


Chapter 1

Luz didn’t think things through the first time she tried to get away. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. One night Rolando beat her so badly that she peed blood, and the next morning, as soon as he and his bodyguards left the house, she limped downstairs and out the front door, across the yard, and through the gate in the high concrete fence that surrounded the property. 

Barefoot and wearing only panties and a black silk robe, she stumbled down the street, trying to hail a taxi. The drivers slowed and stared, but none would stop. Tears of frustration blurred her vision. She tripped and fell but got quickly back to her feet. Scraped knees and skinned palms wouldn’t keep her from Isabel’s third birthday party. She was determined to be there, no matter what. She’d appear at the front door with a giant pink cake and an armful of gifts and, oh, wouldn’t Isabel be surprised to see her? 

Maria, the housekeeper, stuck her head out of the gate and shouted for her to stop. Luz tried to run, but the pills that got her through the day back then made her feel like she was slogging through mud. Maria caught up to her before she reached the corner and grabbed her by the hair. Luz fought back, kicking and clawing, but then El Toro, the house guard, was there too. 

“Help me,” Luz called to a man on a bicycle. “Please,” to a woman pushing a stroller, but they, like the taxi drivers, ignored her. This was Tijuana, see, and if you valued your life and the lives of your family, you minded your own business. El Toro and Maria dragged her back to the house. They locked her in her room and laughed at her vows to get even. 

Rolando killed her dog when they told him that she’d run away. He stormed into the bedroom and yanked Pepito from her arms, placed the heel of his boot on the toy poodle’s head, and crushed its skull. Then he forced Luz to the floor, twisted her arms up behind her back, and raped her there on the white shag carpet. 

“Why do you make me do these things?” he screamed at her when he finished. “Why do you make me hate myself?” 

It will be different this time. In the year since she last made a run for it, Luz has been putting together a plan, and now, finally, she’s ready. Isabel turns four next Tuesday, and Mommy will be there to watch her blow out the candles on her birthday cake, or Mommy will die trying. 

She pretends to be asleep when Rolando comes out of the bathroom. He squeezes her foot through the sheet. 

“Hey, Sleepy, time for breakfast.” 

“Mmmmm,” Luz says. “Give me a minute.” 

He’s dressed for business in a dark suit, white shirt, and shiny black cowboy boots. Luz has consulted the calendar on his desk and committed today’s schedule to memory: An 11 a.m. meeting at Las Rocas Resort with Mr. Volkers from San Diego to talk about opening another KFC franchise. Lunch at the same place with Alvarez, his attorney, then on to Ensenada to see Flaco. Though it says on the calendar that they’ll be discussing horses, the real topic will be a shipment of heroin from Apatzingán. Luz has been listening closely to her husband over the last year and has learned all of his nicknames and code words. So Flaco and the dope, and afterward dinner with the whore he keeps down there. This means he won’t be home until at least nine. 

When he goes downstairs, Luz crawls out of bed and walks into the bathroom to wash her face. The room still reeks of his shit. She brushes her long black hair until it shines, lifting it off the back of her neck to glance at the words tattooed there, Angel Baby. She convinced Rolando to let her get the tattoo by telling him it was her pet name for him. In reality, it’s the title of a song she used to sing to Isabel during the year they had together. She’s been careful never to let Rolando find out about the little girl because she knows he’d use anything she loved as a weapon against her or a chain to bind her more tightly to him. 

Wrapping herself in a white robe, she leaves the bedroom. Her footsteps echo in the two-story foyer as she walks down the marble staircase. On the street Rolando is known as El Príncipe, the Prince, and this is his palace. A four-thousand square-foot house with five bedrooms, six bathrooms, faux granite and gold leaf everywhere, leather and stainless steel. Everything is expensive but nothing goes with anything else. Rolando decorated by pointing at pictures in magazines. A fake Picasso hangs above a scorpion made of rusted iron. A $10,000 couch from Milan sits between two La-Z-Boy recliners with massage motors and heated cushions. And the house itself is so poorly constructed, new cracks appear in the walls every day. 

It’s a stucco-and-laminate fantasy that won’t last much longer than Rolando does. 

He stands and pulls out a chair for her when she enters the dining room. Such a gentleman this morning. It’s because she let him fuck her last night and even went to the trouble of thrashing and moaning as if she were enjoying it. She wants him to think everything is perfect between the two of them when he leaves today. She fumbles with her napkin, yawns, and looks somewhat confused about exactly where she is, playing the stoned princess to the hilt. It’s an act she’s perfected in the six months since she managed to wean herself off the pills, the Xanax and Valium, Vicodin and Oxycontin, that used to keep her from adding up her sins and hanging herself in the shower. 

