, an ugly mother fucker we al call Pico
Chulo. Thetwo guysin hats arethisrich kid and his secretary. | don’t know what therich kid is
doing in the middle of al this or what he needs a secretary for, but he has cash. His secretary, a
skinny nervous green eyed light skinned kid who probably hadn’t seen much of his twenties, told
me that his boss owns several ranchesin the state of Veracruz and that each ranch has 2,000 head
of cattle. | make over athousand bucks running errands for these fools the next couple of weeks.

My Old Man calls and my mom rents the house next door to el primo Bocho's house on
Ebony street and sets me and the guys up with atable and a couple of beds she gets second hand.
| make another trip to the bus station in Reynosa. | pick up Juanito, compadre Nacho's brother-
in-law who just recently got released from being kidnapped. The skin around his eyes and nose
isrubbed raw like ared glossy Lone Ranger’ s mask from being blindfolded for ten days.

Juanito’ s wrists are cut deep all around and he walks like he'll drop anut if he takes afull step.
Juanito’s scared he' s ruined for life because while they had him hostage, Roberto’ s men put the
chicharra, a cattle prod, to his balls.

| take Juanito back to the EI Camino and tell Rafato rent us aroom and hustle up a
couple of whores—| can't take whores to my Old Man’sroom. Earlier, Rafarented aroomto a

young couple who only used it for afew hours so he's able to get it for the rest of the night for
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half price. The whores show up and luckily oneis anurse and she's able to patch up Juanito
before she gets him off. Theone| get isa pretty whore with big tits. She’s so pretty, | want to
kiss her on the mouth, but no whore ever kisses on the mouth no matter how much extra you
offer to pay.

That morning, my Old Man tracks me to the hotel and tells me to pick up compadre
Nacho and & Cachoon at the bus station. By that evening | have everyone holed up at the house
in San Juan and I’'m scoring coke for compadre Nacho. Nacho has me buying up every gramin
the colonia, which gets me alot of respect in the neighborhood. Compadre Nacho tips better
than Gaston and all the rest of the guys put together. He's even giving me cash to give to my
mom, his comadre, for a Thanksgiving dinner that was celebrated | don’t know where because |
didn’t get to go. Also money for hills, renting the house and furnishings, and anything else she
needs while my Old Man isout. Everything iscool on my end, but my Old Man still hasn’'t
made it back. He checksin everyday, mostly just to bitch me out because “it doesn’t take a
fortuneteller to know what | did at the hotel al thistime.” No, it doesn’t take afortune teller;
Alfredo or Rafa at the hotel will do. And every time | ask him when he'll be home, al my Old
Man saysis, “Don’t worry *bout the mule, just pull the wagon.”

Chayo shows up at the little house on Ebony and calls me into histruck. Hereaches his
long arm under the seat and pulls out a brown paper bag and lays it on the seat between us.

“Apasaid for you to stash this somewhere only you know,” Chayo says. “There' sakilo
of sodain that bag. Don’t go getting all fucked up on it, Carnalito.”

“No shit,” | say palming the bag testing for weight. “Thisisakilo of cocaine, amillion

buckslikethey say on TV.”
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We laugh. Anyone who has ever moved drugs livesin search of that street where the
DEA saysakiloisworth amillion bucks; it’s like trying to find El Dorado. Chayo says, “Apais
sending up seventy more.”

“Whose are they?’ | ask.

“They were Felipe’ s but | guess they belong to those guys you got in there,” Chayo says.
“Be careful with this shit. Dad sent it up separate por algo.”

“Any word on when my Old Man is coming home?’

“Maiana,” Chayo says.

| take the bag and stash it in the trunk of my car then park my car behind the house and
pop the hood. | keep tight lipped about it other than to say that the car is fucked up and we'll
have to walk to the corner store for beer. | watch that car nonstop for two nights. On the second
night, | do aline of coke with compadre Nacho, Cachoon, and Gaston, just to keep awake. | use
my license to fix me arail on aplate and likeadumb ass | leave it and arolled up bill lying on
the only table in the fucking house.

The coke helps me stay awake most of the night, but by sun up, I’'m overcome with sleep.
A hand dlaps down on my chest and through a glare of sun light I make out my Old Man
standing over me. My license and the bill are on my chest. | sit up and my Old Man slaps me
across the head with arolled up newspaper. | ook up in time to catch the newspaper before it
hits me a second time. | open the paper and read the head line: Record Decomiso de Cocaina en
Sdltillo.

“Nothing had better have happened to that bag Chayo gave you while you were doing

that crap with these fools,” my Old Man says.
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“1’ve been watching it for two days now,” | say pointing through the open window to my
Mustang parked in the back yard.

“Don’'t moveit until I get rid of these guys,” my Old Man says.

“And al that other coke fell, seventy kilos?’ | say pointing to the headlinein the
newspaper.

“These guys aren’t too lucky,” my Old Man says. “They’'relike & Chapparo. They
couldn’'t get aload up to the border even with a presidential escort.”

“What happened to el Chaparro?’ | ask.

“He went and wrecked our car,” my Old Man says.

“Oh, no. Our load of weed got lost too?”’

“I’ve got my name don’t I? | made some calls from Veracruz to my compadre Castillo.
Wedidn’'t lose everything,” my Old Man says. “When one door closes, another opens.” My Old
Man points to my Mustang sitting in the back yard. “Call Pepe Cantu, €l hijo de Navarro, and
tell him we have work, then get me some coffee.”

| start putting on my shoes—I never take anything off but my shoes to sleep whenever
I’m around alot of guys. My Old Man notices the bulge in my pants and asks, “What’sthat?” |
pull out the wad of cash | had raked together from doing errands for Gaston and compadre
Nacho and say, “Tips.”

“Good,” my Old man says and takes the wad and peels off atwenty for me.

| ask my Old Man before he leaves my room, “What about Roberto Alcocer and that
stuff going on in Veracruz?’

“Oh, that,” my Old Man says. “Y o tengo mi nombre, and when people hear my name

they have to respect it because they know that | play it al the way. These guys can go back
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home. Roberto won'’t touch them as long as they stay out of his way. Besides, they have to worry
about the Federal de Caminosin Saltillo tracing that car in the newspaper back to Gaston and my
compadre Nacho. But that’ s their problem. I’ ve done more than any one else would' ve.”

“So | don’t do anything about Roberto Alcocer or anything else,” | say.

“Like you could do anything,” my Old Man says. “Don’t worry ‘bout the mule, just pull
the wagon, mi’jo.”

| get my Old Man’s keys and take his car to the corner store and place a call to Pepe
Cantu. Pepeisthe son of the man who helped my grandfather and father fix their residency
papers back in '56. Navarro Cantu was a pretty big man around the field workers who needed
their papersfixed. But Pepe grew up to be a harponero, a guy who shoots up heroin, and spends
most of histimein jail for possession. On the inside, he made alot of contacts with guys who
buy smack and cocaine. We only call Pepe when we have hard drugs to sell—heroine, coke,
"ludes. For our regular line of work, pot, we have a shitload of other guys we can call. Pepe
says he'll be over as soon as he can get his morning fix. | buy my Old Man his coffee and start
back to the house to tell him. As I’ m backing up, | notice a bag in the back seat. I1n the bag

there' safelt jewelry box and a ship in abottle.
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CHAPTER IV

We got thirty-five thousand dollars for the kilo of cocaine. It was barely enough money
to carry us through Christmas and into spring. The state police in Nayarit found papers with el
Chaparro’s name on them in the car along with our load of a hundred and fifty kilos of cola de
borrego. My Old Man lays down an extra grand for the chief of police in Nayarit to report
finding the car free of documents. | don’t know how much he paid to get half the load back. |
know we took aloss because we' ve aready paid the federal police to let the whole 150 kilos go
through all the checkpoints from Nayarit to Reynosa. The money from that load barely covers
expenses and first and last month’ s rent for my mom'’s new brick house off of FM 495 on San
Juan’s north side. My Old Man and | still have one of the apartments across from the Shrine that
we keep as our office.

It's March, but the days are already getting hot, even though the devastating freeze of
1983 hit just weeks earlier. They're still cleaning up the ruined orchards, houses with busted
pipes, and split engines. We've got work too.

I’'m serving drinks to Armando and Arturo Culardo while they do a deal with Chicho
Calvo in our apartment. The Culardos have afew hundred pounds of weed, and Chicho has the
client. Chicho was big time back in the ‘70’ s when he had the Texas State Troopersin his
pocket and could use sections of highway 281 to land Cessnas full of weed north of the check
point. It's hard times now and Chicho is scuffling around like the rest of us making due on small

hook ups till something bigger comes along.
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Chicho, or any one else who sells dope, will never allow the client and the dealer to meet.
If the supplier ever meets the money man, “el bueno,” then the middle man, “la conecta,” is out
of work in ahurry. The Culardos brought Chicho samples of the weed they have for salein two
quart sized zip lock bags. Chicho takes the muestrato his client to see if he likes the weed and
gives him his price. He comes back to our apartment with the cash and tells the Culardos that his
guy likes the lima-lemon, but not the red-bud.

Because of the freeze and everyone being out of work, weed is doing good and a conecta
can make anywhere from fifty to a hundred bucks a pound for playing middle man on a deal.
Thisiswhen the price of marijuanais up, but when it’s cutting season and there’s alot of weed
around, you' re lucky to make twenty-five bucks a pound for connecting a buyer to the seller.
Chicho says his guy will take a hundred pounds of the lemony colored weed. Arturo leavesin
Chicho’s car to weigh and load the weed, while Armando stays behind to handle the money.
Armando sells to Chicho at $250 and Chicho turns around and sells to his client for $350 a
pound. Chicho and Armando go into my room to count out thirty-five thousand dollars on one of
the twin beds.

When they come out, Chicho hands me awad of twenties and says, “Here' s your dad’'s
quarter. | still have to give another quarter to my brother Elmo for introducing me to his gringo,
so tell your dad | only made fifty cents myself.”

Armando hands me a hundred dollar bill and says, “That’sfor you. Tell your dad I'll give
him his cut from my end when | see him in Reynosa.”

Arturo shows up with Chicho’s now loaded car and everyone takes off. | stash the

twenty-five hundred dollars Chicho gave me in one of my Old Man’s coats hanging in the closet

52



and then | clean up the glasses and ash trays. My Old Man shows up minutes later with his new
“secretario,” Alberto Prieton and some groceries.

My Old Man is right, when one door closes another opensup. That’swhat | used to like
about working en lamovida, the way things fall together. If my Old Man hadn’t cut that kilo of
coke from the rest of that load coming out of Veracruz, we wouldn’'t have had any money to buy
half of our weed back from the police in Nayarit. If we hadn’t of lost half of that load, we
wouldn’'t have gone to Tampico to sell e Gordo Sotano some guns. And if we hadn’t of gone to
Tampico, we would have never have met Alberto Prieton.

Alberto, or Beto, isfrom Tampico. He'satal, thin, dandified dark, almost black, manin
his early forties who wears pants that have no belt loops. He studied in a seminary with Jesuit
priests and knows about medicine and is always prescribing shit for what ever ails you. He says
he' s written for newspapers and calls himself a periodistaand | believe him because he's a busy
body mother fucker.

We got Beto out of the trunk of a car when we were in Tampico selling some guns and
ammunition to El Gordo Sotano afew weekends ago. Sotano was about to send his men to give
Beto piso, to floor him, when my Old Man spoke up and made Sotano get Beto out. Beto was
yelling from the trunk how it is“illogical” to kill him because he istoo much of an “asset.” He
goes on about how he contributes to the group and how keeping him alive is sound business
sense. |I've seen more than afew guys beg for their lives', but Beto is the funniest. My Old Man
must think so too because he saves Beto and makes him secretario personal.

| tell my Old Man that Chicho and the Culardos flipped a hundred pounds from our

apartment a few minutes ago and that his cash from Chicho’send isin his coat in the closet.
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Beto’ s helping me put up the groceries when my Old Man runs into the kitchen holding a zip-
lock bag full of weed.

“Qué chingados es esto?” my Old Man says.

| look into the zip-lock bag and say, “ That’s mota, dad.”

“1 know it’s fucking mota,” my Old Man says. “What's this fucking weed doing here?’

“That looks like that red bud Chicho’s client didn't like. | guess Armando left it here after
they did their deal,” | say.

“Or you got it and stashed it in the box where we put the dirty clothes thinking | wouldn’t
find it,” my Old Man says.

“1 thought they took everything with them when they left,” | say asmy Old Man squares
off in front of me.

Beto moves in between me and my Old Man and says in that dandified way of talking he
has, “I don’'t see how el Johnny could know anything about this marijuana other than what he
just told you, Don Julio. Chicho and the Cullardos had just |eft when we arrived so Johnny
would have had very little time to hide this bag and still be out here cleaning up when we walked
through the door.”

Beto turns to me and asks, “Where was Chicho when the business was being conducted?’

“Right there in the living room most of the time, except when they went into the room to
count the money,” | say.

“There you haveit, Don Julio,” Beto saysto my dad. “These gentlemen must have |eft
that bag in your room after they settled accounts.”

My Old Man looks at me and says, “Y eah that might be, but you don’t know this kid yet.

He' s a pinche mariguano.”



“Your son,” Beto says taking the bag of weed out of my Old Man’s hand, “did not act
like he was doing anything suspicious or out of the ordinary when we arrived and immediately
directed you to the gains of the day where he had secured them. He may be many things but heis
not foolish enough to send you into the same room looking for money where he has just hidden
something he doesn’t want you to find.”

“You can always ask Armando,” | say. “He said he would see you in Reynosato give
you your cut from his end.”

“Isthis all the money they gave you?’ my Old Man says taking the wad of twenties out
of his pocket.

“Yeah, and a hundred he tipped me,” | saying showing him the bill. “I was planning on
using thirty-five bucks to pay for thistest some kids are taking in Harlingen. Y ou know, for
school.”

My Old Man snatches the hundred from my hand then throws me two twenties. “Use
that for your test,” he says then goes back into our room. | pick up the twenties and turn around
to find Beto holding the zip-lock bag open.

“Here Johnny,” Beto says. “Take apinch out of this bag, you've earned it.”

| reach into the bag then pull my hand out with out grabbing anything. “How do | know
you're not just setting me up to put the finger on me with my Old Man later?’

“You don't,” Beto says shaking the bag and filling the kitchen with the smell of fresh
weed.

| reach into the bag and grab a handful of weed and wrap it in a paper towel | stuff in my
pocket. “You'll bein just as much trouble as meif my Old Man finds out about this,” | say.

“1 know,” Beto says. “We'll just have to learn to trust each other.”
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“Fuck that trust bullshit,” | tell Beto. Y ou might be hisright hand, but I’'m his son. He
might kick my ass, but he'll definitely kill you.”

“You're smart for aboy your age,” Beto says. “What’s this about atest you are going to
take?’

| figure Beto isonly trying to change the subject but | go along because the truth is |
really don’t have anyone else to talk this over with. El Chaparro’s been laying low since he
amost got busted in Nayarit and no one else in my family has ever been to college, but Beto
studied with those priests and might be able to give me afew pointers.

“There’ sthis big test kids have to take if they want to go to college,” | say.

“Y ou mean an entrance exam,” Beto says. “What college do you plan on attending?’

“Oh, no, | don’t plan on going to college. | just want to seeif | can passthetest,” | say.

“Why aren’t you going to enroll?” Beto asks.

“There’ sno money for that kind of thing,” | say. “I just want to seeif | can passthen I'll
find some work. My oldest brother manages a restaurant in Dallas. | might go to work with him,
or | can do cowboy work with my other brother Julio. Or | can do roofing with my brother Ralph
in Houston. | haven't decided who I want to work for yet.”

Beto gives methe “you’re full of shit” smile and says, “That’s a good plan, but while
you' re deciding which of these fine jobs to take, why don’'t you get aformal education?’ Beto
says putting his hand on my shoulder. “Johnny, your father and | are on the brink of doing some
pretty big things. When the time comes for you to go to college, | will talk to your father for you
and make sure he sees how important it is.”

“We'll see,” | say knocking Beto’'s hand off my shoulder. | go into the bathroom and roll

ajoint to smoke before school in the morning. So my dad and Beto are up to “big things.”
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Beto’s new and doesn’t know that we're always up to “big things.” What’s my Old Man got
now? A new connection for weed? A buyer? Maybe some compadre just got hamed
comandante. Whatever itis, I'll haveto carry a message, wait for a phone call, or deliver abag
of money sooner or later, so I'll figureit out. Beto and my Old Man aren’t as smart as they think
they are.

The next day at school, | go into the counselor’ s office to get information on the ACT.
After the white secretary sends me to arack loaded with pamphlets for trcking and vocational
schools, | tell her | need asignature to take an advanced welding class, and sheletsmein to see
the counselor. The counselor is disappointed | don’t want to pursue welding. | hit him up for the
location and registration forms and he stares at me with his hands folded on his desk in front of
him and says, “It costs thirty-five dollars, you know.”

| flash the counsel or the two twenties my Old Man gave me and he hands me aform. |
have to take the form and a money order to Harlingen High School two Saturdays before
graduation and sit for the test.

School breezes by except thereisno breeze. It'shot. Just getting to class between
buildings leaves you with beads of sweat rolling down your crack. Most of the kids are either
talking about where they’ re going to college or which state they’ re going to work the fieldsin.
There' sacollegein Edinburg the kids call Taco Tech | can get into and still be able to live at
home. Or | can go with my tio Bocho to lowa and work on a peafarm.

At home my mom isall pissed off because my sister’s boyfriend has been slapping her
around. My sister believesthat if she fucks enough white guys, she’ll eventually turn white

herself.
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“1 don’t know why god wasted balls on men,” mom says. “If | was aman, | would have
already taken care of that white trash when my daughter first started running around with him.”

“You're the one who used to cover for Lupe so she could go out with thisguy,” | say.

“Shut up,” my mom says. “You have less balls than anybody. Y ou can do something to
help your sister, but you just turn your back on her. | can’'t believe you turned out to be so
horrible.”

“What the hell you want meto do,” | say. “Give me some gas money and I'll drive up to
Houston and take a bat to that gringo piece of shit.”

“Don’'t be stupid,” mom says handing me the phone. “All you haveto doiscal my
compadre Alex and tell him to send someone over to beat the shit out of this punk who's hurting
my baby.”

“Alex isyour compadre, why don’t you make the call?” Compadre Alex has been
indicted for murder threetimes. The last guy he killed was a cop in aHouston night club. The
cop walks up to Alex and puts a.357 magnum to his head and says, “ Y ou're Alex Caballero.”

Alex says, “| am.”

The cop says, “ Te crees muy chingon.”

Alex says, “No, but | don’t take shit from alguien como tu.” Then Alex gets up pulling
his knife and dlits the cop’ sthroat. Alex hired Percy Foreman to get him acquitted for self
defense. Foreman has a picture of compadre Alex hanging in his office.

“So your dad can think I'm fucking him,” mom says. “I can’t believe you’ re such a poco

hombre.”
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Just like that my mom calls me a pussy and I’ m on the phone with three-times-indicted-
for-murder-and-always-acquitted-compadre-Alex. Thisisthe only guy my Old Man
acknowledges as a fellow man of balls.

“My sister is having a hard time with her man,” | say sharing the phone with my mom so
she can hear the conversation. “It’s really upsetting my mom.”

“Well, we can’'t have that can we,” compadre Alex says over the phone. “Family isthe
most sacred thing a man can have.”

“Mom’s scared dad will get real mad if hefinds out,” | say.

“No, we can’'t have my compadre flying off the handle and getting in trouble over
something so simple,” compadre Alex says. “Someone else should talk to this boy and ask him
to behave.”

My mom tugs on my sleeve and whispers, “Tell him not to,” and then she runs her finger
across her throat. “He still has to pay child support for those two babies.”

“We think the same way you do,” | say into the phone. “I’'m sure just agood talking to is
all he needs to understand how things are.”

“Does this young man still live in that house where my boys laid the carpet that one
time?’

My mom nods her head yes and | say, “Y eah, the same place.”

“Tell my comadre not to worry about athing,” compadre Alex says. “I’m sure some
friend will see that this boy is doing wrong and talk to him about it by this weekend. Say hello to
my compadre for me.”

“You see,” mom says after | hang up. “That wasn’t so hard. Pinches hombres always

make a big dea about nothing.”
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The night before the test, my sister callsand | just happen to answer the phone.

“Johnny, you son of abitch, mom told me what you did,” Lupe shouts over the phone.

“What the hell are you talking about,” | say.

“They broke Steve' s jaw, you mother fucker,” Lupe says.

“1 gtill don’t know what you' re talking about.”

“You watch, you little mother fucker, I’m going to call the police and tell them it was
you,” shesays. “You'regoing to get fucked in jail, Johnny. Just wait and see.”

She hangs up before | can remind her that thisis the same guy who has been knocking
her around. | get my supplies ready for tomorrow’ s test and head back to the apartment.

My Old Man iswaiting by the door as| comein. He grabs me and throws me on the
couch. | fall sitting and barely manage to roll to the floor to duck a blow my Old Man wings at
me. | get back on my feet and put some distance between us and see that he has hisgun in his
hand. | notice that we're not alone. Julio Davilais sitting on the couch | just bounced off of and
Beto is standing by the kitchen. The unmistakable click of a safety being dropped fills the room.
| feel the front of my pants grow warm then cold as my boots fill with piss. | take a soggy step
closer to Davila and he bounces off the couch and into the kitchen.

“What'd | do?’ | ask looking for something to hide behind.

“No te hagas pendgjo,” My Old Man says jabbing at the air in front of him with his gun.
“Y our mother told me you made that call to my compadre Alex.”

“Shetold meto cal him,” | say.

“And suddenly, you become obedient,” my Old Man says—the gun now leveled and
steady, very steady. “Your whore sister is saying she' s going to call the law. Pendg o, you know

what kind of shit you put me through if my compadre Alex gets into trouble over this? If
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anything happens between me and my compadre, you' re going to pay, now get the fuck out of
my sight.”

| go to the bedroom too afraid to clean up and peel off my clothes and try to go to sleep
but I'm still awake when the birds start to chirp outside the window in the morning. | shower
and get dressed before anyone elseisup. I’'m amost out the door when my Old Man’ s voice
stops me in my tracks.

“What time you going to be home?’

“Just as soon as | finish thistest,” | say hoping he still remembers he said it was okay.

“You meet me at LaMagadawhen you get back from Harlingen. We' ve got work,” he
says then goes back to bed.

| point my Mustang to the rising sun and set out on new highway 83. The morning is
spectacular. 1've heard guysin the movies say that about mornings, spectacular, and | think this
isone of those. The wasteland the freeze made of the Valley is starting to come back to lifein
millions of blossoms forming arich green fuzz over the ground. The freshly tilled earth smells
moist and the hands in the fields trudge over the broken ground smiling, happy for the work.

I’m going to take atest that if | pass, | can go to college. Beto said he’'d talk to my Old
Man for me. My Old Man said we had work just before | left so maybe we can manage to pay
for asemester or two. | look out my window at the fields rolling by and | lean on my horn.

“Hey, primos, I’m going to college,” | yell over the rushing wind. Some guys from the
fields wave to me as | speed past the lumbering camions honking my horn and yelling like a

loon.
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| get to Harlingen High and find the testing location with no problem. There' s about a
hundred and fifty kids lined up around the cafeteria, mostly white, but at least a quarter of usare
raza. They get our money and seat us apart from each other at long tablesin the cafeteria. This
little old silver haired white lady whaose face could be on afrozen pie box is handing out the test
booklets. | get aseat between a white pimple faced boy and this cute Mexican chick with dark
eyes and long hair tied into a big loop behind her head. The white kid is picking hisnose. The
cute chick is making the sign of the cross over and over while belting out Hail Maries under
breath.

Old miss pie box gets to the white kid and hands him his test and says, “ Good luck
swestie’ just like she said to the white kid before him.

But when the old lady gets to me, she just drops the test and shuffles on. Before she gets
to the girl next to me | say, “What, no good luck sweetie for me?’

The old lady turns around and says, “All you Mexicans are just wasting your money.
Everyone knows you never finish what you start.”

| jump out of my seat and say, “Hey, you can't. . .”

This guy in ashort sleeved shirt and tie comes barreling over to me and says, “Y ou have
aproblem mister?’

“Shejust said Mexicans. . .”

The guy snatches my test booklet from off the table and says, “Would you liketo turnin
your test?”’

“No, it'sjust that she said. . .”

“Then | suggest you sit down and quit interrupting,” he says holding the test away from

me like he was afraid | would try to steal it.
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| look around and the white kid has his finger up his nose and is snickering away at me.
The cute chick is praying and making the sign of the cross faster than ever. Everyonein that
room knows what I’m going to do even before | do. | can feel the heated stares of every brown
eyeinthat cafeteria. They look at melike I’m embarrassing them. All the white kids sit with
little half smiles waiting for what they know will happen next.

| sit down. The guy in the short sleeved shirt and tie lets my test booklet fall to the table.
| scoop up the test booklet and hug it to my chest. The guy in the short sleeved shirt and tie
stands over me for the entire test. And | just sit there with my head bowed, taking my test, and

knowing that life' s going to be that much harder from now on.
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CHAPTERV

Thereisn't much traffic going into Reynosa. Not as much as there is going out, anyway.
| inch my Mustang over the international bridge checking out the people stuck in line waiting to
crossinto the US. I'm still pissed over frozen pie lady and the short Sleeved guy. There'sa
melon faced man driving a Dodge. Hiswindows are down and the car is overheating. Hiswife,
adark woman with sweat running down the sides of her face, is using a piece of newspaper to
fan two kids sitting in the back seat. The melon faced man is sticking his head out the window
watching the steam flow from under the hood of the Dodge. | pull up next to him and say, “A
gué chingados vas a otro lado?”’

The melon faced man tears himself away from the steaming hood and says, “1 haveto
buy milk and diapers.”

“You'’ ve got no business going to the other side,” | say.

“1 have to buy milk and diapers,” he says.

| cross the bridge and pull up to lalinea and shake hands with the aduanal on duty. The
Mexican customs official whistlesto his partners and I'm waved through the inspection area. |
pull into the parking lot of LaMajada, but | wait a while before getting out of the car. My
knuckles are jetting up boney white from the steering wheel. | wring my hands around the wheel
wishing it was the guy in short sleeves and tie’s neck. | pound the wheel with the palm of my

hand. That’'sfor the silver haired lady. | get out of the car and throw akick at the rear tire and



the hub cap pries off and hits the pavement with a clatter loud enough to make the parking lot
attendant look up from his newspaper. | tell him to see to the hub cap and he hopsright to it.

There' sthe crippled midget sitting under the large window that 1ooks into the pit where
goats are roasting on spitsin front of LaMajada. He holds hislittle hand up to me and | kick the
plaid shopping bag full of coins lying next to him and say, “I’m not your pendejo enano.”

The midget looks up and smiles, “Oh, sorry Johnny. | didn’t notice it was you.”

“Y ou were too busy making with the lamb eyes,” | say.

The midget laughs. “A man’s got to work.”

“You've got the best job in Mexico,” | say.

“No me quego,” the midget says.

“No, no sensein complaining,” | say and go into the restaurant.

My Old Man, €l Chaparro, Beto, and Onésimo are sitting at a corner table—we always sit
at corner tables. | order abeer on my way to them and the waiter clicks his heals and scurries
behind two swinging doors to fetch me a Corona. My Old Man has a haf empty shot glass of
tequilaand a plate of cut limesin front of him.

“So I'm sitting in front of Roberto Alcocer at this restaurant in Veracruz just like we are
right here, vez,” my Old Man says. “Roberto says ‘What are you doing here Julio’ and | say
‘I’ve come to put an end to these chingaderas so we can all get back to work.” *Did you bring
gente, Julio? Roberto says. | look Roberto straight in the eyes and say, ‘ Bastantes, | brought
enough men to turn Veracruz into rubble.”” My Old Man slams his palm down on the table and
tequila splashes out of hisglass. “And just like that, Roberto releases Juanito and the other
hostages and the fighting ends in Veracruz. | have a name and people know that when | say

something | mean it.” My Old Man does the rest of his shot and snaps his fingers for another. “I
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might as well have let them keep fighting. After losing that load, Veracruz closed down for us
anyway.”

“’Record Decomiso,’” | say pulling on my beer.

“That’sright,” el Chaparro says. “We might not always make it to the border, but we
always make the headlines trying.” El Chaparro reachesinto his back pocket and pulls out a
folded piece of newspaper. He unfolds the paper to a picture of acar with the trunk all smashed
up. Under the picture the caption reads. Victim of traffic accident loaded with marijuana. El
Chapparo folds up the paper and says, “Mine wasn’t a chingaso de soda, but mota keeps
reporters busy just the same.”

My Old Man turns to me and asks, “Como te fue?’

“Thetest didn’'t seem that hard, but | hate being around gringos,” | say. “I don’t want to
go to college anyway.”

“Somebody give you shit?” my Old Man asks. “What do you expect? Y ou smell like
motaall the time.”

“The gringos giving the test treated me like amojado. | didn’t do anything,” | say and
drain the rest of my beer.

“Fuck them,” my Old Man says and orders me a shot of tequila.

“1 don’'t know why you don’t go to college here in Mexico, Johnny,” Beto says.

“Y ou could study law right here in Reynosa,” Onésimo says. “I know al the maestros
who teach law at El Bravo University. | guarantee you'll never fail atest or be counted absent.”

“No, no, no,” Beto says. “He needs to study in a much more prestigious university, like

the Autonoma de Nuevo Leon or at the Tech de Monterrey.”
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“l can’t go to those schools,” | say salting down my wrist so | can take my shot of tequila.
There' s no fucking way on earth I’'m going to say my Old Man can’t afford to send me to college
in front of anybody and expect to keep atooth in my mouth. “Y ou have to be a Mexican to study
in Mexico.”

“And what do you think you are,” my Old Man says. “If acat goesinto an oven, she
doesn’t have biscuits, she has kittens. It’ s the same thing when a Mexican crosses some line a
gringo drew and has afamily. Hiskids are still Mexican no matter how far north they’re born.”

“If that’saworry for you, | can get you a birth certificate that says you're a Mexican,
Johnny,” el Chapparro says.

“We can use the Syndicato de Aduanas to pull some strings and get him into the state
university in Monterrey,” Beto says.

“There you go,” my Old Man says. “We'll stop by Monterrey on our way back from
Durango. Chapparro, you get to work on that birth certificate before we leave. | want a good job,
no photo copy bull shit. Todo chalan-balan so my son doesn’'t have any trouble farther down the
line.”

“Don’t worry,” el Chapparro says. “I got a compadre who worksin the civil registry in
Rio Bravo.”

“And that’sit?’ | ask. “1 won't have to be a gringo anymore?”’

“You'll beamojado, but in reverse,” e Chapparro says.

Everyonelaughs but | don’t mind. Inthe U.S,, I'm abeaner, wetback, greaser, a
minority. But in Mexico, I'm Don Julio’s son, a guy who gets shit done for him by just needing
it to be done. I’m going to study law. I’m going to be afucking Licenciado. I’m going to have

alicense to rob mother-fuckers and that’ s better than a get out of jail free card. 1I’'m going to be
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the get out of jail card only I’'m sure as fuck not going to be free. I’m so happy | forget to ask
why we' re going to Durango.

El Chaparro, Beto, my Old Man, my big brother Julio and | are crammed into a’ 79
Dodge Magnum and we are hauling ass down a slim strip of asphalt barely wide enough for two
semis to pass each other head on. Thisisla Carretera Panama, or the Panama Highway, where
they hold that big car race. | always pictured it to be something more than the black worn rut
lined pot-holed ribbon of what must be one of the most dangerous roads in the world. My Old
Man isdriving and heis pleased at how ligero our car is and floors it down the straight-aways
and fish-tails the curves.

We pass through Monterrey and climb the sierratoward Saltillo but before we get there
we turn right in Ramos Arispe and head to Torreon, Coahuila. In atown called Paila, we stop at
the only visible business, arestaurant called Ma. Guadalupe-28 de Agosto, because that is my
sister’s name and birth date and my Old Man says a coincidence like this will bring us luck on
our trip. We get coffee and beef steak rancheros and a couple of six packs for the road and tear
off, kilometer after kilometer, at break neck speed, through mountain passes that look over ridges
that don’t seem to have abottom. My Old Man announces that in a matter of hours we' ve
crossed terrain that took Pancho Villathirteen daysto cover. This pleases my Old Man.

Coming down from the sierra, the landscape changes with each bend in the road. One
minute we' re rolling past adobe huts surrounded by organ cactus fences, only to hit the next
town and find stucco finished houses sitting behind manicured lawns. Some towns are little
more than a string of houses marked by arusted highway marker, while others have curbs and
traffic lights and whistle happy transit cops who try to shake us down because we' re traveling

with out of state plates. We al laugh at the transit cops when Old Man gets off with his .38
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sticking out his waistband and flashes his badge that says he's a comandante. They see the
charola, make with the “perdon jefe's,” and open traffic for us al the way out of town.

