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			LOVING PABLO, HATING ESCOBAR

			Virginia Vallejo was the most important Colombian radio anchorwoman and television presenter in the late 1970s and ’80s. In 1982, she met Pablo Escobar, head of the Medellín Cartel. In 1983, they began a romantic relationship that ended in 1987, six years before his death.

			In July 2006, she offered her testimony against a former justice minister on trial for conspiring with Escobar in the assassination of a presidential candidate. That same month, the DEA took her out of Colombia, on a special flight to save her life, so she could testify in other leading criminal cases.

			Originally published in 2007 by Random House Mondadori, Amando a Pablo, Odiando a Escobar (Loving Pablo, Hating Escobar) became a number one international bestseller in Spanish. Due to brutal attacks and threats from the Colombian government, paramilitary, and media, she received political asylum from the United States in 2010. She continues to live in Miami, where she is writing two more books.
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				To my Dead,

				to the heroes and the villains.

				We are all one,

				one single nation,

				just one atom

				recycled infinitely

				always and forever.
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			Introduction

			IT IS SIX IN THE MORNING on July 18, 2006. Three bulletproof cars from the American Embassy pick me up from my mother’s apartment in Bogotá to drive me to the airport, where a plane headed to some place in the United States is waiting for me with its engines running. A vehicle with security personnel armed with machine guns precedes us at top speed, and another one is behind us. The night before, the embassy’s head of security had warned me that there were suspicious people at the other end of the park that the building overlooks, and he informed me that his mission was to protect me; I shouldn’t get close to the windows for any reason or open the door to anyone. Another car with my most precious possessions left one hour earlier; it belongs to Antonio Galán Sarmiento, president of the Bogotá City Council and brother of Luis Carlos Galán, the presidential candidate assassinated in August 1989 under orders from Pablo Escobar Gaviria, head of the Medellín Cartel.

			
			Escobar, my ex-lover, was shot to death on December 2, 1993. To bring him down after a hunt that lasted nearly a year and a half, it was necessary to offer a reward of twenty-five million dollars and to employ a Colombian police commando unit specially trained for the purpose, plus some eight thousand men from the state security organizations; the rival drug cartels and the paramilitary groups; dozens of agents from the DEA, the FBI, the CIA, the Navy SEALs, and U.S. Army Delta Force; and U.S. planes with special radar as well as money from some of the richest men in Colombia.

			Two days earlier, in Miami’s El Nuevo Herald, I had accused the ex-senator, ex–minister of justice, and former presidential candidate Alberto Santofimio Botero of instigating the murder of Luis Carlos Galán and of having built golden bridges between the bosses of the drug cartels and the presidents in Colombia. The Florida newspaper dedicated a fourth of the front page, plus a complete inside page, of Sunday’s paper to my story.

			Álvaro Uribe Vélez, who has just been reelected president of Colombia with more than 70 percent of the vote, is preparing to take his oath on August 7. After my offer to the nation’s attorney general to testify in the open case against Santofimio, which should have lasted for another two months, the judge has abruptly closed it. In protest, Colombia’s ex-president and ambassador to Washington has resigned, Uribe has had to cancel the naming of another ex-president as the new ambassador to France, and a new minister of foreign affairs has been named to replace the former, who went to occupy the embassy in Washington.

			
			The United States government knows perfectly well that if they deny me their protection, I could well be killed in the coming days, because I am the only witness in the case against Santofimio. They also know that with me, the keys to some of the most horrendous crimes in Colombia’s recent history would also die, along with valuable information about the penetration of narco-trafficking into all the most powerful and untouchable levels of presidential, political, judicial, military, and media power.

			Officials of the American Embassy are posted at the plane’s stairs; they’re there to carry up the suitcases and boxes I managed to pack in a few hours with help from a couple of friends. They look at me curiously, as though wondering why an exhausted-looking, middle-aged woman awakens so much interest in the media, and now also from their government. A DEA special agent six and a half feet tall, who identifies himself as David C. and sports a Hawaiian shirt, informs me that he has been tasked with escorting me to American territory. He also tells me that the bi-engine plane will take six hours to reach Guantánamo, and after an hour-long stop to fill up on fuel, two more to reach Miami.

			I don’t feel at ease until I see, safe in the back of the plane, two boxes containing evidence of the crimes committed in Colombia by the convicted felons Thomas and Dee Mower, owners of Neways International of Springville, Utah, a multinational company that I am facing in a lawsuit from 1998 worth thirty million dollars. Although in only eight days a U.S. judge has found the Mowers guilty of some of the crimes I’ve spent eight years trying to prove before Colombian courts, all my offers to cooperate with Eileen O’Connor’s office in the Justice Department in Washington—plus five IRS attachés in the American Embassy in Bogotá—have blown up. Reacting furiously when they learned about my calls to the DOJ, the IRS, and the FBI, the embassy’s press office has sworn to block any attempt at communication with the government agencies of the United States.

			
			The reason for their resistance has nothing to do with the Mowers and everything to do with Pablo Escobar: in the embassy’s Human Rights office works a former collaborator of Francisco Santos, the vice president of the republic, whose family owns the publishing house Casa Editorial El Tiempo. The media conglomerate occupies 25 percent of Álvaro Uribe’s ministerial cabinet, which allows the company access to a gigantic cut of the state publicity budget—the largest Colombian advertiser—on the eve of El Tiempo’s sale to one of the main editorial groups in the Spanish-speaking world. Another member of the family, Juan Manuel Santos, has just been named minister of defense and tasked with renovating the Colombian Air Force fleet. So much State generosity for a single media family serves a purpose far beyond securing the country’s main newspaper’s unconditional support of Uribe’s government. It guarantees the newspaper’s absolute silence on the imperfect past of the president of the republic. It’s a past that the United States government already knows about. I do too, and very well.

			

			—

			ALMOST NINE HOURS AFTER TAKEOFF, we reach Miami. I am starting to worry about the abdominal pain that has been with me for almost a month. It seems to get worse with every hour that passes. I haven’t seen a doctor in six years, because Thomas Mower has stripped me of my modest estate and the perpetual hereditary income generated by their South American operation, which I led.

