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The Parade

THE HORSES ON THE RANCH sensed that one of the largest storms of the year was on the horizon and heading directly toward the farms. On any other weekend, rain wouldn’t have been a problem, particularly with the five-year California drought, but on the weekend of the sixty-fifth annual Compton Christmas parade, rain couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time.

Several of the horses at the farms began feeling restless hours before the first gray clouds started to form over the city. They neighed loudly and flapped their long, coarse-haired tails, prompting a cacophony of sounds from other horses in nearby ranches throughout the farms. When the clouds finally did appear, they moved in slowly, deliberately—almost like they were aware of the potential they had to alter thousands of families’ weekend plans. The rain started as a light, soft drizzle, growing into a heavy downpour within an hour. Local rain canals, deteriorating from years of neglect, got hit the hardest. They immediately overflowed with trash and local waste as the rushing current headed south toward the Los Angeles River in the direction of the Pacific Ocean.

After listening to a Spanish-radio weather announcement earlier that day, Mr. Sanchez made sure to pack his large blue tarp onto his pickup truck after loading it with fresh meat, tortillas, and an assortment of vegetables that he bought from the market. He always had the fewest clients whenever it rained, and not having a protective covering over his stall drastically affected business.

But when the water began to pour through the tarp and onto the tables and chairs, he knew it was time to pack up his one-man taco stand and head home for the night. “That’s it for tonight, amigo,” he said to Jerome Jordan, a sixty-five-year-old black man who had worked for him for the past two years directing cars into a nearby abandoned lot in exchange for a few dollars and a plate of al pastor tacos at the end of each night. Like others his age, Jerome had lived through both the 1965 Watts Riots and the 1992 Los Angeles Riots and had seen his city go through dramatic changes.

On the ranch, the rain continued to fall on the weary aluminum tin roofs that protected the horses from the elements. Puddles of cold, muddy water collected in each stall, creating the perfect conditions for the spread of thrush, a bacterium known to thrive in dark, moist conditions and infect horse hooves. The sound of the hard pounding rain had made many of the horses uneasy. In a matter of months, if money wasn’t found to keep the ranch running, the horses would be gone. It was something that Randy Hook, the cowboys’ leader, was thinking about on a daily basis.

Helio, one of the largest black Thoroughbreds on the ranch, neighed the loudest and moved erratically in his stall. His size often intimidated the other horses and kept every other horse on guard. Chocolate, a dark brownish old pony, rolled around in the mud, making his coat two shades darker with every turn. Sonny, one of the other quarter horses, aggressively chewed on the metal gate that separated him from Fury. On the opposite side of the ranch, Red Dog, an Australian cattle breed dog, scurried into the barn for protection at the first sight of water and spent the rest of the night curled up next to a bale of hay.

Byron Hook began feeling antsy as he tossed and turned inside his brown-carpeted bedroom. The rain had stopped in the middle of the night, and by morning the sun had finally crept out. He was a big guy for his height, five feet ten inches tall and weighing close to 240 pounds. His brown wooden single bed creaked loudly every time he turned his body in a different direction. The only thing louder was the sound of the Gutierrez family’s crowing rooster next door, which had become like an alarm clock for him.

Usually the first one awake on the ranch, Byron was also the earliest to bed after watching the same cowboy westerns that he used to watch with his parents as a child in nearby Harbor City. As one of the last remaining original gangsters on the block, he had lived to see the Richland Farms go through many transformations, and, like the oak and sycamore trees that proudly lined both sides of the streets, he, too, had seen more than he had ever needed to see.

Back in the late 1980s, when the homes on the farms were mostly owned by African-Americans, Byron was known around the neighborhood for his flashy customized lowrider motorcycle. It had a curved banana seat and tall silver-chromed handlebars. The body was painted blue. At one point he attached a homemade speaker system to the back of his bike and played the same CDs that he downloaded and sold for a profit at local swap meets and at lowrider car shows. In those days, five dollars could get you an entire album, ten dollars could get you three, and twenty dollars could get you five. It was how he made his money and friends in the neighborhood. If his nephews, Randy and Carlton Hook, were lucky, he would let them stand on his back pegs and hang on to his shoulders while he rode up and down Caldwell Street.