She threw away the dope because she needed a clear head to plan her escape and because she didn’t want to be strung out when she finally got free, but she’s kept Rolando thinking that she’s using. He’d become suspicious if he discovered she’d stopped, and besides, he likes her high. It makes him feel superior. 

He returns to his chair across the table from her, and she smiles and asks in a sleepy baby voice when he’s going to take her shopping for the shoes she showed him on TV the other night. 

“Shoes?” he says. “You think I have time to think about shoes?” 

She plays the game, scrunching her face into a pout and whining, “But you said, Papi. You said I could have them.” 

“I did?” 

“You know you did. But when?” 

“How about when we fly to Acapulco this weekend?” 

“Acapulco!” Luz exclaims and claps her hands. 

It wasn’t easy quitting the drugs. In fact, to this day there are moments like this when her mind and body beg for the distance they provided. When this happens, she conjures the face of her daughter and prays to it as fervently as a primitive supplicating the only star in a pitch-black sky. 

Maria bustles in from the kitchen carrying a platter of pan dulce and a bowl of fruit salad. 

“Good morning, señora,” she says to Luz, sweet as can be. They’ve made peace since Luz tried to walk away, or at least Maria thinks they have. Luz has done her best to convince the housekeeper that she barely remembers that day, but she still can’t tell if she’s bought it. The woman is hard to read. 

Maria lifts the carafe from the table and fills Luz’s cup with coffee. The sleeve of her blouse slides up to reveal a scar on her arm. It’s from an injury she got in prison, where she did time for fencing stolen goods. She was the mother of one of Rolando’s boyhood friends, a kid named Gato who was killed early in Rolando’s rise. Gato made Rolando swear he’d take care of his mother if anything happened to him, and Rolando kept the promise by hiring the woman to oversee his household. 

“Do you need anything else, señora?” Maria asks Luz. 

“No, gracias,” Luz replies. 

“Señor?” 

“No, Maria. Gracias,” Rolando says. 

The woman returns to the kitchen, and Rolando spoons fruit salad onto a plate and hands the plate to Luz. One of the parrots he keeps caged in the living room squawks, “My name is Gladiator! My name is Gladiator!” 

“Where are you going, all dressed up?” Luz says. 

“To fight a bull, what do you think,” Rolando says, then bites into a pastry. 

Luz pokes at her fruit. Her stomach is tight with anticipation and worry, but she manages to swallow a piece of pineapple, makes sure Rolando sees her eating. 

“And you?” he says with food in his mouth, the fucking pig. “Let me guess: a massage? A manicure?” 

“Both,” Luz says with a laugh. “Why not?” 

“It’s a good life, no?” 

“A good life,” Luz says, the words burning her tongue. She reaches across the table and takes one of Rolando’s hands in both of hers. 

Rolando lifts a red rose from the vase on the table and slips it into her hair above her ear. He smiles and starts to say something tender, but then his phone rings, and his eyes go ice-cold. The human thing is all an act. He can turn it on and off like that. What he is inside is a monster, a shark, something soulless and ravenous. He stands and walks out of the room, barks “Qué?” into the phone. 

El Toro, the guard who helped drag Luz back last year, lumbers in and grabs a sugary concha off the plate of pastries. Luz can feel the man’s contempt for her, the boss’s dope-fiend whore of a wife, has always felt it. 

“Tell El Príncipe the car is ready,” he says before walking back to the kitchen. 

Luz passes the message on to Rolando when he finishes the call. He kisses her on the forehead and leaves without another word. She watches from the window as he climbs into the Escalade with Ozzy and Esteban. El Toro opens the heavy iron gate and gives a quick wave as the truck drives out. 

And, so, it’s time. 

Her first stop is the bedroom, where she turns on the television and crawls between the sheets again like she does every morning. Today, though, her fists are clenched and sweaty, her legs tensed to run. 

At 10:15 there’s a knock at the door. 

“Yes,” she croaks, making her voice froggy. 

Maria pokes her head in. “Any laundry, señora?” 

Luz motions to the bathroom without looking away from the TV and ignores Maria as she walks in and empties the hamper into a plastic bag and walks out again. She begins counting to thirty after the housekeeper closes the door but only gets to ten before she can’t stand it anymore and pops out of bed. 

She has fifteen minutes to make her escape. She knows Maria’s and El Toro’s schedules as well as she knows Rolando’s: Maria will be in the laundry room at the back of the house, and El Toro sneaks off to the garage every day from 10 to 10:30 to watch a soap opera on a little TV he keeps out there. 