			
			The chain hotel is impersonal and large, as is my room. Minutes later, half a dozen officers of the DEA make their entrance. They look at me with inquisitive eyes while they examine the contents of my seven Gucci and Vuitton suitcases, loaded down with dresses by Valentino, Chanel, Armani, and Saint Laurent, and the small collection of artworks that have been in my possession for almost thirty years. They inform me that, in the coming days, I will meet with several of their superiors and Richard Gregorie, prosecutor in the case against General Manuel Antonio Noriega, so I can talk to them about Gilberto and Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela, the top bosses of the Cali Cartel. The criminal case against Pablo Escobar’s archenemies will begin in a matter of weeks in a Florida court, led by the same prosecutor who won the Panamanian dictator’s conviction. If they are found guilty, the U.S. government will be able to not only ask for life in prison or its equivalent, but also reclaim the fortune of the two drug kingpins. In my most polite tone of voice I ask the officials for an aspirin and a toothbrush, but they reply that I’ll have to buy them. When I explain that all my worldly capital consists of two quarters, they find me a tiny toothbrush, the kind given away on planes.

			“Looks like it’s been a while since you’ve stayed in an American hotel….”

			“It’s true. In my suites at the Pierre in New York and the Hotel Bel-Air bungalows in Beverly Hills, there were always aspirin and toothbrushes. And dozens of roses and champagne!” I tell them, sighing with nostalgia. “Now, thanks to a couple of convicts in Utah, I am so poor a simple aspirin is a luxury item.”

			
			“Well, in this country, the hotels don’t have painkillers anymore: since it is a drug, it must be prescribed by a doctor, and as you surely know, that costs a fortune here. If you have a headache, try to ride out the pain and sleep. You’ll see, it’ll be gone tomorrow. Don’t forget, we just saved your life. For security reasons, you can’t leave the room or communicate with anyone, especially the press; and that includes the journalists from the Miami Herald. The United States government still can’t promise you anything, and starting now, everything will depend on you.”

			I express my gratitude and tell them they don’t have a thing to worry about, since I wouldn’t have anywhere to go. I remind them that I was the one who offered to testify in various cases of exceptional importance, both in Colombia and in the United States.

			David—the DEA agent—and the others withdraw to go over the next day’s agenda.

			“You’ve just arrived, and already you’re asking the American government for things?” reproaches Nguyen, the police chief who stayed in the room.

			“Yes, because I have terrible abdominal pain. And because I know that I can be of double use to your government: those two boxes contain evidence of the Colombian-Mexican part of a fraud against the Internal Revenue Service that I estimate in the hundreds of millions of dollars. In Russia, the class-action suit brought by Russian victims of Neways International was withdrawn after all the witnesses died and twenty-three million dollars were paid out. Imagine the size of the fraud in three dozen countries, against their distributors and against the IRS!”

			
			“Overseas evasion isn’t our territory. We are antidrug officers.”

			“If I had information on the location of ten kilos of coke, you all would find me an aspirin, right?”

			“You don’t seem to understand that we aren’t the IRS or the FBI of the state of Utah, but the Florida DEA. And don’t confuse the Drug Enforcement Administration with a drugstore, Virginia!”

			“What I understand, Nguyen, is that USA v. Rodríguez Orejuela is two hundred times bigger than the current USA v. Mower!”

			The DEA officers return and inform me that all the TV channels are talking about my flight from Colombia. I reply that in the past four days I have declined almost two hundred interviews from all over the world and that, really, I’m not interested in whatever they’re saying. I beg them to turn off the TV, because I haven’t slept in eleven days or eaten in two; I am exhausted, and I just want to try to rest a few hours so I can offer all possible cooperation tomorrow.

			When I’m finally alone with all my luggage and that sharp pain as my only company, I mentally prepare myself for something much more serious than possible appendicitis. Over and over I wonder if the United States government has really saved my life or if these DEA officers plan, instead, to squeeze me like an orange before returning me to Colombia. They could argue that the information I had on the Rodríguez Orejuela family turned out to be previous to 1997 and that the state of Utah is another country. I know perfectly well that back in Colombian territory, everyone who has skeletons in their closet will use me as a lesson for any informant or witness who might be tempted to follow my example: members of the security organizations will be waiting for me at the airport with some “arrest warrant” issued by the minister of defense or the state security organizations. They’ll load me into an SUV with tinted windows, and when they’re all finished with me, the media belonging to the presidential families involved with the drug cartels or in the service of the president re-elect will blame my torture and death either on the Rodríguez Orejuelas—“the Pepes,” persecuted by Pablo Escobar—or on the capo’s wife.

			
			I have never felt more alone, sicker, or poorer, perfectly aware that if I am returned to Colombia, I will not be the first or the last to die after offering cooperation to the American Embassy in Bogotá. But my departure from the country in the DEA’s plane seems to be news all over the world, which means that I’m much more visible than a César Villegas, alias “el Bandi,” or a Pedro Juan Moreno, the two people who best know the president’s past. That’s why I decide that I won’t let any government or any criminal turn me into another Carlos Aguilar, alias “El Mugre,” who died after testifying against Santofimio; or Patricia Cardona, who even under maximum protection from the Colombian prosecutor was murdered after her husband—the accountant to the Rodríguez Orejuela family—left for the United States in another DEA plane.

			I know perfectly well that, unlike some of those people, may they all rest in peace, I have never committed a crime. And it is because of thousands of deaths like theirs that I have the obligation to survive. And I say to myself: “I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I won’t let anyone kill me, nor will I let myself die.”

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			Days of Innocence and Reverie

			
				True love suffers, and is silent.

				—OSCAR WILDE
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			IT WAS MID-1982, and Colombia was plagued by various rebel groups. They were all Marxist or Maoist, and rabid admirers of the Cuban model. They lived off subsidies from the Soviet Union, from the kidnapping of people they considered rich, and from stealing landowners’ livestock. The most important of these groups was the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, or the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), born of the violence of the fifties, an era of unlimited cruelty so savage that it is impossible to describe without feeling ashamed to belong to the species of man. Other groups had fewer members: the ELN (National Liberation Army) and the EPL (Popular Liberation Army), which later would lay down arms to become a political party. In 1984, the Quintín Lame Armed Movement would be born, inspired by the brave man of the same name who fought for the cause of protecting indigenous peoples.

			
			And there was the M-19: the movement characterized by spectacular, cinematic attacks, whose members were an eclectic mix of university students and professionals, intellectuals and artists, children of bourgeois and military parents, and those hard-liner combatants who in the argot of the armed groups were known as troperos. Unlike the other armed groups—which operated in the jungles and countryside that cover almost half the Colombian territory—“the M” was eminently urban and counted several women among its leadership who were just as prominent and publicity-loving as their male counterparts.

