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All of us have had to struggle so much at some point in our lives that we have felt discouraged, especially when, no matter how hard we try and how much effort we put into everything we do, we realize that everything is going wrong and nothing is going well. When we see poverty invading every one of our activities, we tend to look for the easiest way to survive. In the desperation of life, it can be easy to dedicate yourself to stealing, but you know that, sooner or later, you will be caught, and everything will be over. But you can also fight, as I did. It wasn’t easy because getting out of the hole you’re in is the most difficult thing anyone can imagine. You have to fight and fight a lot, but more than once, you will feel that frustration, discouragement, disappointment, and regret are invading you.

The conscience, that implacable judge that we all have, suffocated me every time I saw my mother and brother receive ill-gotten money, but... feeling the threats of the damned poverty in which I was submerged for a long time made me forget the few scruples I had left.

Many times, I thought, and even tried, to change my way of life, but the threads of destiny were interwoven to prevent me from doing so. Apparently, my destiny was already marked in indelible ink because, no matter how hard I tried to change, to renew myself, to improve, to no longer do the things that made me feel vile and miserable, life always led me in the same direction, toward the abyss, toward the abyss of gradual degradation. The arrow of my destiny always pointed forward; inertia pushed me to avoid going back. The forbidden is strange but pleasant once it has been tasted. After that, it is too late because, each time, you want more and more of that same taste. Thus, I slowly sank into degradation, condemning myself permanently to reach the extreme of ignominy.

Judge me if you want! But I have never met anyone who has reached the pinnacle of wealth by living day to day and earning a pittance. This is my story.
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Under a temperature of 35 degrees, very pleasant, while a warm wind swept the sand of the exclusive beach of a luxury vacation center in Thailand, a favorite place for the world’s top tycoons, people who travel in private jets equipped with all the luxuries, who wear gold and diamond bracelets, sometimes bored with the luxury and opulence in which they live but fearful that their luck will change, very beautiful women who moved on the catwalks of the world, like fashion dolls wearing expensive and tiny garments of the best designers, garments that left very little to the imagination, walked majestically on the beach. Expensive jewels and rings adorned their well-manicured hands, whose nails were quite long. Very handsome waiters and beautiful waitresses took care of attending to the potentates who, lounging on comfortable beach beds, rested from long nights of drinking and gambling. The atmosphere and temperature were excellent. Some of those beauties, dressed in very tiny bikinis, played some ball games.

Among all that tumult of beautiful and sculptural women and obese men adorned with the most exquisite jewels, there were two young men, one of them about thirty-five years old and the other a little less. Every time one of those formidable beauties passed in front of him, the older of them, Cesar, was a crazy and carefree boy. Every time one of those Greek goddesses passed by, he even got up from his comfortable beach chair and raised his sunglasses to admire them better. It was clear from miles away that he was amazed to see so many specimens of perfection on that paradisiacal beach. His younger brother, Raúl, was shyer and quieter. He thought to himself, looking into the distance at the coming and going of the waves, without worrying about the beauties that swarmed around him and that would have tempted the holiest man on earth. He only occasionally followed his brother’s lead.

Suddenly, Cesar asked his brother, “Hey, Raúl, where’s Mom?”
“Don’t worry about her. She’s out exploring all the places, amazed like a child in a candy store.”
“Very soon, I will buy the house you’ve always wanted—a house with a sea view, close to the boardwalk in some picturesque town in the many that Italy has, like Portofino or Venice.

How different it is from when we were kids, isn’t it, little brother? Those were the days when we had nothing, when poverty was our constant companion in the big and beautiful city of San Francisco, California.

Back then, our mother had to work very hard to support us, leaving us in the care of Aunt Pera. Remember? I’ll tell you something: I really miss our aunt.”

“Yes, brother, those were memories of bygone times that will never return.”

It was the year 1963 in the bustling port city of San Francisco, California. A man, slightly drunk, with blond hair and fair skin, around 28 years old, had a woman by the hair. She lay on the floor, bleeding profusely from her nose and mouth, with one of her breasts exposed above the torn blouse.

In a small apartment in a neighborhood mainly inhabited by immigrants:

“Now you’ll see, you miserable woman. Damn Mexican bitch! Do you think you can mock me? You’re stupid if you think so; I’m not your fool. I’ve made it very clear: when I come home, I expect to have food ready, and look how I find you—calmly watching television. But don’t mock me; now you’ll pay for everything, stupid India.”

The woman cried out in despair and suffering.
“But understand me! How did you expect me to have food ready if you didn’t give me any money?”
“That’s your problem, idiot,” said the drunk, slamming her to the ground. “Now, if you’re not going to attend to me, I have plenty of women everywhere. I’m with you only because I pity you.”
A small child the age of 3 cried in the corner of the room, watching the drunk abuse his mother. And from the crack of the door, another young child aged 5 or 6 also watched his mother get beaten. He wanted to scream, to charge in, but his legs were leaden weights, rooted to the spot. A choked sob escaped his throat, hot and salty, mirroring the tears streaming down his face. Maybe if he stayed quiet and didn’t move, the nightmare would end. But somewhere, deep inside, a spark flickered—a flicker of defiance, of desperate hope.

The neighbors wisely closed their doors and windows, bringing their children to play in the parking lot inside to avoid getting involved in any trouble with their troublesome neighbor. For them, it was already too common for the lunatic to come home drunk and beat his wife.

Then, a woman appeared through a door armed with a baseball bat.

“Release her, you damned drunkard, and get out of here immediately if you don’t want me to smash your head in with this bat. Be warned if you ever come back.”

Suddenly, the drunkard didn’t know what to do. The woman on the floor who was getting beaten said,
“Sister, don’t hit him; he’s my husband, the father of my children. If he leaves, what are we going to do? How will I support my children?”
“Don’t be stupid, sister. Can’t you see how this wretched drunkard has been beating you, and still, you don’t want him to leave?”