At fifty-six, however, Byron’s health had suffered due to several operations, and his memory was starting to fade. In addition to his failing health, streaming music services like Spotify had put a substantial dent in his music business. With almost no other way to make money, he began to panhandle around the neighborhood, sometimes coming home with a few dollars in his pockets, sometimes with nothing. He was struggling to get by.

On this particular morning, he was waiting for his nephews to arrive before the parade. As often, they arrived late. “What up, Byron?” his nephew Carlton said, abruptly opening the screen door. Carlton was wearing a pair of black sweats, sandals with white socks, and a snug-fitting white tank top.

Carlton sat down on the porch steps, protected from the sun by the overhead roof. His braids hung completely free, just out of the view of his glasses, but low enough to graze the C and H tattoos on his wiry shoulders. His friend Keenan Abercrombia had inked the tattoo on him in his backyard a few years ago.

“You-you . . . almost hit me with the door, man!” Byron said with a deep stammer. At this point in his life, his speech, much like his body, had diminished and was worsening by the day.

“What you talking about?” Carlton quickly responded. “You trippin’.” Carlton’s voice rarely ever rose beyond a low murmur. Carlton was quiet and more reserved than his twin brother, Randy, and he preferred the sound of others to his own voice.

“Never . . . never mind it,” Bryon said. “You read—ready for the parade?”

“You kiddin’?” Carlton said. “I’ve been waiting for this day all year, man.”

When the city of Compton was incorporated in 1888 by founder Griffith D. Compton, his intention was to create a community where people could farm and cultivate crops. Thirty pioneering families quickly established a tight-knit community founded on agricultural traditions carried over from the Midwest and the South.

What began as a small, rural town emerged as ample residential lots that gave families from all over California the chance to raise a family, care for crops, and tend to livestock. The Richland Farms became a ten-acre community in the heart of Compton, founded blocks away from what would later become the Compton Courthouse and Compton High School. The farms became a community within a community that allowed families to live a semblance of the lives they once lived before.

As one of the only remaining agricultural areas in Los Angeles, the farms always welcomed rainfall. While most people in the city drove in a hurried frenzy and complained about the rain, residents of the farms celebrated its arrival with joy. Nearly every resident who lived in the community came from rural backgrounds in the South and throughout Mexico. Families like Carlton and Randy Hook’s, one of the last black cowboy families on the farms, had migrated west from Arkansas during the mid-twentieth century as part of a wave that included thousands of other African-Americans. It was called the Great Migration, a mass exodus of black families who settled in cities throughout the Northern states and in West Coast cities like Seattle, San Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles.

In Los Angeles, black families from the South arrived with the hope of working in newly established war-era industries and industrial plants. Many of them were drawn to communities like Central Avenue, a mile-long strip that ran north to south known as the “eastside” of South Los Angeles—one of the only communities in Los Angeles where black families were free from the racially restrictive laws that made it illegal for black families to own property. Until the mid-1950s Compton was still predominantly white and unaffordable for most African-Americans. It was where George H. W. Bush, the nation’s forty-first president, lived for six months in 1949 with his wife and his son, future president George W. Bush, when he worked at a nearby security engineering company.

The eventual exodus of white families and the simultaneous closing of factories and plants in the area reduced property prices, slowly bringing more black families to the hub city. Compton’s black population rose from 5 percent in 1940 to 40 percent by 1960 and continued to grow as nearby events like the 1965 Watts Riots, which began after local police pulled over an African-American motorist for reckless driving, led to one of the largest uprisings in Los Angeles’s history and over forty million dollars in property damage. They simultaneously made middle-class black families move to Compton and white families leave it.