			In the years after Operation Condor in South America, the rules of combat in Colombia were written in black and white: when any member of one of these groups fell into the hands of the military or state security services, they were jailed and often tortured to death without trial or mediation. Likewise, when a wealthy person fell into guerrillas’ hands, they were not freed unless the family handed over the ransom, often after years of negotiations; he who didn’t pay died, and his remains were rarely found. With few exceptions, this situation holds as true today as it did then. Any professional Colombian can name more than a dozen people among their friends, relatives, and employees who were kidnapped—some returned safe and sound, others who never came back. These last, in turn, can be subdivided into those whose families did not have the means to satisfy the kidnappers’ demands, those whose ransom was paid but were still never returned, and those whose existence was deemed not to merit the surrender of the wealth accumulated over several generations, or just over one lifetime of honest work.

			

			—

			
			I HAVE FALLEN ASLEEP with my head resting on Aníbal’s shoulder, and I’m woken by that double jump that light aircraft give when they touch ground. He caresses my cheek, and when I try to stand up, he tugs gently at my arm, as if to say I should stay sitting down. He points out the window, and I can’t believe my eyes: on both sides of the landing strip, two dozen young men, some with dark glasses and others with their brows furrowed in the afternoon sun, have the small plane surrounded and are pointing their machine guns at us; their expressions say they are used to shooting first and asking questions later. More of them seem to be half-hidden in the brush, and two are even playing with their mini-Uzis the way any of us would play with car keys; I can only imagine what would happen if one of those guns hit the ground, spraying six hundred bullets a minute. The boys, all very young, are wearing comfortable, modern clothes: colorful polo shirts, imported jeans and sneakers. None of them is wearing a uniform or camouflage.

			As the small plane careens down the runway, I calculate how much we would be worth to a rebel group. My fiancé is the nephew of the previous president, Julio César Turbay, whose government (1978–1982) was characterized by a violent military repression of insurgent groups, especially the M-19, throwing a large number of their upper leadership in jail. But Belisario Betancur, the new president, has promised to free and give amnesty to all fighters willing to participate in his peace process. I look at Aníbal’s children, and my heart sinks: Juan Pablo, eleven years old, and Adriana, nine, are now the stepchildren of the second-richest man in Colombia, Carlos Ardila Lülle, owner of all the soda companies in the country. As for the friends who are with us, Olguita Suárez—who in a few weeks will marry the friendly Spanish singer-songwriter Rafael Urraza, the organizer of today’s outing and whom we call “the Singer”—is the daughter of a millionaire cattle rancher from the Atlantic coast, and her sister is engaged to Felipe Echavarría Rocha, member of one of the most important industrial dynasties of Colombia; Nano and Ethel are decorators and marchands d’art, Ángela is a top model, and I am one of the most famous TV anchors in the country. I know perfectly well that if we fell into guerrilla hands, all the people on board the plane would be identified as oligarchs and, in consequence, “secuestrables” or “kidnappable,” an adjective as Colombian as the prefix and noun “narco,” which we’ll get to later.

			
			Aníbal has gone silent, and he looks unusually pale. Without bothering to wait for their answers, I fire off two dozen questions in a row:

			“How did you know that this was the plane they sent for us? Don’t you realize they might be kidnapping us? How many months are they going to keep us when they find out who the mother of your children is? And these aren’t poor guerrilleros; look at their guns and tennis shoes! But why didn’t you tell me to bring my tennis shoes? These kidnappers are going to make me walk through the whole jungle in Italian sandals, and without my straw hat! Why didn’t you let me pack my jungle-wear in peace? And why do you accept invitations from people you don’t know? The bodyguards of people I know don’t aim machine guns at their guests! We fell into a trap! All because you go through life snorting coke and you don’t know where reality is. If we get out of this, I am not marrying you, because you’re going to have a heart attack, and I do not intend to be a widow!”

			
			Aníbal Turbay is big, handsome, and free; he is loving to the point of exhaustion and generous with his words, his time, and his money, despite the fact that he’s not a multimillionaire, as all my ex-boyfriends are. He is equally adored by his eclectic collection of friends—people like the treasure hunter Manolito de Arnaude—and by hundreds of women whose lives are divided into “before Aníbal” and “after Aníbal.” His only defect is an irremediable addiction to nasal powder; I hate it, but he adores it more than his children, me, money, everything. Before the poor man can respond to my scolding, the plane door opens, and in wafts the warm, humid air of the tropics of what in my seasonless country we call Tierra Caliente—the Hot Land. Two armed men enter, and on seeing our stupefied faces, they exclaim:

			“Oh, God! You aren’t going to believe this: we were expecting some cages with a panther and several tigers, and it looks like they were sent in a different plane! A thousand apologies! How embarrassing, with the ladies and the children! When the patrón finds out, he’s going to kill us!”

			They explain that the property has a very large zoo, and evidently there has been a coordination problem with the guests’ flight and the one bringing in the beasts. And while the armed men fall all over themselves apologizing, the pilots emerge from the plane with an indifferent expression that says, We don’t owe explanations to strangers; our job is to follow a flight plan, not review the cargo.

			Three jeeps are waiting to drive us to the hacienda’s house. I put on my sunglasses and safari hat and descend from the plane, unaware that I am taking my first steps in the place that will change my life forever. We get into the vehicles, and when Aníbal puts his arm around my shoulders, I feel calm, ready to enjoy every remaining minute of our stay.

			
			“What a beautiful place! And it looks huge. I think this trip is going to be worth it…,” I tell him in a quiet voice, pointing to two herons taking flight from a distant shore.

			Absorbed, in complete silence, we take in that magnificent scene of earth, water, and sky that seems to stretch out beyond the horizon. I feel a burst of happiness, the kind you don’t see coming, the kind that invades you suddenly and enfolds everything and then departs without a good-bye. From a cabin in the distance, in the unmistakable voice of Roberto Torres, come the notes of “Caballo Viejo” (Old Horse) by Simón Díaz, that hymn to the Venezuelan plains that older men have adopted as their own throughout the continent, singing it to chestnut mares when they want to throw off their reins and hope the mares will do the same. “Cuando el amor llega así, de esta manera, uno no se da ni cuenta…” (When loves arrives this way, you don’t even realize it…), warns Torres as he narrates the old stud’s feats. “When love arrives like this, you just can’t help it…,” the plainsman justifies himself, ultimately demanding that the whole human species follow his example, “because after this life, you get no more chances,” in a tone full of popular wisdom and rhythm, the accomplices of warm air heavy with promise.