Feeling the threat of being struck by his sister-in-law, the man let go of his prey, whom he held by the hair, and cowardly fled, never to set foot in that apartment again, leaving his wife and children in utter misery.

The woman got up from the floor and still followed her partner to the apartment door, begging him not to go. She even clung to one of his legs, but he kicked her, sending her to the floor, and left while the woman remained immersed in a sea of tears.

After that incident, the woman sadly realized that her partner never appeared at the door again. After a week of hopeful waiting, she saw that he didn’t return, and noticing her children hungry, decided to look for a job, leaving her children in the care of her sister.

For several years, she worked tirelessly to support her children and her younger sister, who took care of the little ones. Life is cruel sometimes for some human beings who have to work desperately to survive.

The children grew up feeling the emotional void of a father’s presence. Years later, Raúl, the younger of the siblings, sat at the dining table with a notebook in front of him, writing line after line, absorbed in his thoughts.

Cesar, the older brother, had just entered the apartment. He often found his younger brother writing away as if his life depended on those lines. He approached him and asked,

“Hey, brother, what are you doing?”

“Nothing, little brother, just writing. You know it’s what I enjoy doing the most.”

“Haha, my little brother, still dreaming of becoming a great writer. Leave that, man! You won’t gain anything there. Come with me. Here, you’ll make real money and lots of it!”

“Now that you mention it, what do you really do? I see you always have a lot of money and help Mom and me.”
“Look, little brother, there’s a lot of money rolling around in this city. Every street is filled with the rich and poor looking for drugs. It’s a business with a lot of cash. You should work with me instead of wasting time in school or writing aimlessly to be a writer.”
Raúl was a very studious and dedicated young man. He was studying at a community college, and his biggest dream was to become a famous writer recognized worldwide. He was sure that as soon as a publishing house saw his manuscript, they would snatch it up to publish it. He dreamed that his book would earn him enormous sums of money, making him a wealthy man. He imagined that with the money from his book, he would help his mother, who had grown old, working hard every day to support them in one of the most expensive cities to live in the United States.
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Estela Murray, his mother, had to work more than twelve hours a day in two different jobs for many years. Every morning, she would get up very early to rush to work at a fast-food restaurant until 3 in the afternoon. After that, she worked taking care of elderly people in a nursing home. As a result, during all those years, she dedicated very little time to her children, who grew up under the care and attention of Aunt Esperanza, their younger sister.
Esperanza was a carefree and wild girl who, at night, gathered with a group of hippie friends, injecting heroin and smoking marijuana. However, with her nephews, she was very loving. Esperanza didn’t have to worry about anything except taking care of them, in exchange for which she had free housing and food at the expense of her sister.
The kids adored Aunt Esperanza because she was practically the only maternal figure they had seen during their upbringing.
Estela always suspected that her sister Esperanza used drugs, but she was the only person who could help her with the children without charging her a penny. She never had the guts to tell her or approach her about it because she feared that she would leave the children, and they would be alone. Many times, she found needles in the garbage cans, but she never confronted her about it. Estela loved her sister very much. They were left without parents due to a horrible car accident, leaving them orphans. Fortunately, Estela was 15 years old, and Esperanza was 14. In due time, she met Raúl Murray, the father of her children. She saw some salvation and a way out. She saw him as a father for her children and thought she could be happy with him.

Pera was the nickname for their aunt Esperanza, who had a combative character; she knew that in the environment she navigated, there was no room for half-measures. She understood that under no circumstances could she be intimidated. Whenever she noticed a guy from the neighborhood trying to act smart, she immediately launched into an attack, surprising everyone with her unexpected reaction. In this way, she quickly put a stop to any potential problems that arose. After witnessing how this small, innocent-looking woman transformed into a lioness, no one in their right mind wanted trouble with her. Her reputation commanded respect in every neighborhood of San Francisco where she strolled.

Cesar, the eldest son of Estela Murray, had always been the closest to his Aunt Pera, as he called her. Many times, he accompanied his beloved aunt in her ventures through the rough neighborhoods. Esperanza had a natural charm and an angelic appearance. Judging by her face, no one could imagine her mingling with drug dealers, addicts, and prostitutes. Taking her nephew with her dispelled any suspicions the police might have had about her. It made her appear as an innocent mother who had lost her way and was trying to find her way home. More than once, she had approached a narcotics police officer with her angelic demeanor, asking innocuous questions without showing any fear.

This made her dangerous because no one imagined that beneath her clothes, she carried a sharp knife or a small-caliber pistol, lethal for her enemies. Her demeanor made the police doubt that this petite woman could be a dangerous drug trafficker. Accompanying Aunt Pera multiple times, Cesar became familiar with every corner of the low-income neighborhoods where drugs were trafficked and consumed, from the Mission to Chinatown. Everyone assumed he was Esperanza’s son, allowing him to stroll freely without anyone bothering him, fearing conflicts with his aunt. She had often entrusted him with delivering small drug packages to shooters or certain drug-dealing individuals.
Cesar was brave and bold, having grown up in that environment. Although he never succumbed to drug use, he always managed to avoid friends who tried to push him into it, saying he had to try it to know if it was good or bad quality. He simply stated that he trusted the people he worked for, who only distributed the best quality. No one had tried to deceive Aunt Pera, and Cesar had full confidence in his dear aunt. The environment had already trapped Cesar, in contrast to his brother Raúl.
Constant proximity to Aunt Pera and the environment she navigated had turned Cesar into an aggressive and pugnacious young man. He had been suspended from school multiple times for this reason, firmly believing that life was this way and should be this way. There came a time when he had to change schools along with his brother Raúl, who “had to pay the price” and was innocent until the moment. After attending several schools, Cesar was no longer accepted anywhere. Rather than being offended, he was pleased, telling his aunt that he could now accompany her everywhere every day without having to “waste time” in any school. This was how Cesar fully immersed himself in that sordid world of human degradation.