Families like the Hooks eventually chose to live in the farms after living in nearby Harbor City because it reminded them of the lives that their families had left behind in the South. There were trees, animals, and, most of all, the space to roam and be free. Mexican families like the Gutierrezes, the Hooks’ next-door neighbors, were also the products of migration. When the Mexican peso fell and trade agreements like the North American Free Trade Agreement radically altered the price of crops in the 1990s, the effects were felt instantly, destroying families like the Gutierrezes’ way of life in the process. They, too, were lured by the promise of work, leaving their rural villages in Jalisco, Mexico, to seek a better life, as generations of African-Americans had done decades before them.

That morning, every rain cloud that appeared in the sky the night before was replaced by puffy, cotton-like cumulus clouds. The local forecasters had failed once again. The rain—which they said would last all weekend—lasted only one night, and the parade would continue as planned. As the sun continued to emerge, drops of water dripped from the tin roof stables and into each horse stall, creating a mushy blend of soiled dirt with fresh horse droppings. Because resources had been scarce on the ranch in recent years, fixing the holes in each stall was less important than feeding the animals and paying ranch employees.

It was the biggest day of the year on the farms, and the entire city had woken up beaming with anticipation. The horses were calm now that the storm had passed. Some looked out in the direction of the courthouse, while others peered toward Caldwell Street, sending out the occasional baritone neigh and whimsical tail flip. Red Dog was nowhere to be found, probably hiding in someone else’s yard or away on one of the three-day vacations from the ranch he sometimes wandered off on. Only the roosters continued to crow on schedule.

The Compton, Dominguez, and Centennial High School marching bands and step teams had been practicing for weeks for the lead-up to the parade. In between practicing for their Friday night football games, each school had created new routines that would be revealed at the parade.

Centennial was the heavy favorite over the other two, but this year, under the direction of new leadership, Compton High’s band and step teams felt confident about their chances to win the marching band competition as the day approached. Members of each band and team washed and ironed their uniforms the same way the night before the big parade—eagerly waiting to show the city what they had secretly been working on.

For the Compton Cowboys and other horseback riders, the parade had as much to do with pride as it did the need to address safety concerns for horseback riders in the city. The parade was one of the only times of the year when horseback riders could ride safely on the streets without the threat of being hit by traffic, and in recent years, horse and rider deaths had spiked despite pleas by community groups to create more horse lanes near the farms. Speed limits were hardly enforced, and loud car music often spooked horses, causing fatal accidents on some of Compton’s busiest streets. The horses were in constant danger.

Riding in the parade would be a way to introduce the Compton Cowboys to the city for the first time since they last rode in the parade over fifteen years ago. Whether or not the other guys knew it, this was a day that Randy had been thinking about for months—he knew how important it was to the future of the group and his aunt’s legacy.

This year felt a bit different for the cowboys. They had a lot to prove: it was their first time riding under the CC moniker, and it would be their chance to show friends and family that they could succeed without the supervision of the elders who taught them how to ride when they were children.

More importantly, they wanted to prove to Mayisha that they could do it on their own, particularly because of the disagreements they had had with her about their image. She did not always approve of the way they dressed or rode their horses. Riding horses with house shoes or slippers on was not the way she had taught them to ride. At the same time, it could be one of the cowboys’ last parades: their ranch was in danger of closing as their resources dwindled every day. It was something that everyone was aware of.

Horse riding in Compton had become less common, and the sight of riders in the streets was less frequent each year. In the past, as many as five different riding groups rode through the parade, but these days, the only two remaining groups were the Compton Cowboys and Los Rancheros de Compton, a Mexican riding group that usually walked away with the award for best equestrian team each year.

Grooming the horses took up most of the cowboys’ time. It’s why Keenan, Charles Harris, and Anthony Harris had spent most of the day before the parade washing and brushing their horses in anticipation.

