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Preface

‘How could you sleep with that monster?’ one of the victims of my husband, Pablo Escobar, asked me. ‘Were you a victim or an accomplice? Why didn’t you do anything? Why didn’t you leave him? Why didn’t you turn him in?’

Those questions are probably ones that thousands of people have wondered. The answer is because I loved him, and while many may find that response inadequate, the truth is that’s the reason I remained by his side till the end of his life, even though I disagreed with his actions and decisions innumerable times.

I met Pablo Escobar when I was just twelve years old and he was twenty-three. He was the first and only love of my life. I married him in the Church, believing that marriage vows are to be honoured. I was raised in a male-chauvinist culture in which women were taught to follow their husbands without questioning.

I grew up being moulded by Pablo to be his wife and the mother of his children, not to ask questions or challenge his choices, to look the other way. I finished high school after having my first child, and from then on my life revolved around my husband until the day he died.

I endured affairs, insults, humiliations, lies, loneliness, raids, death threats, terrorist attacks, kidnapping attempts on my children and even long periods of confinement and exile. All for love. Of course, there were many moments when I wondered whether I should keep going. But I wasn’t able to leave him, not just because of love but also out of fear, powerlessness, and uncertainty about what would become of my children and me without him. I was even afraid that the most dangerous man in Colombia might hurt me if I left him.

In 1984 – when our situation had become immensely complicated after the assassination of the minister of justice, Rodrigo Lara Bonilla, on Pablo’s orders – and during the nine years that followed, I lived in terror. Pablo showed complete disregard for the consequences of his actions, much less for their effects on his own family. His senseless frenzy of activity left no room for any questioning or criticism, and I lacked the strength necessary to leave him even when many others did.

Every single day in the late 1980s and early 1990s was a life-or-death matter for all Colombians; all of us were held hostage by my husband’s war, and escaping the brutality unleashed by Pablo was our biggest challenge.

One night in 1988, a car loaded with 1,500lbs of dynamite exploded outside our front door while we were sleeping. It marked the beginning of a fierce narco-terrorist war, with us as the main target of my husband’s enemies. Miraculously, we survived, but from that point on we had no choice but to heed Pablo’s decisions on how, when and where to move around.

By the time I realised how far removed I’d become from the brutal reality around us, it was too late. I was very young, naive and blind to reality, and so I succumbed; I was often quite comfortable, but it was always comfort born out of the ignorance that comes with having no right to look, think, decide, choose or question.

The last period of Pablo’s life was a very lonely one; he was surrounded by many men, but few friends. Thanks to his unfettered greed and ambition, he lost control of everything. He did all his own thinking and planning; he took over our lives and violently took the life of anything that crossed him. I wasn’t strong enough to confront him, though I often rebuked him for his actions. He never listened.

The lives of myself and my family were utterly transformed after his death. I found myself forced to negotiate with his enemies, coordinate a settlement with the Colombian government, legally change our identities, look for a country to take us in, and figure out how to take care of my children and my daughter-in-law. My love for them revealed strength I never knew I had, which allowed me to do things I’d never imagined. But I also realised that no matter what we did, my children and I would continue to be identified as Pablo Escobar’s family, and would carry all sorts of social stigmas to our graves.

My son, Juan Pablo Escobar, today Sebastián Marroquín, decided to show his face to the world in 2009 with the documentary Sins of My Father, in which he asked for forgiveness for Pablo’s crimes. In publishing his books, Pablo Escobar: My Father and Pablo Escobar in fraganti, he strove to tell our story with the sole aim of preventing our experiences from ever being repeated. My son’s courage inspired me to follow in his footsteps and, with his help I, too, decided to offer an account of all the things I felt and experienced back then.

It took me twenty-five years to stand up, come out of my internal confinement, and conquer my fear in order to describe my life with Pablo Escobar in my own words. Despite all the years I spent with him, it was my research for this book that allowed me to begin to contextualise and really understand what happened in our lives. To accomplish that, I had to overcome my fear of being criticised and rise above the doubts of the many people who asked me to drop the subject and not to continue. In my view, there was no turning back – I wanted to leave those years of silence behind. Telling my story became absolutely essential for me.

Now, with the perspective granted by the distance and wisdom of the passing years, I have watched the film of my life again with great attention, and I am now aware of my responsibilities and irresponsibilities, of all the things I got right and the very many I got wrong.

My research for this book showed me that there were many things I didn’t know about my husband, so much so that some elements of the story are completely unfamiliar to me, and others I find frankly horrifying.

When he finished reading the manuscript, my son commented that though he’d thought he knew almost everything about his father, this book has undermined his image of Pablo in fundamental ways. The research and writing process has been painful and sometimes even tearful because it has caused me to question many of my decisions and reflect on the things I did do and those I failed to do. Writing has been a sort of catharsis, a journey into the depths to investigate this story that has devastated the hearts and souls of thousands of families.

During this period, I have begun to review the memories of the people who suffered the horrors of the drug-trafficking war. I feel immense sadness and shame for the enormous pain my husband caused, even as I mourn the agonising consequences his actions have had for my children and me.

Very few people acknowledge me as María Isabel Santos, the name I took after Pablo’s death. They see me not as a woman, but as the continuation of my husband’s evil. They question me about his actions, regardless of my own endeavours or my struggles as a female head of household. The past continues to pursue us, and Pablo’s ghost won’t leave us alone. I am, but will hopefully cease to be from now on, ‘Pablo Escobar’s widow’.

Over the course of this book’s pages, readers will find a very different woman from the one depicted in the media, in movies and on TV. I am a human being who has engaged in a process of transformation, aware that my children and I are the perpetual bearers of a last name that is inexorably associated with evil.