Raúl had managed to overcome the bad influence his brother could have had on him. The fact that Cesar no longer attended school freed him to pursue his literary inclinations and dreams of becoming a famous writer. Raúl had always distinguished himself from his brother, displaying the opposite character. He aimed to be punctual in all his appointments, diligent in school, and attentive to all his classmates and teachers, who held him in high esteem. He had received diplomas and awards for his behavior, dedication, and performance in both primary and secondary school. Later, he excelled in high school, ultimately entering one of the best universities in San Francisco through a government scholarship for his outstanding performance. In contrast, Cesar only made it to secondary school and could not proceed due to his penchant for brawls.
Despite Cesar mingling with all kinds of lowlifes, he never adopted their customs or attire. On the rare occasion when someone tried to mock him for not sharing their bad habits, they felt the impact of his powerful fists. The respect he earned for himself, coupled with Aunt Pera presenting him as “her son,” gave him a different status from everyone else in that world of depravity, degradation, and debauchery. He was sought after for special jobs where the participation of someone seemingly indifferent to the drug underworld was required. Anyone who saw Cesar without knowing him would never imagine that this young man was already someone important and respected in the underworld. Moreover, no one could fathom that Cesar was Estela Murray’s legitimate son.
Although Cesar never became addicted to any drugs, he had tried them all to prevent anyone from recounting the effects of each. This situation elevated him above any other boy his age, moving in that squalid environment. By the age of seventeen, Cesar was already an active seller of all types of drugs—crack, heroin, methamphetamines, psychotropic pills, crystal, and marijuana of varying qualities. His low-profile approach allowed him to infiltrate even elegant offices, where executives, secretaries, and diverse personnel were his frequent customers. He charged them higher prices for home delivery, sparing these “respectable people” from exposing themselves to those who “didn’t care about their world.”

Cesar always invested the profits he earned in helping his mother and his brother, Raúl. When Estela asked about the source of that money, he claimed to be doing special painting and construction jobs. Often, he deliberately stained his pants and shirt with paint to prevent his mother from suspecting the illicit origin of the money.

Cesar and Raúl were very good brothers to each other and excellent sons to their mother, Estela. Raúl often tried to share his good grades with her, but she was always so exhausted when she returned from work that she barely paid attention. This never frustrated Raúl because he understood how hard his mother worked at the jobs she took on to provide for them daily. He set a goal for himself: to become a rich and famous writer who would buy her a large house with a view of the sea. After all, they had the attention of their Aunt Pera, who, though not replacing the love and affection of their mother, at least alleviated their feelings of being loved and emotionally supported.

Despite being rebellious and combative in school and everywhere else, Cesar always respected his mother. He had witnessed how his father used to beat and insult her when he was very young, and Raúl was still a baby. He had always promised himself that he would get her out of work and give her everything she had ever desired so she could forget the life of poverty she had always known and never work again. He also vowed to help his brother and support Aunt Pera for all the love and care she had given them both since childhood.

Raúl studied diligently and wrote as much as he could to fulfill his dream of becoming a very rich and famous writer. His goal was to give his mother branded clothes and shoes, a large house by the sea, and lots of jewelry—so much jewelry that she could be as happy as he always wanted to see her.

Thanks to his natural ability to sell, Cesar began to make substantial profits from drug sales. Some drug lords had already noticed his potential, and with the ingenuity he demonstrated in the sordid drug environment, he was invited to participate in significant deals. Among the drug distributors on the streets of San Francisco, he moved the most merchandise daily. He had a solid customer base, including construction workers and employees of many luxury offices. He even counted more than one important executive among his clients, who paid him handsomely for delivering to their offices. He always worked alone and discreetly, never boasting about what he did.

As the months passed, taking advantage of his multiple income streams, Cesar started buying things for the house to make his mother feel better and provide more comfort. He continuously brought in new items for the kitchen, ornaments for the house, and even a good secondhand living room set. He eventually bought his mother a used car to commute to work more comfortably. To move with less risk and go unnoticed with his income, he decided to buy a pickup truck. He named it “CRACK LIAR Company,” pretending it was a construction business. He also acquired equipment, a small compressor, two ladders from a secondhand store, and a toolbox. This helped his mother remain unaware of the true origin of the money he gave her. It didn’t take long for him to buy his little brother a beautiful car, so he no longer had to rely on public transportation to go to school.
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Despite the weariness etched onto Estela Murray’s face—a testament to her relentless efforts—a surge of pride enveloped her as she witnessed her two cherished children thriving in their respective pursuits. Raúl, on the brink of concluding a successful career, and Cesar, steering his flourishing construction business, stood as living embodiments of triumph. Grateful for the joy her children’s achievements bestowed, Estela reflected on the arduous path she had traversed after her husband’s abandonment. Unwed to the American—an alcoholic and neglectful partner who disavowed responsibility for their offspring—she clung to memories of him, fostering hope for his eventual return. Estela’s fidelity remained unwavering, her gaze unyielding to the prospect of another man, tethered by the belief in a reunion.

Estela regarded her sons as the epitome of her existence, contemplating the idea of them joining forces to alleviate the shared burdens they faced. In the face of her suggestion, Raúl, burdened by silent shame, grappled with the complexities of familial expectations. Cesar, however, emerged as a loyal defender, faithfully expressing his determination to toil diligently on behalf of both siblings. With a vision set on providing unwavering support to his family, Cesar committed himself to ensuring Raúl could devote undivided attention to his education, fostering dreams of professional success. This commitment stemmed from Cesar’s own journey, where academic excellence eluded him, prompting a steadfast vow to elevate their family from the clutches of poverty—a promise he fervently made to his resilient mother.