In between the towns are wide open areas of rolling brush and gorged earth. Rocky
mesas liein the distance, and all kinds of cactus, from the paddle |eaf nopal to organ cactus,
barrel cactus, and flowering Joshua trees, guard both sides of the road. It'slike god made a
beautiful garden of things, al with thorns.

From Pailawe hit Torreon and we travel over along ass bridge into the state of Durango.
We go through Gomez Palacio then turn left. We pass through the town of Cuencame, Durango
where my grandfather and Facundo Ramos, Lolo Ramos's father, had a slaughter house. My Old
Man says the horses would kneel for mercy before getting a sledge hammer between the eyes.
When we reach the town of Francisco |. Madero, aroad sign informs us that Durango, Durango
isonly fifty-five kilometers away. Even with the stop in Paila and funning with the transit cops
along the way, we're able to make the trip from Reynosa through four states to Durango,
Durango in less than nine hours.

We cross downtown Durango and it’ s nice like any other city I've been in, big buildings,
and alot of people walking around in suits and uniforms mingled in with scruffy looking bums
and street merchants. There's a statue of Pancho Villa by a rotunda we take that puts us on the
road out of town. Traffic beginsto die down to afew brightly painted buses bellowing black
smoke with every gear shift and produce trucks that have to slow down to go around guys riding
in horse drawn carts. My Old Man says this is where John Wayne filmed over twenty movies
and | believe it because every store, restaurant, telephone casseta we stop at has a picture of the

Duke hanging next to pictures of Pancho Villa
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At one of these cassetas, my Old Man makes a phone call and a half hour later, a
Suburban double parks next to our car. Four guys with AK-47’s strapped across their backs get
off the Suburban and take turns shaking hands with my Old Man. My Old Man makes with the
introductions and one of the guys, el Guero Gil, getsin the car with my Old Man, Beto and €l
Chaparro. My brother Julio and | ride in the Suburban following behind my father’s car. El
Chano, the driver, points out all the spots where they have had shootouts with the military—only
he calls shootouts “hechando candela.” And | tell about how my Old Man *arreglo una bronco”
in Veracruz.

We go on exchanging war stories for about an hour until we get to a gate with an arched
sign over it that reads. El Bisonte. The gate is manned by two guys, one carrying an Ak-47and
another guy toting a Colt AR-15. The guy with the AR-15 opens the gate for us and we drive
through and down a paved road between fields of shoulder high corn to the main house. Past the
fields, in a compound the size of two bull rings, behind the biggest house I’ ve ever been near
without pushing a mower, there are bunkhouses and patios and corrals and a stable and
everything is painted green with red and white trim. The lawns look like Moody Park in
Houston, before theriots, all trimmed and lined with red bricks. The whole place is buzzing with
people raking the grass, setting up tables and chairs, painting and generally cleaning shit up.
Most of the guys doing the grunt work have shaved heads and my Old Man explains that they are
prisoners on work leave from the state pen.

In the center of al the commotions stands a guy wearing a Presidente Rolex with a
walky-talky in his hand, barking out orders through a string of cuss words. Heisyoung, in his
early thirties, light complexioned, a hundred and eighty pounds with a clean round face behind a

long eagle beaked nose and a trimmed mustache that droops down to frame his stern mouth. He
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isdressed in awaist jacketed western suit that looks tailor made, a 20X felt Stetson, and enough
gold around his neck to weigh down amule. Tucked in hiswaist band he wears an engraved .38
Colt Super with pearl grips and gold Mexican eagles encrusted on them strapped in by aleather
belt embroidered in maguey fibers called a cinto piteado. My Old Man has a belt like thisand it
cost over five hundred dollars. His boots are made of ostrich skin with hisinitials scrolled in
gold on each hedl.

Wefollow € Guerro Gil, el Chano and the rest of the guyswith AK’sand my Old Man
across the compound to the guy with the walky-talky.” Compa Julio,” the man bellows and
throws hisarms around my Old Man. “I’'m so glad you came. You're just in time for the dinner
we're giving al the orphaned kids of Durango.”

“I'll fit right in with all the orphans,” | say as | shake hands with the man my father
introduces as el Comandante Goyo Fuentes. “| have afather, pero yo nuncatuve madre.”

El Comandante Goyo busts out laughing and slaps his hand across my back —every finger
has a gold ring and atwo inch thick gold bracelet with ‘ Comandante’ scrolled in diamonds hangs
around hiswrist. “Y o nuncatuve madre, that’s a good one. This one must give you fits, Compa
Julio. Y ou should leave him here so he can help me steer these worthless sons of bitchesinto
doing some work.” El Comandant Goyo reaches out and slaps a guy pushing awheel barrel
across his shaved head. “Pinche vigjo verga. Y ou got the whole ranch to work on and you figure
it'sagood ideato pass by me while I’'m welcoming my compa and his family. Get your ass away
from me before | get my chivo.” The guy pushing the wheel barrel trots off spewing apologizes.
El Comandante Goyo turns back to my Old Man and says, “We're going to kill that bull over
there.” He pointsto agrey Brahmabull of about six hundred pounds standing in apen. “We got

five bandas coming and every mariachi we could find in Durango.” El Comandante Goyo digs
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into his pocket and pulls out a hundred dollar bill folded into a‘coke pouch,” creased length wise
and folded over with the ends tucked into each other. “We're not going to let Durango sleep for
the rest of the week, compaJulio.” ElI Comandante Goyo pulls out a set of keys hanging on a
keychain made out of a Mexican Centenario, an ounce of pure gold, banded to the chain with a
ring of diamonds, and takes one of the keys and scoops up abig hit of coke. He repeats this
action a couple of times for each nostril then offers the bill to my Old Man. My Old Man shakes
his head and points his chin to me and my brother Julio.

“No le pones a pasein front of the kids, Compa Julio, that’s a good way to be because
later los plebes want to use perico and accuse you of showing them how,” el Comandante Goyo
says folding the bill back up. He holds up his key chain and says, “I can’'t leave my car at the car
wash because the attendants will run off with the keys. The fucking keychain is worth more than
the pinche Marquis.”

“1 brought my son Julio in case you needed to get the horses shod,” my Old Man says
pointing athumb at Julio.

“Oh, | appreciate that, compadre,” e Comandante Goyo says. He turnsto the guys
carrying AK’s and orders them to take Julio to the stables so he can shoe el moro and el alazan
and afew other horses el comandante calls by name. | excuse myself to el comandante and go
with Julio to get his gear out of the back of the Magnum while el Chaparro and Beto take turns
getting introduced.

“Pretty nice spread,” Julio says cinching on his chaps. “Dad says this guy’ s got some bad
ass horses that can dance to banda music like Tony Aguilar’s horses.”

“No shit?’ | say. “He must be shaking mother fuckers down left and right. Otherwise

how else can a comandante afford al this shit?”
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“He s not areal comandante, pendgjo. | heard charolais only good in Durango. He can’t
go al over like dad,” Julio says. “Dad’s helping to fix this guy up with a badge from the
federales so he can travel around with his men and not get fucked with for carrying al these
guns. Why else do you think we came here?”’

| help Julio gather his rasps and clippers from the trunk then turn and eye the group of
men carrying AK-47’s, strapped with .38's and .45’ s tucked into the waistbands of their Levis,
looking lazily back from under straw Stetsons and Resitol tejanas strategically dipped over an
eye, and | say, “Fuck, | thought we were going to join larevolucion.”

Julio is trimming the hooves of the third horse while | hold the lead rope and the other
guys lean on feed sacks and sit on buckets with their machine guns laying across their laps. El
Chano orders one of the prisonersto bring us atub of Pacifico beer and | drink enough to make
my cheeks feel hot. El Guerro Gil pulls out another hundred dollar bill full of coke and passesit
around. Julio stops shoeing and does afew bumps of coke when the bill reaches him then hands
it over to me. | take a heaping bump then give the bill back to el Guerro Gil. Someone pops the
tops off another round of beers and then | ask if anyone hasajoint. This causes everyone but
Julio and me to bust out laughing.

“What do you think we have growing in those fields you passed on the way in,” El Chano
asks then slaps a guy called Memo on the back and says, “V ete por algo bueno en la bodega.”

“All | saw was maiz when we drovein,” | say.

“The cornisonly afew rows deep. The middle of the fields estan haste &l tronco de
mota,” e Chano says.

“Isthat safe?’ | ask. “I mean any one of those prisoners can wander off into the field to

take a crap or something and stumble over the whole crop.”
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El Guerro Gil laughs and caresses his AK then says, “Pa’ eso son las metralletas.”

“It was your dad’ sideato have us al sworn in as prison guards,” €l Chano says. “Don
Julio helped & comandante fix it with the governor and state attorney general so the warden
would lend us these prisoners.” Chano laughs. “Plata o plomo, hijo de la chingada, your dad
told them culeros.”

“And what did they choose?’ | ask.

El Guerro Gil looks at his companions and smiles before answering. “We're having the
party for the orphans so the governor can come out and get his mordida,” el Guerro Gil says.

“So you guys aren’t really leyes?’

The guy called Memo comes back with abag full of weed just in time to answer me.
“AqQui somos pura mana.”

“You guysjust work in lamovidalike us, and the whole fucking ranch is planted with
weed,” | say taking ajoint from Memo and lighting it. “Thisis asweet set up.”

“It'salot better than planting up in the sierra where the soldiers are always marching
around or flying over spraying veneno,” e Chano says.

“All you have to worry about around here is the state police, and you say my Old Man
figured away around that?’

“Si, pues, tu papa es muy inteligente. Aside from the pinche soldados starting shit every
now and then, we sleep pretty easy around here.” El Chano wags his head and pats the AK-47
laying across hislap. Y ou see how worried they got us.”

“And my Old Man is going to help you guysfix the federales?’ | say holding in alung

full of smoke.
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Everyone' s face lights up when | say this except for my brother Julio’s. Julio is giving
me the evil eye for talking so much with these guys but | can’'t help it: the cocaine has already
taken over.

“When your dad gets us the charolas from the federal, we can al go back to Sinaloalike
pinche generals,” el Guerro Gil says. He smileslike a guy dreaming of home.

“So you guys aren’t even from Durango, hell, you really are mafiosos,” | say and pass the
joint to Gil.

Horns and drums blare from outside the stables. El Chano smiles. “Escuchalabanda
We sent all the way home to Sinaloa for them,” he says and pulls himself up from a bail of hay.

Julio has put up histools and we are all standing in acircle taking hits of coke off the end
of a pocket knife with the sound of banda music coming in from the compound. | take a pase of
perico and pass it to the next guy, then | light a cigarette and wait for the coke to make its way
back to me. Thebill isonly half way around the circle when the banda music stops and we hear
the sound of crashing wood and people shouting and running feet. Two gun shots are fired then
there’ s thisloud fucking bray like a cow got her tits caught on some barbed wire. *Los sorchos,”
El Chano yells. El Guerro Gil, Memo, al those guys, drop the safeties on their AK’s and run out
of the stablesin a“V” formation with el Chano leading the way, his own cuerno de chivo at the
ready.

Two more shots are fired and there are more crashing sounds by the time Julio and | run
out of the stables and find my Old Man. Chano and the rest of the guys are standing in a half
circle behind my dad and & comandante Goyo. El comandante takes aim and fires two more
shots into the Brahma bull standing in the middle of a bunch of broken up tables and chairs and

shouts, “ali cae.” But the fucking bull doesn’t fall; it just keeps on smashing shit up. Red and
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black dots appear on the bull’s neck and shoulder and the bull wails again with its tongue
sticking out long and bloody as two more bulletsrip into him. The bull, probably alarmed by the
banda music, has somehow broken out of his pen and is now ransacking the area where the tables
and chairs are set up. Workers are running around trying to avoid the bull and the comandante’s
line of fire. Someone throws arope around the bull’ s neck and the bull charges when it feelsthe
noose tighten. The prisoner at the end of the rope breaks his hold but not before burning the shit
out of hishands. He comes running up to comandante Goyo holding out his palms showing the
two bloody grooves the rope had opened up and el comandante Goyo slaps him across the
mouth. “Pinche vigo verga. Who told you to butt in?”’

El comandnate Goyo takes the AK away from Chano and empties the clip into the bull.
The bull staggers under the thumping of the bullets then fallsto its knees. The bull heaves and
blood streams out its nose and mouth then it crumples over and stops breathing atogether.

“Donde ‘sta &l pinche Sapo?’ el comandante Goyo shouts. “I left that stupid son of bitch
in charge of that bull.”

A man with an Uzi hanging off his shoulder runs up yelling, “Here | am, jefe.”

“Hijo de tu chingada madre, didn’t | tell you to take care of that bull? What the fuck were
you doing?’ El comandante tears the man called Sapo’s hat off and throwsiit to the ground.
“You go and get me another bull you pinche pendejo before | serve your balls to the orphans.”

“Si jefe, right away jefe,” e Sapo saysturning to leave, then stops. “Why can’'t we just
cook this bull sinceit’s already dead?’

“Idiota,” el comandante Goyo says. “I’m not going to serve a bunch of orphans meat
that’s been all shot up. Hijo de tu chingada madre, don’t you think those pobrecitos have

suffered enough?’
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The next day we leave Durango in three separate cars. Julio and el Chaparo leavefirst in
the Dodge Magnum. They’re driving straight through to Reynosa so Julio can cross into the US
and go back to his home outside of Dallas with the three thousand dollars el comandante gave
him for shoeing the horses. Before we leave Durango, el comandante gives us al embroidered
belts like his and promises to have ostrich boots made in our sizes by the time we come back.
My Old Man promises to bring back four AK-47'sin afew weeks.

My father and Beto ride in abrand new cherry red Chevy pick-up e comandante Goyo is
sending up as a gift to some other comandante my dad knows. | follow behind inagrey ' 78
special edition Monte Carlo. The Chevy pick-up is stolen but el comandante says the Monte
Carlo is straight and that my Old Man can have it. El Chano made el Memo roll me about
twenty joints for the road before we light out. 1 don’t mind riding alone past the gorged earth
and through the sierra, skirting ridges that break off at the road’s edge into cliffs. | just light

joint after joint and gun the Monte Carlo after my Old Man in the red Chevy.
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CHAPTER VI

Instead of going back toward Torreon, | follow my Old Man and Beto out of Durango
southwest to Mazatlan. | want to go to the beach while we're in Mazatlan, but my Old Man tells
me that the best he can do for meislet meturn afew cartwheels at the gas station while we
refuel if I’'m “so excited to see afucking ocean.” | get back into the Monte Carlo and follow
behind my Old Man and Beto in the red Chevy. We go aong the coast down to VillaUnion then
to Escuinapa—ust like the caballo blanco Jose Alfredo Jimenez sings about in that corridor, only
we're going south and the horse in the song was heading north. Alongside the road, banana
trees, palms, and el ephant ear ivies grow like madness. We leave Escuinapa and start making
our way up the sierrajust asit gets dark. The temperature drops fifteen degreesin as many
minutes.

Nobody tells me where we're going next. | don’t ask. | just act like | know what I'm
doing like everyone else in theworld. Thistrip is part of those “big things’ Beto was talking
about. Bigthings call for big secrets and I’ ve never heard of any secret that’s ever been kept for
long.

We drive through Acaponeta, Tecuala, Rosamorado, and Tuxpan, eating up little towns
al the way to Tepic Nayarit—where el Chaparro lost that load of weed. Werefuel againin
Tepic. There'sakitchen open at the station and Beto and | go in and buy coffee. When we
come out with our coffees, my Old Man is talking to these guys driving awhite Grand Marquis

with no plates. The Marquis has tinted windows, custom rims, and | can hear the distinct squawk

78



of radio chatter so | know they're Federales. My Old Man shakes hands with the driver. | only
catch aglimpse of the driver’s arm and the side of his head before the window goes up and the
car pullsout of the gas station.

My Old Man walks over to us and says, “Ya‘sta,” and then tells me to get in the Monte
Carlo and follow behind the Feds. My Old Man pullsin behind me and we drive with me
sandwiched between the Chevy and the Marquis out of Tepic and down the dark sierra.

From Tepic we hit Ixtlan del Rio. The Marquisis passing cars like they’ re standing still
and I'mright onitstaillights. The Marquis runs blocker for me and stays in the oncoming traffic
lane while | make my pass so | can be sure the laneis clear and pass double-trailer rigs around
curves and over hills with no danger of hitting anything head on. Down every valley and at all
the cross roads, there are checkpoints manned with AK-47 toting feds and crews of madrinas
eager to pick our cars apart in search of drugs, weapons, or anything else that might mean cash.
The Marquis stops at each checkpoint and doesn’t movetill my car and my Old Man behind me
are past the guns, then speeds up to regain the lead on the road through the sierra. We skirt
Tequila Jalisco, and just as dawn hits, drive straight into Guadalgaraand to el Hotel Las
Americas on the edge of town.

Four guys get out of the Marquis. | recognize, Arturo Esquivel, Polo Rementeria, and
Rafael Ronco, but | don’t know the forth guy. | walk over and say hello.

“Qué onda? Hijo,” Arturo says and givesmeahug. “Y ou stayed right with me sin
jotiar.”

“Qué paso R2D27? | thought you knew you had an international wheel man behind you.”
Arturo is new to the clickathat makes up el Comandante Jorge Castillo del Rey’s “grupo

especia.” 1've known these guysfor aslong as | can remember except for Arturo who | only
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met afew years ago. He's stands about two-fifty and wears a big handle bar mustache. Arturois
from Oaxaca but he's been in Mexico City so long that he talks like a chilango.

| turn and greet Rafael Ronco or Don Gato aswe all call him. “Qué avido, mi top cat?

Y ou guys still fighting crime?”’

Don Gato stops chewing on his tongue and strokes his mustache so that | catch a glimpse
of his bottom lip then fixes his coke bottle thick glasses and says, “We're making the criminals
pay, that’s for sure.”

“Mordidas,” Polo says, “looking the other way when something may or may not be
happening.” Polo pulls up his pants and secures the gun in hiswaistband. “But we never aid in
any criminal activity. We are not baggage handlers like the pinche state police.”

“Someone’ s got to fund la Policia Judicial Federal,” Arturo says.

“The Policia Federal is funded by the government,” Polo says. “We collect fines for
crimes that will or will not be determined later.” Polo is short and light complexioned and wears
tiny wire framed glasses. Helooks alot like a nerdy high school kid, except he has a gun and
talks to people like he wants a chance to use it.

“Where’s Memo and the comandante? Are they staying here at this hotel ?” | ask

“They’ll be back later,” Polo says. “They’ re making sure some guys we detained sleep
warm tonight.”

Arturo laughs. “Y ou should see the pinche indios we picked up,” Arturo says. “l must
have shot a half atruck load of minera water up their noses and they still won't tell us where
they have their mota planted.”

Shooting mineral water up a suspect’s nose is standard procedure for federales. Anyone

who gets picked up by the federales will be blindfolded, handcuffed and laid on their back. Then
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some guy sits on the prisoner’s chest and stuffs arag down histhroat. The gagisjust to prevent
the detenido from breathing through his mouth; the feds could give afuck if anyone hears a
prisoner scream. | think the Feds like to hear the screams. The mineral water is then shaken up
—some really medieval fuckers put chile pepper into the mineral water—and shot up the
detainee' s nose where he can’t help but drown on the agitated soda for the couple of minutes it
takes for the fizz to run out. Guys have told me that when the mineral water shoots up the nose
and hits the base of the neck, it feelslike the soul is ripped from the body. While the detainee
finishes convulsing and gagging on the club soda, the cattle prod —called the chicharra because it
sounds like a cicada humming when activated—is used on the balls to wake the prisoner out of
the drowning sensation. This processis repeated over and over until the prisoner confesses to
what ever heis being charged with.

The guy sitting on the prisoner’s chest usually isn’t acommissioned fed or aciento tres
like they call each other in their radio code. The federales always have guys working for them
called madrinas who administer the beatings. Madrinas do al the dirty work, frisking cars,
shaking down guys at checkpoints, and of course administering “las calentadas.” Castillo’s men
don’t use madrinas to do their dirty work, and | guess that’s what makes them “ el grupo
especia.”

“Hey, who'’ s the guy who was riding with you? The one talking to my dad,” | ask.

“That’ s the comandante’ s brother, Gerardo,” don Gato says.

“Is hein charge while the Comanche isout?’ | ask.

“Hethinks heis,” Don Gato says. “Wejust brought him along to flash at the

checkpoints.”
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I’ ve known Don Gato for years way back to when him, Polo, Memo and el comandante
Castillo del Rey weredl injail in Tijuanafor killing an aduanal. My Old Man used to take me
down to TJwhen | was akid and we'd visit these guysin jail and take them candies and
shampoo. The comandante and his group were able to fix their way out of jail and back into
being Federales. Lately I’ ve been hearing about Castillo del Rey getting promoted to Segundo
Comandante de la Nacion. This places him under the Primer Comandante de la Republicawho
only takes orders from the Attorney General who only takes orders from el Presidente. All this
Beto explainsto me after | introduce him to the guys and we' re unloading our luggage from the
back of the Monte Carlo.

The comandante’ s brother Gerardo comes walking over to us with his arm draped around
my Old Man’s shoulder. “I could only get two extra rooms because they’ re having some
convention or wedding chingadera. Y ou guys will have to share aroom so Don Julio can use the
other one.”

“That’s Okay,” my Old Man says. “I'll sleep with these guys. Save the room for my
compadre when he getsin later.”

“But I’'m going to send for some whores,” Gerardo says.

“Let e Johnny have mine,” my Old Man says taking a hotel key from Gerardo. “Beto
you better get that ‘encargo’ out of the car.”

Beto looks around and says, “Right here?’ Aside from a chamber maid sweeping the
sidewalk on the other side of the parking lot in front of the reception, there is no one stirring at
the hotel.

“You afraid someone might call the police?” my Old Man asks.
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Beto drops his luggage on the spot and elbows me to follow him to the Monte Carlo. He
opens the door and pushes the front seat down and starts pulling out the back seat.

“Go pull on the other side,” Beto says.

| hustle around the other side of the car and we pry the backseat out. Under the seat are
four bundles the size of hat boxes, only not astall, wrapped in cellophane.

“Hey, Beto thisisn’'t weed,” | whisper through clenched teeth. “These are fucking stacks
of hundred dollar bills.”

“No hagas tanto pedo,” Beto says handing me another bundle and then picking up the
other two.

Wewalk at aclip carrying the money cradled in our arms like it was firewood over to the
open door my Old Man is standing next to and enter the suite. Beto opens the closet door with
hisfoot. We stack the bundles and close the door just as Arturo, Don Gato, Polo and Gerardo
come in with our luggage. Arturo opens the closet and decides there' s no room for our luggage
and flings our bagsto a corner. Arturo throws himself down on one of the double beds and grabs
the phone off the nightstand.

“I’m ordering some tortas from room service,” Arturo says.

“Como que tortas? Animal,” Don Gato says. “Thisisafive star hotel. Order something
classy like a club sandwich.”

“It’ s the same fucking thing,” Arturo says.

My Old Man sits down at atable by the door with Polo and Don Gato. Gerardo sayshe's
got a bottle of whiskey in hisroom and goes off to get it. Beto says something about fixing the

car seat and heads for the door and | follow him out.
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“Why didn’t you fuckers tell me there was all that money under the seat?’ | ask as | catch
up to Beto by the parking lot.

“What would you have done if you knew you had a half amillion dollars under your
seat?”’ Beto starts wedging the back seat into place.

“1 would' ve lost you guys in Mazatlan,” | say and then push down on my end of the seat.

“You would' ve worried yourself off the edge of the sierra, that’s what you would’ ve
done,” Beto says.

“Isall that money going to el comandante Castillo?’ | ask then light a cigarette.

“Some, most of it is going up to the Procurador so he can sign off on some federal badges
for comandante Goyo Fuentes and his men,” Beto says. “But what we care about is that your
dad’s compadre Castillo is segundo comandante now, and he can send afriend of your dad’s as
comandante to Reynosa. | think | heard your dad say Gus Manterolais going to be comandante
in Reynosa when we get back.”

“1 know el Goose. He's atall fucker. He calls my dad Apa,” | say happy to know at least
what all this means. “We're going to have the plaza aren’t we Beto?’ Thisisit, the big leagues.
The guy who holds the plaza has a direct hotline to the comandante of the federal. Some guy
gets busted with aload, all we haveto dois call the comandante and he' s out and we have aload
on the cheap. Someone wants to cut adeal for afew tons of weed to go through town, we call
the comandante and bam, police escort all the way to theriver. The guy who holds the plaza
handles the pay offs to the feds, and all the state and municipal cops haveto fal inline. We're
going to run Reynosa now.

“Thisisjust astart,” Beto says. “For right now the Procurador is as high as we can fix,

but soon Johnny, real soon, we'll be able to fix things even higher than that.”



“But for now we're fixing the, who?”

“The Procurador, the Attorney General of the Republic. Come on Johnny, you' re going to
be alaw student soon. Y ou haveto learn these terms,” Beto says. “But don’'t worry about the
money; we'll get alittle bit of it too.”

“1 think 1" d rather go work for the Procurador if he's pulling in that kind of cash,” | say.

“Johnny, study hard and get a degree, and someday you’'ll be the Attorney General,” Beto
says.

Back in the suite, Arturo orders tortas, club sandwiches, chilaguiles huevos rancheros
carne asada, queso —eight of everything. We wash breakfast down with two cups of coffee then
switch to beer and whiskey. After the chamber maid clears the table and brings more beer and
the set up for the whiskey, we pull the mattresses off the box springs. Everyone grabs a spot to
lie down and puts their guns within arms reach or under their pillows. | don’t haveagun so |
unfold my knife and slide it under my pillow. We sleep till evening when the ring of the
telephone wakes me.

Don Gato picks up the receiver and says, “Qué? Si, yavamos.”

Arturo, Polo, and Don Gato check their guns and leave with my dad. Beto and | push the
mattresses back on the box springs and start watching T.V. A half hour later, Gerardo knocks on
our door —he must have left after | fell asleep—and walks in with three women following behind
him.

“The whores are here,” Gerardo says. “Where did everyone go?’

“1 think Don Rafa and the others got a call from the comandante and they went out,” Beto

says.
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“Why didn’'t anyone call me?’ Gerardo tells the whores to make themselves comfortable
and two sit on the bed and the third takes a chair at the table. “1 got these ladies to make a
gpecial trip. | can’t believe those guys left. They heard me say | was sending out for some
vigas.”

“The officers seemed like they had some work on hand,” Beto says.

“Those guysjust like kissing my brother’ s ass,” Gerardo says then flops down on the bed
next to the whores. He pulls one of the girls on top of him and bites her neck. “I’d rather kiss
this pinche vigja' s ass.”

“Maybe we should hold off on the party until Don Julio and the rest return,” Beto says.

“Ah, no, Don Julio said Johnny could have hiswhore,” Gerardo says. “Go ahead,
Johnny, take your pick.”

The woman lying next to Gerardo is wearing ared jumpsuit with a zipper down the front.
Gerardo pulls down the zipper and bares her chest down to her black lace bra. Gerardo jumps
off the bed and pulls the other woman off the bed. Sheis more slender than the woman in the
jumpsuit and taller. Gerardo lifts her dress and bends her over so | can see her ass.

“How ‘bout this one, Johnny? Now that’s an ass,” Gerardo says then moves toward the
girl sitting at thetable. The girl at the table gets up and holds off Gerardo.

“I'll doit,” she says and unties a strap that’s wrapped around her waist. Her dress
unfolds and she stands with it open in her braand panties. Gerardo and the other whores are
whooping and cheering like someone hit a home run and the girl in her underwear begins to
dance for them.

| look at Beto and he shrugs then calls me over to one side.
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Beto says, “Go ahead and have a good time. Y our dad said you had done well on the
road. I'm sure he’ d want to do something nice for you if he were here.”

“Really? My Old Man said | did good on theroad?’ | ask. “When did he say this, in the
truck?’

“Let’sjust say he had more good things than bad to say about your driving,” Beto says.

| call acab and have it take me and the girl to el Hotel Malibu—you can’t be with a
whore in aroom full of money; they tell their pimps everything. It'sanice hotel built like a
Spanish mission. The hotel forms a square around a courtyard that’s lined by bananatrees and
hanging plants and vines crawling up the sides of the building. The rooms are spread out on two
floors and topped with ared tile roof. We get aroom next to the parking lot on the second floor
with abalcony looking over agarden. There'saking sized bed and the bathroom has a tub with
legs shaped like eagle' s claws. | go over to the phone and tell the front desk to connect me to the
Hotel Las Americas. | get Beto on the line and tell him what hotel and room I’ m in then | order
six whiskeys. The girl brings ahighball over to me then kicks off her shoes and unwraps herself
out of her dress. She goes into the bathroom wearing only her bra and panties. | can hear her
running water and flushing the toilet as | strip off my clothes and turn off the lights. When she
comes out of the bathroom, sheis carrying aroll of toilet paper that she places on the nightstand.
I’m lying down in only my boxer shorts with my arms folded behind my head.

“Do you want me now?’ she says and turnsthe light back on. “I’'m glad I’'m with you
tonight. When my friends told me we were going to a party with comandante Castillo | thought
they meant Castillo Conde.”

“1 know that guy,” | say. “He's acomandante in the Federal. But he’'s not my Dad’'s

compadre.”
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“All helikesto do iswear my underwear. I'm glad I’ m with a young good looking man
tonight.”

| pull her down on top of me and start kissing her neck and shoulders. She rolls off me
and slips out of her panties and undoes her bra. She lies naked —only she doesn’t call it being
naked, she calls it being bichy—with her legs open and | push myself in. I’'m humping away but
| don’t know when to cum because thisis the first time I’'m with a woman where | don’t have
someone knocking on the door telling metime' s up. After awhile, sherolls me over and
straddles me and rocks back and forth till | cum. She reaches over and grabsthe roll of toilet
paper while she's still mounted on me. She wraps paper around her hand then reaches under her
and grabs me by the base of my cock. She runs her hand with the toilet paper up my cock as she
pulls herself off. She makes afina swipe with the toilet paper around the head of my dick then
wads the tissue up and stuffsit in her crotch. She sits on her knees for awhile and then says,
“There, that should be al of it.” Then she gets up and waddles to the bathroom holding the
wadded up toilet paper between her legs. All whores clean dicks and themselves like this, but
thisisthefirst time | had seen it donein the light.

We make love like thisal night. At times | doze off only to wake up and crawl back on
her. Thewhoreisreally nice and receives me with kisses and giggles every time | mount her.
We're still going at it when the chamber maid comes in with her pass key to clean up the room
the next morning. The whore tells me she hasto go and | offer to tip her after she gets dressed.
She says that Gerardo wouldn't like it and that she hopes | call her again sometime. | order a
steak and huevos rancheros after the whore leaves. When the chambermaid comes to pick up the

dirty dishes, | apologize for what she saw earlier.
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“You don’t have to be embarrassed,” she says. “You get used to seeing things like that
after you work here for awhile.”

| ask her to join me for a cup of coffee and she comes over and takes a seat next to me on
the foot of the bed. | scoot my hand over and take hers and she leansin for meto kissher. |
cover her mouth with mine and we stay like thistill I move my hands up her dress and she
pushes me away. | pull out all the money | have in my pockets and hand it out to her. The maid
jumps up from the bed knocking over the coffee table | was breakfasting on and runs out of the
room crying. | finish getting dressed and leave the room without checking out.

Back at the hotel, comandante Castillo del Rey is tearing his brother Gerardo a new
asshole. | hear the comandante yelling even before Don Gato opens the door for me. My Old
Man islying on one of the double beds with his arms folded behind his head watching T.V.—he
doesn’t return my greeting. Gerardo is sitting at the table, head bowed, and the comandante is
standing over him.

It'sreal funny to see the comandante mad because he looks just like the guy who plays
Chespirito and El Chavo del Ocho on TV. Hisround face, droopy cheeks, and pick axe nose
make him look like he' sin a constant state of confusion, but the comandante is sharp and he
doesn’t take any shit. | saw the comandante split this guy’s head open with his pistol for flicking
his cigarette ashes on the table cloth while we were having lunch one day.

“No ves, hijo de tu chingada madre?’ el comandante says in athick chilango accent.
“What do you think would happen if areporter came by while you were parading whores around
the hotel? Don’t you see the prensaiis just waiting for a chance to put my face on the front page
of some scanda?’ The comandante notices me standing in the doorway and says, “I’ ve been

waiting to talk to you. Where the fuck’ ve you been?”’
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“1 was legged up with some whore at the Malibu,” | say.