When they arrived to check up on their horses the following morning, an hour after Byron and Carlton met up, the ranch was nearly empty. Only Rashid, Mayisha’s eldest son, was around. His dreadlocks were covered by a white bandana as he looked over the gate that connected his home to the rest of the ranch. Since moving back over a year ago, he had kept out of the way of the cowboys, showing his face only when he needed to warm up his breakfast at his uncle Louie’s house next door.

Charles’s body moved at a slower pace than anyone else’s that morning. It had been only a couple of hours since he had gotten off from working the overnight shift at Walmart, and his body was running on adrenaline and cold day-old coffee that he had grabbed on his way out from the employee break room some hours earlier.

“I have to go ride some horses,” Charles told his manager earlier that morning as he hurried out, patting the outside of his pants’ pockets, looking for his car keys. “Horses?” his manager asked with a surprised look on his face, hardly believing him. “Yeah, horses!” Charles said with a smirk before running out of the room.

Keenan was the only one in the group who hadn’t driven to the ranch that morning. Since his license got suspended earlier that year, Uber had become his transportation of choice when his wife didn’t have time to drive him. The young expecting couple shared a two-bedroom apartment in Inglewood just big enough for them and her five-year-old daughter and within sight of the construction of the nearby professional football stadium that was threatening to raise their rent.

The past few weeks had been particularly challenging for the twenty-seven-year-old. It had been almost a month since he was laid off as a sous-chef in a Louisiana-style restaurant near downtown Los Angeles, and every Uber ride to the ranch put a dent in his dwindling bank account.

“Why you always got the dirtiest horse on the ranch?” Charles asked Carlton, who joined the rest of the guys, still wearing the same clothes from his night shift.

“Man, shut up,” Carlton replied. “Why you always on my head?”

“I’m just asking,” Charles said with a full grin on his face.

Anthony and Keenan laughed loud enough for the next-door neighbor’s dogs to start barking. Both friends immediately started an argument between Carlton and Charles, like they had done for the past twenty years. Talking trash to each other was a popular pastime on the ranch. It made time go quicker and brought everyone together.

“You gonna let him talk to you that way?” Anthony asked while continuing to laugh hysterically and grabbing his stomach. “Maaaaaaan . . . I wouldn’t!”

Carlton, Randy’s quieter, younger twin, was usually the butt of everyone’s jokes and an easy target for Charles, who prided himself on being one of the biggest jokesters on the ranch. There wasn’t a day that passed when he didn’t find an excuse to make fun of someone. He made fun of everything. If it walked, he made fun of it. Nothing got past his observant eyes.

At the same time, Charles was also one of the most sensitive cowboys in the group, whose jokes often masked the insecurities that he felt about himself; finding pleasure in making fun of others deflected from his own shortcomings.

Carlton grabbed Helio, a large black Thoroughbred with long, bushy winter hair, from the stall, walked him to the gate, and tied him up before beginning to brush him. His horse had rolled around in the mud all night and was three shades darker than when he last saw him. After a few more brushstrokes, he threw his brush on the ground and walked back to his house without finishing the only duty he had that morning. Carlton had been friends with Charles since they were children and had grown accustomed to his jokes, but it didn’t stop him from being annoyed.

“Man, forget this,” he said as he left his horse on the gate and slowly walked away, his sweats hanging far below his waist.

“See?” Charles said while looking at Anthony and Keenan. His smile grew wider with every step that Carlton took away from the group. “He’s soft, man. He softer than a baby’s booty!”

An hour passed, and the three continued to tend to their horses. It was a practice that they had learned as children and now had perfected as adults. Being near the stables brought them a sense of peace that they had first felt as riders in the Compton Jr. Posse, Mayisha’s youth riding organization that had brought them all together as children over twenty years ago. They had learned to clean stalls and groom horses before being able to ride. But grooming the horses’ coats wasn’t only a way to care for the horses; it was also a way to care for themselves. The ranch became a place where they went to ride horses and stay safe from the dangers that lurked outside on the streets. It was where they went when they ran away from home, and it was where they found peace.