Estela expressed her joy at Cesar’s success but wished Raúl would contribute, leading her to embrace Cesar proudly. However, Esperanza, hidden nearby, sought Cesar for her preferred drug dose discreetly. Confronting him, she accused him of deception and demanded her dose, threatening to expose his activities to Estela. Cesar, alarmed, insisted they talk privately. Outside, Esperanza pressed for her dose, claiming credit for his success, while Cesar refused to yield to her threats.

Despite reluctantly giving her the required dose, Cesar worried about her escalating addiction. He acknowledged her influence in introducing him to the drug trade and the risks involved. Cesar desired to climb the ranks but recognized the need for reliable allies, questioning Esperanza’s reliability due to her worsening condition. The description delves into the dangerous drug trade and Cesar’s ambitions to build a powerful organization while navigating the challenges posed by addiction and law enforcement.

Cesar’s true fear lay in his mother discovering the source of the money he provided, not wanting to shatter her dreams of escaping poverty. He had envisioned a life of abundance for her, with an elegant house, servants adorned with jewels, and exotic travels. However, he needed to be cautious and intelligent to achieve his aspirations.

He handed his aunt a package, received with childlike delight, but sternly emphasized the need for discretion, especially in front of his mother. He warned against revealing the origin of the money, threatening to cut off support if she spoke indiscreetly. Cesar made it clear that he controlled the situation and wouldn’t tolerate any attempts at blackmail.

“Okay, son, you know I need my daily dose. I can’t help it. You know that when I don’t have it, I go crazy, but okay, I won’t do it again. Will you forgive me, son?” his aunt asked with anxiety in her voice.

“Okay, aunt, realize that if my mother finds out, she won’t let me work on this anymore. Please understand I have many plans and dreams to fulfill. I want to give my mother, you, and my brother everything we’ve never had. In this, I need you to help me. Okay, aunt?”

“Okay, son, you’re right, and forgive me, but you know how we are when we miss our daily dose. If it weren’t for you, I’d probably be out on the street looking for someone to hurt to get money.”

Cesar was a very smart boy. He had already learned the secrets of the big business in the underworld of drugs. Until that moment, all his business was going very well. He had made good money in the last few months—money that he had used to buy things for the house, for his mother, his aunt, and his brother. He had lost his fear several years ago. His head bosses already provided him with good amounts of the shipments they received, and the clientele increased day by day. His only fear was that the police would discover him and arrest him. He was terrified of the idea of going to jail; he had already been to the juvenile detention center for troubled teens, but nothing more. He knew that the system in jail was brutal. He didn’t fear fights and often looked for them on purpose. He had often fought with boys his age, but he knew that jail would be different, and he tried to avoid it altogether. He knew that he had to work intelligently because, in that business, as in everything, the intelligent ones are always the ones who stand out and succeed.

For several days, the idea had been going around in his head that, apart from the fictitious home repair and painting business, he needed something more formal—a business in shape that would be the perfect front to keep working without worries or problems.

He decided to visit an old friend, Roger Smith, an American who had a sheet metal and painting business for all kinds of crashed vehicles—a business that he ran out of a parking lot in the city. He didn’t charge much for his work and always had a lot of movement. When he arrived at his friend’s place, he was arguing with one of his customers.

“Hey, what’s up? Why only 10 dollars when we agreed on twenty? Look at how I left the door for you—no issues, almost like new. Come on, at least give me 15; don’t be so harsh.” It was evident that the customer was taking advantage, handing over just 10 dollars, leaving Roger quite angry. He had to settle for shouting profanities.

Cesar chuckled at his friend’s expressions, observing the whole scene. Another acquaintance glanced at Roger, unsure if he was a friend or foe. Raised on the streets, Roger had learned his trade by watching others. Though cautious, he approached, recognizing Cesar, revealing joy on his face.

“Wow, my little Mexican friend!” Roger exclaimed, extending his hand in camaraderie. There was a sense of friendship between them.

“Damn, Roger, still in auto body and paint?” Cesar asked.

“Yeah, my friend, it’s the only thing I know in this life,” Roger replied, adding, “And you, what are you up to?”

Both childhood friends, having experienced poverty and street life, had been inseparable. They lost touch during 

Roger’s time in prison for theft and drug-related charges, his early pursuits.
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Roger and Cesar, two faces weathered beyond their years despite their youth, had known each other since sandbox days. School, hunger pains, and dreams whispered under threadbare blankets — they faced it all together. Until one day, Roger vanished, swallowed by the shadows that had always lurked at the edges of their world. Whispers painted him a thief, a dealer, lost to the very streets that had birthed their bond. “Get in my damn truck, Roger, let’s take a ride,” Cesar said. 

Roger looked at him incredulously and asked, “What? Your truck? Where did you steal it from, buddy?” 

“What’s wrong with you, damn Roger? I bought it with my own money.” 

“Well, when did you start having money? You’ve always been as broke as I am,” Roger retorted. 

As they conversed, Roger got into the truck, immediately fastening his seatbelt, looking very happy and smiling at his friend. 

Cesar drove toward the northern highway of San Francisco, directly to Vista Point. Along the way, Cesar took out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to his friend, who took it without saying a word or even asking where they were going. He trusted his friend. Cesar pocketed the pack and took out his truck’s lighter, lit his cigarette, and passed the lighter to his friend. Roger lit his cigarette and returned the lighter to its place. They took the first puff of smoke, and it was then that Cesar said to Roger, 

“I want to propose a business to you,” Cesar said very seriously, keeping his eyes on the road and firmly gripping the steering wheel. 