Though the law protects my right as a wife not to denounce my children’s father, I know this life will not be long enough for me to ask sufficient forgiveness for not having left my husband and denounced his actions. I was in love with him, and because of that, I did whatever I could to take care of my family and my marriage. It will probably seem absurd to ask for readers’ understanding while recounting a story that is itself impossible to understand.

Only a person who has loved blindly and unconditionally as I did, as a devoted wife and mother, might be able to view from my own personal perspective how the events I am only now daring to reveal came to pass. With great humility and respect, I ask to be heard as an individual and as a woman. I did not start down this path looking to be exonerated.

Pablo Escobar is not an example to be followed; seeing the false hero recreated in movies and TV series, I have felt compelled to speak up and tell the truth, without sugar-coating anything, to avoid at all costs the chance that his story might be repeated.

In addition, this book is the product of an unprecedented examination of Pablo Escobar’s married life, a quarter of a century after his death. And it is the log for a one-way journey into the darkest depths of his soul and of my life with Colombia’s most-wanted man, the country’s most-despised criminal of the twentieth century. For all of this, for what he did and what I failed to do, I ask for forgiveness.

VICTORIA EUGENIA HENAO




Introduction

My Astral Relationship with Pablo Escobar’s Family

by Mauricio Puerta




4 December 1994

‘Hello. Who is this?’ I asked as I answered my mobile phone.

‘This is the widow,’ somebody said on the other end of the line.

‘The widow? What widow?’ I replied, thinking it was a joke.

‘The widow of the man you wrote about in Semana magazine, saying he was going to be killed.’

This story actually begins about two years earlier, when, while giving astrology classes at the Fundación Santillana – headed by former Colombian president Belisario Betancur – I became interested in studying the birth charts of the country’s major personalities, including Pablo Escobar Gaviria.

He was born on 1 December 1949, just one month and three days before me. It was 11.55am when Doña Hermilda Gaviria gave birth to her third son, Pablo. Those bits of information were enough to allow me to interpret the book of his life.

In astrology, the birth chart is like a navigation chart for the soul, like an actor’s script – and in this case, the actor was Pablo Escobar. Obviously I’m not going to describe every symbol on his chart, but I will examine those that are relevant to this story.

Pablo Escobar was a Sagittarius with Pisces rising, one of the most difficult combinations in the zodiac. Sagittarius is known as the sign of superior intelligence – in any undertaking. And Pisces is the sign of the deep ocean, where things are done that will never be found out. Sagittarius is a symbol of fire and Pisces is a symbol of water – they were inevitably going to lead to a short circuit at some point.

But he was also born with the most beautiful conjunction of all: Venus (love) and Jupiter (the benefactor) in his eleventh house, that of altruism and aid to other people. At the same time, he was born with the very worst combination: Mars (war) next to Saturn (death) in his seventh house, which is associated with society and known rivals.

He was hardly aided by being born with the Moon in conjunction with Black Moon Lilith in his second house, that of money, and with bloody Mars ruling Aries. That aspect seemed very problematic when it came to seeking economic security. That’s how I explained it to Gabriel García Márquez when, years later, he interviewed me for his book News of a Kidnapping, first published in May 1996.
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3 July 1992

I’ve kept a detailed diary of my life ever since I was fourteen, which has later served me as an astrologer. The entry for the day in question reads, ‘I met with several friends in the home of María Jimena Duzán.’ As I write this text, I am linked to the journalist María Jimena Duzán not only by more than forty years of friendship, but also because she wrote about the murder of presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galán, who used to consult the stars using the same astrologer that she did: me. It doesn’t seem to have done Luis Carlos much good. But a script is a script. The friends in attendance that night were government officials who always paid close attention to what the stars were saying, ever since negotiating the peace process with the M-19 terrorist group. My friendship with them is one that spans more than thirty years.

That night I had unpleasant news for them. According to my calculations, Pablo Escobar was about to escape from prison. I informed them of as much.

‘Why?’ asked one of them, who was sitting on a brown sofa.

‘Because Jupiter the benefactor is transiting on Pablo Escobar’s natal Saturn, and whereas Saturn represents death and confinement, Jupiter will open doors for him.’ And that’s exactly what happened.


[image: fig2]

Indeed, on 22 July of that year, 1992, Pablo Escobar escaped from La Catedral Prison, where he was incarcerated. Jupiter, as if presenting an emperor’s raised thumb, had crossed over Saturn, whose thumb points downward – just like in the Roman stadiums, where the position of the emperor’s thumb decided whether a gladiator would live or die.

It is beside the point here to recount how he escaped and where he stayed during the long months he spent on the run.

4 May 1993

In April of the following year, María Jimena called to tell me that Semana was interested in interviewing me to talk about who was going to be the country’s next president and what was going to happen to Pablo Escobar. And so, on 4 May, I appeared in the magazine saying two things: first, that the next president would be Ernesto Samper, who would enjoy special protection against hidden enemies because he had Jupiter, the protector, in his twelfth house, which is associated with hidden enemies. But that’s another story.

And I also told the interviewers that Pablo Escobar would meet his death before the year was out. What he thought and said when he read the magazine is recounted by his son, Juan Pablo Escobar, in his book Pablo Escobar: My Father, first published in 2014. I remember that the priest Rafael García Herreros – a Capricorn – strove tirelessly to get in contact with Escobar and convince him to return to prison, but he never managed it. Upon learning this, I’d mused to myself, ‘I’m a Capricorn, and goats never rest till they reach their goal; maybe I can get in touch with him.’ So I organised an astrology seminar which I led in Medellín on 10 August 1993. It had been three months since that issue of Semana came out, and I figured Escobar had to be curious to know why I’d predicted his death before the year’s end. ‘Maybe he’ll send somebody to look for me,’ I thought. But no. Though I promoted the event heavily, I later learned from his widow that they never heard I was giving the seminar.