Time had passed, however, and with Mayisha’s retirement party quickly approaching and the future of the ranch in jeopardy, their safety, and their way of life, were up in the air.

Anthony noticed Fury’s limp when he first arrived at the ranch that morning. Fury was Randy’s horse, but Anthony knew his personality better than anyone else on the ranch. After all, he spent the most time with the horses and was the oldest of the cowboys. During the weekdays, Anthony’s workday began at five a.m. and lasted well into the early afternoon. It was his job to keep up with all twelve of the horses, to feed and care for them. It had been almost six months since the onset of Fury’s phantom limp, which Anthony suspected to be clubfoot, a condition that involved asymmetrical horse hooves.

But Anthony believed the way Fury’s horseshoe had been fitted had made his clubfoot even worse. Everyone knew the farrier liked to cut corners when nobody was there to supervise him, and more so, everyone suspected it had to do with race: Did horse ranches run by white families receive the same treatment? Every time Fury stepped on the ground and applied pressure, it created a deep agitation, forcing a limp. If more resources had been available on the ranch, like in the old days with Mayisha, then Fury would have seen a specialist. But with limited funds, all he could do was apply more medication balm to dull the pain.

Back in front of the ranch, on Caldwell Street, there was still no sign of the rest of the cowboys. Only the sounds of Mexican banda music played off in the distance while commercial planes and helicopters flew in and out of Compton’s local airport.

After the trio finished grooming their horses, they each left to go run different errands. Anthony had to drop off his granddaughter at her aunt’s home, Charles drove to the Grape Street housing projects to see his family, and Keenan had to head back home to pick up some riding gear. Kenneth, another one of the cowboys, whose home bordered the ranch’s back wall, was nowhere to be found.

Getting each of the ten cowboys to ride together was one of the biggest challenges for the group these days. The cowboy lifestyle that they were living—big street rides, ranch work, and rodeo competitions—were sometimes at odds with the realities of day-to-day life. Only Tre, one of the youngest cowboys and a rodeo champion, and Charles continued to train and compete in their respective events, bareback riding and show jumping. Keiara, the only woman in the group, was still recovering after a back injury that continued to keep her out of barrel racing. The rest of the gang wrestled with the challenge of putting food on the table for themselves and their families, and with growing families and more mouths to feed, they weren’t able to go to the ranch and ride regularly.

In the meantime, Randy Hook drove south on Wilmington Boulevard toward the ranch in his dark blue Chevy Malibu. His jet-black tinted car windows rattled with the sounds of heavy bass rap music. Since he had taken over as the Compton Cowboys’ leader and begun to take more responsibility with the ranch in anticipation of Mayisha’s retirement, his anxiety and stress had drastically increased. The only way to remedy the pressure was to ride his horse alone around the farms at night and take long drives through the city. Driving alone allowed him to sit with his thoughts, away from the reach of those who often relied on him for answers that he didn’t always have. He could momentarily escape the pressures of being a father, a brother, and the leader of the last black cowboys in Compton.

As he waited for the light to turn green at the intersection of Alondra and Wilmington, a group of five black teenagers gathered at the cross light. They were no older than fifteen and showed signs of the life he and his friends had once lived. They wore red shoes and jackets and held bags of potato chips and sodas in their hands, the same way he used to. They reminded him of the Akrite party crew that he and the cowboys had created as teenagers as a way to stay together after they left the Compton Jr. Posse, which is what got them riding horses in the first place. The crew threw weekend parties and were known around Compton as one of the best party organizers. Like the Akrites, the group of teenagers stood in formation, creating a 360-degree circle of vision around them for protection. They hung on to each other because they were all they had. Randy thought about his party crew days while looking at the group of teenagers; he and his brother’s eighteenth birthday party had left two of their friends dead and forced them to disband and abandon the scene altogether.