The comandante looks at me like heistrying to decide if | was of the torturable classes
and says, “Legged up with some whore, well at least you had enough sense to go to a different
hotel. 1’1l deal with you in amoment.” The comandante turns back to Gerardo and says, “He’s
enough sense to go to adifferent hotel. Get your worthless self back to Mexico City before |
forget we have the same mother and give you a calentada just like we do to any son of bitch que
no pone € culo derecho.”

“Ill just get my things and go then,” Gerardo says, his eyes reaming with tears.

“You'll gonow likel said,” the comandante says crowding Gerardo to the door. “I’ve
given you everything you have and you aren’t taking shit, you hear meimbécil?’ The
comandante stands in the doorway cussing at Gerardo.

| go over to Don Gato and ask if the comandante is pissed off at me. Don Gato says, “El
comandnate isn’t even mad about the whores. He' s just getting rid of the dead weight before he
starts passing out shares of the money you brought.”

I’m about to start and explain that | didn’t even know the money was stashed in the car
but right then the comandante turns to me and says, “Hola, hijo, can’'t you come over here and
greet me properly or do you think because you bring me a bundle of money you can treat me like
aputa?’

| cross the room and shake the comandante’ s hand and he pulls me into ahug. The
comandante squeezes me to his chest and slaps his hand down hard on my back several times
before he releases me.

“Gracias, hijo,” the comandante says. “| appreciate what you’ ve done for us. Arturo and

everyone have told me how you rode down here al by yourself through checkpoints and sierra
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without pissing your pants. Y ou have balls the size of your father’sand I’'m not going to let that
go unrewarded. | wanted to be the one to buy you the best whore in Guadalgjara but since that
piece of shit brother of mine has stolen even that pleasure from me, I’m going to give you a car.”
The comandante turnsto my Old Man and says, “If it’sal right with my compadre of course.”

He takes his eyes off the TV for a second and nods then goes back to watching the news.

“Wow, thanks comandante,” | say and even though | try to fight it, | get choked up.
“Everyone is being buena onda and everything and | appreciate the car, but | just did what | was
told and—."

“And nothing,” the comandante says. “I’m buying my son Jorgito a new car and you're
getting his old one. It'sagood car. It’s the one you boys took to Acapulco last summer. Jorgito
said you liked the car and he'll be glad when he hearsit’s you that’s getting it.”

My Old Man swings his legs off the bed, takes his hat off the night stand then eases it on
and pulls down on the front and back until heis satisfied with the fit. He gets up and walks over
to me and puts his arm across my shoulders and says, “Y ou’ ve fucked something other than your
fist and the comandante just gave you your cut, so get yourself adrink before we head back
home and let me finish talking with my compadre.” He opens the door and says to Castillo, “We
can finish our talk now compadre.”

The comandante takes his hands out of his leisure suit and clicks his heglsin attention
and says, “As you say compadre.” The comandante turns before he follows my Old Man out of
the suite and says, “I'll send for each of you one by one as soon as my compadre and | have
finished our talk. If my wife or the Procurador calls, send it to room 114. Take amessageif it's

anyone else.”
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Don Gato shuts the door behind the comandante and Arturo hands me a whiskey
highball.

“How was the whore, Johnny,” Polo says from the bed.

“She was great, never once looked at her watch,” | say then take a pull from my drink. “I
got to fuck the chamber maid too; she was young.”

“No mames,” Polo says. “You didn’t fuck the maid. You can't lie to the Federal.”

“I kissed her.”

Don Gato stands in front of me and stops chewing on his tongue to smile and stare at me
with blood shot eyes made even larger and redder by the thickness of his glasses and says, “You
missed all the fun last night, Johnny. We made Arturo apriest.”

| turn to Arturo and say, “No shit, Arturo, | didn’t even know you went to church. Did
you have to pay off acardinal or something?’

“The guys we picked up afew days ago wouldn’t tell us where they had their pot planted
or give up any money from what they’ d aready harvested,” Polo says. “Hard headed
Michoacanos these guys. | was just about to start shooting knee caps when Memo shows up with
apriest’srobe. Arturo gets into the robe then takes the blind fold off one of the detainees.”

“Y ou should have seen that guy’ s face when he saw me standing in front of him dressed
likeacura” Arturo says. “Pincheindio thought | was there to read him his last rites. | calm him
down and start telling him how mad papa diosito is mad at him for growing pot. | tell him he
might go to hell and the fucking Indian starts crying and starts singing so much, | have to slap the
shit out of him to shut him up.”

Don Gato laughs hard then takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. “The poor little indian

kept asking me why el sefior cura got so mad.”
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“We got the patch where they have their pot planted and made them cough up all the cash
they had,” Polo says rubbing his palms together.

“What are you guys going to do with all that pot?” | ask.

“We have to burn some of it for the newspapers, but I'm sure you'll get some up therein
Reynosa when it’ s finished drying,” Arturo says.

“So did you let the guys go?’ | ask.

The smile disappears from Polo’ s face and he says, “No, Memo’ s taking them to
headquarters for booking right now. De qual fumaste, Johnny? What' d you think we' d do with
them?’

“1 don’'t know, | thought you'd let ‘em go since you got what you wanted,” | say. “What
happens after the booking?” | ask.

Beto gets up from the bed and says, “They will be turned over to the D.A then to the
judge and receive no less than seven years in prison for committing delitos contrala salud.”

| turn to Don Gato and he's chewing on his tongue nodding to everything Betos says.

“S0, you guys beat the shit out of these guys for afew days, take their cash and their pot,

scare them into thinking they’ re going to hell for all eternity and you still send them to jail for

years?’
“Yeah,” Don Gato says pushing up his glasses.
“But they gave you everything you wanted, why’d you have to send them to jail?” | ask.
Don Gato hunches his shoulders and spreads his pams in front of him and says, “That’'s
our job.”

The phone rings and Polo answersit. Polo hangs up the phone without ever speaking a

word and says, “Arturo, you're up first.”
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Arturo slaps his hands together and lets out a grito then leaves the room. | go over and sit
on the bed where my Old Man had been lying and watch each one of the Feds go out and receive
their cut of the half amillion dollars el comandante Goyo —the guy who holds special dinners for

orphans and grows pot practically on the side of theroad — sent from Durango.
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CHAPTER VII

On our way back from Guadalgara, we stop in Monterey and see about getting me into
law school. The main office of the Sindicato de Aduanais aone story Spanish tiled house in San
Pedro, a suburb of Monterey. There are two desks set up in what must have been the living
room. The kitchen counters are lined with whisky bottles, four thick, standing in puddles of
melted ice and spilt booze. The dining area, and from what | see on my way to the bathroom,
every other room in the houseisfilled with VCR’s, T.V.’s, al kinds of kitchen appliances,
fayuca stacked shoulder high and wall to wall.

Roberto Pequefio sits across a glass topped desk from my father nodding and twitching to
everything my Old Man says. He has a handkerchief in his hand and he's working it all over his
face and head. He dabsit to the middle of his head, where the hair has receded, then begins to
work it down over hiswrinkled brow. He takes the corner of the kerchief and pokesit into the
darkened sockets that house dilated pupils flickering in al directions asif trying to avoid contact
with the yellow film that covers the rest of the eye. Then he needles the cloth down over hisred
nose and across his flushed cheeks, going around the rim of his mouth down his chin and around
both sides of hisneck. It’slikewatching acat lick itself clean. He's fucked up, but then again
soismy Old Man.

My dad’ s grinding his teeth, taking drinks of whiskey straight from the bottle, and
explaining in the nicest way his condition will allow how much he would appreciate Pequeio

getting me into law school. My Old Man ends his request staring across the desk with eyes that
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look like they’ re about to pop out of their sockets, nostrils flaring, and every tooth in his head
showing. I'm sitting here thinking that | got Mr. Hyde and Mr. Hyde as my references to get into
college when suddenly Pequefio says, “ Of course, of course, it would be an honor.” Then he
picks up the phone and starts making calls. By the third number and a half hour wait for a call
back, I’'m set to meet with the guy who knows the other guy at Admissions at the Universidad
Autonomade Nuevo Leon so | can sign up for law school.

WEe're shaking hands, making for the door with names and contacts to get me into school,
and Peguefio goes and says, “ Say hi to your compadre Lolo for me when you see him.”

My Old Man’s eyes light up and his cheeks crease into what a stranger might call asmile
and he says, “We're heading that way. | think I’ll stop by and pay him avisit.”

Ah, fuck. We have no reason to go into Los Ramones. Even after we took the sheep,
we' d already gone back twice. Thefirst time, my Old Man saw Lolo crossing the plaza and
went over and cussed him out right there in front of the whole town. That should’ ve been
enough. | mean it wasn't like we were hurting for money since we had sold that key and were
getting other deals done. But we went into Los Ramones again after that and this time my Old
Man caught Lolo at Chema s cantina. | had to stand by the door and not let anyone in or out
while dad slapped the shit out of his compadre and left him lying in apool of spilt beer. Now
we're going to Los Ramones for no fucking reason other than to chingar Lolo again. I’'monly a
few phone calls away from getting into college. | can be showered and at Cristina’ s housein a
few hours. All my Old Man has to do is get home and wait for Castillo to name el Goose
comandante in Reynosa and he'll have the plaza. We have every reason in the world to get home
and no need whatsoever to shake down Lolo, but dad thinks it's agood ideato go to Los

Ramones.
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Beto steers the Monte Carlo north on HWY 2 out of San Pedro. After sixty kilometers
and at least four hits of coke disguised as a desperate search through the glove box, my Old Man
tells Beto to hang aleft at the entronque, the café/bus station that sits on the corner of HWY 2
and the road that leads to Los Ramones. We barely get over the concrete slab that passes for a
bridge crossing €l rio pesqueria and there’ s Lolo with a bunch of guys drinking beer under abig
mesquite tree and a conjunto pumping out corridos. My Old Man gets out of the car before Beto
has a chance to bring it to afull stop.

My Old Man passes through the ring of men around Lolo —most of them | recognize as
Lolo’sdrivers—and grabs hold of his compadre’s outstretched hand and pulls him into ahug. A
wave of relief flushes over Lolo’ s face followed by an uncontrollable smile that makes him [ook
like he' s pissing through a case of the clap.

“Compadre de mi vida,” Lolo says. “What brings you here?’

“1 wanted to hear some music,” my Old Man says then orders the conjunto to play “Pedro
Aviles.”

I’'m pulling a chicken wing off the grill when the first strands of the corrido start up. |
nearly gag on the chicken. Pedro Avilesisasong about this hired gun. It starts off, Usted dira
general, pa’ lostrompos son las cuerdas. For anorthern Mexican, those words are acall out, a
way of saying, “only bad asses can throw down.” Asthe conjunto finishes the first few chords,
everybody under the mesquite tree starts to step slowly, inconspicuously back away from the two
compadres standing in knee high chaparral with the brims of their straw Panamas amost
touching each other. The conjunto finishes the song, and my Old Man orders them to play it
again. Loloisconsumed by nervous laughter that comes out dry and hoarse.

“You trying to learn that song, compadre?’
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“1 just like what it says.”

By the time the conjunto finishes playing Pedro Aviles for the third time, nortefiosin
every sort of good or poor western wear are pulling up under the mesquite in pick ups, taxis,
horses, and bicycles, grabbing positions on rocks, tailgates, crowding over each other, elbows
jutting out for an extrabit of space, stretching their necks over shoulders for their chance to see
my Old Man’s next move.

| hear avoicein my ear say, “Lolo’shad it now.” | look up and see my dad’s cousin, Tio
Raul, standing over me, running a calloused finger over his salt and pepper mustache.

“When'd you get here?’

Tio Raul pushes his stained straw hat up and wipes a bandana over his face and shrugs,
never taking his eyes off of Lolo and my Old Man. My Old Man seems amused by everything
Lolo says and shows it by bellowing fits of laughter that he accents by clapping Lolo hard on the
shoulders and punching at hisarms. Lolo makes no attempt to play down how heavy my Old
Man’s hand is and he winces and moans after each punch.

“Do you think they’re going to fight?’

My tio Raul coughsinto hisfist and lets out alow, “Shhhh.” And then | notice that, aside
from the conjunto’ s playing, the crowd has grown as silent as an alley after amurder. | see
Lolo’s son Andres break away from the crowd and walk up to his father. Beto trails a couple of
meters behind Andres. | can hear only bits of what Andresis saying, “Please. . amigos. . todala
vida. . mis respectos.”

Lolo staggers back away from my Old Man and his son like adrunk trying to fight off
restraint. He hurls his beer to one side, and pulls a .38 Super out of hiswaistband yelling, “Yo

también soy hombre.”
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In one swift motion, while drawing his own gun, my Old Man wraps an arm around
Andres' s neck pulling him in close. Lolo sees hissonin my Old Man's grasp, and his knees
buckle. Beto chambers abullet and the sound makes Lolo lose focus on my Old Man and turn.
There' sacrack from my Old Man’s .38 and the air is ripped and shattered into amillion
screaming pieces as Lolo’ s gun goes flying in the air and ared speck appears on his brow. Lolo
puts his fingers to the wound and brings his hands down and looks at them like he has just seen
them for the first time, then faints.

The rubberneckers under the mesquite tree simultaneously make a break in every
direction except toward where Lolo falls. The musicians are splashing across the knee high
waters of the Rio Pesqueria holding teloloches, accordions, and guitars over their heads. There's
aguy running behind a pick-up truck trying to climb into the bed but the driver isn't slowing
down. Guys are running through the chaparral, losing their hats, advancing afew meters then
falling face first and disappearing in the brush only to reappear an instant later to continue on
their headlong sprint.

My Old Man, still holding Andresin an arm lock, pushes his gun under Andres's chin
and says, “What are you driving?’ Andres points alimp arm at a black Chevy Silverado and my
Old Man guides him toward it. Beto runs around the truck and slips behind the wheel
sandwiching Andres between him and my Old Man. They take off in the truck. | run afew
meters behind them till I'm standing in the middle of the road watching the taillights bounce over
ruts and pothol es then disappear around a bend, waiting for my Old Man to turn around, to at

least look back, but he never does.
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Turns out my Old Man has this family living in Monterrey he visits when he passes
through the city. | think it’s the family he always wanted if he hadn’t got stuck with us. The
mother used to go to school with him and he was sweet on her when they were kids. Thislady,
latiaVirginia, has three kids now, but the oldest son has already married and moved out. The
father is an engineer for a steel company and is able to provide a modest home for his family, but
not enough to match the gifts my Old Man brings when he visits. Tia Gina's other son, Poncho,
ismy age and my Old Man figures he’s agood friend for me. Poncho’s a brat who doesn’t work
or study and throws tantrums when his mother doesn’t give him money to go out drinking with
hisbuddies. There' s adaughter too, Claudia, but prefersto be caled Clau. She's ayear younger
than me and she is smoking hot. She has a nice full round ass and real perky boobs, wild curly
brown hair, big cow eyes with thick lashes, beautiful lips and perfect teeth. But sheismore of a
brat than Poncho. Claudiais aways slinking around my Old Man giving it theold “Tio Julio, |
just love watching movies on the VCR you brought me,” or, “Tio Julio, have you heard about
CD players, they're just the most marvelous thing.” | move into big brother Fito’s old room and
start law school at the Centro de Estudios Universitarios de Monterrey.

Cristinaisnot at all happy about me studying in Monterrey. She says she doesn’t like
having to wait till the weekends to go out and she is positive that | will find some “ other
pendgi@’ and marry her after | become alawyer. Cristinakeeps saying, “novia de estudiante
nunca serd esposa de profesionista.” | can't believe she's even considering marrying me, and |
don’'t have the words to explain to her that thereis no one else I’ d rather fuck for the rest of my
life than her. | manage to cam her down by leaving her spending money every week and telling

her to save as much as she can of the dough so we can get married when | finish school.
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| fumble around Monterrey for the first semester of my studies. There'realot of guys|
know from Reynosa studying law, criminology, medicine, architecture, clothing design,
engineering, agriculture, or anything else their folks can afford. | waste several months hanging
out with afew of these guys because they are familiar faces. Real soon, it’s clear that the guys
from Reynosa are just as out of place as | am and have alot more practical problemstoo. They
don’'t know their way around town, they never have any spending money, and they don’t know
how to hustle a buck other than to call home for their parents to send them money. At best these
Reynosa guys can point me in the direction of a good taco stand. They’ re boozers, broke
boozers at that, and are useless to me for scoring weed.

Thisone night, | go out with a couple of guys | know from Reynosa, Rudy el Gordo and
Pepe Elias. We're popping in and out of bars around the macro-plaza near la zona hotelerain the
pueblo vigo district, having a couple of rounds at each stop before deciding we can’t pick up any
girls then moving to the next bar. By the third or fourth bar, I’ m feeling pretty lit. 1 only have
two gears when | drink, happy and mad. On thisnight I’'m mad. | keep getting stuck with the
tab. We stumble into this bohemian bar that has a band playing some kind of Guatemalan jungle
music, mostly pan pipes and bongos. | like the sound but El Gordo and Pepe Elias keep caling it
mariguano music and saying we should leave.

“One of you pay thetab and we'll leave,” | say.

“You get thisone, and we'll get the next one,” Pepe Elias says.

“You guys haven't stuck your hands in your pockets all night.”

“S0, you' ve got money, what’ s the problem?’ ElI Gordo says.

“I’ve got to get through the rest of the week just like you guys.”
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“You can just call home and get your dad to send you more,” el Gordo says spreading his
hands and giving it the “this fucking guy look.”

“I"'m not calling my Old Man and telling him I’m out of cash because | wasted my money
buying my friends drinks.”

“Why would he care?’ Pepe Elias says.

“Yeah, it's not like anyone has to work for the cash,” El Gordo says.

“What the fuck do you guys think my Old Man does for his money?”’

“Come on, we al know he's amafioso,” Pepe Elias says.

“S0? You don't think that’swork?’ | say. “You think it’s easy dealing with the Feds.

Y ou guys think the guns are there just to accessorize?’

“Yeah, but he doesn’'t have areal job like our dads,” Pepe Elias says.

“Your dad works in the Presidencia,” | say. “And pinche Gordo your dad worksin the
Treasury. What, your fathers make a thousand bucks a month but can afford to send their kids to
the Tec de Monterrey at five grand a semester? How does that happen without someone getting
ripped off? Just because my Old Man uses a gun and your dads use a pen doesn’t make them any
different. Now pay the fucking the tab.”

| start to hunt out a new group of friends to hang around with. | try to sit next to the guys
wearing sunglasses figuring lente obscuro, mariguano seguro, but people aren’t too open about
getting high in Mexico. | end up meeting my weed connection in Monterrey through Poncho, the
drunken brat my Old Man has me rooming with. |I'm standing in front of tia Gina s house
smoking a cigarette with Poncho and this guy comes up to us and asks Poncho if he has seen his
brother, Blas. Poncho tells this guy he saw his brother earlier and they’ re supposed to meet later,

so the guy keeps hanging around. Poncho has to go in to take a shit or something, but before he
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does, he tells me, “Watch this guy, he’'s a pinche mariguano. He's probably just hanging around
to steal something so he can buy more mota.”

| look around and don’t see anything worth stealing, but | tell Poncho that I’ [l watch this
guy for him anyway.

After Poncho leaves, | start making small talk and learn that this guy is called Bam-bam
by his friends and that he doesn’t study and islooking for away to go to the states to find work.
Bam-bam begins asking me all kinds of questions about the U.S.

“Arethere any virginsin the United States?” Bam-bam asks.

“There must be few ugly girls out there,” | say.

“No,” Bam-bam says and then makes a hole with hisfist and sticks hisfinger in like he's
fucking it. “I heard doctors stick their fingers up gringas when they’ re born to rip them when
they’relittle so it doesn’'t hurt when they start fucking.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that going on,” | say.

“That’swhat I've heard,” Bam-bam says. “That’swhy they’ re so liberated and fuck guys
like it’s nothing because they don’'t have a cherry to take care of like Mexican girls do.”

“l guess that makes sense,” | say.

“People make al kinds of money doing very little work over on the other side, don’t
they?” Bam-bam asks like it's something he’s only looking to confirm.

“The salaries are better, but everything’s much more expensive,” | say.

“But it’s better than here, right? A guy can make some money and buy a car, maybe save
some cash and come back to Mexico and start a business.”

“l guessaguy can do al that if he's careful, but like | said, everything’ s real expensive,

rent, gas, food, electricity, everything costs more over there.”
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“Yeah, so maybe it will take some time, but at least I’ll be making some cash.”

“Sure, you can room with some other guys and not party too much and can save your
money.” | try telling people all the time that the U.S. is anything but the Promised Land, but you
can’t reason with people looking for hope.

“Not party too much, huh? That might be a problem,” Bam-bam says.

“Well, acohol and everything else istwo, three times more expensive than here,” | say.
“Weed can get real expensiveif you're up north.”

Bam-bam turns to me with a start and says, “Y ou smoke mota? The whole
neighborhood’ s talking about Poncho’ s rich cousin from € otro lado, but no one said anything
about you being a mariguano.”

“Wéll, I’ve learned people don’t ook well on dope smokers down here,” | say.

“No, that’ s another reason | want to leave this fucking place. All these fools around here
want to do is go to school and find ajob they can do for the rest of their lives. No one gives any
thought to expanding their mind or getting in touch with their soul with alittle weed. It’sjust
work, and save, and eat whatever mesat is on special.”

“1f you know where to score for weed, | have a car and some cash,” | say. “We can
expand our mindstill we're al kinds of fucked up if you want.”

| start hanging around with Bam-bam and he introduces me to the local stoners. | learn
all the places mariguanos go to share ajoint, the tower by the alameda, the soccer field next to
the architecture campus, the lookout over the obispado, and soon discover that I’m one of the
few potheads who have their own car. Thisisimportant because these guys will do anything |

ask—run to the store for cigarettes, score weed for me, sell weed for me, get me tacos, books,
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my laundry and anything and everything | need—just to slide behind the wheel of whatever car
my Old Man let me to take to school that week.

Comandante Castillo never did give me that car he promised but my Old Man changes
my rides all the time because people are leaving him cars as gifts for favors and shit and thisis
another thing that freaks these guys out. People in Monterrey calculate everything they spend
into interest. If aguy buys a car, folks start adding up the cost and maintenance and figuring
how much that money would give back in interest if it wasin a savings account. | guessthisis
why the people of Monterrey have a reputation for being codos, cheap. Since | change cars
amost every other week, everyone has calculated my family to be “archimillonarios.”

| keep trudging through school. The union for the aduanais able to get mein to a decent
school, but not the state run university because my American diplomaisn’t considered sufficient
preparation for university study. | wind up in aprivate school that isless strict on their entrance
requirements. El Centro de Estudios Universitarios doesn’t have the libraries, swimming pools,
high tech labs or hot shot PhD’ s that the Universidad Autonoma de Nuevo Leon has, but the
classes are at night and most professors let you smoke in the classrooms, plus alot of hot girls
who fail out of the Uni end up here so it is definitely more than bearable. Most of my professors
work in state jobs by day and moonlight as instructors in the evening, so they’ ve learned how to
work both sides of the fence. They can recite entire civil and penal codes by memory and they
stay up to date on every reform to El Codigo Processal, but they aso know exactly who and in
what order to bribe officials to get a favorable verdict and still have enough money left over to
make the case worth the trouble. Professors go over law books in class and how to give a

mordida after classin bars.
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Within ayear, I'm moved into my own place and buying pot by the kilo and reselling it
by the gram to the local stoners. My Old Man buys me a house in San Nicolas de los Garza so
he can have a place to stash guns and meet with people while he'sin Monterrey. He only comes
into town every so often and when he does it usually isjust a stop on the way to Mexico City or
Guadalgjara or some other far off point. These visits are brief enough for me to be able to sell
dope out of the house without my Old Man catching on, but soon the traffic in and out of the
place gets to be so much that it’s hard to keep peoplein line.

Selling pot to stonersis a hassle because everyone expects you to break out ajoint and
veg-out for awhile when you do the deal. Some stoners just hang around to mooch weed and
see what they can steal, and | have guns and shit in this house. More than once, guys have tried
to lift apiece | have lying around, and once my Old Man had to come down and slap guys
around until the missing gun turned up. Bam-bam and the other guys | have running my errands
try to take advantage of every opportunity to short change me, borrow my cars, take my records,
hit me up for money, and steal whatever elsethey see. These guys act like they’re entitled to all
my shit because they know | move weed and besides, me saying no means I'm a“muerto de
hambre” just like the guys from Reynosa say.

Even while I’'m in Monterrey, my Old Man manages to call me every day to chew me out
and send me to deliver a message or a gift to guys like the local Ministerio Publico, District
Attorney. And he ends every instruction with, “And don’t go over there all chato.” | meet
regularly with comandantes from different police corporations, federales, judicia del estado,
policia municipal, transito—most times | am stoned out of my head—and all of these guys give
metheir cards. Anytime someone stops me on the street for atraffic violation or won't let me

into adisco, | show one of these cards and I'm given the V.I.P. treatment for the rest of the night.
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When | meet with the comandantes and D.A.’s—or leyes—I just tell them to call my dad
if there’s aproblem letting so and so out of jail. Then these guys don’t let me leave without
taking me to a bar and drinking the night away. I’'m not much of adrinker, but | stay up with
these guys, listening to the same old jokes or stories about how they met my Old Man. These
guys gush over how grateful they are to my Old Man for teaching them how to work and
connecting them to the right people. They aways have a story about how they were drinking
with my Old Man and my dad got up and kicked some cop who thought he was tough shit’s ass.
| tell them we do that every day when I’'m home in Reynosa and they think I’'m a bad ass like my
Old Man. Leyesbully people so it’simportant to let them know right away that I'm not of the
torturable classes anymore.

Still, I'm barely getting by money wise in Monterrey. Even with what my Old Man is
giving me for expenses and what I’m making by dealing weed, | can hardly afford munchies for
me and all the stoners who hang around my house. And with all the nights | miss class because
I’m out drinking with the people I'm supposed to be studying about in school, my grade point
average is barely enough to keep me from failing out of class. All law school redly isis
memorizing crap and I’ ve always had a good memory so | don’t find it that difficult, but | just
have a hard time getting to class. The codes and procedures | read about help metalk to the
leyes, and | start to understand just how big afavor they’ re doing by letting some guy out who
was caught with a gun as opposed to a guy who was caught with agram of cocaine. It'snot long
before | get the hang of how the system works and how money is made.

When a guy gets busted in Mexico, for whatever crime, the first thing the cops do issize
up the fish they just caught. If the criminal isa petty thief or some guy sniffing glue in public,

thenit’sajob for the municipal police. Murderers, rapist, and violent thieves are jobs for the
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judicial del estado, the state police. Anything federal like drugs or gunsis turned over to the
federales. Once the right cop has the unlucky bastard who' s been caught, they figure out just
how much of a beating they can get away with giving him. Cops have to make sure the guys
they slap around don’'t have an influential uncle or compadre who can pull rank and cause
trouble down the line. Thisisthefirst chance the detainee has to give amordida or drop aname
and get his ass out of trouble.

Once the cops are certain who they’ ve detained, the calientes, beatings, start. Minor
crimes like public intoxication only merit a few backhands, maybe akick in the gutsif the guy is
drunk enough to fall. At this point, the drunk coughs up everything he's carrying and is released.
More serious crimes get worse beatings. If the crime is against children or anyone helplesslike a
woman or the elderly, then the judicial del estado takes their time giving the caliente. There's
usually no money for these crimes, but the judicial del estado makes up for the community
service by shaking down thieves and pimps. The state police will always catch the crook but
most of the stolen goods disappear.

Anyone caught with drugs or guns gets beaten until they tell where they scored. Thisis
where the detainee should give up their stash and any cash they can lay their hands on otherwise
the caliente gets extended to another day and most likely won't get fixed at this stage anyway.
The comandante of any police force decides how much and who can give a mordida and buy
their way out of trouble. If whatever bronca, problem, can’t be fixed with the comandante, then
the ministerio publico or the D.A. gets his crack at apayday. Whilethisis being decided, the
detaineeis still getting the shit kicked out of him. If the fix can’'t be agreed upon with the
comandante, the D.A. piles up charges and threatens to return the criminal to the cops until the

guy crumbles and forks over abundle of cash. The further up the judicia chain a prisoner
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travels, the harder it isfor him to “arreglar labronca,” fix the problem. If the detainee can't fix
the problem by the time he reaches the D.A.’s office, then he gets one last beating and is turned
over to the judge and lawyers get involved. Then all hopeislost.

It's ashitty system that plays on desperation. The more desperate a prisoner is, the more
money alawyer or someone who can fix the authorities can make. Thisiswhat I'll be doing for
aliving once | graduate. | figureI’ll finish school then marry Cristina. Once I’'m married, I’ll
run out al the stoners from my house in Monterey. Cristinawill moveinand I'll feed us by
using the contacts I’ ve made through my Old Man to get guys out of jail and make some cash.
My plan’s a good one, but then the phone rings.

“Y ou need to come home right away,” my mom says over the phone. “You'refather's
been arrested at the bridge.”

“For what, who arrested him?’ | ask.

“The police, stupid,” my mom says. “Bring all the money you got. Your dad didn’t even
leave me money when he left. | don’t know how I’ m going to pay for this call.”

“When did dad get arrested?’ | ask.

“Around ten this morning,” my mom says.

“He barely got arrested this morning and you' re already worrying about who's going to
pay the phone bill,” | say.

“Well somebody’ s got to think of these things, Johnny.”

The main charge is conspiracy to transport firearms abroad. My Old Man and Onésimo
are arrested at the international bridge in Hidalgo by the ATF just before they can cross back into
Mexico. The ATF has men staked out near the toll booths with awarrant for my Old Man’s

arrest charging the smuggling of five AK-47's out of the U.S. and into Mexico. When the ATF
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rushes in with their guns drawn, my Old Man reaches for his gun out of habit, but he's unarmed
and only manages to pull out one of the extra clips he keeps |ooped on his belt, which he throws
at the ATF. The ATF adds assaulting a peace officer to theindictment. The ATF has him and
Onésimo locked up in the federa holding cellsin Brownsville.

There'sabail hearing. Onésimo is automatically denied bail because he's aMexican
citizen. The prosecutors argue that my Old Man’s aflight risk because he has strong tiesto
Mexico. The D.A. says that the gun shop owner —the dedo, finger—will testify in court that my
Old Man buys guns for people in Mexico. My brothers and my sister and my mom are called to
the stand and we tell the judge that we' ve never lived anywhere but in the U.S. al our lives. The
judge sets bail at $100,000, and | have to hit up every compadres in my dad’s address book to
gather $10,000 to cover the 10% for the bondsman and another five grand for the lawyer.

The next day, | pick up my Old Man at the holding cells. | wait while the clerks pass me
his belongings through a metal drawer that slides below the counter. The clerk tells him that he
has to sign for his things before he can go. My Old Man acts like he doesn’t speak English. |
step up to the window and take the clip board from the drawer. | show him where he has to sign.
He signs the form and hands it back to me and says, “Désela a estos culeros.”

“What'd he say?’ one of the clerks asks through the hole in the window.

“He said, ‘ These guys are cool arrows,”” | say. “You know cool, as in good people,
arrow like straight as an arrow. Cool arrow, it’sthe only English my father knows.”

“I’ve never heard that before,” the gringo clerk says. “Cool Arrow, that’d be a good
name for my boat.”

| take the wheel and start driving home to San Juan. My Old Man'’s going through his

wallet, checking cards and numbers he has written on slips of paper.
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“None of this would have happened if you' d of been home instead of haciéndote pendejo
in Monterrey,” my Old Man says.

“What'd | do? | didn’t even know you guys were getting more cuernos de chivos for
comandante Goyo,” | say.

“My compadre Goyo isn’'t the only one who can have an AK. These were for me,” my
Old Man says. “If you' d have been around, you could have gone with Onésimo to talk to that
pinche gringo at the gun shop instead of me.”

“But then wouldn’t | have gotten arrested?’

“It would have been your first offense. You'd of gotten off light,” my Old Man says then
points for meto take aleft.

“That way’sthe bridge,” | say.

“1 know,” my Old Man says.

“The judge says you' re not supposed to leave the country,” | say.

“Que chinguen asu madre,” he says.

| pay the .75 cents for the toll at the bridge expecting ATF agents to come storming out at
any second. We cross into Mexico without notice. Thisisthelast time my Old Man crosses the
international bridge. A week later, | enroll into alaw school in Reynosa, the Universidad
Mexico Americano del Norte. | never even go back to Monterrey to pack up my clothes and

belongings.
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CHAPTER VI

After jJumping bail on the gun charge, my Old Man moves my family permanently to
Reynosa. We stay afew weeks at the hotel EI Camino, and then my mom and dad go out and
buy a house. The house my Old Man, mom, little brother Danny, and | movein to in the El
Pargque subdivision is not atract house like the one in Monterrey. The house in Monterrey was
old and in a poor neighborhood and my Old Man was able to buy it for alittle more than the
price of agood used truck. The housein Reynosais aresidence, athirty-eight million peso
residence, in an exclusive neighborhood built for engineers who work for the Commission
Federal de Electricidad, the light company.