1 December 1993

Time sped past, and toward the end of the year, on the same day that Pablo Escobar turned forty-four, President César Gaviria invited me to a lunch in the Casa de Nariño, the presidential palace, in honour of the previous year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner, Guatemala’s Rigoberta Menchú. After all, I’m an anthropologist by profession, and she is an indigenous woman by birth.

The important thing about the timing of that lunch to coincide with Escobar’s birthday is that during the fete, Ricardo Ávila, the president’s friend and private secretary, complained to me, ‘Your predictions are a joke – it’s December and Escobar isn’t dead.’ That’s how the account in the newspaper El Tiempo from 5 December tells it. In response, I told him to wait a while – the year wasn’t over yet. And he didn’t have to wait long: the next day, Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria was gunned down or committed suicide. Either option would fit with my conclusion.

How had I made my prediction? While interpreting the signs in the stars, I mentioned above that Saturn is death and that the twelfth house is the sector of hidden enemies, but it is also the sector of places of confinement. If he didn’t return to prison, he would die. That outcome was dictated by Saturn crossing that part of his birth chart, which it would do approximately every thirty years.
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Of course, there were other factors that aided my forecast, but to make a long story short, the most important one was this movement of Saturn through the house associated with prisons, hospitals and cemeteries. I myself had experienced a great personal tragedy six years earlier when that same configuration had appeared in my chart, so it’s no wonder I had a foreboding feeling about Pablo Escobar’s death.

I spent the next year giving interviews on TV programmes and to authors and journalists who were writing books and articles. And one day my mobile phone rang.

4 December 1994

‘Hello. Who is this?’

‘This is the widow.’

‘The widow? What widow?’

‘The widow of the man you wrote about in Semana magazine, saying he was going to be killed.’

In that moment, I realised who she was. She had called because she wanted me to do astrological charts for her and her two children. She wanted to know what was to become of her life. She gave me her address – an apartment in northern Bogotá not far from my own home – and I went right over.

The door was opened by a woman with a hoarse, quiet voice and a face that clearly reflected the sorrows she bore. I was surprised to see, sitting in her living room, a distant relative on my mother’s side, with the last name Londoño White.

The things I told her about the family’s horoscopes and the actions they should take are laid out with great accuracy by her son, Juan Pablo, in the book mentioned previously. The boy, who was seventeen at the time, saw in his chart that if he followed in his father’s footsteps, Saturn would also cross through his own twelfth house at some point in his life. It was best not to create the opportunity for his father’s story to be repeated.

Astrologically speaking, there was something curious in the birth charts of the entire family, including the deceased. In astrology there is a cross known as the Mutable Grand Cross, composed of the signs Gemini (Manuela, Escobar’s daughter), Virgo (the widow), Sagittarius (Escobar), and Pisces (Juan Pablo). All of them belonged to that cross, so the karmic law of Saturn struck each of them equally and in an unmitigated manner.

For this book written by the widow, however, I want to recount what she told me had happened when, a year earlier, her husband had read the issue of Semana that contained that fateful astrological prediction.

According to her account, Escobar sent several people out looking for me, without success; they never even learned what had happened to the people charged with finding me. As I said to her when she told me this story, it seemed strange that Escobar hadn’t been able to track me down, since he had a massive network of contacts to locate anybody he wanted. Who could hide from Pablo Escobar?

‘Events were so set in the stars,’ I told her, ‘that not even he could go against Saturn’s ruling. I even travelled to Medellín to give an astrology seminar, so that when he heard about it he could send for me and I could tell him in person what his horoscope said.’

‘We never heard about it,’ she replied.

I’m not going to describe the sea of misfortunes across which she’d been navigating in the past year. She will describe them herself in this book, in her own words. Since our astrological interview, life has brought us together unexpectedly on a number of occasions, arranged not by us but by destiny. For example, the invitation I received to visit the Colombian embassy in Panama on 22 August 2015, to promote some of my books and give a talk on the true nature of astrology. When I asked the organiser who else would be lecturing, he told me that Juan Pablo would be talking about the book he’d written about his father, and that his presentation would take in place in the same room as mine, right after mine. Neither he nor I had been aware of this.

When I found out, I changed the subject of my talk. In the standing-room-only auditorium, I projected onto the white wall more or less the same story – but in images – that I’ve told in this short text, so that Juan Pablo’s talk would be a continuation of my own. It had been twenty-one years since we’d last seen each other, and the boy I’d met all those years ago had grown into a man.

We hugged and then called his mother in Buenos Aires to tell her about our meeting after such a long time without seeing each other. In the intervening years, she and I have continued to meet every once in a while. One cold night in October 2017, we even ran into each other on the street in Bogotá. Since she was walking with her editor, she introduced me to him and asked whether I’d write a text about astrology and her family’s lives, to be published in the book she was writing.

Well, my dear widow, just as you requested, here it is.

MAURICIO PUERTAfn1





[image: ]

Chapter 1

The Final Goodbye

It’s been twenty-five years since that painful moment, and every time I remember it I get a lump in my throat. It was mid-August 1993, and Pablo and I, our children, Manuela and Juan Pablo, and Juan Pablo’s girlfriend, Andrea, were hunkered down in a hideout known as the blue house. My husband and I knew that the final goodbye had to come sooner rather than later: our current situation was unsustainable. Over the previous few days, we’d agonised over the decision for hours, looking for any excuse – my impending thirty-third birthday, for example, or a potential visit from a family member – to avoid the inevitable. Death was peering around the corner at us.

The blue house was in El Poblado, an area of Medellín accessible via the Las Palmas highway that offers a spectacular view of Antioquia’s capital city. Pablo had arrived at the beginning of the previous August after escaping yet again from the hot pursuit of both the authorities and his enemies, Los Pepes (an abbreviation of their formal name, Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar, or Persecuted by Pablo Escobar), who had come within a hair’s breadth of tracking him down in one of the three safehouses he was using near Belén Aguas Frías, in the villages south-east of Medellín.