			I am too happy and caught up in that view to start inquiring about our host’s name or his life story.

			“The man who owns all this must be just like that: one of those old, crafty politicians, with plenty of money and mares, who think they’re the king of the town,” I tell myself as I lean my head against Aníbal’s shoulder again. Aníbal, that hedonist huge man whose love of adventure died with him only a few weeks before I gathered the strength to start telling this story, woven from moments frozen in the nooks and crannies of my memory, peopled with myths and monsters who should never be brought back to life.

			

			—

			
			THOUGH THE HOUSE IS ENORMOUS, it lacks all the refinements of Colombia’s traditional large haciendas: there is no chapel, stable, or tennis court; there are no horses, English riding boots, or purebred dogs; no antique silver or artworks from recent centuries; no oil paintings of virgins and saints or gold-painted wooden friezes over doorways; no colonial columns or varnished figures of ancestral Nativity scenes; no studded chests or Persian rugs of every size; no hand-painted French porcelain or tablecloths embroidered by nuns; no roses or orchids cultivated by the proud lady of the house.

			Nor do I see the humble servants once typically found on my country’s rich estates, people who are almost always inherited along with the property—long-suffering folk, resigned and immensely sweet, who for generations have chosen security over freedom. Those peasants in ruanas—short ponchos of brown wool—with missing teeth but always smiling, who respond without hesitating to any request, doffing their old hats with a deep bow of the head: “Right away, sir!” “Eleuterio González at your service, here to serve!” and who never found out that the concept of tipping existed in the rest of the world. They are almost extinct today, because the guerrilleros taught them that when the Revolution triumphs, someday in the not-so-distant future, they could also have land and livestock, weapons and booze and women like the bosses’, pretty and free of varicose veins.

			
			The hacienda’s bedrooms are off a very long hallway and are decorated in a Spartan fashion: two beds, a nightstand with a locally made ceramic ashtray, a cheap lamp, and photos of the property. Thank God, our room’s private bath has cold and hot water, not just cold, like almost all the farms of the Hot Land. The interminable terrace is dotted with dozens of tables with umbrellas and hundreds of white plastic chairs. The size of the social area—equal to any country club—leaves not the slightest doubt that the house was built to host on a large scale and receive hundreds of visitors; from the guest rooms, we deduce that, on weekends, they must be counted by the dozen.

			“Imagine what the parties are like!” someone in the group comments. “They probably bring the Vallenato King in from Valledupar, with two dozen accordions!”

			“Noooo, more like Sonora Matancera and Los Melódicos, together!” someone else says, with a sarcastic tone that lets just a bit of envy show through.

			The property manager informs us that the hacienda’s owner has been held up by a last-minute problem and won’t arrive until the next day. It’s clear that the workers have received instructions to take care of our slightest need so our stay is comfortable and pleasant, but from the very first moment, they let us know that the tour of the place excludes the second floor, where the owner and his wife and son have their private rooms. The workers are all men, and they seem to feel a great admiration for their boss. Their high quality of life, superior to that of servants of other rich families, is clear from their confidence and utter lack of humility; these peasants seem to be family men, and the work clothes they’re wearing are new and well made. They are more discreet than the young men on the landing strip; unlike that group, they aren’t carrying weapons of any sort. We move into the dining room for dinner. The main table, made of wood, is enormous.

			
			“This could feed a whole battalion!”

			The napkins are white paper, and the food is served by two efficient and silent women—the only ones we’ve seen since we arrived—on dishes from the region. Just as we had anticipated, the menu consists of a delicious bandeja paisa, a typical dish of the Antioquia region and the most basic of Colombian cuisine: beans, rice, ground meat, and fried egg, accompanied by a slice of avocado. Not a single thing on the property reflects a particularly refined or luxurious ambiance. Everything on this estate—more than seven thousand acres between Doradal and Puerto Triunfo in the burning Colombian Magdalena Medio region—seems to have been planned with the practical and impersonal taste of an enormous Hot Land hotel, and not in the style of a large country house.

			Nothing, then, on that warm, calm tropical night—my first at Hacienda Nápoles—could have prepared me for the world of colossal proportions I would discover the next day, or for the size of that kingdom that was so different from any I’d seen before. And no one could have warned me about the colossal ambitions of the man who had built it all, from only stardust and the spirit that makes myths that forever change the history of nations and the fates of their people.

			

			—

			AT BREAKFAST we are told that our host will arrive at noon, and will have the pleasure of personally showing us his zoo. Meanwhile, we’re going to take a look at the hacienda from dune buggies, those vehicles designed for young people with no responsibilities, to ride over the sand at high speeds. They consist of a very low, almost ground-level frame that can resist anything, two seats, a steering wheel, a gearshift, a fuel tank, and a motor that makes an infernal racket. Wherever those vehicles go, they leave behind a little cloud of smoke and dust and a wake of envy, because someone who drives a dune buggy is radiant and tan, in shorts and sunglasses, with a pretty and slightly scared girl beside him, her long hair flowing in the wind, or with a half-drunk friend who won’t change himself for anyone. The dune buggy is the only vehicle that can be driven on the beach by highly intoxicated people without anything bad happening to them, without turning over, with the ability to suddenly stop, and, above all, without the police locking up the crazy guy at the wheel.

			
			The first morning of that weekend unfolds in utter normality, but then strange things begin to happen, as if a guardian angel were trying to warn me that present pleasures and innocent adventures are almost always the masks that cover the face of future sorrows.

			Aníbal is certainly one of the craziest human beings to ever walk the planet, a superlative that greatly entertains my adventurous spirit, and all my friends predict that our engagement will end, not at the altar, but at the foot of a cliff. Though he drives his Mercedes on narrow and winding two-lane mountain roads at more than one hundred miles per hour, with a glass of whiskey in one hand and a half-eaten snack in the other, the truth is that he has never had an accident. And I ride happily in the dune buggy with his little girl on my lap, the wind in my face and my hair flying, enjoying the pure delight, the indescribable joy you feel when you ride for miles and miles over flat, virgin terrain at top speed with nothing to stop or limit you. At any other Colombian hacienda, those vast expanses would be dedicated to raising zebu cattle, and they would be peppered with barred and locked gates to safeguard thousands of cows gazing languidly and dozens of bulls on eternal alert.