She dresses quickly in jeans, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. No makeup, no jewelry. A fleece jacket and a pink baseball cap, nothing more, go into a zebra-striped backpack, something a child would carry to school. She’s traveling fast and light. Anything else she needs she can pick up when she reaches the U.S. Heart pounding, she opens the door and checks the hall, then quietly descends the stairs. A radio plays in the room where Maria is sorting clothes, the DJ telling a dirty joke. 

When she reaches the ground floor, she hurries to Rolando’s office and slips inside. On the walls are shelves of books the man has never read, the heads of animals somebody else shot, and paintings of sailing ships and knights in armor bought in bulk by a decorator. The only personal addition is a large framed photograph of a dark-haired woman lying nude on a bed, legs spread wide. Rolando likes to tell people that it reminds him of Luz. 

As soon as the door closes behind her, Luz relaxes a bit. She’s been in here on numerous dry runs during the past few months, and now it’s only a matter of following her plan. She goes to the big wooden desk and picks up the letter opener, a German World War II dagger with a swastika engraved on the handle, and uses it to pry open the lock on the top drawer. Inside is a fluorescent green Post-it with the name Angelina and a phone number scrawled on it. Angelina is the name Rolando’s mother gave to a daughter who died more than twenty years ago, the one the whole family now reveres as a stillborn saint, and the number, entered backward, is the combination to the wall safe, which is hidden behind a painting of a wolf hunt: men with fur hats riding in sleds, rifles, bloody snow. 

Luz sets the painting on the floor and punches the numbers into the safe’s keypad. The lock clicks, and the safe swings open. Inside are stacks and stacks of rubber-banded U.S. currency, hundreds and twenties, and a shiny silver gun, Rolando’s custom-engraved, silver-plated Colt .45. Snakes twine around skulls on the barrel, and an image of Santa Muerte is carved in ivory on the grip. Luz transfers the money, all of it, to the backpack and lays the gun on top. Bowing her head, she murmurs a childhood prayer, and God’s name is still on her lips as she grabs the pack, stands, and opens the office door. 

“You dropped this, señora,” Maria says, holding out the rose that Rolando stuck in Luz’s hair at breakfast. “Out here, in the hallway.” 

El Toro stands behind the woman, a mean grin on his ugly face. He’s looking forward to hurting her. Both of them are. And then Rolando will finish the job. 

Luz backs up and reaches into the pack for the .45. Rolando taught her how to use it on the house’s basement firing range. At first he had to force her, because she couldn’t stand the sound and the thump in her chest when the gun went off, but over the past year, thinking it was a skill that might come in handy during her escape, she’s practiced whenever she could and become a pretty decent shot. 

She racks the slide and points the .45 with both hands, doesn’t flinch at the BOOM BOOM BOOM when she squeezes the trigger. Maria flies backward into El Toro, a jagged black hole under her left eye, a bloody volcano erupting out of the back of her head. The other two rounds hit El Toro in the chest and throat. He and the housekeeper go down together, tangled in death. 

The horror of what she’s just done paralyzes Luz for an instant, like an icy hand suddenly gripping her neck. When she can move again, she drops the gun into the backpack and steps over the bodies, being careful not to look down at them. There’s only one thought in her head: Isabel. When the big front door doesn’t open on the first try, she panics and jerks the knob a few times before realizing that the deadbolt is engaged. A second later she’s on the porch. Four seconds later she’s out the gate and on the street. Ten seconds later she’s gone, another scrap swept up in the noisy, stinking whirl of the city. 





Chapter 10

El Príncipe gives Jerónimo the keys to a Ford Explorer with California plates, a cell phone, and a roll of bills totaling $5,000 for expenses. He also hands him a loaded 9mm Smith & Wesson. Jerónimo almost refuses the pistol, thinking of the trouble it might land him in, but so many people these days, a gun is the only thing that scares them, and he has a feeling it’s going to take some scaring to get this job done quickly. 

All the Prince can tell him about Luz is that she left on foot carrying a zebra-striped backpack containing his money and his gun. As for her past, besides the fact that she was once El Samurai’s mistress, he doesn’t know much. He thinks she grew up in Tijuana, but she never talked about what colonia she lived in or who she ran around with. 

“If I could find her myself, why would I need you?” he says, standing in the driveway beside the Explorer as if seeing off an old friend. 

Jerónimo sticks the money and the nine in the center console and starts the truck. El Príncipe waves good-bye to him as he backs down the driveway and calls out, “I’ll take care of your family.” 

Jerónimo doesn’t reply for fear of what he might say. 

His first stop is Irma’s sister’s house to pick up his passport, which he’ll need if he has to cross the border. Irma’s sister is hysterical, wants to call the police, but Jerónimo tells her that would be the death of Irma and the kids. 

“I’ll handle this,” he says. “You know I will.” 