“I’m not sure what you mean because I already have my own thing. I see you’re into house painting, and I specialize in fixing car dents and painting them,” Roger replied. 

Cesar glanced at him and pointed a finger, saying, “That’s precisely why I sought you out, my friend. I know you know your business well. People know you and seek you out to fix their cars.” 

“Well, I don’t understand what you mean, my 

friend.” 

“Look, Roger,” Cesar continued, “You and I have known each other for many years. We grew up in the same neighborhood, and we know each other and what we do. You know what I do, even though you haven’t said anything. We know how each of us has lived in poverty. Remember when I used to defend you from the Chinese and Salvadoran gangs that wanted to beat you up? Do you remember?” 

“Of course, I remember, Cesar, and I appreciate it a lot. But I still don’t understand your idea. Why did you come to me? I’m not going back to selling drugs on the streets like I used to. That’s in the past. I understood that when I was in prison. I told myself, ‘Enough, no more drugs!’ And you see, ever since I got out of jail, I’ve been fixing car dents. I don’t want to get into trouble again, my friend! I hope you understand. If you want, drop me off here, and I’ll find my own way back. Don’t worry about me.” 

But Cesar didn’t stop the vehicle; he continued driving without paying attention to his friend. He had expected his friend to resist the business proposal, but he was determined to carry out his plan, and Roger fit perfectly into it. They continued the journey in silence. Neither of them spoke. Cesar headed toward a place on the outskirts of the bay from where the majestic Golden Gate Bridge could be clearly admired, which has given fame and prestige to San Francisco as a place worthy of being visited by tourists from all over the world. Additionally, from that natural viewpoint, one could also see the famous Alcatraz Island, a very famous place for having been a high-security prison where very famous international criminals were incarcerated. It was closed due to the high maintenance costs and supposedly because several prisoners escaped and were never found. 

There, at the viewpoint, which the San Francisco city council had taken care to condition with pavement and parking for vehicles, railings, and binoculars to observe more closely the imposing construction of Alcatraz.

Penitentiary, as well as a part of the port facilities and a large part of the city, Cesar parked the truck without leaving the driver’s seat. His companion watched him intently. 

“Look, Roger. Do you see all those buildings and the big city? Well, all of that is pure business. The business I’m offering you is that we open a body shop equipped with all the necessary equipment and a rented space, independent of any other, where you will be the boss. You can hire helpers; you’ll be the boss. I have some cash saved up, and I need to invest it. That’s why I thought of you. So, in this way, I help you, and you help me. Do you understand, Roger?” 

Roger thought for a moment, looking toward the bay as a tugboat moved a ship full of containers into the loading port, where imposing portico towers would lower all the thousands of containers full of imports that the country received from distant lands. 

“The idea is not bad at all. It could work, but I’m still not entirely convinced. Can you give me a few days to think about it?” 

Cesar, very calmly, started the  truck and absentmindedly approached the cliff’s edge, which was on Roger’s side, who was quite scared and said, “My friend, back up; we could fall off the cliff.” 

“What do you see down there? Is the ravine very deep?” 

“Don’t play around, my friend; we could fall! It’s really deep.” 

“Do you see how deep the ravine is? Do you see how the waves crash against the rocks? Look, Roger, I’ll give you two days to think about it. Take this money; it’s just a down payment for the business. Find a reliable assistant who knows how to work well to help you.” 

Roger couldn’t take his eyes off the cliff; he was quite scared. He knew his friend well and knew what he was capable of. But when he heard the word ‘money,’ he turned to where Cesar was and opened his eyes with admiration. 

Still, he dared to ask, 

“You’re not threatening me, are you?” 

“No, Roger, I’m just opening your eyes. I want you to do well and live better, okay?” he said, patting him on the shoulder with a broad smile on his face. 

Suddenly, they realized that a patrol car had parked behind them. The officer driving it attempted to get out, but Cesar shouted at him, “Can you move back, please? I have to move the truck, so we don’t go over the cliff.” 

The officer realized it was true and quickly got back into his patrol car, reversing it several meters. Then Cesar moved his truck and pulled up beside the patrol car, telling the officer, “Thanks, Officer. We almost went over the cliff.” 

“What happened to you guys? Are you drunk?” the officer asked. 

“No, not at all. We were just talking and didn’t realize the truck was in neutral. If my friend hadn’t warned me of the danger, we would have gone over the cliff. We’re coming from work; we were just taking a break, that’s all.” 

Not entirely convinced, the officer looked at both of them. Then he asked Cesar for his documents, and when he opened the glove compartment, he almost saw several bundles of bills that Cesar kept there. However, he received the documents, checked them, returned them, glanced at Roger’s face, and asked, “Everything alright, young man? You seem very nervous.” 

“How could I not be nervous? We almost fell off a cliff!” 

Cesar appeared calm, although he felt the officer’s inquisitive gaze on him. The officer looked at them and smiled, commenting, “You’re right. If it had been me, I think I would have soiled my pants.” He chuckled. “I’ve seen your face somewhere else,” he suddenly said to Cesar. 

“I don’t think so, officer. It’s always been in the same place. But maybe you’ve seen me around the city; I’m always painting facades of houses and buildings all over San Francisco.” 

“Maybe, perhaps,” the officer said, scratching his chin. He then turned and walked away. 

Both friends stood watching as the officer drove off in his patrol car. When he was far enough, they snapped out of their thoughts, and Roger commented to Cesar, “You see? This is why I don’t want to get into this business. Look what just happened now. If that cop had seen the money, we’d be in handcuffs inside the patrol car heading to jail!” 

Cesar turned to him and said in a low voice, “Don’t be so dramatic!” and headed toward the city. 