			
			For nearly three hours we travel over miles and miles of grasslands in every shade of green, interrupted only by the occasional lake or slow-moving river, a mustard-colored hill, soft as velvet, a slight undulation in the distance, similar to those prairies where, years later, I watch Meryl Streep and Robert Redford in Out of Africa, only without the baobab trees. The whole place is populated only by trees and plants, birds and small animals native to the American tropics, impossible to describe in detail because every new scene starts before the previous one has finished parading before our eyes—vistas that first went past by the dozens now seem to pass by the hundreds.

			At vertiginous speed we head toward a long hollow of thick and junglelike vegetation, about half a mile wide, to cool off for a few minutes from the burning noontime sun under the giant feathered fans of a guadua bamboo forest. Seconds later, flocks of multicolored birds take flight with a shrill squawking, the buggy jumps over a depression hidden by dead leaves, and a stick about seven feet long and almost two inches thick enters like a bullet through the front part of the vehicle, crosses the narrow space between Adriana’s knee and mine at about sixty miles per hour, and stops exactly one millimeter from my cheek and two inches from my eye. No damage done—to me or Adriana, at least—because dune buggies stop on a dime. And because, it seems, God has a very singular destiny reserved for me.

			
			In spite of the distance we’ve covered, and thanks to that invention called the walkie-talkie, which I had always considered snobbish and superfluous, in a matter of twenty minutes, several jeeps come to rescue us and to collect the “cadaver” of the first totaled dune buggy in the whole history of humanity. Half an hour later we are in the hacienda’s small hospital receiving tetanus shots and Mercurochrome swabs on the scrapes on our knees and my cheek, while everyone breathes a sigh of relief because Adriana and I are alive and have all four eyes intact. Aníbal, wearing the expression of a chastised child, grumbles about the expense of having that blasted machine repaired or possibly replaced, for which he’ll need, first of all, to find out how much it costs to ship one from the United States.

			We are informed that the hacienda owner’s helicopter arrived a while ago, though none of us remembers hearing it. Somewhat uneasy, my fiancé and I prepare ourselves to offer apologies for the damage we caused and to ask about how to repair it. Minutes later, our host makes his entrance into the small salon where we’ve gathered with the rest of the guests. His face lights up when he sees how astonished we are at his youth. I think he senses how relieved my buggy-assassin boyfriend and I are that he’s the same age as most of the members of our group, because a mischievous look flits over his face, and he seems to fight against one of his guffaws that, I later learn, are the precursors to peals of laughter.

			Some years before, during a visit to Hong Kong, I was looking at the Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost that was parked in front of my hotel twenty-four hours a day with its chauffeur in hat, uniform, and black boots. Its owner, the venerable and elegant “Captain” Chang, answered: “Don’t worry, dear madam, we have seven more just for our guests, and that one is yours!”

			
			In the same tone of voice, our smiling young host exclaims with a dismissive wave of his hand: “Don’t worry about that buggy, we have dozens of them!” eliminating all our worries straightaway—and with them, any shadow of doubt about his resources, hospitality, or total willingness to share the infinite entertainment of his paradise with us. Then he sets about greeting us one by one in a voice that first calms, then disarms, and finally seduces us—women, men, and children alike. His smile makes each of us feel like the accomplice chosen for some carefully planned joke that only he is in on.

			“Delighted to meet you in person, finally! How are those scrapes? We promise to more than make up for the time the kids lost; they won’t be bored for a minute! Nice to meet you, I’m Pablo Escobar.”

			Though he is a fairly short man—under five foot six—I feel absolutely certain he has never cared a whit. His body is solid and of the type that in a few years will tend to gain weight. His double chin, premature and prominent, over a thick and abnormally short neck, detracts youth from his expression but adds a certain authority, the air of a respectable older gentleman, to the carefully measured words that emerge from his straight, firm mouth. He speaks with a serene voice—neither high nor deep, polite and truly pleasant—utterly sure that his wishes are commands and that his dominance of the subjects that concern him is complete. He sports a mustache under a nose that in profile is almost Greek and, along with his voice, is the only striking characteristic of a man who, in another setting, would be described as perfectly ordinary, more ugly than beautiful, and who could be confused with millions of others in the streets of any Latin American country. His hair is dark and curly, with an untamed triple wave across his forehead that he brushes away from time to time with a quick movement; his skin is fairly light—he’s not tan like us, who are golden year-round, though we live in Tierra Fría—the Cold Land. His eyes are very close-set and are particularly elusive; when he feels he’s not being watched, they seem to withdraw into unfathomable caves under his sparse eyebrows to scrutinize those outside. I notice that he looks almost constantly toward Ángela, who observes him with polite disdain from her stature of five foot seven, her twenty-three years, and her superb beauty.

			
			We take the jeeps and head to the part of the Hacienda Nápoles where the zoo is. Escobar drives one of the vehicles, accompanied by two Brazilian girls in thongs, pretty cariocas of small stature and perfect hips who never talk and who caress each other, though with growing discretion because of the children and the elegant beauties who are now taking all of the host’s attention. Aníbal notices their utter indifference to what is happening around them, which for an authority in his field is an indisputable symptom of repeated and deep inhalation of Samarian Platinum. Remarkably, on this sumptuous property Samarian Gold is merely cheap pot. We notice that both girls, tender like little angels about to fall asleep, sport one-carat diamonds on their right index fingers.

			Three elephants appear in the distance, perhaps the main attraction of any respectable circus or zoo. Though I’ve never been able to distinguish between Asian and African species, Escobar tells us they are Asian. He also informs us that all the larger species and the ones in danger of extinction have two or more females, and that, in the case of the zebras, camels, kangaroos, Appaloosas, and other less expensive horses, they have more. And he adds with a malicious smile:

			
			“That’s why they stay so happy, and why they don’t attack or get violent.”

			“No, Pablo, it’s not because of the surplus females. It’s because of this gorgeous place, just like the plains of Africa. Look at those hippopotamuses and the rhinoceros running toward the river: happy, as if they were at home!” I say to him, pointing. I adore contradicting men who overvalue sex, but it’s also the truth—the best thing about his zoo is the animals’ total freedom to trot in open spaces or hide in tall grasses, from where, when you least expect it, the panther and tigers from the day before could leap out.