He finds his passport at the bottom of Irma’s jewelry box. He also takes along a necklace of hers, a locket with a tiny photo of him and the children inside. 

Back in the Explorer, he drives to Tacos El Gordo, a twenty-four-hour stand frequented by Tijuana’s army of taxi drivers. He’s looking for Don Rafael, a retired cabbie who knows every driver in town and acts as unofficial godfather to them all, listening to their gripes, mediating their disputes, and advising them on everything from the best mechanics to whom to bribe and how much to pay in order to be left alone to work in peace. The drivers see and hear everything that goes on in the city, so there’s a good chance one of them spotted Luz. 

Don Rafael is sitting at one of the stand’s plastic tables with a couple of other old guys. He’s a gaunt man with a deeply lined face. His thick white hair is combed straight back, and his bushy white mustache has a yellowish tinge from countless cigarettes and cups of coffee. 

“Híjole,” he says, surprised to see Jerónimo. “You’re out?” 

Jerónimo pulls up a chair and sits backward on it. “I’m doing a job for someone,” he says. 

“You look good, healthy,” Don Rafael says. He reaches out to pat Jerónimo’s arm. “Can I get you something to eat? To drink?” 

“Un café,” Jerónimo says. 

Don Rafael calls to the woman at the counter and raises his foam cup. “One for my friend here.” 

“I need your help,” Jerónimo says. 

“Of course,” Don Rafael says. “Whatever I can do.” 

Jerónimo shows him the photos of Luz. 

“I need to find this girl. I want you to put the word out, see if any of the drivers might have come across her. Let them know there’s a thousand-dollar reward for good information.” 

Don Rafael pulls a pair of reading glasses from the breast pocket of his shirt and slips them on to examine the photos. “Hot stuff,” he says, then peers at Jerónimo over the tops of the cheaters. “El Príncipe?” 

Jerónimo shrugs, and that’s enough of an answer. 

Don Rafael shows the photos to the other men at the table. 

“She look familiar?” he asks. 

The men shake their heads, and the taquero brings down his cleaver on a hunk of meat. Jerónimo feels the THWACK! on the back of his neck. Stay calm, he tells himself. 

Don Rafael takes out his phone and uses it to snap a picture of one of the photos. He shows it to Jerónimo for his approval. 

“I’ll send it to some people with a note about the reward,” he says. “News like that will spread fast.” 

“Fast is good,” Jerónimo says. The woman sets his coffee on the table, and he lifts the cup to his lips and takes a sip while the old man pokes at his phone. The smoke from the grill drifts out into the street and rises above the traffic. A couple of drivers parked at the curb lean against their cars and eat, craning their necks so as not to drip salsa on their shirts. It’s a good life, driving a taxi. Jerónimo thinks he might take it up again when he and his family move to the States. Or maybe a truck. 

“Okay,” Don Rafael says, pressing a last key with a flourish. “Now we wait.” 

The old man brings out a deck of cards, and he and Jerónimo and the other men play a few hands of La Viuda. Jerónimo has trouble focusing on the game, keeps thinking of Irma and the kids. If he gets nothing from the drivers, he has another plan. He knows some people who used to work for El Samurai, and while it’s dangerous to cross the lines between crews, they might have some dirt on their late boss’s old girlfriend that’ll help him find her. 

He’s about to head over to the club where these men used to hang out when Don Rafael’s phone rings. The old man greets the caller and listens to what he has to say. When the caller finishes his spiel, Don Rafael presses the phone to his chest and addresses Jerónimo. 

“This guy claims that the woman you’re looking for got into his cab earlier today, and he ended up driving her all over town. He’s afraid of getting involved though. He doesn’t want to piss someone off and end up with his balls shoved down his throat.” 

“I don’t need his name,” Jerónimo says. “Just where he took her.” 

Don Rafael relays the message, then says, “They went to a house in Taurinas, and then afterward he dropped her off at a body shop in Libertad. The problem is, he doesn’t know the addresses.” 

“But he could find them again.” 

“He thinks so.” 

“Then ask him to come here now and show me,” Jerónimo says. “Tell him I’ll give him a thousand bucks for his trouble.” 

He gnaws on his thumbnail while Don Rafael makes the offer. The old man presses the phone to his chest again when he’s finished. 

“He’s asking me if he can trust you,” he says. 

“On my wife and children, nothing will happen to him,” Jerónimo says. 

Don Rafael raises the phone to his ear and tells the caller that Jerónimo’s word is gold and he’ll stake his reputation on it. A few second later he ends the call and sets the phone on the table. 

“Well?” Jerónimo says. 

“Don’t get this guy killed,” Don Rafael says, lighting a cigarette. “I’ll look like a real asshole.” 