In a matter of moments, Randy’s nostalgia immediately wore off as some of the people in the group turned to face his direction. In seconds they transformed from friendly, nostalgic reminders into potential threats. They saw only a potential enemy in a dark blue car with tinted windows, not someone who had once stood on the same corner with the same intentions—someone with the same wild spirit. Though Randy was still on neutral territory, he kept a sharp eye on the group. The farms belonged to the Farm Dog Crips, who comprised his friends and family, while the area west of Wilmington Boulevard belonged to their enemies, the Nutty Blocc Crips gang. The group continued to stare at his car, anticipating action.

When the light turned green, Randy quickly tapped his foot on the ignition pedal and sped away, past the 7-Eleven and the Louisiana Fried Chicken, and within seconds the group became small figures in his rearview mirror, like the memories of his youth.

It had been only a few weeks since Randy had started living out of the trunk of his car. His backseats were full of clothes, shoes, and anything else he could find room for. Each of his most prized cowboy hats were gently stacked on top of boxes, leaving only a slight crevice in between two large boxes in the backseat to see out of his rearview mirror.

The apartment that he and his girlfriend had been renting in the San Fernando Valley had gotten too expensive, and with a newborn baby, finding the means to afford the rent was a financial strain on the high school sweethearts. So the young family moved back to the farms, back to the community where they had first met more than fifteen years ago, back to the community they had once left to find peace of mind.

On top of that, Randy had left his job and now hoped to generate an income directing the ranch and its organization when his aunt Mayisha officially retired.

He had big dreams. Living out of his car, however, wasn’t what the twenty-eight-year-old with a college and graduate degree had imagined he would be doing, but it was the only choice he had. His father’s house was full, and the middle home on the ranch was better suited for his baby boy, Lux, and the baby’s mother, Marriah. Isolating himself helped Randy deal with his anxiety, and spending nights alone was at times the only cure for the insomnia that he had experienced since he was a child.

He made a left at the intersection of Caldwell and Wilmington, at the gas station where so many people he knew had been shot and killed, and a minute later pulled into the driveway while the sound system in the back of his trunk rattled the tinted car windows.

“Where is everyone?” he said to himself as he slammed his car door and walked toward the back of the ranch, carrying a box of black Compton Cowboys T-shirts for the parade. “I told everyone to be ready to go by ten a.m.!”

Randy’s frustration with the group had been growing in recent months. Since he had assumed command of the Compton Cowboys and the ranch’s day-to-day operations—making sure horse feed and material were purchased when necessary, and finding ways to raise money for the ranch—some were beginning to feel like he wasn’t suited to lead the group. The bickering and talking behind his back were taking a toll on him. Sleepless nights quickly turned into moody mornings. Sometimes, when he was alone and out of sight of the group, the stress would overcome him, and he would have to fight back tears of frustration. It wasn’t easy being the manager of the group and facing the pressure of losing the ranch.

Randy had fought hard to be able to get the cowboys to ride in this year’s parade and reestablish the group as active members in the community by attending city council meetings and advocating for the rights of horseback riders in Compton. As Mayisha leaned closer into retirement, the ranch’s youth program slowly began to dwindle, which left local youth with limited afterschool and weekend options. On top of this, assuming the responsibilities it took to manage the ranch would be challenging. Mayisha’s commitment was matched only by decades of advocating for the Compton Jr. Posse, the organization she first started in 1988 as a way to provide Compton’s youth with an alternative to gangs and violence. Filling her shoes seemed like a daunting task, but, like her, Randy was inspired to break age-old stereotypes about black cowboys and create opportunities for young children who were faced with the pressures of joining street gangs, as he once was.

At the same time, he wanted to create a new image for black riders in Compton that aligned with the experiences that he and members of the Compton Cowboys had been through. He wanted to make cowboy culture accessible and, most of all, cool.