			At some point during the excursion we realize that the Brazilian girls have vanished through the art and craft of “escorts”—the name given in Colombia to armed bodyguards. We notice that Ángela now occupies the place of honor next to our host, who looks more dashing than all of us put together. Aníbal is happy, too, because he plans to offer Escobar helicopters manufactured by his friend Count Agusta, and also because Escobar has just commented that our friend is the most beautiful creature he’s seen in a long time.

			We come upon a trio of giraffes, and I can’t resist asking their owner how one imports animals of such size, with those mile-high necks, from the Kenyan plains: Who handles the purchase, how much do they cost, how are they loaded on the ship, do they get seasick? How do they disembark, what kind of truck brings them to the hacienda without awaking curiosity, and how long do they take to adapt to the change of continent?

			
			“And how would you get them here?” he asks me in a defiant tone.

			“Well, with the size of their necks—and given that they’re endangered—bringing them through Europe would be…risky. They’d have to travel by land through sub-Saharan Africa to somewhere like Liberia. From the Ivory Coast to the coast of Brazil, or maybe Guyana, I think they could travel with no trouble to Colombia across the Amazon, as long as you’ve left…a few rolls of bills at each stop along the way, with hundreds of happy patrolmen along the route from Manaus to Puerto Triunfo. I guess it’s not that complicated!”

			“I’m utterly scandalized at your propensity for multinational crime, Virginia! When can you give me some lessons? My giraffes are legally imported. What are you insinuating? They come from Kenya, via Cairo-Paris-Miami-Medellín, to the landing strip at Hacienda Nápoles, with their certificates of origin and all their vaccines in order! It would be impossible, inconceivable, to smuggle them in, because their necks aren’t exactly retractable, you know? Or do you think you can just make them lie down and go to sleep like five-year-old children?” And before I can say yes, he exclaims happily, “And now, we’ll go for a swim in the river, so all of you can see a corner of earthly paradise before lunch!”

			If there is anything that makes a civilized person from Tierra Fría want to get moving, it’s the prospect of an outing with sancocho at a river in Tierra Caliente. (Sancocho is a substantial soup of chicken or fish with yucca, rice, and potatoes, and every region of Colombia has its own recipe.) I can’t remember ever submerging myself into waters that were anything but turquoise since my most tender childhood years, so I feel a great relief when I see that the green water of this Río Claro, fed by dozens of springs on the property, is crystalline. It flows gently among enormous round rocks, its depth seems ideal for swimming, and the clouds of those mosquitoes that tend to mistake my blood for honey are nowhere in sight.

			
			Several relatives or friends of our host are waiting at the water’s edge, along with dozens of bodyguards and several speedboats. These steel watercraft are designed for the races that, I now know, are the passion of Escobar and his cousin Gustavo Gaviria, and they reach impressive speeds. They carry more than a dozen people, who must wear helmets, vests, and headphones, due to the thundering noise of the motor that is enclosed in a metallic cage in the back part of the boat.

			We take off in a flash, with Escobar at the wheel of our boat. In a trance of pleasure, he glides over that river, dodging obstacles as if he knows every crevice and rock, every large or small whirlpool, every fallen tree or floating trunk, as if he wanted to impress us with his ability to save us from dangers we only glimpse as they shoot past like arrows and disappear in an instant, products of our imagination. The maelstrom lasts almost an hour, and when we reach our destination, we feel like we’ve just plummeted over Niagara Falls. Fascinated, I realize that for every second of the past hour, our lives hung on the precise calculation of that man who seems born to defy the limits of his mortality or to rescue others and, in the process, receive their admiration, gratitude, or applause. And since shared intensity is one of the most splendid gifts that one can offer to those who also have a sense of adventure, I wonder if our host has put all that theatrical capacity of his into creating an exciting and unrepeatable spectacle. I sense he is following his passion for conquering danger and his constant need to display the many forms of his generosity—or, perhaps, his excessive self-regard.

			
			We arrive at the lunch spot, and I’m happy at the chance to rest in the water while the sancocho and barbecue are prepared. I float on my back, and lost in my thoughts and the beauty of the sky, I don’t notice the concentric circles of a whirlpool closing around me. When I feel strength like that of a metal whip paralyzing my legs and dragging me down, I wave my arms to call my fiancé and friends on the shore, some 250 feet away. But they think I’m inviting them to join me in the water and they all laugh; they only want to enjoy a good drink to celebrate the odyssey they’ve just been through, and to recover their body heat with a delicious hot bowl of soup. I’m about to die in the presence of four dozen friends and bodyguards who can’t look beyond their own comfort, machine guns, or cocktail glasses, when, nearly spent, I make eye contact with Pablo Escobar. He’s the busiest person, directing the show and giving orders—the orchestra conductor, el dueño del paseo (the “outing’s owner”), as a Colombian would say—but he’s the only one who realizes that I am in a blender I won’t come out of alive. Without a second thought, he leaps into the water and reaches me in seconds. First, he uses words to calm me; then, movements so precise they seem choreographed; and finally, a strength that seems equal to the whirlpool’s to pull me out. And that confident, brave man snatches me from the arms of death as if I were a feather, as if that act were just one more responsibility of a gallant host, and as if he were immune to a danger that he brushes aside. I hold tight first to his hand, then his forearm, and then his torso, while Aníbal watches us from afar, wondering why the hell I am not moving away from a man we’d met just a few hours ago, and who five minutes ago had been chatting breezily with him.

			
			Approaching the water’s edge, Escobar and I touch bottom and stumble onto the shore. He holds me firmly by the arm and I ask him why, among so many people, he was the only one who realized I was about to die.

			“I saw the desperation in your eyes. Your friends and my men only saw your hands waving.”

			I look at him and tell him that it wasn’t just that—he was the only one to see my anguish and the only one who cared about my life. He seems surprised, and more so when I add, with the first smile I’m capable of after the fright, “So now you’ll be responsible for me as long as you’re alive, Pablo….”

			He puts an arm around my shoulders, which can’t stop shaking. Then, with a cheerful expression, he exclaims, “As long as I’m alive? What makes you think I’m going to die first?”

			“Well, it’s just a saying…but let’s make it as long as I’m alive, so we can both take it easy, and you can pay for my funeral!”

			He laughs and says he’s sure that will be a century from now, because judging from the events of today, I have more lives than a cat. When we reach the shore where the group is, I let myself be wrapped in the towel that Aníbal’s loving arms hold out to me; it’s warm, and because it’s large, it hides what he doesn’t want me to see in his eyes.