The caller shows up half an hour later, a nervous man in a black ball cap and a T-shirt that says Hecho En Mexico. Lalo is his name. He doesn’t look Jerónimo in the eye when they shake hands. As they walk to the Explorer, Jerónimo tries to put him at ease, apologizing for making him come out so late. 

“Your old lady is probably pissed,” he says. 

Lalo doesn’t answer, just climbs into the passenger seat. 

“I’ll get you home safe,” Jerónimo says. 

“And the money?” Lalo says. 

Jerónimo reaches into the center console and removes the roll of bills. He counts out $500 and passes it to the guy. 

“You get the rest when we finish up,” he says. Lalo re-counts the money, then sticks the bills into the front pocket of his baggy jeans. 

“Do you know the way to Taurinas?” he asks. 

“I wish I could say no,” Jerónimo replies. 

They glide down murky streets toward the colonia, traffic fading away as they get closer. Jerónimo remembers back when he had his cab, many drivers would refuse fares going this way, saying it wasn’t worth the risk. Not him. Not even after a couple of pendejos he picked up in Zona Norte got him lost over here and tried to rob him. Their knife was no match for his gun, and one of them ran off with a bullet in his leg. 

He cruises up one potholed street and down another, Lalo making him stop at every corner. The guy is having a hard time retracing his route, especially with many of the streetlights shot out. “Left here,” he’ll say, then, “No, no, fuck, right.” He’s sweating even with the air conditioner blowing on him, keeps wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. Jerónimo figures he saw the Smith & Wesson sitting next to the money in the console. 

There are still lots of people out at this late hour. They sit on their porches or in their yards to escape the heat of the shacks they live in. Some have even moved TVs outside. Poor people, desperate people, breathing air that smells like shit and drinking water that makes them sick. It’s as bad as prison—worse, because out here they tell you you’re free. Dusty boys with no future kick scuffed soccer balls, a widow in perpetual mourning sells tacos from a grill in front of her house, and gangsters congregate in the shadows with caguamas of Tecate, dreaming of international hit man stardom. 

Lalo finally finds the place he’s been searching for, an ugly concrete box on a street lined with hovels that look like broken teeth. Fugitive snippets of soap operas and salsa commercials escape through the bars covering doors and windows. 

“Are you sure?” Jerónimo asks. 

“This is it,” Lalo replies. 

He can’t help but see the gun now, when Jerónimo grabs it from the console and tucks it into the waistband of his jeans. Jerónimo takes the money, too, tells Lalo to sit tight. Every dog on the street is barking as he approaches the house. A neighbor draws back a curtain, then lets it fall. The front door of the house is open behind a steel security gate, revealing a garbage-strewn front room, dark except for a single dim bulb. 

Jerónimo pounds on the gate with his palm, and a voice calls from the back room: “You’re early.” 

A few seconds later a woman appears, pretty once, but made ugly by life, spilling out of a red negligee. She opens the gate without checking who’s on the other side, then flinches, startled, when she sees Jerónimo, and tries to pull the gate shut again. Jerónimo’s foot stops it. 

“I need to talk to you,” he says. 

“Not now,” the woman says. 

“I’ll be quick.” 

“I’m expecting a customer.” 

“Don’t make me be rude. Invite me in for a minute.” 

The woman looks him up and down angrily, then surrenders, releasing the gate and taking a step back. “What can I do?” she says. “You’re a man, I’m a woman, right?” 

Jerónimo walks into the house and nods toward the back room. “Is there anyone else?” he says. 

“No,” the woman says. 

She stands before Jerónimo unashamed in her worn lingerie, defiant even. He shows her a photo of Luz, watches her face for a reaction, gets none. 

“This girl was here earlier today,” he says. “What is she to you?” 

“Nothing,” the woman says. Her bravado is belied by her shaking hands. 

Jerónimo sets the photo on a table and draws the Smith & Wesson. At the same time he pulls a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket and offers it to the woman. Plata or plomo. 

“Your choice,” he says. 

The gun frightens the whore. Jerónimo sees it in her eyes, in the way her shoulders sag. 

“What a tough guy,” she says. 

“I’ve got a job to do,” Jerónimo says. 

“Yep, a real tough guy.” 

The woman takes a deep, bitter drag off her cigarette. 

“She’s my daughter,” she says. 

“Why was she here?” 

“She wanted the name of a pollero, to go to the U.S.” 



“Did you know of one?” 

“There’s a man. Freddy. He works out of a garage in Libertad.” 

“And you sent her there?” 

The woman licks her lower lip and fixes her gaze on the cracked and stained ceiling. 

“Yes,” she says. 

“Was she going to L.A.?” 

The woman continues to stare at the ceiling. She takes a shuddering breath and slowly releases it. It looks like she might be about to clam up, so Jerónimo points the gun at her head. 