Coincidentally, as they descended onto the main road, the officer had parked on the side of the road. Cesar didn’t even look at him; he continued driving as if nothing happened, heading toward the city. A few minutes later, they noticed that the patrol car was following them as if tailing them. Roger, realizing the police were close, put the money in his backpack, but the officer just followed them for a few minutes, maybe to see how they reacted, or maybe because he was also going to the city. 

“Where should I drop you?” Cesar asked Roger. 

“Anywhere is fine, thanks.” 

Roger got out of the truck after returning the money to its place, closed the door, and approached the window. He leaned in and said to Cesar, “You know I need the money, but I won’t touch a cent until I make a decision. I’ll let you know, alright?” 

“Okay, but decide soon because time flies.” 

Roger adjusted his backpack with his tools and turned his back, walking down a side street, lost in thought, not looking around, absorbed in his thoughts, weighing the risks he would have to face if he decided to go into business with his friend. All of this had taken him by surprise, coupled with the scare Cesar had given him at the edge of the cliff, added to the arrival of that policeman, not to mention seeing him parked at the highway exit and later apparently following them. All of this needed to be thought over. It wouldn’t be easy to make a decision on this matter; he was very undecided. The money Cesar had given him was substantial; it attracted him like a moth to a flame, unwittingly, greed invaded him. But he was afraid of ending up in a dark cell again, accompanied by rough and distrustful guys. No, that was what scared him the most. He knew his friend would always have his back, as he always did whenever the Central American and Asian gangs wanted to beat him up. But he had to make a decision; he felt nervous, constantly looking around, hoping not to see the police behind him. 

Cesar watched him until he disappeared from view, thinking about the business he was going to start with his friend. He knew he would have to face risks, like everything in life. He headed to the main street to go home; he would lie down on his bed for a while to contemplate the next steps he would have to take to continue his plans. If Roger agreed to participate with him, it would be his first business, serving as a front for other businesses he would set up with the money he could obtain from drug sales. 

He arrived home and found his brother, as always, absorbed in writing. He barely greeted him and went to his room. Raúl barely acknowledged him; he didn’t like what he had said, it hurt that they questioned his plans and dreams, that they belittled him. His plans were his plans, and if nobody cared about them, they had no right to interfere. In an angry tone, he said to his brother, “And why do you care about what I do? Does it bother you that I write? Does it bother you that I have plans different from yours? Do you want me to go with you to poison more people and make San Francisco worse than it already is? Haven’t you seen all the people roaming the streets, spouting nonsense and making gestures like crazy because they got stuck on being high on drugs? Look at how many homeless people are on the streets begging for money or scavenging food from trash cans, desperately hoping to find a dose of their drug. Although possibly not all homeless people use drugs, I don’t want to be a part of that. Do you understand me?” 

“Well, well, well, look, little brother, never say no, even if you don’t want to. You’re already a part of that. Now you’re getting angry; who do you think buys the food, who buys your clothes, who buys you the car to go to university more comfortably, who pays your tuition fees? Do you think it’s Jesus Christ? No, little brother, it’s me who pays for all this; the money I earn isn’t easy to come by; you don’t know the dangers I have to face to bring all this home. Nothing is easy in life, little brother. Do you think I’m not scared when I have to make a delivery? In this business, you always have to be cautious; you can’t trust anyone, not even your own shadow.” 

Someone opened the door. 

It was Estela, the mother of the two boys, who looked amazed as she saw them arguing heatedly. The two brothers looked at her at the same time. 

“What’s going on? Why all the shouting? You can hear everything you’re saying, even up the stairs. What’s wrong with you guys?” 

Cesar was the first to speak, telling her, “Nothing, Mother, I was just inviting Raúl to work with me in the painting company, I’m soon going to open a body shop for sheet metal and classic car painting, but he’s stubborn about continuing with his book.” 

Raúl shot his brother an angry look, about to say something, but he restrained himself and decided to sit down and continue writing. Seeing Raúl sit back down, he ignored him, and noticing his mother in a hurry, he commented, “Where are you going in such a hurry, mother?” 

“Oh, son, you know I have to be at the other job at this time. You know, bills don’t wait.” 

Cesar approached his mother, lovingly took her arm and said, “mother, start saying goodbye to those jobs; as soon as I open the new business next week, you’ll have everything you need, and you won’t have to work anymore, oh and start looking for a house you like, we’re going to buy it so you, my brother, and my aunt can live there, but you won’t have to work anymore, start getting used to the idea.” 

Estela was so happy. She hugged her two sons and gave each of them a hug and a kiss. 

“Oh, thank you so much, my precious. You are the best sons in the world, and I assure you that you will go to heaven.” 

“You’ll see, Mother.” And saying this, he headed to the door to go do his job. While Estela went to her room to get ready for her job at the nursing home. 

Several days passed after the conversation with his mother and the altercation with Raúl, and his clientele was increasing very steadily. Every day there was more and more merchandise that Cesar delivered to his clients, some very select. He always worked alone; in that business, you had to be distrustful of everyone. However, he had many acquaintances he preferred to go alone. He had been waiting for Roger’s call, he was very interested in his friend’s involvement in opening the workshop, without him it would be very complicated, he needed at all costs the money laundering to be able to buy the house he had promised his mother, without that business it would be impossible to launder the money or at least that’s what he thought. 

He was sure that his friend would call him soon, he had known him for several years, together they dropped out of school and got involved in the drug scene, only Roger had been arrested once for that reason. Cesar. His language was like that of all the boys who grew up on the streets, brash, vulgar, and rude as well as rough. 

At first glance, he looked muscular, ready for a fight if necessary. Many women turned to look at him when he walked down the street because his face looked handsome. 