			The grilled beef is as good as the best parrillada in an Argentine estancia, and the view from the cabin above the river is simply a dream. In complete silence, and a bit withdrawn from the rest of the group, I contemplate the opposite side of the river with the eyes of Eve granted a second chance in paradise. In the years to come, I would relive that afternoon in my mind time and time again, with me gazing toward the calmest part of that Río Claro, mirroring the magnificent wall of tropical foliage behind it and now covered with a million sparkling emeralds, the sunlight bathing every leaf of every tree, God shining in the wings of every butterfly. Several months later, I would beg Pablo to take me back to that place of reverie, but he would answer that such a thing was no longer possible because it had been taken over by guerrillas. Then, on a random day almost a quarter of a century later, I would finally come to understand that we must never return to the places of splendid beauty where we were once incredibly happy for a few hours, because all that is left of them is the nostalgia for the colors and, above all, the longing for the laughter.

			

			—

			
			EVERYTHING IN HACIENDA NÁPOLES seems colossal. We find ourselves now on the Rolligon, a gigantic tractor with the strength of three elephants, wheels almost seven feet in diameter and a basket that fits fifteen people.

			“Bet you can’t get that one, Pablo!” we shout, pointing to a medium-sized tree.

			“Bet we can knock that one down, too!” shouts Escobar, delighted, steamrolling the poor tree without compassion, arguing that anything that can’t stand up under his attack doesn’t deserve to live and should return to the earth and become food.

			On the way back to the house, we pass a car riddled with bullet holes; it looks to be a Ford from the late twenties.

			“It’s Bonnie and Clyde’s!” he informs us proudly.

			I ask if he means the real couple’s or the one from the movie, and he replies that it’s the original—he doesn’t buy fakes. When we say that it looks like it was shot with a machine gun, Escobar explains that the six policemen who caught the lovers to claim the reward had shot it up with automatic rifles for over an hour, leaving more than one hundred bullet cartridges around the car.

			
			Clyde Barrow, the American Robin Hood, was the U.S. government’s public enemy number one in 1934. He robbed banks, and four months before his death he successfully orchestrated the jailbreak of several members of his gang. Bonnie Parker accompanied him in the robberies but never participated in the police killings, which increased as the search for the couple spread through more states and the reward for them grew. When they died, she was twenty-four years old and he was twenty-three. The couple’s naked bodies were displayed before hundreds of photographers on the morgue floor, in a spectacle that raised angry protests not only because it was morbid but also because of the dozens of bullet holes in the body of the young woman whose crime and fate had been to love an eternal fugitive from justice. Bonnie and Clyde were the first underworld couple to be immortalized in literature and film, and their legend came to be a true modern version of Romeo and Juliet. Twenty thousand people accompanied Bonnie’s funeral procession after her mother decided she couldn’t be buried beside Clyde, as she had wanted.

			As we approach the entrance to Hacienda Nápoles, we see perched on the enormous gate, like a giant tightrope-walking butterfly, a white-painted, single-engine plane. Escobar slows down and stops. I hear a hatch opening above us, and out of the corner of my eye I notice my companions move to the sides and back of the Rolligon. In seconds, gallons and gallons of freezing water are dumped over me, leaving me stunned, breathless, and sputtering. When I manage to recover my speech, I can only ask him, shivering, “And that turn-of-the-century shell—is it Lindbergh’s plane, or Amelia Earhart’s, Pablo?”

			
			“Now, that one was mine, and it brought me good luck, just like you had today when I saved your life! Ha, ha, ha! I always collect on my favors, and now you’ve been ‘baptized’! Now we’re even, my dear Virginia!” he exclaims, rolling with laughter, while his dozen accomplices go on celebrating the prank.

			That night, as I’m getting dressed for dinner, someone knocks very softly on the door of our room. Thinking it’s Aníbal’s little girl, I tell her to come in, but the person who shyly pokes his head in without letting go of the doorknob is the owner of the house. In a concerned tone that’s trying to be sincere, he apologizes and asks how I’m feeling. I reply that I feel cleaner than ever because, in the past twelve hours, I’ve been obliged to take five baths at various temperatures. He laughs, relieved, and I ask him about the wildcats, which we hadn’t seen at any point during the tour.

			“Ohhh…those. Well…I have to admit that there are no carnivorous animals in my zoo: they would eat the others, which makes them difficult to import…legally. But now that I think about it, I do believe I saw a furious panther shivering and soaked under a plane, and three tigresses in the salon, about ten minutes ago. Ha, ha, ha!”

			And he’s gone. When I realize that the whole episode on the runway was a show, I can’t help thinking with happy incredulity that this man’s ability to make mischief is comparable only to his bravery.

			When I walk into the dining room, looking golden and radiant in my turquoise silk tunic, Aníbal praises my appearance by exclaiming in front of everyone, “This is the only woman in the world who wakes up looking like a rose….It’s like seeing a miracle of creation every morning.”

			
			“Just look at them!” says the Singer to Escobar. “Two sex symbols, together…”

			Pablo looks at us, smiling. Then he stares straight at me. I lower my eyes.

			Back in our room that night, Aníbal comments in a low voice, “Really, a guy who can smuggle three giraffes here all the way from Kenya is capable of getting tons of anything into the United States!”

			“Such as what, love?”

			“Coke. Pablo is the King of Coke, and there is so much demand that he’s on his way to becoming the richest man in the world!” he exclaims, raising his eyebrows in admiration. I tell him I would have sworn Pablo financed that lifestyle of his with politics.

			“No, no, my darling, it’s the other way around: he finances the politics with this!”

			And half closing his eyes, rapturous with pleasure after his fortieth line of the day, he shows me a fifty-gram rock of cocaine that Pablo gave him.

			I am exhausted, and I fall deeply asleep. When I wake up the next day, Aníbal is still there, but the rock isn’t. His eyes are bloodshot, and he’s looking at me with enormous tenderness. I only know I love him.

		

	
		
		
			
			[image: ]Presidential Aspirations

			A FEW WEEKS LATER, Aníbal gets a call from Escobar, inviting us to visit the hacienda and zoo of Jorge Luis Ochoa, near Colombia’s Caribbean coast. Ochoa is Escobar’s best friend and his partner in the social project Medellín sin Tugurios (Medellín Without Slums). Pablo sends a plane for us, and when we land we see that he is already waiting for us, and only the crew of his own plane is with him. It’s clear that, not being the owner of the house, he is there to join us as one more guest in the group, which again includes our friend Ángela. We weren’t able to bring Aníbal’s children this time because their mother was truly horrified when she heard about the adventures we’d had in Nápoles; she strictly forbade him from bringing the kids on “weekends with those extravagant nouveau riche people.”