“Was she going to L.A.?” he says again. 

“Maybe,” the woman finally says. “My sister lives there.” 

“Your sister?” 

“Yes.” 

“Give me an address or a phone number for her.” 

The woman fights back with an angry glare. “You’ll go to hell for this, for making a mother betray her child,” she says. 

“You’ll go to hell right now if you don’t tell me what I need to know,” Jerónimo says. 

The woman walks to a cluttered shelf, opens a Bible lying there, and removes an envelope stashed between its pages. She hands the envelope to Jerónimo. 

“This is the last letter I got from my sister, six years ago,” she says. 

Jerónimo tears the return address off the envelope and gives the letter back. The cheap perfume the woman has sprayed to cover the stink of the house is giving him a headache. He offers her the money again, and she slaps his hand away, one of her fingernails nicking him, drawing blood. 

“You’re going to kill her, aren’t you?” she says. 

“I’m going to find her,” Jerónimo says. “What happens after that isn’t up to me.” 

“She has a daughter there,” the woman says. “She only wants to be with her. Don’t you have someone you love?” 

Jerónimo ignores her. What kind of question is that from a whore? He walks out the door and down the steps to the Explorer. Lalo stares at the woman watching them from the porch as the truck pulls away. Jerónimo snaps at him to mind his own business and tell him how to get to the body shop. 

They pass a burning car on their way out of Taurinas. A small crowd has gathered, a sullen, silent bunch transfixed by the hunger of the flames and the smoke rising blackly into the night sky to blot out the stars. 

“Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ!” 

The fat man, Goyo, presses one hand to the bloody gash below his eye and raises the other for mercy. He was reluctant to call this Freddy, so Jerónimo smacked him with the nine to encourage him. He’s had enough of fucking around after scaling the locked gate of the body shop in order to sneak up on the fat man, who was asleep on a cot in his office. 

“Dial the number and hand me the phone,” Jerónimo says. 

Goyo obeys quickly this time, then uses his filthy bedsheet to stanch the bleeding from the cut, which looks like an evil red smile on his cheek. 

“What the fuck are you calling me so late for?” Freddy says. 

“I’m at the shop,” Jerónimo says. “Goyo is about to tell me where you live. I can come there and wake your family or you 

can come here.” 

“Who is this?” 

“I have some questions about the woman who came to see you today.” 

“What woman?” 

“Do you think I’m playing around?” 

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing.” 

“Do you think I’m playing?” 

There’s a pause, then Freddy mutters, “I’m on my way.” 

Fifteen minutes later a Nissan truck pulls up in front of the shop and honks twice. Goyo opens the gate, and the truck drives onto the lot and parks next to the Explorer. Freddy flies out of the truck before the engine even dies, a whirlwind of exasperated energy. 

“What’s this about?” he says. 

Jerónimo plays it cool, rising slowly from the couch where he and Lalo have been waiting and casually positioning the gun in his waistband so Freddy can see it. 

“Thanks for coming so quickly,” he says as he extends his hand. 

Freddy reaches out to shake, confused. “So who was she?” he says. “Your wife? Your sister?” 

“That’s not important,” Jerónimo says. 

“Oh, I get it,” Freddy says. “You’re working for somebody.” 

“She came to see you about going to the U.S.,” Jerónimo says. 

“Did she?” Freddy says. 

“Where did you send her?” Jerónimo says. 

“Let me explain something to you,” Freddy says. “I’m a businessman, and part of what people pay me—” 

Jerónimo shoots out his hand and pinches Freddy’s Adam’s apple between his thumb and forefinger. He shoves him backward until he’s against a wall, then runs his other hand around the guy’s waist to see if he’s carrying a gun. Freddy glares at him, eyes bulging, cheeks puffed. The jagged scars on his forehead stand out like lightning. 

“Maybe we should go to your house,” Jerónimo says. 

“One of my men, a gringo, took her to Tecate,” Freddy gasps. “A border inspector there, who also works for me, is going to pass them through in the morning.” 

“Call the gringo and tell him to bring the girl back,” Jerónimo says. 

“I don’t think it’s gonna be that easy,” Freddy says. “She’s desperate to get out of Mexico, and she has a gun. If the gringo tries anything, I think she’ll use it and then find some other way across.” 

“Call him,” Jerónimo says in the coldest voice he has. 

Freddy swipes at his nose and thrusts out his chest, a rooster used to being in charge. Too fucking bad. He takes his phone from the clip on his belt and keys in a number. 

“Who’s this?” he says when someone answers, then, “Where the fuck is Kevin?” 

A second later, he shrugs and holds out the phone. “Some crazy bitch said I had the wrong number and hung up on me.” 