Upon finding that the new hideout wasn’t quite ready yet, Pablo hired a handyman to paint the walls light blue, his favourite colour. In his eagerness to make sure the place would be spotless and homely, he loosened his own security protocols and allowed a stranger to do the work for two weeks. In the meantime, Pablo stayed holed up in one of the bedrooms.

By that point, my husband was practically alone; the powerful army he’d once led was no more. After escaping from La Catedral Prison in July 1992, his enemies had assassinated his henchmen one by one; some of his most-trusted men had abandoned him in order to save themselves, and had turned themselves in to the authorities. Now he had Gladys and her husband, El Gordo, a married couple who helped out with some tasks around the house, and Alfonso León Puerta, known as Angelito, one of the last sicarios who had stuck by my husband, acting as his bodyguard and messenger.

Manuela, Andrea, Juan Pablo and I arrived at the blue house blindfolded, after hiding out for several weeks in another safehouse in Belén Aguas Frías. Once we were reunited in the new hideout, I was surprised to hear what Pablo had done to get the place painted.

‘Pablo, you’re crazy, what were you thinking?’ I said, and he gave me a mischievous smile.

My husband was always obsessed with light blue. That was the colour of the little bedroom that he had occupied during his childhood on his parents’ farm in Vereda El Tablazo, Rionegro, in eastern Antioquia. Traces of the light blue are still visible on its walls. Years later, in the late sixties, when the Escobar Gaviria family moved to Paz de Envigado, where Pablo and I eventually met, Pablo painted his room and the planks he used as bookshelves light blue. Later still, when he had become very wealthy and purchased the Hacienda Nápoles estate, he selected light blue again in painting a section of the estate known as Old Nápoles, as well as for an old Nissan Patrol jeep that he used for driving around in the countryside near the town of Puerto Triunfo. Naturally, his wardrobe also included numerous shirts of that colour. I also remember that he loved the light blues in the painting La marina, by the Antioquian artist Francisco Antonio Cano, which I’d purchased and had hung in our apartment in the Mónaco building.

The blue house was to be our final hideout. You had to pass through two gates to get into the property. The first was a sliding gate that opened and closed via remote control and was painted dark green to blend in with the trees and vegetation; once a visitor was inside, he couldn’t get out of his vehicle because he’d find himself hemmed in by a huge German shepherd and a fierce white goose we called Palomo. Pablo said the goose was more dangerous than a dog, and we couldn’t get close when we fed it because of its extremely short temper. El Gordo had bought it at an outdoor market in Medellín for 30,000 pesos. After a visitor had passed through the green gate and faced off against the dog and goose, a second gate would open; this one was dark blue and ten feet tall. Barbed wire was strung up on posts to keep intruders out.

Our room was dark and unpleasant, furnished with a double bed and two nightstands on either side. There were a number of books, including Og Mandino’s The Greatest Salesman in the World, Leo Buscaglia’s Living, Loving and Learning, and Wayne Dyer’s Your Erroneous Zones. I also had a book on memory exercises that Pablo had given me; I kept it for many years because I was amused by the dedication: ‘For my little donkey, Victoria, who can’t remember anything but me.’ Sometimes, before we went to sleep, Pablo would sit back against the headboard and I’d read him passages, which he listened to in silence.

I was usually exhausted when I went to bed around midnight, but I woke up constantly throughout the night, gripped by fear and the horrible conviction I was going to open my eyes to see a rifle barrel a few inches from my face, as had happened several times before. I continued to be plagued by this nightmare – waking up with a jolt of terror, unable to sleep deeply – until 2015, when I finally managed to overcome my trauma after engaging in more than twenty years of intensive work with specialists in various arenas and participating in numerous spiritual retreats.

Pablo, though, as had been his habit for years, came to bed at dawn, generally after four o’clock in the morning. But now, unlike in previous periods, when his sleepless nights were related to his business dealings or his mistresses, the once-powerful head of the Medellín Cartel had to stay up till dawn because there was no one else to stand guard in his own hideout.

While my husband slumbered, I’d get up at seven o’clock to shower and give Manuela her breakfast. Later, after ten o’clock, I played the role of Spanish teacher so that my daughter, who was nine years old at the time and in the fourth grade, wouldn’t fall behind academically. Andrea would teach her maths, geography, history and art. In the meantime, Juan Pablo was being sent copies of the class notes taken by the best student at his old high school along with a list of homework and assignments he needed to complete for each subject. That was the only way I could think to avoid interrupting the children’s education entirely; it had been almost six years since they’d stopped attending a regular school.

Educating our children became complicated one day when Pablo summoned me to Hacienda Nápoles and informed me that for safety reasons they wouldn’t be able to return to school.

‘That just isn’t an option, míster,’ I said, using my nickname for him. ‘It’s not going to happen; our children’s education comes first, full stop.’

But there was no arguing with his reply.

‘Tata, you’re going to have to accept my decision – or would you rather see your children disappeared or kidnapped or killed?’

It was unthinkable to drop everything and stop Manuela and Juan Pablo’s schooling, and it seemed like madness to accept that the war could take away the only place where my children could learn and interact with kids their age. Aghast, I said to Pablo, ‘Míster, pass me the car phone you’ve got in the jeep. I’m going to figure something out.’

I called the director of the girls’ school in the La Paz neighbourhood of Envigado and asked her for help. I knew she had good connections and could make sure Medellín’s department of education would authorise Manuela and Juan Pablo to be home-schooled. We presented the necessary documents, and a month and a half later, Manuela had six tutors and was studying English, Spanish, maths, civics, theatre, singing and general humanities. For Juan Pablo, I hired several of my own teachers from high school, who agreed to come to our apartment and give him private tutoring in a number of subjects. Every two weeks they had to fill out forms and submit them to the department of education to make an official record of our academic progress.