Oursisthe only two story home on the block—hell, oursis the only fortress on the block.
In front, on the left, there is a small balcony over the garage leading out from one of the
bedrooms. The windows looking out from the two upstairs bedrooms to the street are
rectangular dlits a half meter high and two meters wide. The balcony and the upstairs windows
thus provide perfect position and cover for shooting down into the street. The house is boxed in
on either side and the rear by athree meter high brick fence with shards of glass encrusted into
thetop ring. Thereisno chance of being flanked by anyone trying to storm the house from the
front because we install steel gates on either side to seal the gaps between the house and the brick
fence. Thefront of the house is protected by a four meter high wrought iron gate. The only way
into the house from the street is through the front door. There are long thin windows on either

side of the front door filled with decorative glass. Anybody shooting from these windows can
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protect the front door for aslong as the ammunition holds up, with plenty of cover from anyone
shooting back.

The front yard is not very big which reduces the kill zone beyond the main gate. Thisis
why the upstairs windows and balcony are so important. If anyone can get past the iron gate, al
the fighting will have to be done from the first floor. The front yard is small to make room for
the huge back yard behind the house. Thereis a semi-Olympic three meter deep swimming pool
in our backyard. Next to the pool is athatched roof palapa providing shade for abrick BBQ pit.
The two bedrooms on the ground floor open up to the pool area through sliding glass doors.
Each of the upstairs bedrooms has bal conies the size of the lower rooms looking out over the
pool. My Old Man seals off the gap between the two ground floor bedrooms by having a glass
encased dining area built that looks out to the pool. On top of the new dining area, my Old Man
buildsa TV room where we get the porn channels off the satellite dish. Behind the house and
next to the pool is a dressing room and shower. In thisroom my father sets up his office and
receives people to discuss business.

Thisisour new home, bought and paid for, and it’ s better than anyplace | ever stayed at
inthe U.S. Suddenly, we're likeroyalty. Before Reagan and Bush declared the war on drugs,
everyone in town thought that traffickers were scumbags who poisoned children. Then, thanks
to Reagan, the price of every drug that the U.S. is attacking goes up, and now everyone wants to
become a cop or join aclicka. Pot, coke, Quaaludes, heroin, speed, everything is priced up three,
four, five, times as much as you could get before the U.S. launched its newest plan to keep
brown people poor. And the supply of drugsis on the rise because now guys move dope using
the airstrips and roads the gringos made in South Americato aid some fuckers called the

Contras. The price on the street keeps going up and up with each antidrug commercial the U.S.
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puts out, while the price down south remains ridiculously cheap because of the volume of
business they’ re doing. People are making connections to guys who buy shit by the tons. | hear
names of places like Compton Detroit Atlanta Boston Brooklyn Kansas City from guysin the
sierrawhose main source of electricity comes from car batteries and gas generators.

Guys start to work together to make money off all the new markets opening up north by
forming “clickas,” kind of like social cliques, but with guns. Some guy goes north to work a
construction site and meets a gringo stoner paying a hundred bucks for a quarter ounce of pot.
These guys get to talking and figure they can make some money if they can get their hands on a
few pounds of weed on aregular basis. The worker returns to México saying he knows a client
in the U.S. who will buy aload of pot. Another guy has a compadre or brother in law who works
in the Federal and can provide security for anything they move. These guys get together with
another guy who drives a semi-rig and through the cop friend they make a connection with some
grower inthesierra. All of a sudden these guys are trafficking drugs, moving money, and paying
off thelaw. The newspapers and law enforcement call this organized crime. On the street we
call it opportunity.

Of course, there' s always the threat of someone trying to rob or shake down these clickas.
Violenceisalast resort in any business, but it happens, no matter if you're selling drugs or
dresses. Dead bodies aways make amess of things. Some stupid mother fucker rips someone
off and gets himself killed then the next thing you know, newspapers are splashing grisly
pictures of bloated corpses on the front page and running editorials on the lack of law and order,
getting the town people all riled up. Then the gossip chain and the finger pointing start and
there’ s more bodies on the front page. Some do-gooder club like the church starts taking up a

collection for the victim'’s family and public outrage grows into protesting in the streets shouting
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out names of crooked cops—all thisfuss over athieving son of a bitch who wasn’'t worth a shit
alive. Then the cops haveto pay off the reporters to keep their names out of the papers, which
gives the leyes another excuse to shake down the usual suspects for abigger mordida. And now
no one wants to work because it’s so hot, which stops the flow of cash. No one needs police
poking around making business more expensive to operate or the town people out blocking up
streets embarrassing us all, so amiddle man, or what Beto calls aliaison, is needed to settle
disputes between police and everyone working in trafficking. The guy who provides this service
for any particular region is said to have the plaza. My Old Man has the plazain Reynosa.

A lot needs settling by my Old Man. Issues like how much isfair for the Federal to
charge a guy for wearing a gun around town while he readies aload for crossing. Or, should the
state police be allowed to charge tax for aload passing through the town of Rio Bravo if the
Federal has already been paid to ensure the load all the way to the river? Thisis the type of
problem that comes up more often than people think. What do you do with a guy who se bafio —
un bafo or bafarse, like take a bath, means to rip someone off or to take more than your sharein
somedeal. Youcan't just leave him lyingin the street. These issues have to be settled through
the guy who holds the plaza. Trafficking is called lamovida, or now more recently la mafia,
because you aways have something to move —drugs, money, weapons, people—and you have to
be tricky about it. Every region the merchandise passes through on its way to the buyers up
north in the states has to be arreglado, fixed, so the loads can get through without falling. Some
guys try to work without arreglando la plaza by using ingenious clavos, secret compartments,
and thisis called trabgjando alabrava. These guys only enjoy afew good runs before the law
figures out there’s a double floor on the trailer or the pottery is loaded with pot and takes

everything away from them. Then these guys have to go through who ever has la plazato get
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their shit back. So basically, my Old Man is the guy people see when they need to pay off the
cops whether it be before or after a crime is committed.

We have afull staff working the house now. During the day, my mom and a couple of
maids run the kitchen and clean up the rest of the place. At night, the male staff comes on and
we start receiving people for business. Guys from different clickas and law enforcement
agencies come by the house every night. | make them check their guns at the door and tell them
to take a seat on the wrap-around couch in the living room. Sometimes | have a comandante
from the Federa sitting next to a drug runner from Michoacan, and these mortal enemies haveto
act like they’ rein Sunday school aslong as they’ re under my Old Man’s roof. Whether they be
leyes or mafiosos, they always slip me some cash, coke, weed, jewelry, bottles of cognac
whatever they think will get them to see my Old Man faster. | pass the guys who bring me weed
to the head of theline. | smoke the best colas that pass through Reynosa now that we' ve moved
into the new house.

El Compadrito —we call him that because he has a habit of calling everybody
“compadrito”—a former waiter at La Maada, sees who wants awhiskey highball then scurries
to the kitchen on his stubby legs to fetch the drinks. Polo is my Old Man’'s compadre from back
in the days when we were living in Houston making collections for don Celestino. Polo heard
my Old Man isdoing all right and came down looking for work. He used to peddle smack in
Houston for don Celestino. Now he' s our cook. Beto screens our guests to see what business
they have on hand then conferences over it with my Old Man in the back room. My Old Man
decides what’ sfair for these guysto pay or receive for whatever they need fixed and Beto works
out the details. Then my Old Man receives his guests “no mas para saludar” and everyone gets

high for the rest of the night celebrating the deal.
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We have more guys working for us. Even though everyone who comes to the house is
looking for afavor and bearing gifts, swearing undying loyalty and all around gratitude just for
an audience with my Old Man, we suddenly need asmall army of body guards. | really don’'t see
why we need all the extraguns. The traffickers just want to work and the cops just want to get
paid, but my Old Man insists that everyoneis out to get him. From all over Mexico, he's
recruited ex-cops and soldiers as his pistoleros. We have Cesar from the Huasteca Potosina who
used to be a state police officer in San Louis until he robbed the Aztec Money Exchange housein
Monterrey. Cesar isfair skinned and can easily pass for an Irishman because of histhin red hair.
Cesar came with two other guys, Hernan and El PocaVVoz. Hernanisin histwenties and has
almond shaped eyes that shrink to nothing when he gets high. When this happens, we call
Hernan el Vietnames. El PocaVoz talksin awhisper and isan ignorant son of abitch. Heis
short, dark, and sports the thickest blackest hair | have ever seen. | gave Cesar, Hernan, and El
Poca Voz their AK-47' s when they first came to work at the house, and €l PocaVoz, likea
pendgjo, goes and chambers a bullet while my back isturned to him. If | had had agun on mel
would have shot him dead.

Panchito Martel isfrom Tamazunchale but | call the town Thomas and Charlie just to
fuck with him. Panchito wears his pants low under his pot belly. His gut hangs out so much
over his belt that it looks like he is on the verge of tipping over. He looks more like he should be
selling fruit on the side of the road instead of guarding the front gate, but he can pull agun and
empty aclip into anything he points at faster than atransit cop can take amordida. Panchito was
also a cop in his home town before he came to work for us, but he had to leave his job after he

tortured some rich guy’s son to death while trying to get a bigger mordida.
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These guys are cool —except for el Poca Voz—and they always share any coke that they
score or give me al the weed they can get their hands on, and each and every one of them swears
that they will lay down their lives for me and my Old Man should any shit start. But of all the
guys who work for my Old Man, Tofio isthe only one | trust enough to be my pareja, partner.
Onelook at Toflo and anyone can tell that he is adirect descendant of some barefoot Aztec
warrior who ran through the jungle carrying fresh fish for Montezuma s lunch. Tofio isfrom
Mazatlan Sinaloawhere he was in the marines before being discharged for getting into a
shootout with the Federal in the red light district over some whores. Tofio smokes weed with me
—the other guysjust like to do coke and drink—and knows how to roll joints better than any
mariguano | have ever met.

My Old Man takes these guys on the road with him when he travels to other plazas.
Everywhere el comandante Castillo del Rey gets transferred to, my Old Man goes in and sets up
ameeting with the local drug dealers so they can figure out who is going to pay what to the feds.
Cadtillo offers the same deal to everyone: they can pay a set price for seventy-two hours of
desimulo—looking the other way and playing dumb in the office for three days. The mafiosos
can move as much of their merchandise as they can out of the area during that time. After the
three day lay off is complete, al deals are done and any load being moved isfair game. My Old
Man gets a cut of the action from the dealers and his compadre Castillo.

Between semesters and holidays—Mexico has alot of holidays—I travel around with my
Old Man and Beto to these meetings. These aren’t fun trips where we drink and sing love
ballads like we did when we traveled to Los Ramones that time and stole all those sheep. On
these trips we ride in a caravan of two or three cars filled with guys bug-eyed and lock jawed

from too much coke, toting AK-47's. Seldom do we talk about anything other than whether
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whoever we' re about to meet might try something. Mostly we ride in silence with the occasional
sound of the dropping of safeties on our guns when a car passes us on the highway.

| get to meet the guys who have the plazain all kinds of different cities and townsin
Mexico. Therearealot of guys who have set upslike el comandante Goyo has in Durango, and
a bunch of other guys who do work like my Old Man. | meet Jaime Espinoza (El Colorado)
from Guadal g arawho is the magjor buyer of all the pot grown in the sierra of Jalisco. | meet €l
comandante Villalon who heads the federal police in Uruapan, Michoacan. Villalon provides
protection for the Villmontes family who control most of the pot and all of the cocaine that
passes through the state. | meet El Toro de Oro who runs the state of San Louis Potosi and who
recommended Cesar, Hernan, and el PocaVVoz. | meet Don Angel, El Dr. Alegria, who runs the
biggest operation of al these guys. Don Angel’sterritory is based in the state of Sinaloa, but
stretches all the way to Tijuanain the north and Jalisco in the south. He owns the Hotel Las
Americas where we stayed that time with el comandante Castillo and Don Gato and the rest.
These guys run clickas down south, and they all need to be able to pass their merchandise up
north. Working through Castillo del Rey, we're providing safe passage for so many guys that we
don’t have to run loads of our own anymore. We get acut from all the tons and tons of weed and
cocaine the feds let pass through their checkpoints and everyday there is a new comandante who
wants to work and a new mafnoso who wants to buy them off. Businessis good.

Not everyone is happy with the new policies the U.S. is pushing on Mexico. The guys
from Mexican customs are starting to worry about a free trade agreement between the U.S,,
Mexico, and Canada. Thistrade agreement, NAFTA, liftsthetariff on alot of the stuff that used

to be fayuca, contraband: perfume, whiskey, frozen chicken, etc. The aduanales are seeing a
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drop in their mordidas. So many aduanales are ditching work and coming over to our house in
their green uniformsthat it looks like tryouts for Peter Pan are taking place in our living room.
First the agents working lalinea, the ling, come by complaining that all the fayuqueros are
demanding to pay less for their contraband. The agents say that the contrabandistas threaten to
wait till the tariff islifted to pass their goods if the aduanales don’t cooperate.

Then the comandantes from the aduana show up at our house along with their
subordinates. The comandantes complain that the line agents are kicking up less mordidas on
every shift. Theline agents argue that they can’t kick up more mordidasif the fayuqueros refuse
to pay. The comandantes are afraid they are going to be transferred to some place in the interior
where there are no fayuqueros to put the bite on if they don’t keep up their paymentsto the
directors and other higher upsin the state department. We hear these guys cry al night, night
after night, over how it’s the end of the aduana and how they have been betrayed by their own
government and sold out to the gringos. Then the head of the Sindicato de la Aduana comes by
our house.

Carlos Ruiz Pequefio is the head of the Mexican Customs Workers Union, € Sindicato
National dela Aduana. Ruiz Pequefio is one of the main guys who helped me get into school in
Monterrey. When he shows up at our door, | escort him directly to see my Old Man and
personally serve him his drinks for the rest of the night.

“It’ sthe end of an era, Don Julio,” Ruiz Peguefio saysto my Old Man. He staresinto his
whiskey highball, swirling the drink around before taking along pull. “But it could be the
beginning of a better time for al of usif we could just manage to help get un amigo into Los

Pinos.”
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“The Presidential elections are still acouple of years away,” my Old Man says. “We
won't know who'll bein chargetill then. All my friends in the Federal and anyone el se working
for the government shares your same worries, but what can we do? We just have to wait like
always for whoever comes with their hand out after the elections, and then work will pick up
again.”

“I'm afraid it’s not going to be like that this time around,” Ruiz Pequefio says. “This new
treaty with the gringos will cause the aduanato disappear and be replaced by Hacienda, the
treasury department.”

“Well, when that happens, we'll make some calls, find someone who knows someone
else, and get you guys jobs with Hacienda,” my Old Man says, then snaps his fingers and points
to Ruiz Pequefio’sglass so | can refill it.

“That won't help either,” Beto says. Beto is sitting on awing chair in the corner gnawing
away at the skin around his finger nails. “The new trade agreement lifts the tariffs on so many
goods that the only mordidas to collect will be for guns and ammunition.”

My father turns to Ruiz Pequefio who nods and says, “It’s the end of the fayuca business
forever, Don Julio. But it doesn’t mean we' re necessarily finished collecting mordidas. We can
still make aliving off of all the contraband traveling to South America, but we need afriend in
the presidency.”

“Mr. Ruiz Pequefio believes that if we back the person who wears the Presidential sash, it
will be our pockets that will befilled,” Beto says to my Old Man.

“1 have some friends in Tampico who head up different workers unions,” Ruiz Pequefio

says. He wets hislips and looks around the room, stares at the door like he’s expecting it to burst
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open and then says, “| have El Kino, the head of the Petréleos Mexicanos Union, willing to back
us.”

My Old Man looks from Ruiz Pequefio to Beto, who nods his head yes.

“And we can get even more support, but it takes money,” Ruiz Pequefio says. “Money and
people win elections, Don Julio, and | believe there is no one better than you to help with this
cause.”

“I"ll match whatever everyone else hasto pay,” my Old Man says.

“Thisisalittle different than securing a plaza, Don Julio,” Beto says. “Mr. Ruiz Pequefio
would like for you to convince e comandante Goyo in Durango, El Colorado in Jalisco, and
especially Don Angel in Sinaloa and the rest of the people in our line of work around the country
to contribute to this cause. If we have the presidency secure, then we can name whatever
comandante we want to whatever region we want.”

“Then, thiswould help my compadre Castillo del Rey, right?’ my Old Man says. “We
can get him named Primer Comandante?’

“Sure,” Ruiz Pequeiio says. “We can do all of that, but | thought you would prefer to be
named Primer Comandante yourself, Don Julio.”

“No, let my compadre Castillo do it. He likes playing cop,” my Old Man says. “But why
should just the mafiosos have to pay? | think the comandantes who want to keep working after
the new president takes office should kick something into the pot too.”

“You're absolutely right,” Ruiz Pequefio says. “That was the second part of the plan. |
was just about to bring that up.”

“More than money, we still need votesiif this plan is going to work,” Beto says. The

meat around his fingers is amost completely raw and he has to wrap a napkin around his finger
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tips before he can continue speaking. “We need for Don Angel and the rest to convince their
peoplein the sierrato vote for our candidate. With these votes and funding from these gentlemen
we can ensure at least six years of uninterrupted business for anyone who supports us.”

“These men believe in you, Don Julio,” Ruiz Pequefio says. “If you can get them to help
us out, then | can promise that El Kino will get everyone who works in Petréleos and every other
union in the Republic’s vote. We'll have direct access to Los Pinos, Don Julio. We'll berich.”

“You're damn right these guys believe in me. | have my name and people have to respect
it. I can get my compadre Castillo and my compadre Angel, el Colorado, and everyone elseto
back this plan as long as you can promise that we get to say what comandante goes where for the
next six years,” my Old Man says. Herises and shakes Ruiz Pequefio’s hand.

| follow Beto into the bathroom and watch him run cool water over his tender fingers.
Beto is smiling despite the fact that at least one of hisfinger nails has pried off.

“What's Los Pinos?’ | ask.

“That’s what the President’ s house is called in Mexico City,” Beto says.

“And you guys are going to fix the elections so you can be in tight with the President,” |
say. “lsn’t that alot for us? | mean, we just barely got the plaza. Why not just keep on like this?’

“And when the new government gets in to power and your dad’s compadre Castillo is
transferred to some desk, what are we going to do then?’” Beto says.

“We can run our own loads again,” | say. “Someone we know always gets hamed
comandante sooner or later anyway, so what's the difference?’

“If this works out the way we' ve planned, Johnny, every comandante in the Republic will
have to pay us a mordida along with all the mafiosos,” Beto says.

“We'll be like don Coroleone in the Godfather,” | say.
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Beto laughs. “Thisis going to be better than any movie. It’s better than being any
‘Godfather.”” Beto throws the towel over my head and starts to spin me around and says, “We're
going to berich.”

| know we can do this. When | was akid, afew years back, my Old Man helped this guy
named Ramsey, who was this Chicano politician everyone was afraid was going to win the
governor'sracein Texas. He was running against this old guy named Clements. Clements's
people—some guy named Karl—call Ramsey and tell him they’ ve put three tons of pot on his
farm: Ramsey can either take the pot and throw the election or he can stay in the race and get
busted for the pot—either way there wasn't going to be a Mexican in the Governor’'s mansion in
Texas. Ramsey caled my Old Man and the pot disappeared amost as fast as his support at the
ballot box.

We get out of the bathroom and go back to my Old Man’s office. He and Beto start
figuring out who they’re going to call first. | tell el Compadrito to serve around of highballs.
There are more people who need to see my Old Man. | go back to checking guns at the door for
awhile then step out to smoke ajoint with Toflo. We stand on the curb in front of the house
watching our guest sitting in the living room through the decorative glass.

Tofo peelsthefoil paper off the wrapper around a pack of cigarettes. Once thefoil isal
off, Tofio crumples the paper over and over until it is soft enough to use asrolling paper. Thisis
called smoking ‘en canal.” A lot of mariguanosin Mexico smoke like this because the cops will
dap the shit out of anyone they catch with rolling papers. The joint tastes harsh and makes me
cough for the first few tokes.

“You know, Tofio, very soon we won't have to smoke en canal ever again,” | say. “Soon

things are going to get awhole lot better around here.”
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Tonfo takes the joint from me and inhales. He lets alittle smoke drift out of his mouth
then sucks it up through his nose and says, “There’ s nothing better than this.”

| hear laughter from inside the house. My Old Man isin the living room whistling for e
Compadrito to bring him awhiskey highball. He shakes hands with the men who have been
waiting. Everyoneison their feet with ahighball in their hand. Polo isin the kitchen beating
avocados into guacamole. Panchito is standing by the door trying to adjust the strap on his AK-
47. Cesar, Hernan, and El Poca Voz are following my Old Man around the living room like
shadows, AK-47 packing shadows. Everyoneissmiling, drinking, laughing. Banda music starts
to come over the stereo from the upstairs TV room. In acorner, al by himself, Beto sits

gnawing away at the meat around his fingernails.
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CHAPTER IX

Everybody is doing something productive now that my Old Man has the plaza. My
oldest brother, Chema, is opening a nightclub in McAllen. Chema plansto have live bands
perform in the club. Real big name acts, like LaMafia, Mazz, as well as new talents like that
little ruca from Corpus named Selena who supposedly has the nicest assin Texas, are all dated
to feature at C City.

My sister, Lupe, left her gringo husband and is now doing the interior design for the club.
She’ s shopping her ass off, buying up designer table cloths, carpeting, lights —ong fucking
expensive racks of lights that move in waves to the beat of the music—velvet ropes, center
pieces, glasses, bar equipment to make sureit will be afirst rate night club, right down to gold
plaited keys for the front door.

My other brother, Julio, is building some stablesin Alamo to house all the horses my Old
Man has been receiving as gifts. Julio does the shoeing, breaking, reigning, feeding, grooming,
and hauling for my Old Man’s horses. When Julio’s not busy with our stock, he hasto travel to
different ranchesin the U.S. and Mexico to shoe our father’s compadre’ s horses.

My brother Ralph has adeal with different car lotsin Houston. The car dealers give
Ralph carsthey can’t sell and he brings them down to the Valley before the deal erships report
them stolen. From the Valley, Ralph and | cross the cars into Reynosa and | sell them to cops or
to guys who work in the D.A.’s office —anyone with a badge can drive ahot car in Mexico. | get

acouple of hundred bucks for each car and Ralph keeps whatever the deal ership kicks back from
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the insurance claims. | know Ralph is making at least twice as much as me on the deals, but |
can’'t say shit because he's older and has afamily.

Even my little brother Danny is doing his part to adjust to the move to Reynosa. Every
morning, Danny drives his Z-28 Camaro across the international bridge to the ninth grade
campus of PSJA on old 83. Danny is only fourteen and looks every bit of twelve behind the
whed of the Camaro, but the Customs agents at the bridge can’t even give him aticket for
driving without alicense as long as he can show them his papers. After afew weeks, Danny
says the agents don’t even bother to ask if he's an American citizen and just wave him through.
US customs agents are federal and have no jurisdiction over state laws so akid can drive a car
across the border or someone can drive shit faced drunk across the border and not hear a peep out
of the migra aslong as they can say “American citizen” and be convincing. Yeah, everyoneis
doing something productive.

At home, the guys who party with my Old Man show up and take off around the clock.
It's not just comandantes or aduanal es and traffickers hanging out at the house anymore. Now

we have lawyers, doctors, engineers, journalist, editors from magazines like Impacto and Que

Hacer Politico, Senators, Delegados and everyone else who call himself ajournalist or works for
the government. Everybody wants to make sure they have a hueso —a bone, that’s what they call
government jobs—in the next administration. Word’s out that my Old Man is going to be even
more “bien parado” than he already is once the new sexefio begins, so people come by and kiss
up to don Julio. They ask for my Old Man to baptize their babies, be godfather at their

daughter’ s wedding, come to their son’s graduation —anything to build a bond, become compadre

to the man with al the palancas.
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Partying hard is a Mexican’s favorite way to get in good with someone. And this seems
to work out fine for these guys because they’re al incorrigible drunks who have discovered that
cocaine allows a man to drown himself in drinks and not pass out. Thisis called “tomando con
truco.” So many people comein and out of my house that | can only grab afew hours sleep here
and there, mostly just little naps while sitting on the couch or achair. | sleep in my clothes. On
one of these days, | thought | had lucked out because, aside from the music and loud talk coming
from the back room, the house is relatively quiet. 1t'snoon and I’'m lying in bed. I've only been
asleep for acouple of hours after spending the night at La Majada waiting for Ralph to deliver
some cars.

| feel ahand come down hard on my leg. | wake with a start, throwing punches at the air
around me. The bed sheets start to slip out from under me and I’ m rolled off the bed onto the
floor. Before | can decide which way isup, | hear my Old Man say, “Why isit aways so hard
for you to wake up?”’

“l was asleep.”

“But that’s all you ever do.”

“Slegp ain’'t al that bad. Y OU should try it sometime.”

“Maybe | would if | could get some help around here.”

I’m about to point out that I’m on the job more than the paid help when | notice Beto
picking up the spilled bed sheets and gathering up my boots. | knuckle the slegp out of my eyes
and get myself off the floor. Memo Vasquez is standing in the doorway and | can hear the living
room behind him filling with voices.

“Get yourself fixed up then come out here,” my Old Man says then leaves the room.
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| take my boots from Beto and ask what’ s going on, but Beto just grins and follows
Memo and my dad into the living room.

El Compadrito, Polo, and El Chaparro are sitting around the breakfast table with their
heads held in their palms. The pistoleros are dert and standing their posts; Tofio is dozing
slumped over the counter, and El Poca Voz is leaning shut eyed against the nearest wall. Inthe
living room, a dozen men form a half circle facing me as | come out of the bedroom. These guys
have been here all night and their clothesfit loose, their shirts are streaked with spilled whiskey,
and more than a few have specks of piss sprinkled down their pant’sleg. Therest of the groupis
made up of clean shaven guysin cheap suits. My dad and thislittle vigito in abig suit are at the
center of the group. The old guy has aface like a Volkswagen beetle with its doors open. His
eyes bulge behind thick green tinted glasses that are held up by funnel shaped ears. Hisnoseis
sharp but islost by the enormity of his mouth. His features are so in contrast with his dainty
frame that he looks more like afreak show midget dressed up to bark the crowd at acarniva
than afedera judge.

My Old Man introduces him as el Licenciado Aruelio Mijares. Heissmall and frail and
looks like he has been dead a long time but someone forgot to tell him. Everything about this
man smells of smoke, and his moldy lemon colored skin is cold and clammy as he stretches my
hand and says, “Mucho gusto, joven,” like the fuckin’ grim reaper.

“El Licenciado Mijaresisthe new Juez de Distrito,” my Old Man says. “He'sjust in
from Michoacan.”

“Oh, Licenciado, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m at your service for aslong asyou'rein

our town.”
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“I’ll hold you to your word,” Mijares says then lights a cigarette with the butt of hislast
cigarette. | take the butt out of Mijares’s hand and smash it out in the nearest ash tray.

“Your father has given consent for you to come and work for me at the Juzgado. Now |
know your father isrich enough for you to have no need for ajob, but it isimportant for a young
law student like yourself to be acquainted with the inner workings of the legal system.” Mijares
turns to the men on either side of him and says, “We must support the efforts of our young for
they will someday bein our place.” The suits and drunks snap to attention then nod solemnly.

| turn and look from my dad, to Beto, then to Memo Vasquez and the rest of the men
standing in my living room and they’ re all smiling and wagging their heads like some one just
got tricked into fucking a transvestite.

“El Licenciado Mijares has something for you,” my Old Man says.

Mijares finishes his cigarette then fumbles inside his suit pockets for abit and pulls out
an index card with the green white and red sash of the Mexican flag slashed diagonally across
thefront. “Asan official employee of the Mexican Federal Government, you will need proper
identification.”

| take the card and read silently: “Poder Judicial Federal. Beit known to all authorities
both civil and military that the bearer of this document is an employee of the Republic of Mexico
and entitled to all rights and considerations granted in the Constitution for the successful exercise
of hisduties.” The cardisfilled out in my name with Mijares' s signature in dark brown cursive
scroll as the authorizing entity behind my appointment. When | finish reading and ook up, the
men in the circlefal in around me. My Old Man isthefirst to hug and congratulate me then the
others take turns, hugging me, patting me on the back, and reminding me not to forget “los

pobres.”
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El Compadrito, Chaparro, Polo and the rest of the guys snap awake and start refilling
whiskey glasses. Memo Vasguez and Beto take me off to one side while the rest of the menin
the room turn to congratulate my Old Man for —shit, | guess for raising me.

“What’'s going on,” | ask holding up my new I.D. card.

“You just got acharola,” Memo says. “You've got yourself afederal hueso to chew on.”

“But what the hell am | supposed to do?”

“Learnto act like alawyer,” Beto says. “Take money from people and do nothing in
return.”

“There're al kinds of ways to make money in a court house, Johnny. And there are so
many viegjas working in a court house that you won't have time to fuck them all,” Memo says,
then he goes dark. He pulls out a black 9mm Browning High-Power from his waist band and
holds it in the palms of his hands. “This gun has killed five men. | wanted to retire it after | shot
it out with El Bigotes but | had to find the right person to passit on to.” Memo hands me his
gun. | movethe slide and see that thereisabullet in the chamber. | push the safety up then slip
the gun into my waistband. Memo takes off his belt and pulls off aleather case with two extra
clips and hands them over to me.

“That gun’s never failed me, Johnny. | wouldn’t giveit to you if | didn’'t have faithinit.”

“Thanks alot Memo, but are you sure you want to give up such athing?’

Memo holds up his pam and says, “No, you' [l be doing me afavor. Fiveis enough.”

“I’ve got another gun for Memo,” my Old Man says. | hadn’t even noticed he was
standing next to me when Memo was giving me the gun. “1 always said that the day one of my

sons started wearing a gun would be the last time | could ever get anight’s sleep. Don’t give me
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cause for any more worry, you hear me? | don’t want to know of you getting into any fights or
showing off. That shit’s for pendejos.”

“l won't let you guys down.”

“l won't let you guys down,” my Old Man repeats after me. “Just embarrass me by
letting yourself get caught smoking that pinche yerba while you' re working at the court house y
me las vas a pagar.”

“l don't ever carry any mota on me other than in my head.”

My Old Man steps in and grabs me by the arm. “That shit stops right now.”

“El Licenciado Mijares would like to have adrink with both of you,” Beto says poking
his head between me and my Old Man.

Mijares chugs four more whiskey high-balls and smokes a cigar before he declares lunch
time over and the cheap suits file out of the house. From the curb | promise to report to the court
house the next day at 9:00 o’clock. Theliving room is cleared by the time | make it back in the
house but | can hear slurred conversations between hurried sniffs and exhaling sighs coming
from the back room.

| corner el Poca V oz in the kitchen and pull out my new badge and pressit against his
forehead.

“Poder Judicial Federal, mother fucker.” | diginto his breast pocket and pull out a
hundred dollar bill folded in a coke pouch. | unfold the bill and do two big bumps off the end of
a butter knife then passit to Tofio. | grab my keys and a beer for the road and head over to

Cristina' s house to tell her about my new job.
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Cristina s thrilled over the news. She dances a cumbia around her sister’s kitchen,
shaking that beautiful ass of hers and swishing her boobs about like a stripper. She says we can
get married in ayear or two.

“Why in ayear or later? Why not now or five years from now?”

“We can’t get married now so soon after you got thisjob. Everyone will say | just
married you because you got a good job. Y ou want everyone to think I’'m an interesada? And
five yearsistoo long to wait.”

“Interested? In what? Who would think that you would marry me just because | got a
chauffer’sjob?”

“It’ swith the Federal isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, everyone knows that any job with the Federal is as good as a magic lamp.”

“So you do want to marry me for my job.”

Cristina' s eyes ream with tears. “Please don’t say that.” She wraps her arms around her
chest and bends her head and beginsto sob. | pull her into my arms.

“Hey, | wasjust kidding around. | didn’t mean it.”

Cristina buries her head in my chest and says, “I’ ve got something to tell you. | want you
to hear it from me instead of someone else.”

My face burns and my head fills with thoughts of Cristinawith another man and | want to
pull my new 9mm and shoot her in the face.

“What did you do?’ | ask hugging her closer.

“When we first started going out, | wasn't attracted to you.”

“So you'd go out with other guys?’
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Cristinajerks her head up and nearly hits me on the chin in the process. “No, | would
never do something like that to you.” The angry look goes out of her eyes and | can see adlight
blush coming on. “It'sjust that | wasn’'t sureif | liked you for a boyfriend, but I still kept going

out with you because | was bored and you always take me to nice places and buy me flowers and

things.”