“Carlton, go get your horse ready,” Randy said as he made his way back inside the house. “I swear, you always messin’ around.” He continued to yell at his brother while slamming the back door loud enough for Byron to hear in the front of the house. “Always, always,” he repeated.

“I done already took care of my horse,” Carlton shouted. “We was out there early this morning! Don’t be coming out here yelling at me like that, cuz!”

Byron stepped out of the back door and ignored the commotion.

“Aye, you got fifty cents?” he asked Randy.

“Not right now, man,” Randy replied and continued walking. “Not right now, Byron.”

Only seconds separated Randy and Carlton from birth, but the two couldn’t have been more different. Randy was loud, gregarious, and comfortable in leadership roles. The sides of his head were closely trimmed, leaving only small Afro-textured hair on the top. Carlton preferred a calmer, quieter approach, often stood in the background, and wore his hair in dreadlocks. Whenever Carlton had a problem, Randy was there to help solve it through their daily bickering. One day it would be about finances, another it would be about punctuality or not asking permission to wear each other’s hat. The quarrels never ended.

Keenan got dropped off in front of the ranch in a blue Toyota Camry at 10:40 a.m.—forty minutes after he was supposed to have been there. He was wearing a black cowboy hat and carrying a blue duffle bag that he carried close to his body. He had forgot some of his clothes at home and had hurried back to get them.

“Dang, you really are a cowboy,” the Uber driver said as he waited for Keenan to get out of the car while looking at the horses in the stalls in the back of the ranch. “You wasn’t lying.”

Keenan smiled and shut the door behind in a hurry to get to the back of the ranch.

Charles arrived ten minutes later, wearing a black-and-white, baseball-style Compton Cowboys T-shirt, black tight-fitting jeans, and a new pair of Nike Air Jordans.

“How the heck did you get yours already?” Keenan asked as Charles approached him in the back of the ranch.

“Oh, this little thing?” He brandished a full-toothed grin and chuckled, pointing down at his T-shirt. “Man, you know I got the plug. I stay lookin’ fly.”

Randy sat down and texted everyone in the group chat. “WHERE Y’ALL AT?” he wrote. “Y’all were supposed to have been here at 10 a.m.”

At the current rate, four out of ten cowboys wouldn’t be enough to fill a riding line. It worried Randy. He feared that he and his friends would be the laughingstock of the parade, a far cry from the spectacular forty-person marches the Compton Jr. Posse used to put on every year.

This was the part of the job that he hated the most. Since their days as members of the Akrites, the cowboys had always looked up to Randy for his leadership. When he went away for school, at Occidental College, he still continued to lead. Even as a graduate student at Cal State University Northridge, his friends relied on him for support. But sometimes being a member of the cowboys and their manager was difficult. It meant he had to be everyone’s friend and their leader, which required making tough decisions from time to time. Half the battle was getting people to show up to rides and events on time. The other half was managing the multiple personalities in the group who sometimes clashed.

“We’re always just one fight away from destroying all that we’ve built,” he often said. “This ranch could all come crashing down.”

Anthony arrived back at the ranch an hour later in a 1991 brown Ford truck that he had bought months ago from one his Mexican neighbors in the Imperial Courts housing projects. He called it his paisa truck—as Mexican men who wore traditional Mexican cowboy clothing were called in Compton, especially those who drove pickup trucks with gardening or construction equipment in their truck beds. Anthony preferred the comfort of his paisa truck over anything else. It was unassuming and helped him keep a low profile on the streets. With large rust stains throughout its exterior and sporting a large crack that spanned the entire front windshield, the truck was a far stretch from the flashy cars he used to drive in his twenties, but at this point in his life, it provided him with exactly what he needed and allowed him to drive safely to and from the ranch every day.

Like the horses that he rode that offered him protection from the police or local gangs, his truck offered him safety. The police would just drive on past, not bothering to consider the ragtag truck or the person inside it as a threat.

The parade was set to start in an hour, and there was still no sign of the rest of the group. Xavier, an alumnus of the Jr
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