Everything had been manageable when we were living a normal life, but when we were in hiding – which was most of the time – things became too complicated, which was why Andrea and I took on the role of teachers. We continued our efforts in the blue house, where I gave my daughter a private class every day.

Once our improvised lesson ended at about eleven o’clock, I’d go to the kitchen to make brunch for Pablo, which was always a plate of rice, fried eggs, grilled beef, fried slices of ripe plantain, arepas, salad – mainly beets, with a little chopped tomato, lemon and salt – and a glass of milk, which he claimed was essential for strengthening the bones. In addition to his usual menu, he occasionally enjoyed eating small portions of rice pudding, bananas, corn pudding and whole-grain arepas with queso fresco and butter.

Pablo was always careful not to overeat and made it a priority not to gain weight, though his method of monitoring it was somewhat odd: after he got up at a little before noon, he’d take a bit of string out of a drawer, measure his waist, and make a knot to mark his size; he’d repeat the process the next day and confirm whether the knot was in the same place. Despite his vanity, the stress and isolation of his final years eventually caused him to become overweight.

Next, Pablo’s routine included reading the newspapers El Tiempo, El Colombiano and El Espectador, which Gladys or El Gordo went out to buy every morning. He’d scan them while keeping an eye on the clock so as not to miss the 12.30 news on television. Annoyingly, he was constantly changing the channel, not wanting to miss any news about himself. Depending on the seriousness of the news, Pablo and I would sit down to discuss what steps to take next.

By that time, the war had changed. Pablo was no longer able to order terrorist attacks, and all the news about him had to do with his prospective second surrender to the authorities and the conditions he was demanding, such as a guarantee that the rest of the family would be permitted to escape into exile in another country.

The blue house had a large car park that could hold up to a dozen vehicles, but because we had so few visitors, we turned it into a sort of multi-use recreation area that also served as a football field and basketball court. The days were long and the nights endless, and we couldn’t leave the property, so we had to create a perfect world. Often, taking advantage of the sunshine, we’d put on our bathing suits and shower using a hose that had good water pressure. Pablo loved moments like that because they helped him relax. It was one way to escape our taxing reality.

Next in his routine, he’d shave as I held up a mirror for him. Then I’d trim and buff his fingernails and toenails. In all the years we shared our lives as a family, I was always my husband’s barber. I often told him I knew skilled people who could come to the house to cut his hair, but he never agreed. It was a good thing Pablo’s preferred haircut was easy to pull off. I remember once while I was cutting his hair, he combed it out with a little black comb and, pulling a few locks of hair he thought needed to be shorter taut between his fingers, told me, ‘Cut right here, sweetie.’ I have to admit the final outcome wasn’t the greatest; my husband’s hair looked choppy and uneven, but he felt comfortable like that.

Up until the very last day we were together, even in the worst moments, Pablo maintained a habit that became an exasperating obsession: he’d spend about two hours bathing and brushing his teeth. Every day. No exaggeration. His ablutions seemed to go on forever; he would floss as if he had all the time in the world, sliding the floss into each crevice several times, and then brush his teeth endlessly with a children’s toothbrush.

‘There’s no need to go overboard, míster. Two hours to shower and brush your teeth is too much.’

‘I have to take good care of them, Tata, because it’s impossible for me to go to the dentist. I don’t even want to get a toothache.’

As a matter of fact, Pablo never had problems with his teeth, but I did. On one occasion, at the blue house, I woke up one morning with a terrible toothache. I had no choice but to go to the dentist, and Pablo was forced to reluctantly agree. Of course, going down into the city was very risky, but I also saw it as a chance to get some fresh air, see people, look at something besides the four walls of the safehouse where we were hiding.

Manuela and Andrea both joined me for my visit to the dentist at the San Diego shopping centre in south-eastern Medellín; at least that way they could get a little break from their confinement. The three of us left the house wearing scarves and dark sunglasses and walked with our heads down so nobody would recognise us. While the dentist was working, Andrea took a walk outside with Manuela, but both of them were terrified. During those few minutes of freedom, I was filled with a powerful sense of unease; I was convinced we were going to be kidnapped or shot. I wasn’t able to relax at all.

Of all of us, Manuela had the hardest time in hiding. She wanted to go visit her grandmother Nora, her cousins, her little school friends, she wanted to go horseback riding – all the normal things a kid would do. But her father was strict about keeping us away from the outside world for security reasons. Only on rare occasions, when Manuela was reaching breaking point, would Pablo agree to let her go and visit one of her teachers for the weekend.

In the meantime, we all tried hard to make Manuela’s life easier. One of the things we did was glue reflective stars to our bedroom ceiling so Manuela could see them when she lay in bed with me and Pablo. She was particularly attached to her father, and sometimes at bedtime she would ask him, ‘When I can’t see you or you’re not with me, Daddy, can I look for you in the stars by looking up at the sky?’

As soon as she was fast asleep, we’d move her to a sort of cot beside our bed. That way she didn’t feel alone. In the early morning hours, when the house throbbed with anxiety, Manuela and Pablo would often go to the kitchen to fry up some bologna and eat it with rice and Coca-Cola. She still does that today, and sometimes she asks people who are going to be coming to Buenos Aires from Colombia to bring her some of her favourite brand of bologna, which isn’t available in Argentina. She’s never forgotten how she used to eat it with Coke by her father’s side.

I remember once, looking up at the starry night skies at the blue house with Pablo and Manuela, we found a unique cobalt-blue star glowing in the heavens. Twenty-five years later, that star still accompanies my daughter everywhere she goes, and on sleepless nights on the balcony of her house, aching in the depths of her heart, she always looks for it so she can talk to Pablo.