			There is very little traffic on the highway that leads from the airport to Ochoa’s hacienda. After a few minutes of driving under a merciless sun, with Escobar at the wheel of a convertible jeep, we reach the checkpoint where the toll is the equivalent of three U.S. dollars. Our driver slows down, greets the collector with his widest grin, and keeps right on going, relaxed and slow, leaving the poor boy stupefied. First he stands openmouthed with the ticket in his hand, and then he runs after us, waving his arms uselessly to get us to stop. Surprised, we ask Pablo why he voló el peaje, as Colombians say, or “blew the toll.”

			
			“Because if there are no police in the booth, I don’t pay. I only respect authority when it’s armed!” he cries triumphantly, in the tone of a schoolteacher giving a lesson to his little students.

			The Ochoas are renowned breeders and exporters of champion horses; thousands of them can be found in La Loma, their hacienda near Medellín that’s run by their father, Fabio. This ranch, La Veracruz, is dedicated to breeding fighting bulls. Although the size of their property and its zoo can’t compare with Nápoles, the house is beautifully decorated, and everywhere I see those little electric Ferraris and Mercedeses, red and yellow, that so many children dream of. The oldest of the three Ochoa brothers is Jorge Luis—his friends call him El Gordo—an affable man the same age as Pablo. He’s married to a tall, pretty woman, María Lía Posada, cousin of the soon-to-be minister of communications, Noemí Sanín Posada. While Jorge doesn’t display the same magnetic quality as Escobar when he sets out to have fun, it’s clear the two men share a great affection and deep respect, born of loyalty that has been repeatedly put to the test over the years.

			After a day spent eating and touring the grounds, we said good-bye, and I told Jorge that I wish I could see his famous champion horses. With his wide smile, he promises to plan something special very soon, and that I won’t be disappointed.

			
			We go back to Medellín in another of Escobar’s planes. Though his efforts to win over Angelita have again been fruitless, the two of them seem to have become good friends. Medellín is the City of Eternal Spring, and for the paisas, its proud inhabitants, it is the capital of the Antioquia department—the name given to states in Colombia—as well as the country’s industrial capital and the capital of the world. We stay at the Intercontinental, located in the beautiful El Poblado neighborhood and near Pablo and his cousin Gustavo’s mansion-office, a property that belongs to the manager of the Medellín Metro, a great friend of theirs. That part of the city is characterized by an infinite number of streets that curve between hills covered in exuberant, semitropical vegetation. For visitors like us, used to Bogotá’s flat streets, which are numbered like New York’s, they are a true maze. The paisas, though, drive at top speed as they go up and down through the residential neighborhoods, lined with trees and gardens, and through the noisy city center.

			“Since today is Sunday and everyone goes to bed early, at midnight I’m going to take you on a thrill ride in James Bond’s car,” announces Pablo.

			When he presents us with the jewel of his collection, we’re terribly disappointed. Still, though it’s no Aston Martin and it boasts only a supreme dose of automobile anonymity, the dashboard is covered in buttons. He sees our faces lit up by curiosity, and in his pride of ownership he begins to reel off the characteristics of a car that could only have been designed with the police in mind:

			“This button lets out a cloud of smoke that throws off anyone chasing you; this other one releases tear gas that leaves them coughing and desperate for water; that one pours oil so they slide in a zigzag and go off a cliff; this one drops hundreds of tacks and nails to puncture their tires; this is a flamethrower that you activate after this one that sprays gasoline; that one sets off the explosives, and on either side are the machine guns, though today we’ve removed them in case the car falls into the hands of some vengeful panther. Oh! And if all that fails to work, this last button emits a frequency that destroys the eardrum. We’re going to give a demonstration of the practical utility of my treasure; unfortunately, though, only the ladies fit in Bond’s car. Ángela will be my copilot. The men…and Virginia…will go in the cars behind.”

			
			And he pulls away very slowly, while we get in the other car and take off at top speed. After several minutes, we see him coming up behind us like a bat out of hell; we don’t know if he’s flown right over us, but somehow, seconds later he’s in front of us. Again and again we try to pass him, but just as we’re about to do it, he careens off and vanishes around the curves of El Poblado’s deserted streets, only to reappear when we’re least expecting it. I implore God to let no other vehicle cross his path, because it would surely tumble off the road or be flattened on the asphalt like a stamp. The game draws out for almost an hour, and while we pause to catch our breath, Escobar comes out from the shadows, tires squealing, and leaves us floating in a sea of smoke that forces us to stop. It takes us several minutes to find our way, and when we finally do, he passes us in a flash and we’re wrapped in clouds of gas that seem to multiply and grow more inflamed as the seconds pass. We feel like the sulfuric acid is burning our throats and going up our noses to cloud our vision and invade every fold of our brains. We cough, and with every mouthful of poisoned air we breathe, the burning is multiplied by ten. We hear the bodyguards groaning behind us, and in the distance we can hear the occupants of James Bond’s car laughing as they flee the place at 125 miles per hour.

			
			Somehow, at the side of the road, we find a spigot. Escobar’s boys get out of the car at a run, cursing and bumping into one another while they fight for a sip of liquid. When I see them crying, I stand to one side, and to set an example, I get in the back of the line. Then, with my hands on my hips and in the little voice I have left, I yell at them with all the contempt I can muster, “Act like men, dammit! From what I can see, the only brave one around here is me: a woman! Aren’t you ashamed? Have a little dignity; you’re like little girls!”

			Once Pablo and his accomplices reach us, they burst out laughing. Over and over he swears to us that his copilot is to blame, because he only authorized her to throw out the curtain of smoke. And that evil witch, who can’t stop laughing, admits, “I pushed the tear gas button by mistake!”

			Then, in a militaristic tone, he orders his men: “Have some dignity! You really do look like little girls. And let the lady through!”

			Coughing and swallowing my tears, I say I’ll let the “señoritas” go ahead, and I’ll drink water when we get to the hotel, two minutes away. Then I add that his bucket of bolts is nothing but a stinking skunk, and I leave.

			

			—

			ON ANOTHER OF OUR TRIPS to Medellín in the second half
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