“So it’sal about me taking you out and spending money on you?”’

“It was. In the beginning. But now | just care about you. | —you know.”

“You what”

“You know.”

“Tel methen.”

“You haven't told me.”

“I love you, Cristina. | love you more than I'll ever love anyone ever again for aslong as
| live”

Cristinalooks up and presses her mouth to mine. We kiss long and hard and when we
finish Cristinasighs and says, “Y o tambien.”

“Redlly, Cristina? Y ou love me? Y ou love me like that —like man and wife type of love?
Y ou love me enough to do —to do eso?’

“Well, when we' re married we can do ‘eso’ all we want.”

“Really? Let’s get married now.”

“No. In ayear or two. | don’'t even have to imagine what people would say if we got
married now.” We kiss again and my hard on wants to break out of my Levi’s. Cristinadoesn’'t

move away like she usually does when | get thisexcited. She dlips one of her legs between mine
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and grinds against me those parts of hers that means she' s serious. When we stop kissing,
Cristinalooks up and says, “1 just hope | can hold out for another year.”

| try to wrap her in my arms again but she bites me on the lip and pulls away.

“No, that’s enough for now,” she says holding me at arm’ s length.

“Oh, come on, just alittle more.”

“No, that’s enough. Look at you, what if Linda comes out of her room?”’

| look down to my pants and see the wet spot growing at the end of my hard on.

“Come back tomorrow and we'll make plans for our wedding.”

| kiss Cristina again and we finish with her biting my lower lip till she draws blood. The
blood |eaves a copper taste in my mouth, but it’s worth it to hear her say that a year seems like an
awful long time.

| got ajob. My girl just told me she loved me. | want to do something to celebrate, but it
doesn’t seem right to go to the whore house. Besidesit’'s a school night and I’ ve got classes. |
nose my Mustang toward the International bridge but instead of turning into one of the toll
booths, | head south on Guerrero street. | skirt the Zona Rosa then turn left on Colon toward the
Central de Autobuses. | take aright on Javier Mina and follow the street till it ends at the
railroad tracks. | park my Mustang and cross the tracks on foot into the vecindad where El Pecas
lives. This part of town isknown as La Canta Ranas.

La Canta Ranas runs along the railroad tracks under el Puente Elevado up to la central de
autobuses. The coloniais made up of cinder block rooms that were abandoned when the red
light zone moved to the edge of town on Aldama Street. Squatters took over the cantinas and
whore houses and made vecindades. El Pecas livesin acomplex where five families share a

bathroom and a court yard.
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El Pecas'sroomisdivided intwo. There' sastove, refrigerator, atin Coronatable and a
few fold-out chairsin the back part of the room. In the other half of the room, through a sheet
covered doorway, is adouble sized bed. El Pecas was yanked out of this bed one night by the
Judicial del Estado. The state police was investigating the murder of a guy who had been
stabbed 17 times. A six year old witness placed the victim with El Pecas before he was found
dead. The Judicia busted into El Pecas' s room, blindfolded him, and loaded him up into a
Suburban before he could even wake up. El Pecas says all he can remember is screaming “Quien
es? Quien es?’ before the pain rained down and it went dark. The Judicial beat the shit out of El
Pecas for three days before they realized they had the wrong guy. El Pecas has slept on the floor
ever since that night. | sleep on this bed sometimes when | can get away from my house.

El Pecas works at a gasoline station on the corner of Colon and Bravo by day and studies
law at the same school | go to by night. He scratches out aliving by ripping people off at the
pump. Every time someone pullsin for afill-up, El Pecas works the pump to where it doesn’t
fully erase the last purchase. El Pecas pockets what ever he can scam at the pump, but it’s atired
trick that more and more people are picking up on and he sometimes has trouble making enough
to pay for tuition. | help him out by fronting him weed. El Pecas sells ten and twenty thousand
peso ‘tubos’ of weed around El Canta Ranas and we split the take.

| find El Pecas pacing up and down his kitchen with an open law book in one hand and a
lit joint in the other. Heis shirtless and he has the wiry frame of a bantamweight. He haslight
skin and reddish hair on his face and chest. The hair on his head is dark brown and he wears it
slicked back and short around the ears.

“Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, have you studied, Johnny, have you studied?’

“1 went over the chapter afew timeslast night at LaMaada. | think | have it down.”
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“Why’d you study in arestaurant, Johnny? | thought you had to smoke yerbato study.”
El Pecas hands methejoint. “I have to smoke yerbato study, Johnny.”

“Sodo I, but I had sometimeto kill.” | take afew drags off the joint then fan the air with
my new |.d. card from the Juzgado. “Hey, guesswhat? | got anew job.” | hand the card over to
El Pecas and let him read while | smoke.

“Poder Judicial Federal, Johnny, Poder Judicial Federal. Y ou’ve madeit to the big mafia
now, Johnny.”

| smile through a cloud of pot smoke.

“Your dad got you thisjob, Johnny? How’d you get the job, Johnny?”’

“My Old Man called me into the living room and introduced me to the judge. | start work
tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, your dad introduced you and you start tomorrow.” El Pecas stops and
thinks for amoment like selevalaonda. He has ahabit of doing that. “Johnny, | have some
money for you. A half amillion pesos, Johnny. Remember Johnny, from that weed?’ EIl Pecas
goes into the other room and brings the money from under the mattress and starts counting it out
on thetable. “I’ve made it big too, Johnny. I’'m paying off the Federal.”

“Hey, that’sright,” | say then finish off thejoint. “I’m going to have to start taking more
on our split now that I’'m a Feo.”

“Si, Si, Si, that’swhat | was just thinking, Johnny. | was wondering if you were going to
charge me more now.”

We smoke another joint then head to class for our test. At school, our professor changes
our exam to cover adifferent chapter from the one we were assigned to study. | end up having to

fork over haf the money el Pecas paid me to our Professor so that he doesn’t fail us on this
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exam. El Pecasis mad about the exam. He doesn't like to pay for his grades and most times
doesn’'t haveto. El Pecasand | compete for grades, and he always beats me. If | get aseven, he
getsan eight. If | get an eight, he getsaten. | could give mordidasto al my professors and
make better grades than him but then everyone will say | just bought my degree. Everyone says
that anyway, but at least he and | know different. El Pecas wanted to file for are-test, but | went
ahead and gave the professor his bite for the both of us.

“You shouldn’t have given him any money, Johnny.” El Pecas slides low into the seat of
my Mustang and covers his eyes with the palm of hishand. “Y ou should have taken out your
gun and threatened his life, Johnny. Y ou’re a Federal now, Johnny. Y ou can get away with that
kind of shit now. | wish | could do that kind of shit. I'd show the pinche ratas.”

“They barely gave me the charolathismorning,” | say. “1 can’t go threatening people
before | start work.”

“It’snight time already and you’ll be working by tomorrow. Y ou should' ve at least
slapped him upside the head with your badge.”

“Yeah, so everyone can think | got all chiflado because of my new job,” | say nosing my
Mustang through traffic. “I get enough shit about being a spoiled junior because of my dad.”

“1 know you’re not like that, Johnny. | know that you don’t like to abuse what you got.
I’m glad you're not like that. | wouldn’t have started talking to you in classif | thought you were
aspoiled junior.” El PecaslightsaRaleigh. “I watched you for along time before | started
talking to you. | could tell right away you were a mariguano. Ray Ban trooper glasses, even after
it got dark, and the way you' d be all chatty like a parrot one day, then all quiet the next. Once the

whole class was at the snack bar and you were just standing there waiting for your turn, but the
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lady behind the counter asks you what you want first. Everyone just looked at you, Johnny. Do
you remember that?’

| drive through the night traffic smoking ajoint and tell Pecas | don’'t remember, but he
keeps talking anyway.

“There were people ahead of you but the lady asked you what you wanted before
everyone else. Y ou looked around and saw everyone looking. | saw you do that, Johnny. Y ou
looked around then told the lady to give you an orange Joya and then you told her to give
everyone in the class whatever they wanted. Y ou handed the lady a twenty dollar bill and then
just walked away with your soda. Everyone wanted to kiss up to you after that but you'd just go
off and read by yourself like you always do.”

“Those mother fuckers just want to sucker me for the tab. I'll put up when | have to, but |
had enough of that bullshit when | studied in Monterrey.”

“1 know Johnny. I know people kiss up to you al the time because you have money. But
you don't act like arich guy. You don’t humiliate people when you get the chance. I'm glad
you're not like that. But sometimes, like tonight with that pinche rata professor, | wish you were
like that.”

“I"'m not rich. | wish people would add up all we have to pay out to the Feds, Judicial,
and now even senators and congressmen. And maybe everyone wouldn’t think we're just rolling
around in money so much.”

“Your dad pays off the leyes, Johnny. The Federal, the Judicia del Estado, they all get a

cut.
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| take the joint from Pecas and say, “All those mother fuckers come by for their mordida
That pinche Rocha guy from Rio Bravo is a the house every Friday like it’s payday or
something.”

“Senator Rocha from Rio Bravo.”

“Delegado Rocha.”

“Si, si, si, Delegado Rocha from Rio Bravo, and senators —you said senators too—come
by your house for money, Johnny.”

“All the fucking time.”

| turn away from Heron Ramirez street and head west along the canal toward my
neighborhood. “I think the senators and congressmen get a cut for helping us buy a piece of the
presidency.”

“You guys are going to be able to pay off Los Pinos? Y our dad is going to have access to
the President.”

“We get to name what ever comandante to what ever plaza we want as soon as the next
President takes office.”

“You guys are going to have al the plazas.”

“Right.”

“And you got ajob with the Federal now and elections are still over ayear away. La
tienes hecha, Johnny.”

“Asi es.”

“Y ou should’ ve taken out your gun and threatened that professor’ s life, Johnny.”

| pull my Mustang in front of my house and take a few more drags on the joint before |

get off. | lean in through the driver’s side window and tell Pecasto wait while | go in to get
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some more weed for him to sell. | don’t think Pecas will ever try to rip anything off from my
house like the guys in Monterrey did, and I’ ve told him this, but he still refusesto comein. | go
in the house and out the back door to the pool area. | grab ahalf kilo of weed I’ ve got stashed
under the BBQ pit and take it around the side of the house and dlip it to Pecas between the bars.
| go back in and tell my Old Man I’'m going to give afriend aride home. My Old Man makes
me take Tofo with me.

Toro ridesin the back seat with an AK-47 standing between his knees. El Pecasis
rolling ajoint in the passenger’s seat.

“Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, right now when we were at your house, | saw aguy.”

“Which guy wasit? What' d he look like?’

“Tadll, skinny guy. Drives a Chevy Eurosport.”

“That’s Richard,” Tofio says from the back seat.

“Oh, him. That’s just one of my dad’s godsons. He works for Don Angel out of Sinaloa.
He's been hanging around for awhile now.”

“He’' s from my neighborhood, Johnny.”

“Well, he’s moved up. Don Angel loves him like a son and Don Angel runs a big
operation.”

“He used to sell copper and scrap metal when he lived in my neighborhood.”

“Weéll, like | said, he's moved up.”

“Dicen, Johnny, | don’t know but they say Richard killed el Dr. Del Sol.”

“The guy who used to own our school ?’

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, they say the owner of the other law school in town paid Richard to

drive up on amotorcycle and shoot € Dr. Del Sol.”
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“1 remember that hit. The shooter walked up to the house and asked for the Dr. and shot
him at the front door.”

Everything Pecas was saying made sense. Richard talkslike he's from Sinaloaright
down to calling kids plebes and calls everyone compa, and he listens to bandamusic. But | can
tell he'soriginally from Reynosa. He knows that Balboa street is called lalinea del gas because
the gas line runs under it and that my neighborhood is called la coloniade laluz. These are
things only a native of Reynosa knows.

Richard’ s been hanging around my house for the last couple of months. When people
ask, he says he’s on a commission from Culiacan. Richard somehow made it to Sinaloa and got
in good with Don Angel. The engineer who owns the el Bravo, the UMAN’s academic rival, is
from Sinaloa. A hit on someone like &l Dr. Del Sol would have earned Richard an inside track to
anew plaza. That explains how Richard got to Sinaloa but it doesn’t tell me anything about
what he' s doing back in town.

Richard wears his Colt .38 in a Bianchi side holster with six extra clips strapped around
hiswaist. The guys he rides with are decked out in similar rigs along with AK-47's. My Old
Man has been lending him his Crown Victoria ever since Richard came into town. That's my
Old man’sfavorite car. All thistime | thought Richard was some sort of cop.

The next day | wake up late for my first day of work. | gun my Mustang and before | can
make it out of my neighborhood, | get stopped by atransito.

“Lo siento amigo, but I’m late for work,” | say to the cop as | flash him my new badge,
but before | can fish afew dollars out of my pocket to give him amordida, he apologizes for
stopping me.

“Perdon, Licenciado, it wont happen again,” he stammers.
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It takes me half a second to figure out what’s going on then | say, “Quitate a chingar tu

madre.”
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CHAPTER X

Judge Aurelio Mijares comes into office at the Juzgado Sexto de Distrito and
immediately starts firing licenciados, secretaries, and anyone el se he can and replaces them with
some friend or relative from Michoacan. People at the juzgado say they resent me being hired
because the guy who got fired is married and has kids and doesn’t come from awell placed
family like mine. That’swhat people say, but the real reason I’m not well received is because
they figure I’m some sort of spy for the judge. Everyone at the juzgado is worried about being
next on the chopping block.

The judge doesn’'t need me for thistype of dirty work. In histhirty plus years of working
for the Poder Judicial Federal, Judge Aurelio Mijares has learned every dirty underhanded trick
in the book to get someone fired or even prosecuted. Hisfavorite dagger to stick in the back is
hiding expedientes, legal filesthat contain al of the court proceedings for cases that fall under
federal jurisdiction for our district. These files are kept in duplicate, one for the judge to study
and another for the Secretarios, the lawyers heading any of the three penal mesas or the amparo
—writs—sections of the courthouse. The judge likes to come into the courthouse when only the
night watchman’s on duty and sneak an expediente out of some secretary’ s desk and then
casually ask the licenciado to produce the file the next day so they can go over some legal point
together. When the licenciados can’t produce their copy of the expediente, the judge fliesinto a
rage, places them under arrest, and threatens prosecution. By this point, most guys usually break

and beg the judge to accept their immediate and irrevocable resignation. | seealot of people’'s
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careers come to a screeching halt when some expediente “accidently” slips behind a bookshelf or
gets lifted from afiling cabinet.

It takes me months to get my coworkers at the juzgado to stop with the sideways stares
every time | come around. | run errands for the secretaries—there’ s a difference between
secretary and secretario; secretaries are typist and secretarios are law clerks— going all over
town for the best tortas and tacos for their midmorning breakfast. | give rides hometo as many
secretaries as | can cram into my Mustang everyday after work. | arrange the crossing of al
kinds of household appliances for the licenciados who clerk under the judge. | do everything |
can to get on everyone' s good side. | even use my Old Man’s contacts in US customs to get
border passing cards, tarjetas local, so my coworkers can crossinto the U.S. and do their
shopping. Not many people in Mexico like gringos, but everyone likes to shop in McAllen.

| never have to drive the judge around because my Old Man hires an ex-waiter from La
Majada for the judge’ s personal chauffer. | stay in the juzgado assigned to the “oficialia de
partes’ where | help agirl named Nancy receive al of the indictments, amparos, and motions
filed by attorneys that come into the juzgado. 1t's my job to receive adocument, stick it in atime
clock to record the exact minute it was filed, stamp it with the federal seal of the juzgado, stamp
it with afolio number, register the document in a big leather bound book, and then take it to its
corresponding penal mesa or amparo secretary. The indictments go to any of three penal mesas
that are in rotation, and any amparo against violations to Article 22 of the Constitution —illegal
detainment and or seizure of documents and property—is immediately turned over to the primer
secretario because those have to be processed within twenty-four hours.

When work isslow, | steal off to one of the penal mesas or the amparo department and

read expedientes. | learn that the only way to get off on adrug charge in Mexico isto be charged
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with violating Articulo 187 del Codigo Penal. This article states that apersonisa*vicioso,”
addict, and that the drug seized isintended for immediate consumption within seventy-two
hours. Thisisgood to know because otherwise the feds are going to charge that the drugs seized
are part of abigger shipment and the fucking mordidato get out of jail goes through the roof.

| also learn that there are all kinds of ways to bribe your way out of jail. The comandante
isone level, and has aprice. Then the mordidas go up along with the rank of the official. D.A.’s
get bigger mordidas than comandantes, judges get bigger mordidas than D.A.’s, magistrates get
bigger mordidas than judges, and Justices get the biggest mordidas of them all. But there’s ways
to get around having to go higher than ajudge and paying a bigger mordida. A judge from a
neighboring or higher jurisdiction can overrule another judge’ s ruling. In Mexico, people can
ask for protection against the police or ajudge’ s ruling by filing for an Amparo with the nearest
federa judge. Thisislikeawritinthe U.S. and can be used to stop awarrant or set a prisoner
freeif the federal judge says the lower judge didn’t follow procedure. It'sasdlick get out of jail
trick, but that doesn’t mean that Mexico’s legal system is up for sale to anyone who has money,
likein the states. There are certain things that are so unforgivable that no mordida can cover
them.

One such case is the narco-saténicos who are kidnapping people and sacrificing them in
satanic rituals out at El Rancho Santa Elena. These guys are running drugs across the border and
making some pretty big scores, but instead of paying off the feds, they drink human blood and
butt-fuck on satanic alters. People start flooding the comandante’ s office complaining about
missing relatives and talking about how the guys out at Santa Elena are spending money likeit's
going out of style. But nothing gets donetill agringo kid goes missing. Thekidisin

Matamoros partying with a group of friends over spring break. According to the detainee’s
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declaration, the saténicos see the kid break away from his friends to puke behind a parked car.
The other partiers have only walked ahead a few steps when the satanicos jump out of their
Suburban and grab the college kid. The kid figures he’s being busted for public intoxication
because the satanicos are al decked out in police holsters and wearing caps with big PJF's
patches. Halfway back to the ranch, the kid begins to catch his snap and starts to question why
they’ re heading out of town. He knows something’s up by this point and bails out of the
Suburban and starts running toward the nearest car on the road, a Ram Charger. The guysin the
Ram Charger flip on their sirens and jump out yelling “FREEZE.” Thekid figures he's safe now
that the cops have shown up but it turns out to be just more members of the satanic ring. They
load the kid back into the vehicle and take him to el Rancho SantaElena. At the ranch, the
satanicos bury him up to hiswaist, force a come-along wench around his spinal cord, and then
tug the kid’ s spinal cord out, hacking at it with amachete asit rips out. He' s still alive through
most of this.

The ringleaders get nabbed in Mexico City, but afew of the underlings get caught on the
Rancho Santa Elena outside of Matamoros. These guys are turned over to the federal judgein
Matamoros who dictates an Auto Formal de Prison for drug trafficking. The saténicos file an
amparo with our judge against the Matamoros judge’ s ruling. The amparo also asks for
protection for a state judge’ s ruling on charges involving the kidnapping and murder of the
American college student. Our judge denies that amparo and the killers end up getting raped
during a prison riot in Matamoros.

From reading the expedientes, | also learn that almost everything we do at my houseis
illegal. Every timeagroup of guys gathers at my house, which is amost every night, and talks

about bribing some comandante or moving aload of something, thisis considered asociacién
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delictuosa by Mexican law. Every load moved is considered adelito contralasalud and is
covered by specific offenses like trafico, posesion, distribucion, etc. Every guy carrying afake
badge is considered to be usurpando funciones. Every guy carrying a gun without authorization
isguilty of portacién de arma prohibida. Hell, just knowing about this stuff is considered
encubrimiento and can land aguy in jail.

Not all my coworkers are leery of me. Nancy isreally nice to me and good looking with
her pearly skin, short sandy brown hair, tits the size of orange halves and round butt. She
explains all the proceedings and what has to be filed where and why. Nancy is studying to be an
accountant; most of the other secretaries are studying law so they can move up in ranks at the
juzgado. | guessit’s because Nancy is an accountant and not a lawyer that she never figures out
that since our department is the first to receive any document or motion, we're the first to know
what’ s going on in every case that comes before the judge. We know when the indictments
come and what detainees are coming in to declare without alawyer. Thisisvaluable
information. Within afew months, I’'m getting a thousand dollar mordida from lawyers for
referring cases to them. | share my mordidas with Nancy by way of helping her set up a coffee
shop and copy hut next to the juzgado. This business, El 6 Y2, helps me out alot because I'm
forever having to leave the courthouse to go make copies for the litigants of the expedientes,
which can take hours considering that most files are hundreds of pages of thick. | only get a
mordida of twenty or thirty thousand pesos for this errand, so it’sin my best interest to stay near
the juzgado where my bribes arein U.S. dollars and alot fatter.

Some cases are super fat. Miguel Porras escapes a medium security prison in Texas
where heis serving time for laundering 750,000 undeclared and unexplainable dollars in cash

only to get busted in Reynosa for smuggling two trailer loads of electronics aweek later. Since
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Porras' s face has been plastered al over the T.V. and newspapers on both sides of theriver, it's
going to be hard for the judge to explain setting the guy free. For acase like this, my Old Man
has to step in and persuade the judge to find alegal loophole and pull off the maroma, flip. This
type of case is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, but littleif any of that money ever trickles
down to me or the secretarios.

Peopl e start to notice my worth around the courthouse, and a year after trading in the
chauffer’s charolafor an “oficia judicia’s’ appointment, I'm given “planta,” which means | can
never be fired. Right after that, I’ m voted jefe de sindicato by my coworkers. I’'m the union
representative for the juzgado and every other federal judicial entity in our district.

Even being left out of the really big cases, I'm pulling in afew thousand aweek in
mordidas. Thisincome allows meto turn over my whole pay, $660 a month, to Cristina so she
can finish paying on afifteen seat dining room set at Edelstein’sin McAllen for when we get
married.

| work from 9:00 to 3:00 and sometimes go back in the evenings from 5:00 to 7:00.
School starts at 7:00 and goes on till 10:00 at night. Between school, work, and sneaking off to
see Crigting, | have little time to be around the house. Thisisn't abig problem for me because
I’m making money at the juzgado and | even get a chance to grab a couple of handfuls of weed
from the evidence room pretty much at will. 1 want to bide my timein the oficialia de partes
until | graduate and then make my run for a secretario’ s appointment. And it looks like things
might work out, until | get transferred to the “ Actuaria.” My new assignment has me running al
over town to the different law enforcement agencies leaving notices that someone has filed an
amparo against them or orders for the transferring of prisoners, and other legal notices. I’'m no

longer in contact with litigating attorneys and I'm away from the courthouse so much that | can’t
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get in on shaking down any detainees. | complain to my Old Man and he drops a big one down
on me.

“| asked the judge to move you to a place where you couldn’t get any mordidas.”

“Why would you do that?”’

“1 also put the word out to al the lawyersthat | don’t want them giving you anything
under-the-table.”

“But that leaves me out of everything. How am | supposed to get by on what the
courthouse pays me a month?”’

“Damn it, | have aname. | can’t have people knowing that my son is out hustling
handouts. What’ Il people think about me? | can give you more money than you could ever make
at the courthouse, anyway. If you need money, just come to me. But | don’t want to hear about
you hustling mordidas anymore, you understand?’

“But why?”’

“Because | said s0.”

And just like that my wings are clipped at the juzgado. | shake it off by convincing
myself that things will change once | graduate and get named Secretario de Acuerdos. | still
have my charolafor being the jefe de sindicato so | can blow off cops and get into places for free
and | can still make gas money copying expedientes so work isn’t atotal bust. By thistime,
most people at the juzgado like me despite me not being able to make more money for them. |
get along so well with everyone at the juzgado that when my Old Man’s birthday comes around,
| invite the whole courthouse along with every litigant | know to the cel ebration.

The January before the July presidential elections, my Old Man throws himself the

biggest and fanciest birthday party of all. These parties have been abig deal for the last few
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years. And they aren’'t carne asadas like most people do for their birthday. My Old Man rentsa
hall and hires not one but several bands and celebrates for as long as he can go before passing
out, which lately can take days thanks to all the cocaine. My Old Man’s birthday is the social
event of the year for all the mafiosos in Reynosa, but thistime it’s aso supposed to be a taste of
how things are going to be after the elections.

The week of the party, the ladies hit the storesin McAllen and buy up all the evening
gownsin the PlazaMall. The cops wives have to settle for off the rack Oscar De La Renta and
Coco Chanell, but the mafiosos’ wives hit the specialty shops and snatch up the limited edition
designer dresses so as to make sure no other lady at the party is wearing the same dress. They
know alittle about designer names from magazines, but what they lack in fashion sense they
make up in cash. “Are you sure thisis the most expensive one you have and that there’ s not
another onelikeit in the whole Valley?’

Later at the party, these ladies will start conversations by saying, “Can you believe this
ragisall | could get for three-thousand dollars?” To which my mom replies with something that
shows she'sthe jefe’ swife, “Oh, | know, it’sterrible. Y ou can't find anything decent in
McAllen. If more of you had papers, you could come with me to Dallas and shop at Neiman
Marcus.”

The men are worse than their wives when it comes to their look. All of Reynosa's
mafiosos start making pilgrimagesto € otro lado to have ostrich skin boots handmade at the
same place President Bush gets his boots, Rio’s de Mercedes. Most guys hit Brittony’sin the
mall or Kalifa's Western Wear downtown and buy up the silkiest loudest shirts they can find.
And everyone who's anyone is topped off with a 20X Stetson at five hundred dollars a pop.

Even my Old Man’s pistoleros wear suits and carry black compact HK-94 assault rifles that
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match their bolo ties.

The Reynosaairport is swarming with Lear jets. El comandante Castillo del Rey and his
grupo especia fly in on a confiscated jet from Mexico City. El Toro de Oro fliesin from San
Louis Potosi with his right hand man, Pompin, and afew pistoleros. El comandante Goyo
Fuentes flies in from Durango with Miss Nayarit on hisarm and el Chano Godinez, el Guerro
Gil, el Sapo, el Memo and ten other guys —all packing AK-47's. Everyonein the airport stops
and stares as el comandante Goyo and his men march across the tarmac with their AK’ s strapped
across their backs and extra forty-round clips tucked into the waistbands of their Calvin Klien's.
El comandante Goyo stands in the middle of the airport lobby while his luggage is unloaded
doing bumps out of a hundred dollar bill. Miss Nayarit, in tight jeans, western shirt tied in aknot
showing off afirm abdomen, boobs pushing hard on pearl snaps, and with a bottle of Hennessey
XO cognac in her hand, casually smokes then rolls her eyes and says, “What the fuck’s wrong
with all you pendejos, nunca han visto un hombre rico?”’

Ramon “el Clavillaso” fliesin from Guadalgjara on his private jet with five of his men
and four hundred caguama eggs—there’ s nothing better to revive aman who is so coked up he
can’'t swallow than seaturtle eggs. El Quito comesin from Sinaloa with six-hundred cases of
Pacifico beer. Everybody brings something to liven up the party.

Guests bring their music with them from al over Mexico. My Old Man gets his
compadre Juan Villarreal to play afew sets of Nortefio music, then Los Liricos de Terhan
hammer out some cumbias to get butts shaking on the dance floor. Thisisthelocal contribution
to the party. After that, there's Banda music from Sinaloa, and the ladies all want to dance to
that so they can practice doing “laquebradita” The men are coked up and gulping down

whiskey highballs and don’t care if they dance the soles off their new boots as long as they can
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run to the bathroom and do bumps off the tips of their car keys between songs. When everyone
gets good and wired, the mariachis—the best Plaza Garibaldi has to offer—come on and play
Las Mananitas for el festgjado. At the sound of the trumpets, My Old Man comes out of the
bathroom like a runaway thoroughbred—desbocanado—going breakneck down the stretch,
nostrils flaring, teeth bared, eyes wild and on fire, and skin gleaming with alight sheen of sweat.
Flanked by César and Herndn who stand with their HK-94' s leveled waist high, he takes the
stage and stands under an arch of red, white, and green balloons dressed in awestern cut suit
accented with embroidering down the lapels. My Old Man adjusts the gold clip on hisbolo tie
then doffs his beaver’ skin Stetson at the guests while the flash bulbs go off. He looks
immaculate. The women swoon and the men gasp in admiration. They call for aspeech. A
hush falls as my Old Man takes a deep breath and swallows hard. | can almost taste the coke
lougy going down his throat before he says, “ Gracias, muchas gracias,” through clenched teeth.
“Where there are men, no hay fantasmas.” He starts and the crowd hangs on to each
word. “You al know me. You know if | say the horseisaroan, it’s because I’ ve got the hidein
my hand. I’ ve aways tried to be a good husband, father, and friend and as all of you can see, I've
done that perfectly. Good things are coming because I’ m going to keep doing good things for my
friends and family.” The people huddled around the stage applaud. My Old Man holds his
hands over his head until they’re quiet again then orders everyone to “diviértanse.” He cuesthe
mariachisto play on and wades through the guests feverishly shaking hands, stopping for more
photos, getting pats on the back, then disappears back into the bathroom to do more cocaine.
Now that the mariachi is out, the guests take their turns belting out Vicente Fernandez
and Jose Alfredo Jimenez songs. Onesimo can sing so our clicka has alittle representation, but

amost every jefe hasaguy in his crew who can really make the ladies sigh with their deep
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strong voices crooning promises to ride off with the damsel even if it means fighting to the death
with the hacendado.

There are more local conjuntos always ready to take the stage so it’s non stop dancing for
anyone who can keep up. And asif al thiswasn’'t enough, there’' sthis cool trio of guys from the
Huasteca Potosina—where Cesar, Panchito, Hernan “el Viethamés”, and a bunch more of my Old
Man'’s pistoleros come from—going from table to table playing aviolin, harp, and mandolin.
They compose songs poking fun at the people listening, right there on the spot. Para hablar de
Julio Cortina, no se necesita buscar mucho. Don Julio le platica a todo e mundo y con mucho
gusto, querreque —it’s amazing how they can call my Old Man a braggart like that and not get
the shit beat out of them.

The music and dancing go on all evening till the sun comes up and long after that. The
ladies are so happy to be dancing and talking about their expensive clothes that they don’t try to
wipe the coke off their husbands' noses like they did when the party started. The secretaries
from the juzgado dance with the pistoleros from all the different clickas. The judge comes with
hiswife. He'smore interested in drinking than dancing so his wife rips the floor with Jose
Elizondo, one of my Old Man’s compadres. After dancing afew songs with the judge’ s wife and
her lifting her skirt way over her knee to dance a zapateado, Elizondo comes up to the judge’'s
table and jams his Stetson down on the judge’ s head until it folds his enormous ears and says,
“Here, at least ook like aman.”

| go into the bathroom, where my Old Man is standing in aring of men passing a bag of
coke around and tell him that Jose Elizondo has just traded his Stetson for the judge’ s wife.

“The judge got agood deal,” my Old Man says then turns back to address el comandante

Goyo, Castillo del Rey, and Chuy € Tarta. “Y ou see that’s my point. Guys like the judge have a
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lot of power but they don’t know how to useit. | have my name. And once the new President
takes office, everyone will haveto get in line.”

| leave the bathroom and sit for awhile with Roberto Pequefio, the head of the Sindicato
de Aduana. | show him my new charolafrom the Sindicato de Traba adores del Poder Judicial
Federal.

“We're going to do great things,” he says.

“They haven't even announced the candidates for el PRI yet.” |I’ve been following the
news and know that the opposition has aready named an ex-governor from Michoacan, the son
of an ex-president, for their candidate, but the PRI candidate is still being disputed.

“That's all taken care of, Johnny. Next week the PRI will reveal their candidate and then
all we have to do iswait for the day after inauguration to start filling suitcases with money.”

“We gtill need for Don Manuel to be fingered for the candidacy, right?” I've heard Beto
and my Old Man talking about a guy hamed Manuel Camacho who is supposed to take office
and pad the ranks of the federal policein our favor.

Pequefio lights a cigarette, holding the lighter to the tip long after it had lighted and
sending a flame up high enough to scorch the cowlick hanging off his brow. “Dan Manuel?

Y eah, don’t worry, we've got that all taken care. Aslong as the PRI wins we're going to do great
for at least the next six years.”

In Mexico, there' srealy no mystery asto who is going to be president once the PRI
announces its candidate; they’ ve won every major election since The Revolution. 1t'sawell
known scam. The other parties yell fraud and then manage to land a government job anyway.
Everyone gets alicenseto steal, and the PRI keeps on winning. Now they’ re going to use drug

money to finance an election. Wow, what a surprise.
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We' ve been handing over shit-loads of cash to PRI campaign organizers through Pequefio
and his sindicato by securing transport for 700 kilos of Venezuelan coke. The Venezuelans are
paying $3,000 a kilo on each shipment through Mexico and across the Rio Bravo and running
loads every two weeks. That’s over two million for each load, and most and sometimes all of
that money is going toward the campaign through the union leaders. And we aren’t the only
guys throwing down cash. Similar payoffs are collected and distributed from Don Angel in
Sinaoa, El Colorado in Guadalgjara, El Toro de Oro in San Luis, EI Comandante Goyo in
Durango and a bunch of other jefes from all over Mexico. This election is already decided and
we're paying for it.