Though he never said much, I sensed my husband’s loneliness. He clearly felt powerless at having been left alone, with nobody he could trust.

When would we need to start running again? We didn’t know. We were on tenterhooks, waiting to see if we would be given the option for Pablo to turn himself in. The negotiations were being carried out by one of Pablo’s lawyers, who was in direct contact with the attorney general’s office and a number of officials from the administration of President César Gaviria. If everything worked out, the rest of us would leave the country.

In those uncertain days, Pablo told me he wanted to arrange for his mother to come to the blue house; he missed her, having not seen her for several months. It was a risky operation, and she’d need to be blindfolded, but he decided to go ahead with the help of two men he trusted implicitly. He started readying a room at the blue house for her to stay in.

When she finally arrived, she brought various platters of Antioquian food, which we ate with gusto. Then we spent several hours talking about everything under the sun, at the end of which Pablo said, ‘Mum, we have a very special room for you; we’ve been getting it ready for several days and hope we can share it with you.’

There was an awkward silence. Doña Hermilda looked him in the eye and said, ‘Pablo, I can’t stay. I have to go visit Roberto [Pablo’s brother] at the prison this Sunday.’

He looked at her in silence, then lowered his eyes and replied, ‘Mother, you get to see Roberto more often than you do me. You know full well how complicated things are.’

‘Yes, Pablo, I understand, but I have to visit Roberto. My mind is made up; that’s what I want.’

I was sitting at one end of the table, and when I heard my mother-in-law’s words, I felt my heart break into a thousand pieces. I didn’t understand why she couldn’t spend a week with her son, knowing the difficulties he was going through.

‘My mother can see Roberto whenever she wants, but not me,’ Pablo said after she’d left, unable to mask his bitterness.

‘That’s life, sweetheart,’ I said, and then hugged him for a long time.

That episode had a big impact on me, and I’ll never forget how my mother-in-law refused to give her son the chance to talk to her about his uncertain future.



days and nights went by in the blue house as we kept waiting for a bit of good news or for the thugs who were hunting us to break down the doors and kill us on the spot. Letters came and went and Pablo was optimistic, but my intuition told me our situation was dire. I told him as much: ‘Pablo, they’re trying to trick us – they’re not going to let you turn yourself in. They won’t do that again. I’d rather we stayed here and let them kill us all – our children, you and me. That’s the best possible outcome. Let’s all just leave this world. We can’t keep going like this.’

As the days passed, Pablo was clearly running out of arguments to convince me there was light at the end of the tunnel. He knew I was right in some way: he’d gone too far in La Catedral. Having been allowed to design and build his own prison, he’d taken advantage of the opportunity to pile excess upon excess, and the government had no choice but to order he be transferred to another site. That had led to his escape and the grim situation we were now facing. He was acutely aware that things were getting worse with every passing hour, and at a certain point, deeply worried, he told me, ‘Darling, you should go to another country and get married as soon as possible. You need to obtain residence somewhere else and get a new last name for you and our children. That’s the only way we can save them. I promise I’ll get a boat and come looking for you wherever you are as soon as I get the chance.’

My husband’s words sounded dramatic and all too real, but I was too choked up to speak. Deep down, I knew we had to do something – and that meant figuring out a way to survive somewhere else, even if we were no longer together.

I noticed that Pablo started leaving the house more often to gaze at the vibrant beauty of Medellín and the Aburrá Valley. He seemed wistful as he stared off toward the horizon. That was his only contact with the outside world for the little bit of life that remained to him.

But Pablo was also worried about something else: our increasing insolvency. One morning I heard him tell Angelito that he had only a few million dollars in cash left to, as he put it, ‘get us back on our feet and win this war’. Given the enormous quantities of money that Pablo dealt with and how quickly he spent it, it wasn’t surprising that so little remained. That’s the way it always was. With him, money vanished in the blink of an eye.

Even though by that point, in September 1993, Pablo’s power was basically a thing of the past, he was still just as dangerous to the government and to Los Pepes, who were searching for him as energetically as ever. That’s why the letters were so important: they were his only secure way to communicate with his lawyer and his few remaining men. He had set up a flawless system in which the mail circulated via four or five houses and apartments in Medellín, where they were collected every four hours. At night, someone would pick up all the letters from the established final location and bring them to the blue house. On Pablo’s orders, the entire operation took place at night, on a precise schedule. Any delay signalled that something had gone wrong and it was time to run, as had already happened several times before.

It may seem unbelievable, but Pablo received about fifty letters a day, many of them from his lawyer, his brother Roberto, his mother, Manuela’s and Juan Pablo’s teachers, and his men who were already behind bars. Those messages arrived in different ways, carried by different messengers, and the same route was never repeated twice. That made them nearly impossible to track.

Pablo would sit down at his desk sometime after four o’clock in the afternoon and spend many hours reading them, responding to those that interested him. Obviously, he focussed on the messages from his lawyer, which described the progress the lawyer had made in his negotiations with the attorney general and the administration. Depending on his stress levels at the time, Pablo would engage in another of his old habits: tearing off the corners of the pages, crumpling them into little balls and throwing them out onto the lawn through the window. Sometimes he ate them.

‘Don’t worry, Ula’ – that was Pablo’s teasing nickname for me because I was now forced to do the cooking, cleaning and ironing instead of Eulalia, one of our old housemaids – ‘my lawyer is helping you all get out of the country. That’s one of my conditions for turning myself in. De Greiff, the attorney general, promised to get you refugee status in another country, and then I’ll turn myself in.’

Despite Pablo’s relative optimism, the days passed very slowly in the blue house and our concern increased as the news from the outside suggested that the Search Bloc, a special operation unit of the Colombian national police, and Los Pepes were searching for my husband more actively than ever. There were raids every day, and we often heard rumours that people close to us had been forced to flee.