“Luz?” Jerónimo says. 

“Some other crazy bitch.” 

“Try again.” 

Freddy hits redial and starts screaming into the phone as soon as the girl picks up. 

“Listen, cunt, put Kevin on now.” 

Jerónimo reaches out and takes the phone from him. 

“What’s your name?” he says. 

“Angelina Jolie,” the girl says. 

“Let me talk to Kevin. It’s an emergency.” 

“Talk to my fucking asshole, puto. And you better not call back unless you want my man to turn you out like the faggot you are.” 

The phone goes dead. 

“If this is some kind of joke—” Jerónimo says to Freddy. 

“You’re the fucking joker,” Freddy says. “You bust Goyo’s head open, you put your fucking hands on me, and still I do everything I can to help you. In truth, I should get a piece of whatever you’re getting for tracking this bitch down.” 

Jerónimo takes the money out of his pocket. He hands Freddy two hundred dollars and drops another hundred on the ground in front of Goyo. 

“And there’ll be more in it for you if I find her,” he says to Freddy. “So tell me, partner, how do I catch this Luz?” 

Freddy hisses and shakes his head. “Partner,” he says. “You guys are hilarious.” 

An hour later, after paying off Lalo and dropping him back at the taco stand, Jerónimo is speeding down the toll road to Tecate. It’s almost two a.m., and the chaparral, iced by the moon, glows silver and pale blue, so that the surrounding hills sparkle like the ocean frozen in mid-swell. 

Jerónimo is unimpressed. All this open space makes him nervous. A city boy, a convict, he’s at his most comfortable when his existence is circumscribed by four walls and a roof overhead. He dreams sometimes of his ancestors. They come to him as yipping ghosts thundering across an endless plain on their war ponies, and the vision always agitates him, because out there in the open is where your enemies can get to you, where they can sneak up and put a knife in your back or drive by and shoot you full of holes. Without cover, you’re an easy target. 

His reverie is interrupted by a rabbit darting across the road in front of the truck, a flash in the headlights. He instinctively mashes on the brakes, sending the Explorer into a tire-screeching skid, but it’s too late. The rabbit bounces against the undercarriage two or three times as the truck passes over it, and Jerónimo glimpses the carcass in the rearview mirror as he drives away. A thing like that is a bad omen. He crosses himself, mutters a prayer, and wishes for an instant, crazy as it is, that he was back in his cell. 





Chapter 11

The fence separating Mexico and the U.S. stands ten feet high in this section between Tecate and Campo and is constructed of rusty panels of corrugated steel laid end to end and supported by steel beams sunk deep into the hard-packed earth. It’s a symbol more than a barrier, however—a joke, really— because an industrious man with a sharp stick could carve out a passage beneath it in half an hour, a trench deep enough to squirm through. Then it’s just a five-minute walk down one of the trails cutting through the brush to the nearest paved road, where cousin Juanito waits in his car. 

Lead Agent Mike Thacker of the U.S. Border Patrol long ago accepted the absurdity of the situation, twenty years of Navy bullshit having been excellent preparation for this second career executing orders issued by idiots and futilely attempting to hold back the tireless hordes determined to cross the line in the sand he’s been charged with defending. He rests his elbows on a boulder crowning a hill fifty yards from la linea and watches through a night-vision scope as a ghostly figure squeezes under the fence and crouches on the dirt access road to sniff for trouble. 

“One,” he whispers into his radio, alerting Brown and Vasquez, who are waiting in their truck at a curve in the road that puts them out of sight of the crossing point. The three of them have been staking out this spot for hours now, after an air unit spied a group of fifteen bodies who looked like they might be thinking of going for broke. 

Thacker used to get a kick out of sneaking around the desert in the dark and swooping down on wetbacks like an owl pouncing on a kangaroo rat. He knew he and his fellow agents weren’t making a bit of difference in the long run, that for every illegal they apprehended and shipped back to TJ, twenty more got across, but he liked wearing a uniform, and he liked carrying a gun, and, okay, he liked seeing the fear in the eyes of the wets when he pinned them down with his spotlight and ordered them to halt. He’ll admit that. 

He even dug it when things got hairy, when they encountered armed smugglers or took fire from snipers working with the coyotes. Nothing clears your head like rounds flying past so close that they sound like the devil snapping his fingers in your ear. 

Lately, though, with all the gambling and all the trouble with Marla and Lupita—he spits a stream of tobacco juice into the sand and feels his guts pulse—the job he once enjoyed has become just another block of hours to be endured, another load he used to bear effortlessly that now threatens to bring him to his knees. Truthfully, all the fun’s gone out of it. 