Cristina motions from across the dance floor for me to come sit next to her, so | leave
Pequefio. We dance afew songs. Cristinalovesthe party.

“1’ve never seen so many beautiful dresses,” she says. “Are we going to have parties like
this when we get married?’

“1 haven't had a birthday party since | wasfive.”

“I"ll throw you birthday parties every year—you' l| have to give me money—and we'll
invite al of you're dad’s friends. Can | have a party for my birthday?’ Cristina s eyes are
dancing faster than her hips.

“We'll throw you parties,” | say and she gives me a peck on thelips.

“Oohh, we can have a party on my birthday and say it’s for both of us since mineisjust a
couple of weeks before yours.”

| sit her down with her sisters while | go outside to smoke ajoint with Tofio. I’'m leaning

on acar in the parking lot when Richard pulls up in my Old Man’s Crown Victoria followed by a
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blue Suburban carrying four guys. | can see the barrels of their AK’s poking up between the
seats of the Suburban.

El Richard pours out of the Crown Victoriawearing a Colt .45 with gold Mexican eagles
encrusted on the grips mounted in aleather holster. He hands me the keys and says, “Here's
your dad’s car. Tell him I’m taking care of some business and that I’ll be back later.”

“You don’t want to go in and party with us for awhile?’

“Is Beto in there? | got 600 kilos of mota in Tampico that Beto was supposed to help me
move. It’s going to waste and fucking Beto hasn't lifted afinger. He' s lucky he's got your dad to
hide behind, but | swear if | ever get the chance I’ m putting abullet in hishead,” el Richard says.

“Beto’ s probably just busy with the campaign and getting things ready for after the
elections.”

“That’swhat I'm doing. I’ m cleaning up this town so people will respect Don Angel and
your dad. There has to be respect. Without respect there’ s nothing. Beto’ s not showing any
respect.”

“l guessit’sthat extrabullet in the back of the head that gets all the respect, huh?’

“Some guys no entienden con una sola bala.”

“Beto’sal right. I'll try to talk to him and see what the hold up is on your load. But you
know how the Vigjois; | can’t cut afart without getting my Old Man’s permission.”

My joint’s out, but before | can strike amatch, e Richard steps forward with alight. He
holds the flame steady and lets me fill my lungs with smoke before putting it out.

“We're the new generation, mi Johnny. Y ou should come to work with me.”

“1 work for my Old Man,” | say exhaling slowly.

“Sooner or later you' re going to have go it aone, Johnny. We could make alot of money
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together. Y ou know all of your father’s contacts and | can get merchandise directly from
Colombia. We won'’t be mules for anyone anymore. People will respect us. We'd run the show.”

“It'smy Old man’s show. He says how we run it and so far it's worked out for
everyone.”

“Your dad would still do his thing, but we' d branch out and run everything else. We'd tax
everyone who runs shit through our territory and not just the guys who work arreglados like our
jefes do. We can start taxing numbers, whores, liquor, everything. Even hotdog vendors will
have to pay usif they want to work in Reynosa,” el Richard says.

“Sounds like you want to take over the Federal’ sjob.”

“Those fucking putos need to be put in their place. They take an oath to respect the law
and here they are shaking us down. If | get my way, when this dea goes through we're going to
start charging them to work. I’'m telling you mi Johnny, we can take this clicka and turn it into a
cartel.”

“Oh man, cartel, you mean like they got in Colombia?”’

“The new generation, mi Johnny,” Richard says. “It’s going to happen, just you wait and
see, and your dad is going to be right on top and so can we if you say the word.”

“It’ s something to think about but not tonight. Tonight’s for partying,” | say. “Are you
sure you don’'t want to go in for awhile? How "bout a hit off this toque? It’ Il make you have
sweet dreams.”

Richard looks at me cock-eyed and says, “I light candles to keep from having
nightmares.”

He gets into the front seat of the Suburban and snaps his fingers. The vehicle pulls out of

the parking lot and glides down the street dodging potholes like a shark swimming over areef.
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| go back inside and make a stop by El Chano Godinez and the rest of comandante
Goyo’'s pistoleros’ table. Beto’'s sitting between El Chano and El Guero Gil and both men are
leaning in to hear what Beto hasto say over the music. El Chano gets up when | come up to the
table. Chairs scoot over so | can squeeze in, but just then Beto gets up and leaves me his seat.
He goes around and shakes hands, goodbye, which is not unusual. But when he makes his way
back around to where Chano and Gil are sitting, he leans in and whispers something in Chano’'s
ear that makes Chano send me asideways look. It'sonly aflicker of the eye, but I’m sure that
whatever it isthat Beto and el comandante Goyo’ s men are talking about, they don’t want me to
overhear it. Beto leaves and crosses the dance floor over to my father’s table, gnawing on his
fingernails every step of the way.

The party lasts all weekend. My Old Man receives two Ram Chargers, aMarquis, a Ford
Bronco, a Silverado, a Chrydler Fifth Avenue, a Dodge Prospector pick-up, three Rolex watches
and Mexican Centenarios, hundred peso gold pieces, and a whole bunch of other expensive gifts
for hisbirthday. My brothers Ralph and Julio get the Ram Chargers. Mom gets the Fifth
Avenue. My sister Lupe getsthe Silverado. Danny gets the Prospector. My Old Man keeps the

Marquis and jewelry for himself, and | get to keep my Old Man’s Crown Victoria
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CHAPTER XI

My Old Man parties for nine days after his birthday. Night after night, he just keeps
drinking and doing coke with whomever shows up at the house. Most visitors leave after a night
or two, but there is always someone showing up just as someone elseisleaving. And my Old
Man keeps right on gulping and snorting without missing abeat. He'slike akid at a slumber
party, afraid to go to sleep before anyone else so as not to miss anything cool.

For the last couple of days of this binge, my Old man speaks nothing but babosadas.
Comandantes, traffickers, and other fools who drop by the house looking for afree high get
cornered by my Old Man and are forced to hear violent accounts of “gente que no vale madre.”
The people he refers to are mostly backstabbing friends and double dealers, but | hear my name
and most of my family’s names come up during my Old Man’s rants. Guys nod or shake their
heads trying desperately to follow along with the conversation only to be turned on and attacked.

“Pinche Beto, no vale madre.”

“That’sright, Don Julio. Pinche Beto’s a smart ass hijo de su chingada madre.”

“That’'s my right hand man you just insulted, culero.”

The pistoleros all know to spring to action and whisk away anyone who comes under the
gun, but more than afew guys leave with busted lips and cracked skulls. It's pretty funny for a
while.

On the ninth day, | wake up to find my Old Man propped in the corner of the back room,

his .38 Super in one hand and an open pocket knife in the other. By thistime, my Old Man can’'t

160



speak aword. Hisjaws are locked from too much coke, entrincado. Anyone who goes within
arm’ s reach gets jabbed at with the knife or swatted at with the .38. | don’t think he has sense
enough to drop the safety and actually shoot anyone but I’m not sure. For hours, me, César,
Tofo and el Chaparro take turns taunting my Old Man like we' re going to rush him—to keep
him from doing more coke. Finally, when he starts to nod off, el Chaparro and | are each able to
grab an arm and take the gun and knife away. My Old Man slides down the wall and passes out
before his ass touches the carpet.

We get himin bed and call el Dr. Reyes over and herunsan 1.V. Dr. Reyes shoots some
liquid Rohypnol into the I.V. and leaves an extravia with instructions to shoot a quarter syringe
full every timeit looks like my Old Man might be coming around. We do this for two days and
nights. After that we just let him sleep on hisown. A day later, my Old man wakes up, takes a
piss, eats some fruit, drinks a half gallon of water then goes back to sleep for another day. My
mom keeps charge of the 1.V. and calls out for us to help her when she takes him to the
bathroom.

The pistoleros and the house staff lounge around the downstairs like it’s a hospital
waiting room. My sister, brothers, and their families come over from the other side and accept
condolences and assurances from my Old Man’s crew that everything is going to be okay.
Everyone takes a seat on the couch and whispers diagnoses and speculates on recovery time like
my Old Man has just come out of an operation or something. | get scowls and screwed up
expressions whenever | remind the room that our dad islaid up because he made a pig of himself
with all that booze and coke.

“He'saworse mariguano than | am,” | say.

“Shut up Johnny, Dad’ s sick. He hasn’t even sent me any money for my rent,” my sister
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says. “He' s never been late with that. 1t’ s got to be something really bad for him to forget me
like that.”

“He's got a Columbian cold. Y ou should’ ve stuck around all those nights after the party
and jumped between him and the key of coke he kept digging into.”

“That’s enough, Johnny. Don't be talking shit while Dad’s sick or I' [l kick your ass,” my
brother Ralph says.

“Try it and I'll shoot you in the leg, mother fucker.”

Ralph starts to square off on me and Julio says, “Y a, parenle a su pedo. I’ ve got horses
that need feed and you pendejos want to start more shit so I'll never be able to get up there and
get some money from Dad.”

“Fuck all y’al,” | say and go out to the palapa by the pool and start rolling joints. My
brothers and sister don’t have a clue about anything that is going on around the house. They
don’'t even watch the primary results on ECO when the news about the PRI candidate is sounded.

The PRI announces their candidate on the last day of my Old Man’s bender and it isn’'t
Manuel Camacho. The nomination has gone to some bald fucker with a bushy mustache named
Sdlinas. Helooks like the guy from the Monopoly game except without the hat. Beto callsto
check on how my Old Man is doing and seems unconcerned when | ask him about the switch.

“Aslong asthe PRI wins, our deal goes through, Johnny.”

“But | thought we wanted that Camacho guy?’

“We decided that presidential power might go to Camacho’s head a little too much for us
to do good business. Salinas will work more to our best interest.”

“So my Old Man knows all about this?’

“What? Oh yeah, your father’s been informed of every step. Now, | have some things to
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do. I'll call later to see how Don Julio’sdoing. Let him sleep. It’ s best that he rest for now.”

Even over the phone | can tell Beto is gnawing at hisfingernails.

It's Sunday and Cristina has gone shopping in McAllen with her sisters. No one at the
house cares that a hangover is stalling the biggest deal we have ever beeninon. | roll ahaf a
dozen joints and ride with Tofio over to e Pecas s house. There’'s a game of soccer being played
by a couple of dozen kids in the street in front of Pecas's place. Thiskid, el Congjo, runs up to
my window while the players clear the pile of rocks acting as goal posts so my car can pass.

“Pecas doesn’t have any mota,” Congjo says. A group of kids beginsto swarm around el
Congjo in amass of mud colored arms and bare chests, stretching their necks and elbowing their
way up front to look into the car or streak their fingers through the fine coat of dust every car in
Reynosa sports.

“Who said | was looking for mota?’ | say pulling away from the flock of kids gathered.
Pecas' s back door is half open. | jump into the kitchen pulling my gun and leveling it at the
room.

“Judicial Federal, mother fucker.”

Pecas turns from the stove with a pan of scrambled eggs and a spatulain each hand and ajoint
dangling between hislips.

“Pinche Johnny, why do you have to come in getting me all acalambrado?’

“What you afraid of, you doing anything you shouldn’t be doing?”’

“1’m smoking this toque. That’s enough to get me slapped around.”
| plop into achair and throw a sandwich bag filled with joints on the table next to my gun.

“Let’seat,” Pecas says going around the table scooping out eggs onto plastic plates.
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Pecas shuts the back door, but not before looking around the court yard to see who is around.

“Johnny, I’m not going to sell mota anymore.”

“Que onda, you going to live off the coins you can hustle at the gas station?’ | ask then
light another joint so that we each have one going. “Y ou must’ ve done something to be
asustado.”

“Don’t worry about anything, hay esquina. El Conegjo’s out there and Omar; they’ll get to
us soon enough if any leyes start to come down on the colonia.”

“Any fucking cops come down here, I'll flash them my badge and send them running
home to their mama’s.”

“No Johnny, this shit’s different.” Pecas begins clearing the table, stacking the dishesin a
tub, and stashing the weed in atin can he throws behind the stove. “There re these different
guys, acommando. They came into the colonia a couple of days ago and busted Tavo Hasso.

Y ou know Tavo, right? The Feo came right up to Tavo’s house like he was there for abuy. Tavo
said, ‘Do you want mota or coca? The Feo rubbed his hand across his mouth then backhanded
Tavo. The other Feos rushed in and loaded Tavo up into a Suburban and took him to the Federal.
They rub their mouth or take off their hat or something, that’s the signal they useto start the ass
kicking.”

“Tavo sold coke?

“Todo e pedo, coca. chiva, Roche pills, anything, al the time.”

“They took him all the way to the escuela?’

“Y eah, to the Federal .”
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The Policia Judicial Federal had moved its headquarters from near the Bravo del Valle
law campus to a school building that had been built next to the Valle de la Paz Cemetery on the
outskirts of town.

“So they got Tavo there now?”

“Him and a bunch of other guys from downtown, La Juarez, even some guys from La
Chicho over by where you live got pinched. They take ‘em al to separate classrooms and kick
the shit out of ‘em.”

“How do you know all this?’

“Ah Johnny, the raza. Y ou know how we are. Larazaisawaysin on al the latest. El
Kangaroo has atiawho’s dating the guard who opens and closes the gate for the Feos at the
escuela. He saw them bring Tavo in and € Guerro Chiplee, el David remember David, you
bought that bag of really good mota from him, puro veneno, Johnny, remember? Puro veneno?
WEell, al those guys y chingos de raza maz. They took them to the escuela, Johnny. Dicen que
gritaban bien gacho.”

“Y ou should know; you’ ve gotten a caliente before.”

“Never from the Federal .”

“Shut the fuck up. It sjust another operative or some shit like that. They’ll come in and
take afew pendegjoslike Tavo to elD.F. just to show off for the newspapers then leave.”

My Old Man only fixes things for guys moving big loads, but the small time pushers
have to fend for themselves. Thisusually isn't aproblem sinceit’s the municipal police who
patrol the barrios—they can be bought off cheap. But every now and then, the Feds run araid on

afew operators and things get hot on the streets. | guess that’s what’ s happening now.
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“The Feos are getting all the bateadores. All the guys dealing shit in Reynosa are either
hiding or they’ ve been picked up. They’ re up there in the class rooms, screaming their heads off,
bien gacho, Johnny. Why are they picking up all the bateadores, Johnny?’ Pecas gets up and
cracks the door and peeps out then opens and closes the door afew times fanning the smoke out
of the kitchen. “No hay pedo. Hay esquina, hay esquina.”

“Don’t worry, they're just getting the small timers. It'sjust ashow.” Thisisthefirst I've
heard of this operative.

“They’'retaking all the money, Johnny. They made Tavo’s mom hand over every peso in
the house and they still took Tavo.”

“Tavo's small time. He probably didn’t have enough for the mordida.”

“No, Johnny. Tavo’s been selling in the Cantaranas for as long as anybody. He had
chingos de money, chingos, Johnny. Maybe not as much as your dad, but chingos.”

“So Tavo got ripped off. It happens. When my Old Man gets set up with these guys, I'll
seeif we can do anything about letting Tavo deal again.”

“Johnny, Tavo's going to the penal. He' s already come out in the papers. No one can fix
things for Tavo now. He' s going to prison for the next seven years. They took all his money.
They did that to al the raza—el David, el M0joso, € Travolta, al the raza. Chingos de money
they got from those guys. How can they pay off the mordida at the juzgado if they took all their
money? They’ re dl going to the penal, Johnny.”

“Who the fuck are these guys, again?’ I’'m lighting my third joint and very concerned
about crossing the kitchen and going all the way around the court yard to get my cigarettes out of
my car. |I’ve been smoking Tofo’s cigarettes but they’ re Vantage' s and that’ s like sucking on

air. Raleigh’ s are short but they’ re stout smokes you can feel in your chest, down to your
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stomach, when you take adrag. I’m just about to explain this out loud when Tofio says, “It's
Guillermo Gonzalez Calderoni. He was named Comandante Anti-aéreos and he's stationed here
in Reynosa now.”

“Anti-aerial commandante?’ | haven’t heard of that title before, but that’s not what
bothers me. Why wasn’t this new comandante at my Old Man’s party?

Torfo says, “Your dad’s compadre Lolo told us al about the operative right after the
party.”

“When was this?’ | ask.

“After the party, at the house, your dad’s compadre Lolo came around and told your dad
Gonzaez Calderoni was coming and that he was going to be picking up all kinds of people. |
was standing right behind your dad when he said it.”

“So my Old Man knows this guy?’

“He' s from here, Johnny. Gonzalez Calderoni isfrom Reynosa,” Pecas says. Pecas goes
around the kitchen, getting on tip toes to scan the top of the fridge, moving everything around the
table until he has searched the whole kitchen high and low and then comes to a stop in the center
of theroom. “He'sfrom here, Johnny. | had the paper. Who took it? | saved it.” Pecas
disappears behind the bed sheet covering the entrance to the only other room in the house and
comes back seconds later holding a newspaper. “Here heis, Johnny.”

| read the article under the title, “Hijo de Reynosa Regresaa Tomar Puesto.” It doesn’t
impress me as anything other than your standard There’s a New Thief in Town piece. “This
guy’ll come around the house soon enough; they all do sooner or later.”

“This Calderoni guy le vale madre. He's coming with specia orders, caiga quien caiga.”

“Special orders from who?”
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“From somebody in Mexico City, Johnny, orders from el D.F. that’s what the paper said.
Didn’t you read it?”

“The newspapers aways say that the leyes are * acting on orders from Mexico City.’”

Tono gets the newspaper and studies the picture over the article. Gonzalez Calderoni is
standing next to a police helicopter wearing a striped shirt tucked into beltless pants like the kind
Beto wears. He has his hand on hiswaist and you can see a pinky ring and a gaudy watch. A
medallion hangs around his neck, probably of the Virgen. Except for the police helicopter and
beltless pants, Calderoni looks like a narco traficante.

“He s got abig head,” Tofio says.

“Hedresseslikeafag,” | say.

“The guard at the gate told Kangaroo’ s tia that one of the agents told Calderoni that a
detenido said he knew him and that he wanted to arreglar. Calderoni dragged the detenido out of
the Suburban and pulled him by his hair all around the parking lot —in front of everybody,
chingos de raza—Kkicking and scraping the guy all over the pavement. Then Calderoni stood on
top of the detenido, stood right on top of the guy and said, ‘Y a saben que a mi me gustan
calientes. | don’t have any tiesto anyone,’ just like that, Johnny, ‘me gustan calientes,” standing
right on top of the guy who said he knew him.”

“My Old Man or someone we know has to know this guy.”

“Your dad’s compadre Lolo knows him,” Tofio said.

“Seethere, If Lolo knows him, then this guy must know Franklin, Severo Benavides, los
Arredondos, all those guys. My Old Man isin tight with everyone right now.” Lolo, Franklin

and all those other guys weren't at the party either.
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“Calderoni’s good friends with Franklin. Lolo said that to your dad that night,” Tofio
says.

“Ramon Franklin, Johnny? Is that who you' re talking about?’

“Yeah, hissister livesin our neighborhood.”

“He was chief of the state police here in Reynosa,” Pecas says.

Tofo's bent over the picture of Calderoni again and every now and then he gets up and
holds the newspaper at different anglestrying to grab the light from the bare bulb hanging from
the ceiling.

Pecas says, “| heard he's going to be chief again here in Reynosa. He was in charge when
they picked me up for that murder. ‘Lo siento joven, Ud. No tiene nada que ver en esto,’ that's
what he said when they were leading me out. Three days they beat the shit out of meand ‘Lo
siento joven' isall he says. And now he’'s coming back.”

Pecas retrieves the tin can from behind the stove and we light the last of the rolled joints.
“They do things, Johnny. They spray mineral water up your nose. They put electric shocks on
your balls. You black out alot. You're blindfolded. It's dark. Everything hurts and you can’'t be
sure what’ s happening or when, if you'rein anightmare or you’ re awake, you never know.”

“There must be some way to fuck these guys. People just can't torture people and nothing
happens. There's got to be away to tell on them to someone.” Fuck, thisiswhat our crew is
supposed to be around for; we have the plaza.

Tofo holds the newspaper up to the bare bulb one last time then gets the cherry real hot
on the end of ajoint and burns a hole through Calderoni’ s face in the picture. He blows smoke

over the hole and the edges begin to glow and spread till half the head is missing. The paper
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falls to the ground and Pecas springs out of his chair and starts ripping it into pieces and
gathering them in aneat ball he stuffsinto the tin can that had once held al the joints.

“You're dad’'s going to do some deal with Franklin. Lolo said his sister is selling her
house on the street over from your place. | think your dad is going to buy it,” Tofio says.

“There, you see, Pecas? My Old Man’s got it wired.” Well, at least he’swired, | think to
myself. | tell Pecaswe haveto go. He doesn't let us leave until we help check the whole kitchen
for anything incriminating we may have left behind. Pecas stands in the doorway as Tofio and |
cross the courtyard, his eyes all squinted up from the sun and says, “Y ou have to write it
yourself.”

“Qué cosa?”’

“Your declaration. You have to write it yourself. Apenas asi, if you want to tell your side
of it.”

“Y ou think?’

“Digo yo, quien sabe.”

“How the fuck would you know where to start?’

“Alli ‘tael pedo.”

“Alli estad pedo.”

El Congjo gets up from the bumper of my car as | walk up. He has his shirt hung over his
shoulder and is still breathing hard from the soccer game.

“Who'swinning?’ | ask.

“This car came by aminute ago,” Conejo says. “It stopped by your car for awhile then
drove off.”

“What kind of car?”
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“A blue Marquis with no license plates. Probably Feos. They didn’t look like state police
either,” Congjo says.

“No plates? Y eah, that sounds like the Federal. What' d they do by my car?”’

“They just looked at it,” Congjo says. “ They gonna pick you up too?’

“Hell no,” | say flashing my charola. “I work for the Poder Judicial Federal.”

“You'relucky,” Congjo says.

When Tofo and | get back to the house, my Old Man is sitting at the kitchen table eating
some soup.

“And the Lord said to Lazarus, levantate y anda and Lazarus got up and ando,” | say.

“Anduvo, pendgjo,” my Old Man says.

“Yeah, but only for afew daysy luego se le quito. How you feeling? Ready for another
one?’

“Another what? | collapsed from exhaustion. Every hijo de su chingada madre and their
brother coming by and you don’t do shit but send them right in.”

| know the drill. My Old Man’s got a“crudamoral,” amora hangover. He fedls guilty
for making a pig of himself and acting all crazy, so now he's going to find something | did to
piss him off and start jumping my ass. Usually all he needs for an excuseisto say I’m high, and
most times he’ s dead on, but that doesn’t change any of the other shit that’s going on while he's
waving his gun around at people. It'sjust like all those times before we had the plaza, and we
were waiting for loads. | could count the hours and tell how things were going. If the driver
didn’t report by acertain time, | knew the load was lost. | always got myself in trouble by asking
my Old Man, “Shouldn’t we' ve heard something by now?’ And that was enough to send my dad

into arage. | never have learned to quit asking the obvious.
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“If you see that I’ m getting tired, you could use your head alittle.”

“That’ s when you get the most mad.”

“1 have reason to be mad. Nothing ever goes like it should. My compadre Goyo got in a
shootout with the soldiers in Durango.”

Comandante Goyo had the whole state of Durango in his pocket. He had afederal
charola signed by the Procurador General de la Republica. We're supposed to be months away
from having the plaza at a national level, and now one of the main guys getskilled.

“They shot him in the leg and let him bleed out without taking him to the hospital or
anything. El Chano and el Guerro Gil have teamed up and are going to war with don Angel over
who gets to keep control of el Bisonte,” my Old Man says.

“What’s don Angel got to do with that ranch? Chano and Gil were the ones running it
with comandante Goyo. Shouldn’t they get to keep it?”

“Pendgjo, my compadre Angel and my compadre Goyo were partnersin that ranch.
How’s my compadre Angel going to look if he just lets those two take it?”

“Can't you goinand fix it like you did in Veracruz or something?’ I'm starting to
wonder if lines are the only thing my dad can fix now.

“1 can’t do shit till the cambio de poder takes place. Why isthat so hard for everyone to
understand?’

“This doesn’t seem right, dad. | just found out a new comandante isin town and Goyo
getting killed and el Chano and Gil. And did you know that that Camacho guy didn’t get fingered
for the candidacy? Why wasn't this Calderoni guy at your party, dad?”’

“Yah, cllate el hocico. You have no idea how much shit | have in my head. Y ou think |

need to get opinions from a pinche mariguano like you? Just shut the fuck up for once. Y ou walk
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in here your eyes al squinted up like a pinche constipated Chino thinking | don’t know what
you' re up to while I’'m busting my ass hanging on to the pinche plaza.”

“l wasjust asking.”

“l was just asking. Hazte pendgjo.”

He' s pissed. He' s yelling at me but he' s mad because he can’t answer my questions.
He' sfeeling burned, but desperately wanting to disbelieve his instincts at the sametime. | go
into my bathroom and start to clean up but am jerked out before | can finish washing my face.
My Old Man has me by the back of my hair holding me bent over, leading me out of the
bathroom. | back away when we clear the door, and just out of reflex | grab the grips of my gun.

“What you hitting on me for?”

He sguares off and takes a half step forward, but balks when he sees my hand on my gun.

“You’ve got pinche mota stashed in the BBQ pit.”

“No, who told you that. | don’t .. .” | see el Poca V oz standing behind my Old Man
smiling like asnitch.

“Hazte pendgjo. There's afucking operative going on and you bring that shit into my
house? Y ou bring that shit in here and it’s me who has to take the fall. Y ou ever stop to think
about that? Y ou're going to ruin this deal for me with that pinche mota you stupid mariguano.”

| skirt my way around my dad and pull my gun and smash it into el PocaVoz's face and
it splitslikeamelon. I'm out the front door but can still hear my Old Man yelling, “No vales
madre.”

A few days later, I'm told to meet Beto at a notary’ s office—I have no ideawhat I'm

lending my name to thistime.
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The notary, asmall dainty little thing dressed in a suit that looks like it’ s half way
through with swallowing him down, coughs from behind a rustic-wood desk. He opens two
leather bound portfolios and sets them before me and Beto. | look over the one closest to me and
see my name.

“1 sign at the bottom?”

The notary stands over the document and points, “There and initial here then one more
signature, there.”

“Whose house did | just sign for?”’

“Your father bought this house from Franklin’s sister so he can have an in with
Calderoni,” Beto says. “l suggested it might be time for you to move to your own place,
especidly if you' re going to be pistol whipping his pistoleros.”

“Y ou heard about that?’

“He wanted to make sure this got done before he leaves for Celaya.”

“My Old Man is going to Celaya? What the fuck isin Celaya except for caramel candy
and goat cheese?’

The notary’ s pacing nervously behind his desk. Every now and then he stops and inches
the portfolio closer to Beto so hecan signiit.

“Your father’ s going to stay there till after the elections. Don Gato bought atire shop in
Celaya and your father is going to stay near by.”

“Don Gato |eft the Federal ?”

“Yes. So did Castillo del Rey, and Memo and Polo. Arturo is the only one from the

comandante’ s grupo especial still active.”
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“Why’ d those guys quit? We're just about to be able to move these guys anywhere we
want, and they up and quit? None of this shit seemsright, Beto. We're supposed to get the plaza
for the whole nation but nothing looks right.”

“It won't be official for afew months, but we thought it would be best for them to resign
then come in again after the new President takes power.”

The notary coughs again and Beto signs the papers and hands them back.

“We'll befinished in amoment,” Beto says to the notary. “Why don’t you go file those
papers?’

“But | haveto lock up. My secretary isn’'t in. | can’t just leave without locking up.”

“Then go wait in your lobby,” | say. | shut the door behind the notary and go around the
desk and sit in his chair. “Nosey mother fucker, that one there. So, al those guys left the Federa
and that’ s supposed to be cool 7’

“They only left for the time being. Once the cambio de poder takes place then they’ll be
reinstated.”

“What about our deal with those guys from Venezuela? How we gonna protect their loads
without comandante Castillo del Rey?’

“We can afford to suspend that operation for now. But even that’ll be considered small
time compared to what we' |l be capable of once the cambio de poder takes place. From now on,
No more secret compartments to move our loads. Soon, real soon, thanksto NAFTA and this
deal, we'll be transporting our goods with government seal s to protect our merchandise.”

“And if it doesn’'t go down like that, Beto?”
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“There’' s going to be alot of opportunity for anyone smart enough to get on board. Don’t
worry about these things, Johnny. | have it all under control. We'll get you something where you
can givethat little girl you're seeing agood life. Y ou' re serious about her, right?”’

“Yeah, but I’'m along way from getting married. I’ ve got some money saved up, over
forty grand. But my Old Man cut off my mordidas from the juzgado and my friend Pecas doesn’t
want to sell anymore weed. | have to stretch what | got for now | guess.”

“You're young, with a pretty girlfriend, you’ re about to become alicenciado, you have a
good job. Why do you want to go around making your dad even tenser with all these doubts you
keep putting in his head? Y ou’ ve already got a house, so you don’'t have to worry about rent.

Y ou should be thinking about taking that big step and leave the nest.”

“Thisain't my house. My Old Man just put it in my name in case there’s any trouble. It's
not really mine.”

“Don’t worry, | got everything all set up. You have adeed in your hand, and you should
be showing off your new house to your girlfriend instead of worrying over nothing. C'mon
Johnny, think about yourself for once.”

Beto’s being nice—in fact, se esta pasando de bueno, and he' s basically saying trust me.
Everyday of my life has taught me to know better, but what if he'sright? What if thisisfinaly
our big score? Maybe | can go it alone now. Oh man, what’s a mariguano to do?

| make it back to my Old Man’s house just asit’s getting dark. Don Chuy our night
watchman is sitting in a Bronco parked in front of the house.

“They dl left,” he says.

“Who'’ s they?’

“Your brothers, sister, their families, everyone.”
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“S0, just my Old Man and the regulars are here?”’

“No, they left too. Y our mom, dad, all the workers, al gone.”

“No shit, my mom and dad already |eft?’

| go in and find Tofo sitting at the breakfast table cleaning a colt .45.

“Your dad left for Celaya. He said he'll call later and for you to stay close to the phone.”

“Where' s everyone else?’

“Polo, el Chaparro, and the maids went home right after your father left. Cesar, el Poca
Voz, Santos and his brother are riding with your dad. Y our dad gave me what was left of the kilo
after the party, but he told me not to give you any. Y ou want some?’

“We'll half it up later.”

| go from empty room to empty room. For the first time since we bought the house, | am
alone. I'm the only oneto say what’s what around the house. No one to boss me around. No
oneto slap me around. | have the plaza.

| stand in the open doorway and call out to Don Chuy, “Hey, pull one of the trucks

around front and help me load up my bed. I’ m going to go smoke ajoint in my new house.”
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CHAPTER XIlI

| take the steps leading up to the Juzgado de Distrito two by two. The gun tucked in the
breast pocket of my leather jacket bounces off my chest. The cocked hammer slamsin just
above my left nipple with each step. It hurts. | stop at the double glass doors and shift the stack
of legal files1’'m holding from my right to my left arm. Thisisjust an excuse to ook over my
shoulder again.

The red Chevy Suburban that has been following me al morning is pulling up to the curb
opposite the court house. Through the tinted windows | can make out two silhouettes riding in
the back seat. | lean into the glass door and the 9 digs deeper into the ripe spot on my tit. It'sthe
only comfort I've felt all day.

The sweat on my palms chills asthe air conditioning hits me. | cross the dank corridor to
the Actuarios station and give the files and the signed receipts for motions to the Licenciada
Tina. She mauls the stack with contempt complaining that | take too long to make my rounds.
She forgets to thank me for doing her job. | light a cigarette and lean strategically on the counter
behind the painted black eagles on the glass door so that I'm out of the view of the Suburban
idling across the street. | lower the zipper on my jacket and pull the grips of my 9mm so the
hammer clears the pocket and | go outside again.

From atop the steps of the juzgado, | can see into the Suburban. The driver is asleep with

his arms folded over the steering wheel. The passenger in the front is facing me, curled up into
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his seat with his back toward the driver. The shadow of a head |eaning on the tinted window
tellsmeit is safe to assume the scene isn’t too different in the back seat.

Even if | take the time to pump two shots into the occupants of the front seat, | can still
shoot who ever is closest in the back seat. That leaves only one potentially active gun in the
back seat. Or maybe two. | might not have made aforth passenger riding back there. Maybe, if
| only put one shot into the guys sitting in the front seat . . .