At around that time, Pablo surprised me by telling me that one way we might escape our situation was to hide in the jungle; he’d even bought some large parcels of land in a location he didn’t specify. He added that he was in the process of setting up electrical grids and that the only person who knew the location was his brother, Roberto, who was in prison and posed no threat. But I was even more surprised when he said that one of his plans was to go off with the guerrilla fighters. Clearly he was very worried and his situation was becoming increasingly grim. My husband was looking for a way out of his predicament, but his announcement worried me. What would happen to Pablo? How many years could he stay in the jungle? Which guerrilla group? All of us in the jungle? These questions joined the many others that plagued me every day.

‘Pablo, I’m not the right person to go with you into the jungle. I’m not brave enough to carry a rifle or be by your side in combat. How can we drag two children out there to suffer with us? What’s going to happen to them? It’s crazy. That’s not an option for us.’

As the days continued to pass, we debated the possibilities, but we were unable to come to a decision. I became more and more uneasy.

Amid all this uncertainty, I was about to turn thirty-three years old. It was 3 September 1993. For many years, we’d celebrated as a family whenever one of us had a birthday, but this one was sombre and sad, a portent of bad things to come. We no longer celebrated with huge, lavish parties, with dozens of guests and ostentatious gifts.

Even so, I was pleasantly surprised when I walked into the dining room and discovered a delicious birthday cake made by the renowned baker Pepita, six bottles of Dom Pérignon and several gifts. I asked how the things had arrived, and somebody reminded me that the previous day Pablo had violated his security protocols and arranged for Andrea to go down to Medellín, supposedly to collect the mail, but in fact to bring back all the supplies for my birthday.

According to what they told me, Andrea had left with Angelito, blindfolded just as we’d been when we first arrived so that she couldn’t identify our hideout if she was caught. She always grew very nervous passing through military checkpoints, but luckily the soldiers didn’t stop them to search the vehicle. Angelito had dropped her off in the car park of a building where Pablo had hidden a car that Andrea was supposed to use to pick up the birthday goodies, and they agreed on a time to meet nearby after she’d left the car back in the car park. Pablo had warned her that Angelito would wait only three minutes; if she wasn’t there, he’d leave without her.

Andrea didn’t have much time, so she had to hurry. Unfortunately, she hadn’t realised the packages – which contained the cake, six bottles of champagne, the mail, gifts and other items – would be so heavy. As the minutes passed, Andrea started to feel anxious; if she didn’t meet up with Angelito at the appointed time, she’d be adrift in Medellín.

‘God help me, I wasn’t going to make it. My arms couldn’t do it – I couldn’t carry the bags,’ Andrea recalled as she described her intense experience.

Apparently, God was looking out for her: ‘I was about to pass out by the time I reached the meeting place right as Angelito started the car to take off. When I climbed in, I started to see little lights and then I fainted.’

Luckily, everything worked out, but my birthday had nearly ended in tragedy.



Two days later, we experienced our only bit of joy in that final stage of our lives together. And it was all thanks to football, a sport I’d never really liked, though I must admit I was partial to the Deportivo Independiente Medellín team. I’ll never forget that day: it was probably the last time I saw Pablo happy. On the afternoon of 5 September 1993, Colombia’s national team, playing as visitors, defeated Argentina 0–5 in the final stage of the qualification process for the World Cup, which was to be held in the United States the following year. Gathered in the blue house’s little TV room, we treasured that small moment of joy, whooping and shouting as Faustino ‘Tino’ Asprilla, Freddy Rincón, and Adolfo ‘El Tren’ Valencia scored their goals.

In those ninety minutes, Pablo was able to forget about our own difficult situation. The relief was fleeting but priceless. We continued to celebrate Colombia’s victory for several days after the match.

Nevertheless, all good things must come to an end. A new letter from the lawyer arrived that would determine our future as a family. It was Saturday, 18 September 1993. After reading the message carefully, Pablo suddenly stood up and came over to me, saying we should talk in private in one of the second-floor bedrooms.

I followed him without asking any questions, but my heart started beating faster. It was three in the afternoon on a sunny day.

‘Sweetheart, it’s time to pack everybody’s suitcases – you are all going to live in the Altos building under government protection,’fn1 Pablo said, his voice solemn but somewhat optimistic.

‘No, Pablo, I’m not leaving. I’m sure it’s a trap,’ I replied immediately, as if I’d known in advance that this was coming and was determined to refuse.

‘What are you talking about? The most important goal with all these letters and all this back-and-forth was to guarantee your safety, you know that. And I’ve managed to pull it off.’

‘Pablo, please, I don’t want to split up. They’re trying to trick us with this promise that we can go into exile. As far as I’m concerned, it’s all a set-up, a strategy to get to you … They’re not going to keep their promise – they’re going to kill us.’

Pablo looked like he was running out of patience. He was pale, and it worried me to see that he was restless and having trouble breathing, puffing as he exhaled.

‘You have to, sweetheart. Whether you want to or not, you have to go. It would be totally irresponsible to let all of you stay here with me. When they find us here, they’ll kill us all – don’t you get that?’

‘It doesn’t matter if they kill us all. That’s the best possible outcome – they kill us, and all of this will finally be over. Plus, your enemies are going to come after us with a vengeance, Pablo; I don’t even want to think about the violence we’ll face. They’re going to kill us once you’re dead,’ I said again, but I could no longer keep from crying.

‘That’s completely irresponsible. We have two children and Juancho’s girlfriend in our care. We have to make sure their lives are protected,’ he replied, but this time there was deep sadness on his face.

I cried and cried. I’d got married at fifteen in the Catholic Church, thinking it was for life. I was deeply in love with Pablo. I knew that his egregious behaviour over the past few years had unleashed this unfathomable madness, but I was still enormously pained that I had to leave my children’s father in order to save them. I understood there was no other option. It was here: the moment of separation, the moment of our final goodbye.