Raúl, his brother, was the opposite, especially in terms of character and determination. His build was slender, not because he looked skinny, but because his muscles looked defined. His face was sharp, and although his beard was very thick, he preferred to shave it up to the mustache. If he were to wear a turban, he would pass for an Arab citizen because of his features. Some might remind him of a famous actor from the golden age of Mexican cinema. However, Raúl didn’t care about anything other than following his ambition to become a famous writer. He sent his manuscripts to different publishers, and all his writings had been returned to him with the note rejected, some had dared to send him a budget for printing his book but with no guarantee of effective sales. 

Anyone in his situation would have been depressed and “thrown in the towel,” as they say in Mexico, or rather, they would have given up, but his desire was stronger than frustration. He was determined to achieve success, and he didn’t flinch. On the contrary, he grew stronger from the punishment, meaning that the more he was rejected, the more determined he was to move forward. 

He took new impulses to keep writing. How many books would he have already? He hadn’t counted them, but he already had several. He hadn’t thrown any rejected manuscripts in the trash, and they piled up beside his bed. Cesar, although he expected his friend to contact him at any moment, began to search on his own for a suitable place to open the sheet metal and painting body shop. Looking here and there, he found an empty lot that, at one angle of the terrain, had a large shed. It was all fenced, and at the entrance, there was a sign that it was for rent. The access led directly to the main street, which seemed magnificent to him. He noted the phone number, determined to rent that space as soon as his friend called him. Precisely the next day, Raúl handed him a message in which his friend asked him to call a phone number. 

As he had been waiting for this response, he immediately called, picked up the receiver and dialed the number. Immediately on the other end of the line, he heard his friend’s voice, “Hi, my little Mexican friend, when are we opening the body shop?” 

“Look, fucking’ White boy, I’ve already told you not to call me Mexican, but I’m glad you left me the message. I thought you wouldn’t look for me, that you were going to ‘chicken out’ or rather, you were going to back out. Today, I was thinking of looking for you.” 

“Well, I’m ready, man. When do we start, and with what?” 

“Okay, look, what tools do you need? We need you to have everything you need. Do you still have the money I gave you? You always work in street clothes, well now you’ll need to buy overalls, which are appropriate for this type of work, buy about 3 to start, we’ll take them to a company to have the workshop name printed on them. I need you to ask for a receipt for every purchase you make because we’re going to keep accounts. You’ll need at least two helpers; get them. If you need more money, call me at home. Tomorrow morning, we’ll meet at Bryant Street, two blocks from the Mexican plaza. I’m going to look for the owner of the yard we’re going to rent for the workshop.” 

That day, he did little work in distribution. He was very interested in this project; he met with the owner of the workshop, negotiated the rent price and paid him in advance for 6 months. He looked for a sign painter to paint the business logo, and he spoke with his brother and his Aunt Pera to agree to paint the walls of the yard that the body shop would occupy. He had decided that his first business would be called CRACK LIAR, with the same company that would make the body shop name prints on the overalls. He could make propaganda such as printed banners, flyers, caps, stickers, pens, and some other things. It took three days to paint and properly condition the place, Cesar allowed himself to buy equipment to lift the vehicle to do what no other workshop did, detail the vehicle even from below so that the work would be perfect. 

Meanwhile, Roger was very happy, he had once thought of opening a well-equipped body shop like this one, but what he earned would never allow him to have it, he stopped doing his work on the streets, coincidentally those days something very curious happened to him since more than once, for not having a single penny in his pocket, he almost gave away his work, seeing his situation, the customers took advantage and even wanted to pay him less, so he had many personal conflicts with his clients, because they always wanted to take advantage of him, several people looked for him to do some repair work on their cars and he allowed himself to despise them, telling them that until the body shop was open he would start working again, but he would charge them a fair price, if they didn’t want to pay, he wouldn’t do the work, which frustrated the plans of those people to take advantage of him again, he was a cheerful and joking type, wherever he was he created an atmosphere of camaraderie, he was very friendly, completely the opposite of Cesar, who was very selective in choosing his friendships. 

Nevertheless, it didn’t take more than 8 days for the body shop to be inaugurated, and Cesar negotiated the purchase of 2 classic cars to start. The first was a Studebaker 1948 model, which its owner had abandoned at the back of the garage, covered in dust and rust. He wanted to imagine how it would look completely detailed, how it would shine in the sun! The other was a Ford 1950 model that was in the same condition as the previous one. They were given to him cheap; he bought them almost as old iron. On the day of the opening, he left them on the side of the area where they held a small celebration so that the attendees could see them as they were and how they would be. Cesar invited some acquaintances of his, both those who sold parts and accessories and those who sold car paints. 

These cars, just as you see them, won’t even recognize them when we leave them completely detailed! On the faces of Estela, Raúl, and Pera, you could see the pride they felt in having Cesar’s first business associated with Roger. At Estela’s suggestion, Cesar had invited a priest from the Christian church. They were Catholics, and although they never went to mass on Sundays, the custom was never created because Estela always had to be working. Reverend Gamboa, from a church near where they lived, was in charge of the small mass that took place before the ribbon cutting so that the business would be completely inaugurated. Estela, dressed in a very beautiful gala suit that ended in a very flirtatious little hat, served along with Cesar and Roger, who cut the ribbon. Some table wines and fried chicken with salad and homemade sauce were enjoyed. 

Within a few days of opening the body shop, Cesar acquired a double-wheeled pickup equipped with a platform to transport classic vehicles to the workshop that they would buy to detail. After the initial days, when the detailing work on the vehicles had progressed, Cesar decided to hire a mechanic and his assistant to take care of repairing the engines or conditioning them otherwise. It took about a month to detail each vehicle and put it up for sale. The first one they detailed looked impeccable! Cesar even thought about keeping it. He split his time between distribution and the body shop. Roger had authorization to carry out other jobs within the shop, but he no longer charged as cheaply as before. He charged what was fair, and while customers haggled, they couldn’t just pay whatever they wanted as they were used to, so his personal income increased. Alongside this, he began to earn from detailing classic cars. The shop’s reputation started spreading everywhere. Owners of old cars began seeking them out to have their cars repaired and detailed. 