A second ghost emerges from under the fence, then a third and fourth. Thacker whispers into his radio again—“On my ‘Go’”—and adjusts the focus on the scope. When the last of the pollos have crossed, so many bodies are massed in front of the fence that they meld together into a glowing green blob. The coyote huddles with everyone and reminds them to keep quiet and stay together. 

Thacker gives the order to move and watches through the scope as the truck whips around the bend, lights blazing, and comes to a stop in a swirl of dust. Brown and Vasquez hop out with guns drawn and sprint toward the illegals. Their shouts of “Alto! Alto!” and “Sit down! Sit your ass down!” carry all the way up the hill. 

Most of the group comply immediately, but two bodies break away and make a run for it. They plunge into the thick chaparral and pick up a trail that circles the hill where Thacker is stationed. He stows the scope, pulls his P2000, and sidesteps down the back of the hill to intercept them. The stars and a bit of moon give him enough light, and he reaches the trail in plenty of time to conceal himself in a thicket of manzanita. 

Breaking branches and the thud of footsteps herald the approach of the runners. Pistol in hand, Thacker waits. He’ll be able to see them, but they won’t see him. When the first wet reaches his hiding place, Thacker launches himself, leading with his shoulder, and the pollo flies ass over tits off the trail. The second shadow tries to stop but can’t and runs right into a blow from Thacker’s flashlight. It’s a young girl. Thacker catches a glimpse of her before she goes down. 

“Stay there,” he says, showing her his gun. 

He drags the first pollo, a kid about the same age as the girl, out of the bushes and drops him next to her, shines his light in both their faces. The girl, near tears, is rubbing a bump on her forehead. The guy stares down at the ground. They’re scared, real scared, and that’s good. 

“Money,” he says. “Dinero.” The words come out in labored gasps. He’s sucking wind after his trip down the hill and the ambush. 

When he started with Customs and Border Patrol he heard rumors of agents shaking down illegals for cash and was disgusted. It wasn’t that he was above a good scam—in the Navy he made a killing selling merchandise lifted from the PX warehouse to stores near the base—but stealing from poor people didn’t sit right with him. 

The ground gets slippery when it rains, however. Marla lost her job but kept spending like she had one, the boys were in private school, and he had a long run of bad luck at the tables. All of a sudden he wasn’t just not getting ahead, he was falling farther and farther behind every month, a fifty-year-old man about to hit the skids. And so. 

The first time he forced some terrified wetback to hand over the $300 he had stashed in his shoe, he felt like shit. The second time was a little easier. Now, it barely causes a ripple in his soul. He thinks of it as an entry tax, something to teach the little fuckers how it works up here. 

“Money,” he says again. “I know you got some.” 

“No money,” the guy says. “No money.” 

“No money?” Thacker says. “Okay.” 

He steps back and unzips his pants. 

“You,” he points at the girl. “Chúpame. Suck me.” 

What was that old bumper sticker? Ass, cash, or gas, no one rides for free? The demand for sex usually frightens the pollos into coughing up their money, but if it doesn’t, Thacker will gladly take a blow job instead. He’s come across some real pros out here, chicas who definitely knew what they were doing. And this one’s cute. He shines his light into her face again. Cute enough. 

“Wait,” the guy says. “Wait.” He gestures at his stomach. “She baby. Baby.” 

Thacker moves the flashlight beam to the girl’s belly and sees that she’s pregnant. The hard-on he had going disappears, but he senses these kids are about to crack, so he keeps up the pressure. 

“Come on, mamacita,” he says to the girl and reaches into his pants like he’s going to pull out his cock. “Chupa, chupa.” 

“No,” the guy says. “Stop.” 

He opens his jacket and claws at the lining, tearing a hole in it. Sticking his fingers inside, he pulls out a wad of cash and offers it to Thacker. Thacker flips through it. Five hundred dollars. He pockets the money and gestures at the trail with his pistol. 

“Go on,” he says. “Ándale.” 

The guy helps the girl to her feet, and they set off at a trot, disappearing into the night. If they’re caught farther down the line, no big deal. Thacker’s not worried about them talking. They’re terrified of uniforms, and all they’ll want to do is get back to Mexico as soon as possible so they can try to cross again. 

He wipes the sweat off his face with his sleeve. His uniform shirt is soaked through. A breeze comes up and rattles leaves all around him, a nerve-racking sound out here. He keys his radio. 

“I’m on the backside of the hill,” he says. “I thought I had the two that got away, but they were too fast.” 

They’ll get a laugh out of that, the old man and his beer belly trying to chase down a couple of kids. “You better be careful,” someone’ll say, one of the young punks. “You’re gonna break a hip.” That’s okay. Let them have their fun. There’s nothing wrong with playing a part as long as you know
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