Licenciados Chapa and Palacios climb the steps of the juzgado to where I’ m standing.
Chapais my maestro from law school. Heisvery tall, which isunusua for aMexican. Palacios
isascrawny lush known in legal circles as a coyote attorney, alawyer whose rare judicia
successes come from fixing cases. They’ re both my neighbors. Chapa lives on the opposite end
of my block. Palacioslives on the next street over, behind my father’s house. The only
difference between Chapa, alitigator, and Palacios, a coyote, isthat Chapawill milk aclient a
little longer before putting in the fix. Their faces are lit up like they have just met a whore who
takes I0OU’s. They want something from me. | smoke and stare into the Suburban.

“ ¢Como estas mi Johnny Juan?’ Chapa throws his arms around me in a hug and uses the
occasion to pat me down to seeif I'm packing agun. “1 once asked the class what no
retroactivity meant in penal matters and Johnny Juan, in only his first semester of classes, said,
‘es cuando la ley no te puede chingar de reversa para atras.””

Chapatells the same story every time he sees me.

Palacios pumps my hand. “That was pretty smart, Johnny.”

Chapa stands between me and Palacios with his arms draped over our shoulders. “Oh, |

knew he was smart from that moment on.” Chapa hugs my shoulder tighter. “That must’ ve been
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when you first came from €l otro lado. | said right then and there, thisis a good boy, even if he's
a Johnny Juan pocho.”

“l was just barely learning how you guystalk down here.”

Palacios stands bent under the weight of Chapa’s arm nodding his approval. “You were
right though, no retroactivity. They can’'t come back and fuck you.”

“1 told you he’' ssmart.” Chapa interrogates Palacios. “When we were driving over to the
court house, what did you hear me say about Johnny?”’

“You said Johnny’s smart.” Palacios follows Chapa’ s lead which means they’ ve been
rehearsing.

“Where' s your father, Johnny?”’

“On tour.” The guy riding shotgun in the Suburban stretches then digs himself back into
the seat.

“Ha, of course heis. He won't be back soon?”’

“Not unless you know something | don’t.”

My Old Man left town six months ago. So did every other mafioso. My job at the
juzgado kept me from leaving along with the rest. The new President hasn’t named a Primer
Comandante so no one knows who to pay. My Old Man and his compadres paid for the election
but | don’t think they got their money’ s worth.

Chapafollows my gaze to the Suburban and asks, “Are they hereto leave a
consignacion?”’

“1 can't imagine why elsethey’d be here.” | have to wet my lipsto say it.
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“Good, an indictment, maybe we can pick up some clients.” Chapa runs a hand through
hisgray hair. “Anda la cosa muy jodida. | haven’t had a new case fall my way in over a
month.”

“No one can move until the new Comanche gets named,” | say. All theloca operators
are out of town waiting to see which comandante will end up overseeing the plaza. Until then,
it's every man for himself for anyone stupid enough to stay. Every guy who can carry a badge
clamsthey’rein charge and triesto put the bite on. There' ve even been shootouts between cops
over who gets to shake some poor fucker down. Drug dealers face the same problem as the
police. Just like there are too many dealers for the police to catch, there are too many cops for
the dealersto bribe. Violencein this businessis never about turf or routes like the newspapers
say; it's dways over money and who gets paid to protect the plaza from cops and other thieves.
Right now, we livein alawless town, and I’'m standing in front of an empty juzgado as proof.

“There’ s still no word on when the new comandante will be named?’ Chapa asks.

“1 know it hasn’t happened yet. I'd of seen or at least heard by now if the judge had
received the notification from the Procurduria. ”

“And in the mean time, everything islocked tighter than a sefiorita’ s knees. We haven't
had a client with money fall for weeks.”

“1 hear there are over a 120 new agents and madrinas in town,” Palacios says.

“What do you say, Johnny?’ Chapa asks. “Are there more Feds on patrol ?’

“There seems to be alot more Suburbans without license plates on the road.” | try to

sound casual. “Laraza can’t score enough weed to mix aremedy for rheumatism.”

181



“1 hear thisisareal bloodthirsty group that hit Reynosa.” Chapalooks down on the
Suburban and shakes his head. “ They’ ve got everyone lying so low, we can’t even get adrunk
out of jail.”

“They do this every time they change comandantes.” Palacios screws his finger into his
clenched fist. “The big shotsin el D.F. send up squads of agents to chingar everyone, then the
new comandante gets here and sets a high quota and no one says a peep about it, just aslong as
there’swork.”

We moveto let alawyer and his client’s family make their way out of the juzgado. |
know the lawyer. He's green, with no connections inside the courthouse, so hiscaseis
stonewalled. He's having a hard time explaining to an older man and awoman carrying a baby
why their loved oneis still in jail despite the advance they paid months ago.

“Yes, Palacios, but it’'s the madrinas who are the real danger.” Chapawaits for the
passing lawyer and the disgruntled family to carry their squabble down the steps. “These pseudo
agents are not accountabl e for any abuse they commit because they’ re sponsored by the Feds.

I’ ve heard that these madrinas the Feds brought into town are alot more sadistic than your
typical crew of maleantes.”

The woman carrying the baby is standing on the curb yelling “pincherata” into the
passenger window while the older man she’ s with tries to keep the lawyer from closing his car
door by holding tight to the handle. The attorney pulls away from the curb and the man’s forced
to let go of the door when he can no longer keep up with the accelerating vehicle.

Chapa cocks his thumb at the scene and shrugs. “I’ ve heard of tortures far worse than

your usual mineral water and pepper sprayed up a detainee’ s nose or cattle prods being put to the
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testicles, hasta se meten con la familia. | hear tell of the abuse of women and children,
bludgeoning beyond recognition, desaparecidos, and even men being raped.”

Palacios raises his hands in exasperation. “Imagine that, being raped after getting beat
half to death.”

“1 can’t imagine being raped any other way.” | feel aslow chill, apurely physical sense
of danger, awarning in my blood that violence, muCristination, a shocking death, a butt-fucking,
waits for meimpatiently. I've heard stories similar to Chapa s from the detainees brought before
thejudge. The detainees give their declaraciones barely able to stand —most pass out before they
finish their testimonies. Their lawyers argue that the confessions were coerced, and the judge
says, “That’swhat they all say.” Then the detainee sreally fucked, reo que se confiese, que lo
defiende su chingada madre.

“Ha, of course you can’'t imagine getting raped without afight.” Chapaturns to Palacios.
“When the police practice delinquency, we thank God for real men like Johnny’s father.” Chapa
points his chin toward the Suburban. “Y our father would never take any shit from usurpers like
those parked across the street.”

“And you're like your Dad, Johnny,” Palacios says. “Hijo detigre nace pintito.”

| nod wishing | was out of town like my Old Man.

Chapaturns his back to the street and cocks his head over his shoulder. “Just look at that
bunch parked over there. They’re asleep, probably tired from robbing people al night.”

“They get to do what they please while honest men like your father have to leave town.”

Chapaturnsto stare Palacios down. “Out of town negotiating the safety of practically the

whole town, I'm sure. That brings me to something that should be of great concern to all of us
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here present.” Chapa places his hand on my shoulder. “Johnny, you know I'm the first to say
that we all sleep better in our homes since you and your father moved into the neighborhood.”

“Gracias, maestro.” When we first moved in, my Old Man made me take the crew on a
sweep of the neighborhood. We slapped around afew guys who said they we're just cutting
through to get to their jobs and wrecked some stereos that were playing too loud and that quieted
things around the colonia.

“And | mean that. Before you moved in, no house was safe from thieves.”

“Y eah, yeah, and the police would only come for gas money to continue the
investigation,” Palacios adds. “Robbed twice.”

“That’sright. And that’s why we don’t want to go to the judicial del estado for that
business about Don Lupe'slions, unlessit’s al right with you.”

Guadalupe Benavides is the reason my father bought his house in El Parque. Lupin, as |
call him, was abig operator back in the 70’s, but he got pinched and doesn’t do anything but
occasionally warehouse loads on his property. He' s got a big spread, enclosed by a nine foot
brick fence, where atanker trailer can easily be parked without being seen from the street. His
friends are always giving him ridiculous gifts like 500 live quails, peacocks, toucans. Along
with the birds, Lupe Benavides has 70 goats, a pair of geese, a spider monkey named Lady, asix
point buck, and three African lions penned up on the two acres his home sits.

When | first moved into the neighborhood, Lupin sent a currier over to fetch me—he
never uses his own phone for speaking with la gente. He sat me down at his kitchen table and
fed me fried rattle snake —he said it was good against cholesterol—and explained how my father
was in charge of the neighborhood now, but he was still keeping active as * sub-comandante.” |

was to function as jefe de grupo and report to my father asusual. But | also have to see to what
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ever Lupin might not be able to handle on his own. Now that both my father and Lupin are out of
town, | oversee both outfits.

“1 had Poncho and Gordo pen the lions up when Lupin left on vacation like | was told.”
And | hadn’t been back to check in on Lupin’s place since. “Did they get |oose?”’

“No, the lions are penned.” Chapalooksto either side then leansin. “They haven't been
fed in ten days.”

“I'll just buy adead horse at the slaughter house.” I’ve known Lupin’slionsto eat half a
horse every other day between the three. But awhole horseisn’t going to satisfy the cats very
much after aten day fast.

“Oh no, Johnny, that won't be necessary.” Palaicos straightens to deliver his news. “I
spoke with Don Lupe last night. He phoned me from his vacation site in Cuidad Valles. We
discussed the lions at great length and decided the best thing would be for them to be killed.”

Thiswon'’t be hard to confirm, although | have no reason to doubt what Palacios saysis
true. Men like Lupe Benavides order hits like white men order Chinese food.

“You don’t have to be telling the world where the Sefior takes his vacation,” | say just to
take Palacios down a notch.

“With things being the way they are and the Fedsriled,” Chapa cups my shoulder like a
horny priest, “We figured you' d rather we find un agente del estado to do the deed, so we can
spare you any trouble you might not be able to handle.”

| square off on both men. “Why’d you come to me?”’

“You're lugarten—"
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Chapa steps forward, quieting Palacios before he can call me lugarteniente, the term the
mediais using to describe the guy left in charge while the bosses are on the lam. “You're
looking after Don Lupe' s place while he is out of town aren’t you?’

“Lupin’s house and the rest of El Parque.” | dternate glares between the men standing
before me. “Do either of you have a complaint with how I’ ve been handling things.”

“No, no, no, paranada.”

“Todo en Santa Paz.”

“S0 you two just keep me informed when ever some pinche gatos get you spooked and
I'll take care of it like usual.” I'm alittle embarrassed for talking this way to my maestro.
Palacios, | could give afuck about. “I don’t need you guys bringing any stinking badges around
the neighborhood.” Both men smile back at me, but it’s not because of my joke. They got me.

Something flickers out the corner of my eye and | turn in time to see the guy curled up in
the Suburban wake with a start. He elbows the driver and points at me.

Chapa begins backing toward the doors. “Those men are pointing at you Johnny.”

“Really? | think they’re looking at you guys.” | start down the steps. “Comeon, let’s go
ask them.” | hear Chapa and Palacios falling over each other to get through the court house
doors and | want to smile, but that might cause me to swallow my balls that are firmly lodged in
my throat. The Suburban is coming alive as | reach the passenger side and wait for the guy who
made me on the steps to lower the window.

“Hey compadre, if you guys are here to leave a consignacion you better take it back to
the D.A. because the judge is about to tear you a new ass for trying to ruin his lunch with more

work.” | lean my head ever so dlightly in the window and survey the interior of the vehicle.
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“Which one of you isthe ciento-tres?” Two long rifles, AK-47’s, front and backseat, and aforth
passenger in the back. “Thejudge will want to talk con un agente effectivo.”

The guy in the front seat backslaps the driver in the chest signaling him to put the
Suburban in motion. “He’son hisway.” He startsto raise his window. “We'll go get him.”

They leave me standing in the middle of the street. | want to piss my pants but my dick is
wrapped up around my tongue.

| nose my Crown Victoriaaround town, taking all the main streets that lead to my Old
Man’s house. | want to increase the odds of awitnessin case | get picked up before | make it
home. My rearview mirror shows no sign of the red Suburban or any other car without plates
that might be atail. It's safe enough for lunch, so | make adog leg before going home.

| head for my girlfriend Cristina s house. | find her alone in the kitchen stirring a pot of
conch shaped pasta. Her hips sway as she moves the spoon around the pot. | move in behind her
and slide my hands around her waist. She lays her head back and nuzzles my neck before she
elbows me away. Cristinaturns and reaches into my jacket and pulls out my Browning and lays
it on the counter next to the stove.

“I"'m hungry.”

She pecks me on the lips. “Why else would you come over?”’

We eat and | tell her about my day, except for the part where they’ re following me.

“Poor lions.”

“Why s0? | haven't said | was going to kill them. | just said they want meto kill ‘em.”

“Still, if they said you have to kill the lions, then that’s what you' |l haveto do.” She

clears the dishes. Cristina’s niece comes into the kitchen and hands her a brush and a ribbon.
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She does the child’s hair in apony tail and tells her to go see what the pig laid. The little girl
runs off screaming, “se van a besar.” Cristina comes around the counter and we kiss. Our lips
meet and her tongue digs into my mouth and does things | dare not speak for fear that | may tip
someone off to what I’ ve found. She bites down on my lip and doesn’t let go until she tastes
blood.

“You better be careful,” she says wiping her mouth.

“What'd | do?’

“With the lions.”

“Oh that,” | take my gun from Cristina. “I might just feed them.”

“And what if they go crazy after not eating for so long and attack you to get at the food.”

“I'll send someone else to feed them.”

“Then they’ll get killed, and it will be your fault for sending them.”

| pull Cristinatoward me and try to steal another kiss but she pushes me away.

“What if they get out and kill anifio, or some vigjito who can’'t run.” Cristinalooks at me
bug eyed. “Those lions might even come here.”

“Oh, how are they going to come here?’

“1 don’'t know, but what if they do?’ Cristina hugs on my neck.

“I"ll come over and spend the night so you won't be scared.”

“Okay.”

“Readly?’

“Sure, if you marry me this evening.”

| turn to leave and Cristina follows me to the door. She looks around for any neighbors

who may be spying about. She kisses me long and hard on the mouth.
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“1 might not be able to come around for aday or two.”

“1 knew it, always on the weekend. Then I'm going to McAllen tomorrow with my sister
Linda” Cristina holds out her hand.

| reach into my pocket and pinch out a stack of twenties. | rip the paper band and pedl off
aquarter of the stack. “Get me some socks and underwear.”

“Y ou need shirts, and more pants wouldn’t hurt either.” She keeps her hand out.

“Just the socks and underwear.” | kiss her again. “Go in the house, | don’t want you
outside when | leave.

“You'll come and tell me when you’ ve killed the lions?”’

“If, 1 kill thelions.” | still haven't said | would.

“Bring me some grease off the lions.”

“What the hell for?”

“They say it’s good for arthritis, and my mom’s hands have been hurting.”

| kiss her one last time and she makes me pay for it by biting my lip again. We have been
going around for two years. Cristina has never let me pass second base. | go to whores to get
lad. But whoreswon't give me what Cristina gives me no matter how much extral offer to pay.
Cristina kisses me on the mouth and feeds me lunch. There snot awhore in all the Zona Roja

who would do that for me.

*k*

| cruise the four blocks that make up my neighborhood before | pull up to my father’s

house. | see no out of place carsin front of my house or down my block. | turn down my
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father’ s street and it’ s barren. | usually come from work and find a horde of children entrenched
in ahot game of street soccer, but not now. | make another round and it’s the same on every
street; there are no children playing or women sweeping the walk. It's as quiet as Election Day,
except for the goats.

Directly in front of our houseis a half acre lot surrounded by a brick fence. Lupin keeps
his goats penned there. The animals can’t be seen from the street, but their bleating is al that
can be heard up and down the block.

| go into my Old Man’'s house and find it silent also except for the sounds coming from
the kitchen. El Chaparro sits at the breakfast table stirring dominoes around. Polo the cook
wipes down the stove and the tiled counter tops stopping occasionally to look out the kitchen
window. Tofio sits across from El Chaparro running a scrap of torn T-shirt over an AK-47.
These three men and a seventy-two year old night watchman are all my Old Man left me to work
with in his absence.

El Chaparro selects a hand of dominoes from the spread and begins a game of solitaire.
“Did you eat lunch already?’

| take a beer from the fridge and start to go over the phone messages listed on apad. The
list isshort. Thefirst two callers are regulars, Homar and El Tarta. They want to move
something, and since nothing can move right now, they can wait. The third guy on thelistis
Juan Rios, the chief of the Hidalgo P.D. He probably wants to know when work will start up
again like the other guys, but since | might have to “brincar €l charco” and lay low on the
American side for awhile, | make amental note to invite Juan Rios out |ater. For afew rounds of
drinks and a couple of table dances at a strip joint | can have an official police escort all over the

Valley. | finish my beer in two gulps and Polo brings me another.
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El Chaparro lays down a domino and claps his hands. “Estoy incontenible, that’s the fifth
game |’ ve beat the devil out of today.”

“I"'m glad to see you're hard at work.”

“So you can talk.” El Chaparro collects the dominoes.

“1 was followed today.”

Tofo slams aclip into the AK, pullsit back out then checks the action. “What were they
driving?’

“A red Suburban.” No one seems too impressed by my news. “There were four guys
inside.”

Polo looks out the kitchen window, stretching to see as far down either side of the street
aspossible. “T-t-t-there was a blue Marquis parked down the s-s-street up until a half hour ago.”
Polo stutters.

| look at El Chaparro and he nods.

“Think they’ Il try to get past the gates?’ I’m not asking anyone in particular.

El Chaparro lifts his shoulders. “They might pick one of us up to try to force your father’s
hand.”

“You think they’ [l come after me?”

Tofo slapsthetable. “They’ |l haveto kill me before they can do anything to you, Compa
Johnny.”

Onelook at Toflo and anyone can tell he is a descendant of some ancient barefoot race.
He was in the Marines in Sinaloa but was court-martialed for getting in a shootout with a group
of Fedsin the Red Light district in Mazatlan. Tofio has hated Feds and madrinas ever since, not

that he was too crazy about them before. I’m not sureif I’'m glad my Old Man left me Tofio.
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“Did your tail look official?” El Chaparro asks. “Did you notice any familiar ciento-tres
in the pack?

“Nah, just abunch of madrinastagging along all day.” | pull out my 9 and slideit over
to Tofio and he starts to break the weapon down. “I talked to them.”

El Chaparro gives me the look.

“1 just gave ‘em some bullshit about the judge and they left.”

“Don’t you know what kind of people you' re dealing with here?’ El Chaparro takes
what’s left of my beer and pours it down the sink.

“B-b-b-estias Johnny, bestias salvajes.” Polo waives akitchen towel over his head.
“These animals don’t respect their own mother.”

“So what was | supposed to do?”’

“Nothing, just sit tight.”

Polo, from his post at the window, says, “D-d-did they tell you about the lions?’

“How’d you know?”’

“Pinche goats haven’t shut up al day,” El Chaparro says.

“Save one of the lions for me to kill, Compa Johnny,” Tofo says.

“How’ d you guys know about Chapa and Palacios?’ | ask.

“They came by earlier saying Lupin wanted something done about the lions,” El
Chaparro says. “Wetold them they could probably find you at the juzgado.”

“Y ou sent them to the juzgado?’

“Where' d you want meto tell them to go, your girlfriend’ s house?’

“To go fuck themselves, | don’t know.” | pace around the kitchen. “1 got mother fuckers

following me, you guys got more sons of bitches parked outside, and you send me two fucking
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lawyers who want me to quebrar three pinche lions that just happen to be penned up in the
retired drug dealer’ s backyard.”

“Calm down Chato,” El Chaparro says. “We're supposed to keep things quiet while your
Dad is out of town, right? Well, the lions made noise, now we have to quiet them.”

“What are those guys staking out the neighborhood going to say when we open fireon a
bunch of cats?’

“What are they going to say when they find out Lupin is so retired he can afford to keep a
private zoo?’" El Chaparro arranges his dominoes for anew game. “They left you in charge,
remember?’

| walk out and don’t stop until I'm standing on the curb. Tofio follows. He will not leave
my side again until | go to sleep and he beds down outside my door. | tell Tofio to put the lock
onthe gate. | start walking up the street. Toflo says something while securing the gate but |
can’'t hear him over the bleating of Lupin’s goats. Two doors down from my Old Man’s house
lives alady who sells soft drinks and snacks from a cuartito outside her house. | enter and Tofio
catches the screen door before it can slam shut behind me. | pull a couple of bottles of refrescos
from the cooler. Tofio uncaps the soda by laying the edge of the bottle cap on the gection port of
his gun barrel. He twists hiswrist and the bottle cap flies off with apop. Dofia Jovita, the owner
and operator of the little store, looks up from her seat behind the counter and says, “ The only
customers I’ve had al day opened their refrescos with their guns. | guess people with guns
aren't afraid of the lions.”

| pull atwenty out of my pocket and lay it on the counter. “What’ s that, Dofa?’

“l said you're not afraid of the lions because you have guns.” Dofia Jova picks up the bill

and holds it close to her eyes and shakes her head then lays the bill on the counter again. “I don’t
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have change. Why don’t you go and shoot those lions so people can leave their homes? | thought
those men who came in here earlier were here to shoot the lions, but they just camein and
grabbed some sodas and didn’t even leave a deposit for the bottles.”

“You didn’t happen to notice what type of car those men were driving, did you Dofia
Jova?”’

“1 don’'t know nothing about cars. | haven't dared to stick my head out that door all day.
I’ ve been sitting behind this counter, hearing roars and panicked goats, waiting for the screams
of thefirst Christian those lions eat up y rogandol e a dios que no sea yo.”

| push the twenty toward her. “Keep the change Dofia, and if those men come back, tell
them | paid the deposit on their soda bottles.”

“That takes care of that.” Dofa Jova wads up the bill and shovesit into a pocket on her
apron. “Who's going do something about those lions across the street?’

| finish off my soda and place the empty bottle on the counter. “I’ll get some food out to
thelionsin alittle bit,” | say on my way out. “That I'll quiet them so you won’t be afraid.”

“I’ll be here praying those beasts don’t make a meal out of you.”

Tofo joins me on the curb and we both take turns staring down the street to the sky blue
Marquis that is now parked at the end of the block.

“That the same car you guys saw earlier?’ | ask.

“1 told El Chapparro and Polo we should have taken care of these hijos de puta before
you came home.” Tofio unbuttons his light jacket and runs his hands over his belt stopping on
his holstered .45 and extraclip case. “Let’s go over there and start chambering bullets on those

mother fuckers.”
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Until | see Tofio check his weapon and ammunition, | hadn’t realized that I’ m no longer
wearing my jacket. When Tofio finished field dressing my Browning, | holstered the gun in the
waist band of my pants. I’m standing on the sidewalk with my Browning and four extraclips
strapped around my waist in front of God and a car load of fucking madrinas.

“What do you say Johnny, les hechamos candela?’

“Let’s see what they do first.” We move down the street and stop at the corner. 1’m about
to crosswhen | hear, “Psst, psst, Johnny, hey, Johnny.”

| turn to see el Cato—the neighborhood car thief—hiding half his face behind his front
door. | start for his house but he waves me off before | can take a step.

“Johnny, are those guys in the Marquis here for me?”’

| look down the street to the Marquisidling half a block away and say over my shoulder,
“1 think you're fucked.”

“Ay, mamacita. | swear | haven't even stolen a hub cap for months. Do something for
me, Johnny. Y ou know I’m good for it.” Cato slams his door shut and | hear locks tumbling.
The joke helps ease the knot in my stomach.

We cross the street and make our way around the corner with the blue Marquis following

a vuelta derueda behind us. At Lupin’s main gate, Tofio and | wait for Jaimeto let usin.

Jaimeis ayoung man with big ears. Helooks like the guy from Mad Magazine and | told
him so once but all he understood was that | thought he looked like some guy from a magazine.
He has thought I’m ajoto ever since and smiles coquettishly every time he sees me. | brush past
Jaime and make my way to the shade of a palapawhere Leonel, Lupin’s half brother is sitting
with his shirt unbuttoned and a hundred dollar bill folded in the classic junky mold brimming

with cocaine resting on his potbelly. Leonel sees me and fills the tip of a butter knife with a

195



mound of coke and sniffs hard. Small specs of coke fall on his bare chest and the scaly gleam
from the drug glistens despite the shade.

“1 was wondering when someone would come around and help me destroy this
evidence.” Leonel hands me the bill and butter knife.

| fill the tip with a generous mound and sniff and repeat this motion twice for each nostril
before passing the bill on to Tofo. “Destroying evidence, isthat what we're calling it now?’ |
ask.

“Well hell if the Feds are going to be rude enough to raid us, I’'m not going to share any
of this crap with them.” Leonel receives the butter knife and bill from Tofio and starts stabbing at
the coke. “1’m going to finish this shit off, and then I’ m taking this hundred dollars to the Zona
and giving it to the first whore who can get my cock straight.” Leonel does another bump of
coke. “Fuck the Feds, fuck the lions, fuck Lupin, fuck everybody.” | take a pack of cigarettes
out of Leonel’s shirt pocket and give one to Tofio.

“Y eah, fuck everybody but ’ cept you, mi Johnny.”

“What about the lions?’ | ask.

“What?’

“You said fuck the lions. What about ' em?’

“Oh, them, aren’t you going to kill ’em?’ Leonel takes off his cap and wipes the sweat
off hisbald head. “Lupin tried to sell those lionsto aguy from acircus. Give me three thousand
pesos for all three he says. I'll give you two, the circus guy says. Fuck you, I’ [l see them dead
first. Don’'t anyone ever feed ‘em again, Lupin says and leaves for Valles. Lupin said you were
going to kill ‘em. Palacios said you were going to kill ‘em. Everybody said, so fuck the lions and

good riddance.”
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“Just like that Leonel, | kill them and ya? Can’'t we just start feeding them Lupin’s goats
or something?’ My jaws are starting to clench from the coke.

“Callate, those goats are like Lupin’s children. Why do you think Lupin wants the lions
dead? He' s afraid they might get out and finish off his herd. His own brother here with those
pinche bestias salvajes, and Lupin’s worried about a herd of goats.”

“A car full of madrinas followed us over here,” | say. “Hell, there might even be Feds
outside the gate right now.”

“Blue car, with four fuckersinside?’ Leonel asks.

“Yeah.”

“Fuck them. They’ ve been cruising around here all day. If they were going to do
something they would have done so by now.”

| take another hit of cocaine and Leondl’ s reasoning startsto ring solid. Fucking Feds are
just like the bullies | encountered in grade school back in the States. Them big white boys would
come up and promise me an ass kicking after class. But | could never stand the thought of
someone being carefree while | shat all over myself waiting to get beat down. It’'s aways best to
attack abully and have it over and done with than to be agonizing slowly over impending doom.

“Let'stake alook at them cats’ | say, and we start across the large patio and parking area
to aremote corner on the lot. Half way across the lot, the stench of urine and sweat and shit
starts to get thick. We have to cover our noses through waves of decay before we reach the lions
den.

The lions are penned in a horse stable. The only opening in the block structureis nailed

shut with forklift pallets all the way to the top of the door way. | look through the dlitsin the
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pallets and in the shadows | see three sets of yellow-green eyes, sunken deep in their sockets,
staring back at me.

The male lion, the youngest and smallest in size of the three cats, lies on its stomach with
its chin resting on outstretched paws near the doorway. The two shelions, their pelts sagging off
their skeletal frames, watch us from the shadowy corners of the stable, staying out of the rays of
light that stream through the dlits of the makeshift cage door. They cringe in the gray darkness.

These animals have been cared for up until now. They’ ve been fed regularly and instead
of learning how to hunt and fend for themselves, the three lions have learned —through days and
years of experiencing the snub of the chain, the unyielding bars—their limitations and the role
humans play in their lives. But now that the humans are no longer the food givers, the lions
watch from the shadows and remember their natural instincts. Their eyes|ook out through the
wooden bars, watchful, alert, waiting for the keeper to forget the door, for the collar to fray, the
bar to |oosen.

| look at Tofio and he nods back at me. | pull my gun and sit down cross legged two
paces in front of the boarded up doorway. | set my sights on a one-and-a-half-inch square hole
in the base of the wooden pallet that exposes the male lion’sforehead. | drop the safety and the
baby lion liftsits head afraction. | squeeze off a shot and a blue-black hole appears instantly on
the lion’s forehead. Its lifeless head lands on the now limp outstretched paws. | want to take a
moment and contemplate this blue-black hole that is screaming the reality of my actions back at
me, but thereis no time. There never is.

Tono rushes the door and pumps two bullets from his forty-five through the wooden dlits.
His shots are quick and hisaim off. The she lions bounce off the wallsin awild frenzy. | don't

know if they are incensed over the gunfire or if it’ s the blood trickling out of the malelion’s
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mouth and forehead. Nothing can be heard over the shrieks and roars of the shelions. | motion
for Tofo to follow my lead. Tofio steps out of my way. | go forward looking down the sights of
my gun. | get close enough to the doorway to feel the breeze from the lioness' s fanning swipes.
| take aim through the wooden bars and pull my trigger three times. The shots send the she lions
to the back of the stable. Tofio appears beside me and takes aim and fires. The cat’s chin hits
the concrete floor hard and slides across the pen clearing a path through the dust and debris. The
lioness raises its head groggily and lunges for the door. | open fire and knock the beast back to a
sitting position. Tofio and | alternate our attacks on the lions like wolvesin apack. Assoon as |
finish my volley, Tofio steps ahead of me and draws a bead on the other she lion. He hits her
square on the forehead. The lion’s head swings from side to side then comes crashing down to
the base of the doorway next to the limp body of the male lion.

| motion Tofio back and we change clips as we regroup then move forward behind our
guns. Thelast lion ishunched back in afar corner of the stable. | take aim and fire. The bullet
hits the she lion in the neck just below her jaw. The shot tumbles her over backward. | lower
my aim to survey the damage. The lioness, struck and wounded, with only afraction of an
instant to rally, lunges, not with blind rage, but with all the deliberate intention of destruction
toward its attackers. She concentrates her lunge on the top corner of the doorway. The wooden
pallet yields under the lioness' s rush and slaps the concrete frame. Tofio’s Colt spits fire and the
shelion falsonitsback. It regainsitsfooting and slinksinto acorner. The big cat is panting
heavily and repeatedly coughing up bubbled globs of blood that flow over its chin and down its
chest.

The shot isawkward. | have to lean against the building and aim sideways through the

doorway. | draw abead and fire. Thelion’s head crashes against the block wall then falls to the
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floor with athud. | wave my hand over my head and step away from the doorway. | haven't
brought my foot down for the second step when a sudden gust sends the stagnant coppery breath
of the she lion down the back of my neck. I turn in time to see the outstretched body of the she
lion sailing through the air toward the sagging pallet at the top of the doorway. | turn and
squeeze off shots indiscriminately. Tofio isto one side of me emptying his forty-five into the
lion. El Chaparro appears and fires a pump action .22 from my left flank into the stable. The
lion claws the top portion of the barred doorway with open mouth and guttural shrieks then falls
dead next to the other two lions lying on the floor.

El Chapparro prods the lions with the barrel of the .22 and makes sure they are dead.
Leonel and Jaime busy themselves tearing down the wooden pallets from the doorway. This
proves easy as the loosened concrete nails brake away and the wooden pallets splinter with only
afew whacks of an axe.

Ropes are dlipped around the lions' neck and their carcasses are dragged out of the stable.
During the shooting | hadn’t noticed the group of people that gathered within the patio. Someone
pulls out a camera and we take turns posing with the dead lions. Knives and other cutting
instruments are produced and El Chapparro, Leonel, Jaime and some others begin skinning the
lions.

El Chapparro wraps his stubby fingers around one of the lion’s ears and begins sawing
off its snout with a hacksaw.

“What are you doing that for?” | ask.

El Chapparro tears off the lion’s lower jaw and holds it up to me. “Palacios and Chapa

say they have ajeweler who'll pay 250 dollars for every fang and 150 dollars for each claw.
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An abacus goes off in my mind, and then | do what every man should do when he
realizes he's been duped. | negotiate two claws, afang, and ajar of what ever grease they can
get off the lions to take to Cristina so she can give to her mother.

| signal Toro for usto leave. Tofo secures the film from the guy snapping off the
pictures then comes trotting after me. We make our way past the main gate through a crowd that
yells and cheers us aswe pass. A group of red-faced happy children trail after us. I’ve never hit
one out of the park in the bottom of the ninth. I’ve never sunk one at the buzzer, never
intercepted for atouchdown, never played a guitar solo, never been asked to address the crowd
other than to give an alibi, so thisisit for me. | reek of cat urine and gunpowder but every
woman on the block is gushing over me, their children are elbowing each other for a chance to
touch me, and the men are being pushed into the deepest darkest parts of their wives' and kid's
hearts to make room for me and they go without protest nodding their recognition of my
superiority. My ears ring from the gunfire and shouting kids. The smell of cat piss and decay
has penetrated my clothes and it’s hard to catch my breath as | wade through the sea of extended
hands clamoring to pump mine.