Classic cars started circulating on the streets and avenues, causing admiration everywhere. Until then, it was rare to find an old car looking new and in good condition. Within a few months, the yard was full of cars awaiting renovation. Roger stopped doing other jobs, dedicating himself entirely to detailing classic cars, which he did very well. They began buying and selling car accessories and decorations, and luxury rims. The CRACK LIAR BODY SHOP was talked about in all areas of the great port of San Francisco; it even became a place to visit on Sundays to admire the process of beautifying classic cars. Cesar, with an entrepreneurial mindset, was even considering charging an entrance fee because so many people visited the shop to admire the units and how they were before and after, which filled them with admiration. 

Eight months after they opened the shop, Cesar was able to buy the house that Estela had always dreamed of owning. He bought it in an upper-middle-class area of South San Francisco. Estela was radiant, and Raúl shared his mother’s joy. 

“Look, Mom, this is your house. You won’t have to pay rent or work anymore. You can rest at home doing whatever you want. What do you think? Do you like it?” Raúl said. 

“Son, I don’t think I could stand being cooped up. I’ve been used to working late for so many years; I think if I stay home all day, I’ll die,” Estela replied. 

“Mom, I’m doing this so you won’t work yourself to death like before. You had no choice then, but now, Mom, I work for you,” Cesar said. 

“Yes, son, but understand me. I can’t just stop overnight,” Estela said. 

“Okay, Mom, I understand. But please, just think about it. You’ve worked so hard all your life, and now you have this beautiful house. Think of all the things you could do here, all the time you could spend for yourself...” 

“Thank you, my love,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “This house... it’s everything I ever wanted for you and your brother.” She hugged him, her love visible, but Raúl felt a cold knot tighten in his stomach. The weight of the secret pressed down on him. Raúl, knowing the illicit origin of the money, watching his mother deify his brother, just shook his head without saying anything. 

Estela felt her heart swell with pride, pride for her son, who with this, showed he was a winner. Her motherly love overflowed for her son, and all of this pleased her, especially because she wouldn’t have to work if she didn’t want to anymore; she could rest but work in her own home. Pera, on the other hand, seemed indifferent, as if it didn’t matter to her. That is to say, she seemed not to care. She is in her own state of mind, although she did hug her sister with some tears in her eyes. Soon after, Cesar and Raúl were also crying. But Pera, given her drug addiction, only thought about the moment she could get high again or do something else. Estela openly knew that her sister consumed drugs; it was something she could no longer hide. Her body was marked everywhere by so many needle pricks. What she didn’t know was that her own son was the one supplying her. Since she stopped working, she had confirmed what she had suspected for many years — that her sister was an addict! She tried to talk to her many times, persuade her to quit the addiction or seek treatment to stop using drugs, but gradually, she was convinced that “her Esperanza was lost,” so to speak, that her sister was beyond help or cure. 

The shop continued to improve its clientele. There were always several classic cars parked in a section of the parking lot for display and sale, which looked more like a car dealership. The price at which they sold them left a magnificent profit margin. Cesar could consider it a ‘foolproof business.’ His bank account had a good amount, which increased day by day. 

One sunny day around 9 a.m. in the morning, on one of the clear days of beautiful San Francisco Bay, Cesar was in the exhibition area, inspecting one of the vehicles, a 1956 CHEVY. Its black interior upholstery, fully restored dashboard, sports steering wheel covered in faux leather, its body painted in white and metallic blue, the sporty tires smudged with burnt oil, looked blacker than the darkest night, the luxury rims, completely chromed, the fenders and headlights. That car was one of which the team was proudest because it could be appreciated much better than a new car. Days before, it had been ready for sale. 

He didn’t know why or how, but suddenly, he stood still, looking toward the door as a woman approached. But what a woman! Truly stunning! It was one of those rare moments when your gaze coincides with a point where you are looking, and suddenly, it feels like you’re watching a movie. The woman, in her mid-twenties, of medium height, slender, her dress clinging to her body, literally like a second skin, highlighting spectacular hips. Over the dress, a tailored jacket covered her from the morning chill. Her prominent breasts swayed with her steps, high heels, and dark sunglasses, and her hair, halfway down her back, curled at the ends, covered her face. A cool breeze blew with the smell of the sea. That apparition was approaching him with precise steps, like a panther, knowing its prey couldn’t escape. Cesar was in shock; he didn’t know if he was awake or dreaming. Suddenly, that apparition spoke with a voice that caressed his ears while adjusting her sunglasses to her forehead with a gesture that seemed majestic to Cesar. Her appearance was distinctly Hispanic. 

“Hello, good morning. Do you know who the owner of this body shop is?” she asked. 

Suddenly, Cesar didn’t know what to answer, but stuttering, he forced himself to say, 

“G-g-good morning, m-m-miss, how can we s-sserve you?” 

“Do you know who owns this business?” 

“I-I-I am the owner. What can I do for you?” 

“Yes, young man, look, I’m looking for the owner to have him see my car. It’s parked outside. Another car hit mine and fled. I’d like to know how much it would cost me to repair the damage,” said the beautiful woman, Cesar could admire her perfectly outlined eyebrows and her light brown eyes, adorned with huge eyelashes, with a gesture that seemed angelic to Cesar. 

“Ah, you’re the owner? Please come so you can see my car,” she said, turning and heading toward the exit. Unconsciously, Cesar followed her and could admire her astonishing buttocks due to the type of fabric of her dress, making it look like she was walking naked. Cesar’s temperature started to rise a bit. He walked looking all confused behind
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