Over the smiling faces of the children, at the other end of the block, a sky blue Marquis
sitsidling. The occupants stare at the scene through the windshield, watchful, alert, waiting for
the keeper to forget the door, for the frayed collar, the loosened bar, waiting for their chance to

lunge, waiting.
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CHAPTER XIII

| don’t mind being tailed that much—I mean, being followed is alot better than being
picked up by the federales. Sure, it'salittle embarrassing, but | think every law student should
show up to school with a Suburban full of federales on their tail every now and then, just so the
rest of the class knows what kind of game they’ re getting into. It'sall the sneaking and hiding
just to do simple chores like study for an exam that really sucks about being hunted by the feds.

| have to ditch the Crown Victoria at the gas station where Pecas works. Every cop in
town knows my car. Thiswas a good thing when it came to getting out of tickets or parking with
Cristina at the plaza without being bothered. But lately I’ ve been heading a parade of cops
through the streets of Reynosa. El Conejo will take my car to the juzgado so the guns tailing me
will think I'm inside working. Fucking car isamost brand new and | have to trust it to akid
who can barely see over the dashboard. | hide in the bathroom till Pecas finishes his shift, chain
smoking my last four Ralieghs to keep from gagging on the smell of shit and urine mixed with
Fabul oso cleaner.

We walk down the railroad tracks away from the Gasolinera Ramirez toward La
Cantaranas. Pecas hits each tiein stride, but | have to single step to avoid falling headlong on
the tracks.

Pecas sticks his chin out and says, “When we reach the end of that fence, I’ll take alook
behind us. If | take off running, you follow.”

“I know.”
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“Don’t stop.”

“1 know.”

“Even if they call you, ‘Ay chavo, ven.””

“1 say, ‘ven por mi,” and keep running. | know.”

We reach the fence and | say asilent prayer while Pecas sneaks apeak. “There' s atruck,
Johnny. | can’t tell what kind of cops. But | don’t think they’re feds.”

The feds me pusieron campana, have hung a cowbell on me. Thisis how we say that the
feds have let the word dlip that they’ re after me. Now the feds don’t have to tail me round the
clock anymore. If they want to know where I’'m at, al they have to do is find the nearest guy
with abadge and ask. There's ajob with the Feds waiting for any cop who will give meup. A
reward has been put on my ass.

We round the fence and go down a narrow walk that zigzags between the cinder block
rooms where whores used to bring their clients back when la Cantaranas was part of the red light
district. There' sno furniture in these rooms except for the bare essentials, a bed, some type of
stove or hot plate sitting on atin table, maybe a dresser and an ice chest, and of course aradio.
There' s music spilling from the open doors, and every radio is tuned to high and on a different
station. Women sit at their windows in open robes, towels wrapped around their heads, looking
into handheld mirrors, plucking eyebrows or penciling in moles over their lips while their kids
run around in saggy diapers on bare concrete floors screaming louder than the radio.

Everyonetries to hold their shit together in the vecindad. The men stand around
doorways drinking caguamas and smoking pot, nodding our recognition as we make our way
through the vecindad with aflicker of eye contact, screaming in that one glance all the hate and

sadness and loneliness, all the want and got-to-have, al the ah huevos; and then the eyes go out,
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cast down again, slinking back into their sockets so as not to roll out with the next nod. I’'m with
Pecas —and Pecas has arep as a guy who se da un tiro, will fight if need be—so al | have to do
is stay grim and nod in return and just keep walking past the clumps of tattooed men, through the
maze of narrow walkways and allies that even cops avoid.

My whole world’' s a vecindad.

We pile our books on Pecas' s table and get ready to study. | take out a bag of weed and
start breaking up buds on the front page of El Mafiana. | have no rolling papers or cigarettes so
Pecas goes to his backdoor and whistles. A lanky kid, about 14 years old, named Omar comes
running to hiscall.

“Omar, go to the deposito and buy us a pack of cigarettes.”

| pull out 250,000 peso bill. “Tell him to buy some Raleighs and to keep the change.”

“Hear that, buey? Y our going to make some cash so don’t take forever.”

Pecas opens a Codigo de Procedimientos Penal and starts thumbing through the pages.
We have final exams before we graduate. If we pass these tests, we'll be eligible to take the bar
exam and become licensed attorneys. Pecas paces up and down his kitchen reciting from
memory, “Los siete elementos del delito son latipicidad, antijuricidad—"

The night my grandfather died, | could hear my Old Man whimpering. He ssittingina
corner, sniffling but | can't tell if he's crying or if it’sjust the coke. He keeps ordering his
pistolerosto play the same song on the stereo over and over, Mi Vigjo, Mi Querido Vigo, by
Jose Alfredo Jimenez. He doesn’t look as tough as he usually does. He looks old and tired and

scared.
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Now we'rein Californiafor my grandfather’s funeral. | can see my brothers and sister
huddled around our mother sobbing uncontrollably. My Old Man’s walking down the aisle to
where the casket housing my grandfather’s body lies. My Old Man fights every step swinging a
half empty bottle of J&B ahead of him, but the pine box pulls him aong. When he gets close
enough to peer in—it’ s like a grenade has gone off and my Old Man reels back dropping the
whiskey bottle to shield his face with trembling hands. I’ m standing, ashamed for crying, when |
start getting shaken. 1t's my Old Man and he has me by the shoulders, his face drawn close to
mine, tears are streaming down our faces, and he keeps saying, “Se me murié € gusto.”

| blink then see my dad on top of atractor wiping sweat from hisneck. I'm little and
can't ride with him because | might fall and get chewed up by the disk blades. When he gets
back to the truck, | help him off with his rubber boots. | have a clear image of thin pale ankles
being choked by white socks that were calf length when | watched him put them on that
morning.

Now | see my Old Man walking chained at the hips and ankles through the halls of the
Brownsville courthouse. He walks straight, his chin jetting out, but he refuses to meet my gaze.
| sidestep next to him, the chains clank aong the marble floor echoing throughout the corridor,
but my Old Man walks on with eyes fixed ahead and never turns toward me.

“1t's Omar, Johnny.”

Omar comes in and throws the pack of cigarettes on the table then grabs a Cédigo Civil.

“What you guys looking at these books for?” Omar asks then starts going through the

Cadigo page by page.
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“You're not studying, Johnny,” Pecas says. “ Andas sacado de onda, right? You can’t
concentrate.”

“Hey, these books don’t have any pictures, no drawings, nothing just a bunch of
writing,” Omar says.

“They’re not comic books. Those are law books, we're going to be lawyers,” | say.

“But not even adrawing, a pinche graph, anything? The books at my school all have
pictures and drawings, graphs, maps. What happened to these books?”’

“They’re not that kind of books,” | say.

“Tiraal ledn, Johnny. Don’'t bother with him. He' s just akid. He don’t know,” Pecas
says. “No sensein worrying about getting picked up. That it’s going to happen is a sure bet. Y ou
guys got too big. Me, I'm small time. I’'ll let myself get caught stealing something, aradio or
some hub caps, if | seethat things get too hot. I'd rather get beat by the municipal cops than the
feds...”

He'sright. | can't read or study law right now, my mind is off somewhere else,
costeando, off walking some distance shore. There’'s a newspaper on the table, so | start looking
over the headlines while Pecas talks. Detienen al Kino en Tampico is the big news of the day.
The story reads that El Kino, head of the national Pemex union, was found in possession of a
large cache of weapons—the paper doesn’t bother to say why a union leader would have
hundreds of assault rifles. According to the paper, there was a shootout during the arrest and a
federal D.A. got killed before they could get to El Kino. I've met El Kino on several occasions
and that little runt of aman being in a shootout with the fedsis as likely as the kids from Menudo
being straight. There're pictures of the weapons seized and on another table there' re stacks of

cash and rows of Rolex watcheslined up. | search the stacks of billsto seeif | can spot any that
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| marked while counting, but the pictureistoo grainy. The paper saysthisisal part of the new
President’s war on corruption, but | know that Salinas is taking out everyone who can tie him to
the fixed election.

| read further down the paper and see that Comandante Castillo del Rey’ s resignation as
primer comandante has been made official. So there goes our cover. In another story, the new
President is congratul ating Calderoni for his heroic battle against organized crime. | amost shit
my pants when | read further and learn that the praise is coming for apprehending Don Angel in
Guadagjara. The paper doesn’t say when or how Don Angel got picked up or who was with him
when it happened. Fucking Calderoni is getting praised from the President when everyonein
Reynosa knows that that son of a bitch isthe only one who has been able to move shit across the
border since the inauguration. Fucking papers twist the shit out of everything. They tell the
story al right, but they get it backward. It’slike some horrible version of Little Red Riding
Hood and the wolf isthe good guy. Fucking don Beto and don Felix, those fuckers own the
newspapers. They could print the truth. They could write what everyone already knows, that the
cops are thereal organized crime and that al we do isfight for a chance to pay them off. Shit, |
knew not to trust the papers way back during the peserawars.

| turn to the Seccidén Policiaca and see a picture of Tavo Hasso being loaded into a police

“Tavo Hasso got brought in for sentencing the other day,” | say to Pecasas | slide the
newspaper in front of him.

“Seven years. It's all around the neighborhood.”

“What do you think is going is to happen to me? Y ou think I'll come out in the papers?’

“For what? Calderoni and the guys following you?’
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“Yeah.”

“You're going to get picked up, beaten. If you’re lucky, you can cut adedl. If not, they’ll
lock you up or kill you.”

“Fuck you.”

“What? Y ou asked.”

“Yeah, but | didn’t ask for you to condemn me. What the fuck did | ever do to deserve to
get tortured and shit?’

“You're guilty, Johnny. You'rein on everything. You're part of it.”

“Part of what, paying off cops? The only thing I’m guilty of is not being one of them.”

“Complain now if you want, but | never heard you bitch about driving around in that
fancy car with your pockets stuffed with money.”

“You guys have eleven books, and not one of them has any pictures or drawings,” Omar
says.

So thisistheway itis. Even Pecasis singing Who's Crying Now? Fucking Pecas, of all
people he should know that | could give a crap about the cars and money. | just care about . . .
just care about—my Old Man. I’m not a pussy or anything, it’s just that people don’t
understand; a guy has to look out for his Old Man or heisn’t shit. Fuck, every corrido I’ ve ever
heard says that’stheway it is.

“Eleven books, and not one has any pictures,” Omar says.

“I’m nothing compared to you. I’ll get off with afew slaps. Maybe miss afew days of
school. Y ou? Shit, who knows what they’ll do to you,” Pecas says.

“Or to you, if they find out you’ ve been selling weed for me,” | say.

“If they’re following you, they’ll pick you up. Esa‘stafécil,” Omar says.
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“Maybe you shouldn’t come around here anymore, Johnny,” Pecas says.
Pecas and | sit across from each other, neither one of us able to look the other in the eye.
Omar raises a Codigo Penal over his head and hurlsit to the ground breaking the silence, “ Estos

libros no sirven pa’ nada, son puras palabras.”

They posted our grades on a bulletin board and Pecas passed his exams with better
scores than mine, but he hasn’'t come to school since we took the tests.

The director of our campus came into our classroom to explain how we won't get our
diplomas until we fill out an application and pay afee, and of course pass the examen
profesional. Then he announces the winner of the best student award. It goes to thislady who
just started working at the juzgado.

“That’s bullshit,” | whisper under breath but loud enough for Davilla sitting next to
me to hear.

“They only gave it to her because she got the job at the juzgado,” Davillasays. “Hey,
you work at the juzgado, why didn’t they give you the award?’

“Pecas should’ ve got that award. He got better grades than all of us.”

“They’re not going to give an award to amariguano,” Davilla says.

After class | head over to Cristina s house. My graduation only means one thing to
her, but I’ ve got other things on my mind.

“Hey, my sister might come out. And don’'t play dumb. | said you graduated,” she
says wrestling out of my arms.

“Not yet. | still have to pass the bar exam. We haven't even had the ceremony.”
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“That’s nothing. You'll passthe exam and you' [l buy me adress for the dance.

Y ou’ ve graduated, now when are you coming to talk to my father?’ She asks rubbing up against
me.

“About what?” | act dumb.

“I’m going to walk back in if you don’t cut it out. Maybe your Licenciada friends at
the juzgado can explain what I’m talking about when you tell them at work tomorrow that
you' ve passed al your tests.”

“Y ou mean about us getting married? | told you, | still have to pass the bar and | need
to save more money.” | don’t bother to mention that | might get picked up before | even get to
take the fucking exam.

“You've got a house and a degree. If you want awife to go along with that, you better
do something quick or I will.”

“What are you going to do, come talk to my Old Man?”’

“You do something or | will. Just think about that.”

“Just think about that,” she says. | think the shit out of everything. “Think about
that,” she says. Fuck, that’sall | doisthink about that.

My Old Man came back to Reynosa about a month after my graduation, just in time for
his birthday. He rents out the Salon Jade and sends for bands. He spends the days before his
birthday calling everyone in town, but the night of the party the hall is empty except for my
immediate family and the musicians and the pistoleros. It’snot like my Old Man misses the
company because he'sin the bathroom with his pistoleros snorting coke, anyway. | hammer

whiskey highballs with my brothers and sister while their kids run around the dance the floor.
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By ten o’ clock we're all back at my Old Man’s house drunk and eating steaks off of silver
platters with our fingers.

My brothers, sister, and their kids stay over at the house for afew days after the party.
It's cool. We're hanging out around the pool, smoking weed, and exchanging stories about when
we werekids.

“Y ou remember how we used to walk for milesto go to the high school pool when we
lived in Hemet?’ Lupe asks.

“Remember that time Kevin Shellman pulled off his pants thinking he had his bathing
suit underneath but ended up standing in his bun huggersin front of everybody at the pool ?’
Ralph asks.

“Oh, and the lifeguard came up to him and said, ‘Y ou can’t swim in those,”” Julio says.

Two shots sound off from inside the house. By the time we reach the back door, two
more shots go off. My Old Man is sitting at the dining table with his pistoleros listening to those
musi cians from the Huasteca who play violins and mandolins. The phoneis propped in front of
my Old Man and next to it there’ s a bent hundred dollar bill with coke spilling out of it. The guy
who plays the harp is on one knee with his pants pulled up, blood trickling down his shin.

“What the hell’s going on? Julio asks.

“He just caught some shrapnel,” my Old Man says pointing with his still smoking .38 at
the wounded harp player.

“What were you shooting at?’ Lupe asks.

“1 just squeezed off a couple of rounds at the floor por el gusto devivir. C’mon join me.
Somebody serve some more whiskey.”

“And you didn’t think the bullets would bounce off the floor?’ | ask.
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“Y eah, after this pendeo got hit. That’s why | shot the next two into the ceiling.”

“You shot into the celling, dad, our kids are up there,” Ralph says. “Michael, Chris!!”

My nieces and nephews come running down the stairs with their eyes about to bulge out
of their sockets. My Old Man takes alook at his grandkids and busts out laughing.

“Hey look, se asustaron.”

“Why is grandpa shootin’ people?” my nephew Chris cries.

My sisters-in-law start yelling about leaving and everyone packs up their shit and loads
up cars so they can cross back over to the States. | run upstairs to my parents’ room to look for
my mom. There are ceiling tiles and cellophane wrapping thrown around the room. My mom is
stuffing stacks of money down her denim dress.

“What are you doing?”’

“Oh, Johnny, good it’s you. | don’t want you to let anyone in my room while I’'m gone.”

“Where you going?”’

“1’m going to go stay with your sister in Edinburg for awhile until your dad settles
down.”

“What you going to do with all that money?’

My mom’s eyes start to ream with tears. She stomps her foot raising her arms like

Scarlett O'Harain Gone With the Wind, only with a stack of money in each clenched fists

instead of carrots and says, “Why can’'t | take alittle something for me? | can’t stay around your
father anymore. He shot up every hotel we stayed at while we were down south. Y ou know what
it’s like getting room service brought to a bullet riddled room? It's embarrassing, that’swhat it's

like. | deserve something for al I’ve had to put up with. What about me?”’
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| go back down stairs and watch my brothers, sister, their kids and my mom load up into
their cars and drive away. | go back in the house and my Old Man'’s got the band playing again.
He smiles when he sees me.

“All those worthless fuckers leave aready?’

“Y ou mean your family? Y eah, they’ re gone.”

My Old Man points his .38 at the band and says, “Good, now al | got to worry about is
not shooting one of these guys. Hey, let me make afew callsand I'll get a bunch of whoresto fly
up from the D.F. Y ou be ready to pick them up at the airport.”

“What do you want to be shooting in the house for?” | say. “Y ou' re going to send for
whores, now, when we have al this heat? What’ s wrong with the whores around here?’

“You gonna start giving me shit? Y ou shoot up the whole neighborhood killing lions, and
you want to give me shit? Y ou can abandon me like everyone else, if you're gonna start giving
me shit. Your pussy whipped brothers. Y our whiny sister. Y our money hungry mom. Even el
pinche puto del Chaparro is abandoning me. | can’'t even get anyone to pick up the phone.
You're not any different. You didn’t pull your gun that time | shot it out with Lolo. You just
stood there.”

“l didn’t have agun.”

“You have one now. Y ou gonna pull it when they come for me? Que chingados. You're
going to run just like that black jack rabbit, el Chorty, did. Thirty years of riding together and he
abandons me. No vale madre ese puto. But just wait and see. Just wait. I’ ve helped alot of
peoplein thistown. And if € pinche puto de Calderoni comes around here, everyone will rise up
for me. Just wait, you'll all see.”

“Where's el Chaparro?’
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“Turning himself in, the pendgjo. If you hurry you can watch him drag his ass down the
street. | didn’t let him take a car.”

| run outside and out the main fence. El Chaparro is about fifty meters from the corner.
It takes me a minute to catch my breath once | catch up to him. “Where you going, Chorty? My
Old Man said you' re turning yourself in. Who you turning yourself in to? Y ou haven't done
anything.”

“My oldest called about an hour ago. The Feds were at my house saying they had a
warrant for my arrest. They slapped my boy around. They didn’t have to hurt my boy—I"m the
one they’re looking for.”

“But for what?”

“For that load | lost in Nayarit.”

“But that was awhile back, and we fixed that one.”

“We had it fixed aslong as Castillo del Rey was comandante.”

“But can't Castillo del Rey call someone? He still must have friends working for the

Feds.”

“Friends are only friends when you have something they want. Besides, Castillo can’t
help anyone from the grave.”

“El comandante Castillo is dead?’

“Probably, he was kidnapped two days ago from his apartment in Mexico City. You
hadn’t heard?’

“No, the papers didn’t say shit about that, just about him resigning.”

“Yeah, well, he's gone now.”
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“Hey, let me get my car and I'll drive you over to Chayo’s. He'll have you on the other
side before morning.”

“Y ou want me to run? No, Chato, there’'s no use running from anything. All you end up
doing is running into something worse and then pretty soon all you got is trouble behind you and
trouble ahead. I'll go and turn myself in to the Feds and maybe they’ |l keep it down to afew
mineral waters up my nose.”

“Shit, Chaparro, how’ d everything get so fucked up? We were supposed to be sitting
pretty, raking in cash once the new President took office. Bald mother fucker’s been in office a
month and all we are is fucked.”

“Don’t complain, Chato. Can you imagine what your dad would’ ve been like if he had
succeeded in buying the Presidency?’

“He'd sit on amountain of coke in the middle of the Z6calo. Man that shit’s made him
crazy.”

“It’ s the money that made him crazy. Y ou know, that’s the only thing that could’ ve ever
parted me and your dad, money.”

“Maybe we should hole up with my Old Man and figure out some way to get Calderoni
before he gets us. We could pay someone to take him out.”

“And then what? Live for the next shootout? We got into this business to make money,
not to kill people. Thefirst guy | ever shot cost me only two pesos. | blew his face off with a
shotgun and left him lying in some reeds by ariver. A cop stopped me before | could get a
hundred meters from the body and said hunting was prohibited this close to town. | gave him a

two peso mordida and he let me go. When they found the body later, | know the cop must have

215



figured it was me but he couldn’t say shit without having to explain why he had let me go in the
first place. Two fucking pesos. How much you think a man’slife’s worth, Chato?”

El Chaparro hugs meright there on the street. When he finally lets go, he says, “ Take
some money to my family later if you can, but what you got to do right now is take what ever
you got and jump over to the other side. Get your girlfriend and get yourself across the border
right now.”

“1 don’t think she’ll go without us being married.”

“Then you leave without her. Y ou got to let her go if shewon’t follow. You don’t even
want to think about what’ |l happen if those guys that have been on your tail pick you up while
you' re with her. Go away, Chato. Go away now or be ready to take what comes alone. Go to the
States.”

“You know | can’t do that.” | imagine my fate slowly, “Maybe they’ll write a corrido
about me.”

“Now you sound like Julio Cortina s son.” We walk off in opposite directions with the
sun blazing overhead and the sounds of huasteca music filling the empty street.

| don’t bother to go back in the house. Dad’s al coked up. | have to go to a pharmacy
and buy afew boxes of Rohypnol. Roofies are the best for coming down from coke. | think the
Roche Company made them especially for coming down from coke; | mean, what else can
people use roofies for anyway? I'll drop afew pillsinto my Old Man’s whiskey and try to get
him in bed so at least he can be sober if any shit comes down.

| pay the guy behind the counter at the pharmacy fifty U.S. for five boxes of Rohypnol.
My rearview mirror is empty when | start the car again so | figureit’s safe for me to pay Cristina

avisit. Beforel get off the Crown Victoria at Cristina’ s house, | tear open a box of roofies and
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drop acouple of pillson my tongue. They immediately dissolve and before | can get across the
driveway, | feel myself downshift and the whole world goes into slow motion.

Cristina comes to the kitchen door, takes one look at me, and like a crazy woman grabs
my face and starts lifting my eyelids.

“Look at you,” Cristinaslursout of wavy lips. “Don’t you have enough problems that
you have to walk around with aface like an idiot too?”’

“That’swhat | needed to tell you. | have these problems and my Old Man —and | can’t go
to Pecas's house—it’ s just a matter of time and | don’t want to be around you then so you better
find someone else,” | say and walk back to the car.

| hear Cristina cry, “Johnny, wait, no me degjes.” And right there it hitsme. Like | say,
the whole world isin slow motion and things get real clear real fast when a guy can take a slow
look. The reason you can’t win is because fucking up happens instantaneously, there’ s never a
chance to slow down and take notice that every step has been fucked up from the word go no
matter how good of an ideait seemed to be at the time.

The trip home seemsto take alot longer than usual. | stop at a deposito and buy a case of
Coronas, two cartons of Raleighs, chips, peanuts, minera water, and some carne seca. | drop
two more roofies and gulp down half abeer when | pull up to my house—I can still hear the
music spilling over from the next block. | spend the rest of the day nodding off in front of the
T.V. | wakeupinadark house and I’'m hungry so | start frying up some eggs and carne seca. A
pair of headlights shines through the kitchen window. It'sel Compadrito and Tofio. | open the

front door before they can knock.
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“The feos have just busted in to your father’s house,” Compadrito says. “I was on the
way to take Torio here to the bus station when we see a convoy of Suburbans heading straight for
your father’s house.”

“They came off their Suburbans with AK’s at the ready, mi Johnny,” Tofio says. “Give
meagun so | can go save d jefe.”

“Woas there any shooting coming from inside the house?’

“You could here things crashing around and people yelling —I think | heard your dad
cussing—we didn’t hear any shooting. We didn’t stop or anything, just kind of rolled by slow,”
Compadrito says. “What should we do, jefecito?’

“Get Tofio to the bus station so he can go home, and then you jump to the other side and
go to my sister’s house and tell my mom and everyone not to come acrosstill | say it’s okay.”

“Johnny, | can’t go to Sinaloanow,” Tofo says. “I’ve got to stay and even the score for
your dad.”

“There’' s nothing we can do against the Feds, there’ s too many of ‘em. Just go back home
and when things cool down, I'll send for you.”

“No, Johnny, you don’t understand. Beto was leading the convoy that raided your dad’'s
house,” Tofo says.

“You sure? You got agood look?’

“He was leaning over in histruck, gnawing away at hisfinger nails the way he aways
does. | saw him just as plain as | see you now.”

“It was Beto, Johnny,” e Compadrito says. “It was his truck. He was driving, and fifteen
Suburbans filled with feos stretched out behind him. How could Beto do thisto us? He knows |

have kids to feed.”
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“Compa Johnny, are you going to jump over to the other side?’

“No, I’'m not going anywhere.”

| go into my closet and unlock a dresser drawer and start pulling out stacks of money.
There' sablack and silver Olympiatypewriter lying in a corner of the closet. | remember buying
it with my first mordida | got after | started working in the juzgado figuring I’ d practice my
typing and move up the ranksto a secretarios position—another plan that didn’t work out.
Inside the case there’ re some pens, carbon paper, whiteout, and aream of paper. | take
everything out and bounce them on the bed, typewriter and all. | scoop up all the money and fill
the typewriter case and carry it back outside.

“Here, there' s about fifty thousand —forty-eight thousand, seven hundred and twenty to be
exact. Y ou better not touch a fucking penny.”

El Compadrito grabs the case and gets on the truck. Tofio standsin front of me and says,
“I’ll stay with you if you want meto.”

“The feds will be busy for the rest of the night at my Old Man’s house. Then who knows
how long they’ Il take working him over. Maybe | can get some help from the judge tomorrow. If
not I'll stick it out for awhile to see how thingslook. I’ll have time to get away.”

“You know I'm only going because | have something to settle with Beto or else |
wouldn’t leave, even if you ordered meto,” Tofio says.

“Get that out of your head, | know Beto would never crossus,” | lie. | don’t havetimeto
explain to Tofio how complicated thisis, | need him to leave. When the feds show up, | don’t
need anyone around who' Il give them an excuse to start shooting. | don’t want Tofio to start

taking wild shots—Ilike he did when we killed the [ions—and start a firefight.
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| go back in my house and start gathering up everything that might incriminate me. | pull
out al of my weed and start rolling. | have about forty joints when | finish. | get out two zip
lock baggies full of coke —thisisthe coke | had left over from what | had split with Tofo after
my Old man’slast party ayear ago. | dump the coke out on aplate. | use my knifeto separate a
few quarter inch thick lines and snort these up. | tear open al the boxes of roofies and push the
pills out of their strip and into an ashtray. | look at my kitchen with the table covered by a pile of
joints, aplate full of coke, an ashtray that looks more like a candy dish now that it’ s full of
roofies, beer bottles on the counters, cigarettes smoking in the ashtray, and machacado con
huevo burning on the stove. A real junky’s buffet.

| pull my 9mm and start to take it apart. | strip the gun down and scatter all the pieces
except for the recoil spring. This| take to the back yard and throw it over the fence—aguy can’'t
be charged with carrying afirearm if it doesn’t fire. When | get back in, | do afew more lines
and drop a couple more roofies then | start going around the house again checking for anything |
might have missed. There' sthe typewriter lying on my bed. | take the machine back to the
kitchen and make space for it on the table next to the drugs. | load the machine with paper and
then pull the plate over and do two lines up each nostril. | light ajoint and sit back and think. |
think way back, asfar as| can. Therewas something. I'd just met Cristinafor thefirst time and
there was drinking and singing. | was happy. | start hammering away at the typewriter. The
keys snap like hail on concrete. The sound is not as bad as gunfire, but just as nerve-wracking.

By morning, I’ ve typed over forty pages. | drop a couple more roofies to unlock my jaws
and then | place acall to the juzgado and ask to speak with the judge.

“What are you doing calling here?’ the judge says.

“Have you heard about my dad?’ | light ajoint.
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“It’s all over the newspaper. You can’'t work here anymore.”

“Are you going to help my dad?’

“Yes, I'm going to write an Auto Formal de Prison so flimsy afirst year law student
could stumble through it. Now hang up and don’t call or come around here.”

Thejudgeisn’t going to help my Old Man. Hell, he probably hasn’t even gotten the
indictment and already he's talking about declaring him formally a prisoner.

| pick up the phone again and dia Richard’s number. “Hey? Richard? Listen, you better
not go by my Old Man’s house. He got raided last night. Stay away from Beto too, he might be a
dedo.”

| can hear Richard squawk through the receiver, “I knew it. I'm going to—" | hang up
before Richard can finish.

| dial one more time and wait for what seems like forever to hear my sister’ s voice a the
other end of theline. “Lupe?’

“Johnny? What do you want? Hurry, I’m getting ready to go out,” she says.

“Dad got busted last night—he’s going to get thrown in jail,” | say.

“S0? What do you want me to do? I’'m still going out.”

The phone goes dead before | get a chance to ask her if el Compadrito had left my
typewriter case at her house.

Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me. What the fuck can | do? What the fuck have | done? |
look at the plate of coke and decide I'm tired of making lines. | clump all the coke in the center
of the plate and make atight spiral away from the mound of coke in the center several timestill |
reach the edge of the plate. Thisway | can do one continuous linetill | get to the center before |

have to prepare more coke for snorting. This speeds up my writing tremendously.
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By the third night I'm almost through with the ream of paper. My fingers are yellow
from holding so many cigarettes. I’ ve eaten so many roofies that the coke can hardly keep me
awake. | pick up ajoint from apile of the remaining three or four and light it. It danglesfrom
the corner of my mouth as | type. | can see headlights shining through my kitchen window now.
There're cars gathering outside. The sun is starting to poke out and its rays color the underbelly
of the clouds adeep purple. It’s another velvet morning—and I’'m not straight. | hear car doors
slam and gruff voices, boots stomping pavement. | lick the tip of my joint but my mouth istoo
dry to make spit. | tug on the joint and listen to the chain snap then rattle off my gate. | hear
men running up my walk. There’'s pounding at my door.

“Quienes?’ | fill my lungs with smoke and hold it through more pounding on the door.
The frame s starting to splinter. | exhale.

“Quien es?’
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EPILOGUE

In the end, | alone received alight sentence.

| was held in a 9X6 room where | slept on the floor in puddles of my own urine. From
the next room | could hear the tortured screams of my father as the feds worked him over for
nine days and nights. At the start of what | could figure to be the tenth day—I received one meal
aday—allight skinned effeminate looking man wearing a pair of those beltless pants came into
my cell and introduced himself as sub-comandante Villegas. A guy | recognized from the State
Police was standing behind him. Villegas coughs after announcing himself, and the guy behind
him steps up and smashes my teeth in. | start to gag and have to drop to all foursto keep from
drowning on my own blood. After afew moments, I'm able to breathe with some regularity and
manage to get myself standing.

Villegas reaches into his breast pocket and pulls out ajoint which he sticks into my
gaping mouth.

“1 know all about you,” he saysin English. “Oh, you thought you were the only kid to
grow up around gringos? | speak English and | can read it too.”

He raises aflameto the end of thejoint and | fill my lungs with smoke. | immediately
start to gag again. | spit out clumps of bloody phlegm almost hitting Villegas's shoes.

“Look at you. You look ridiculous,” he says. “Almost asridiculous as al those
ramblings we found in your house. Y ou are a mariguano, driven by vice and therefore not aword

of what you say can be trusted.”
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And that’s just what my indictment said: 23 de Febrero 1990, Continuando con la
Campania permanente contra el narco tréfico . . .Juan N. Cortinaen violacion a articulo 187 del
codigo penal.se declara adicto alamarijuana. .”

| was out an hour after ratifying my statement at the juzgado.

My Old Man didn’t get off so easy. He was right, the mafiosos did rise up against the

feds. But not for him.

224



BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Juan Ochoa obtained a degreein Judicial Science while living in Reynosa and Monterrey
Mexico. Asalaw student in Mexico, he worked hisway up from being a Federal judge’ s body
guard/chauffer to become Jefe de Sindicato de Trabajdores del Poder Judicial Federal. Ochoa
became an ESL instructor for the Instituto Technologico de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey
campus Queretaro, one of Mexico’'s most prestigious universities. After the Salinas
administration ended in Mexico and the economy collapsed, Ochoa moved to the Rio Grande
Valley of Texas, where he earned a BA and MA in English and an MFA in Creative Writing
from the University of Texas Pan American. Currently, Ochoateaches literature and writing at
South Texas Collegein McAllen. He has been published in Spanish and Englishin U.S. and
U.K. literary magazines.

720 S. Inspiration Rd. Mission, TX 78572 jochoa@southtexascollege.edu

225



	Mariguano
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1681838711.pdf.KlN_l