Pablo’s next comment sounded like he was wrapping things up: ‘Tata, they’re going to find a country for you, so don’t worry. Like I said, if you can get married somewhere, do it so you can get citizenship. But I swear, when I get out of this, I’ll get a boat and cross whatever seas are in my way until I find you, my love.’

For a few seconds, Pablo and I sat in a strange silence that seemed to go on forever. In those moments, I had no idea how I was going to live without him. Where was I going to find the strength to keep going and protect my children? Abruptly, Pablo got right to the point: ‘It’s time, Tata. Let’s not keep debating the subject. Please start packing and go with the kids to Altos, where you’ll be safe.’

Before we left the bedroom, we agreed that we’d tell Manuela we were going to take a trip to a really nice place, but that her daddy wasn’t coming. Juan Pablo wouldn’t be a problem – he understood how complicated things were.

We had to wait a few hours so we could travel at night. As the day wore on, the blue house seemed to become an even sadder place because we knew that fate was pushing us irremediably apart. With the sun setting on the horizon, I felt as if my heart might burst. I couldn’t imagine life without Pablo – who would tell Manuela bedtime stories and sing her ‘La donna è mobile’, Giuseppe Verdi’s classic aria?

The nearly twenty years I’d spent by Pablo’s side passed swiftly before my eyes as if they were a movie. All my life by his side had been a wild gallop. Things had happened so fast that I’d never had time to think about how to stop this madness. I enjoyed so few years of calm. And so many years fleeing or in hiding. This was the most difficult thing I’d ever had to do, leaving the love of my life right when the world was coming down on him. What a horrible situation. What an impossible choice. Yet I had to summon the strength not to look back and instead look ahead so I could save our children. Still, desperate to prevent our separation, I made a last-ditch effort to bring a halt to our tragedy. I spoke with him again.

‘I don’t want to leave you all on your own, darling. I’d rather be killed,’ I insisted. ‘I’d truly rather all of us die together, at the same time,’ I told him, with tears welling up in my eyes and my voice breaking. He looked at me sadly, and his eyes grew damp. As I saw it, given our situation, we ran just as great a risk of being killed if we turned ourselves in.

‘We had two children together, but one of us has to take charge of them now – educate them, find a place where one day their lives can make sense again,’ he responded.

My tears weren’t enough. Pablo hugged me hard, but he didn’t say another word. We had to split up. Finally, at eleven at night, it was time for us to leave. While Angelito and El Gordo settled the few belongings we could carry with us in the car boot, we said goodbye. We stood beside the car in a sort of line: Pablo gave me a huge hug, long, warm, affectionate. Then he stroked my cheek and hair, like he’d always done, looked at me tenderly, and said in a choked-up voice, ‘I love you very much, Tata. Thank you for taking care of our children. Luck will be on your side; things are going to go well for you.’

He fell silent, and then I was the one who hugged him for a long time. The last hug of our lives. Then he bid farewell to Juan Pablo with a heartfelt handshake and a kiss on the cheek. When he reached Manuela, he started crying. We’d never seen him weep before, and that made our goodbye even more heart-wrenching. Then he looked at Andrea, but he was unable to say anything because he was so worked up. Three days later, he sent her an apologetic letter at the Altos building: ‘Warm greetings to you, kid. I want to tell you how grateful I am for everything. I didn’t have the strength to say it when you left. I appreciate you so much. You can always count on me.’

On our way to the garage, Pablo gave one last instruction: ‘The people from the CTI [Technical Investigation Corps] are going to meet you at Altos. Give them these addresses for Los Pepes. They say they haven’t raided Los Pepes because they don’t have any good intel on them. Now they will.’

We got into the Chevrolet Sprint with Juan Pablo at the wheel, and left. Pablo and Angelito followed behind us in another car until we reached the steep street that leads to the Altos building. Before we split off from each other, he honked a couple of times and then disappeared into the shadows of the night. That was the last time I saw him.

He had seventy-five days left to live.



After seeing us off on that night of 18 September 1993, Pablo and Angelito returned to the blue house. But what happened to him after we left for the Altos building?

I got the answer to that question from Gladys and El Gordo, the married couple that was working for us back then. I interviewed them in July 2017 while doing research for this book. They’ve been divorced since 1997, but each of them agreed to meet with me independently to give me previously unreported details about what my husband did during those seven weeks they were all together.

According to their accounts, Pablo was deeply affected by our departure.

‘It was awful to see him like that, ma’am. He didn’t eat for two days, and he stopped shaving. His beard grew really fast. At night he’d go out to stare up at the sky and tug on his beard with his left hand. He looked like he’d lost all hope,’ Gladys told me.

El Gordo said that as the days passed, lack of money became a real problem, so Pablo decided not to stay in one place. That’s when he got the idea to carry out a hundred quick kidnappings in Llanogrande, a well-known area of eastern Antioquia, and charge 500 million pesos for each person’s release. The date was set for 31 December 1993. Pablo told El Gordo they were going to use the ransoms to flee to Bogotá, where they couldn’t be found.

El Gordo heard Pablo instruct Angelito to go to Moravia, the landfill where he’d started his housing programme, Medellín Without Slums, a decade earlier, and recruit a hundred young men. At the same time, Pablo asked El Gordo to go with him to scout out a few places in the mountains near Medellín where he could hide the hostages.

The plan was moving forward, but everything fell apart on the night of 6 October, when the Search Bloc killed Angelito and his brother in Medellín’s Villa Hermosa neighbourhood. El Gordo told me that Angelito had ignored his and Pablo’s warnings and had gone to deliver some money to his brother.

‘I told him not to go, that it was dangerous to go to Medellín because there was a 100-million-peso bounty on his head and somebody could turn him in. But he went anyway,’ El Gordo recalled.

Pablo was deeply affected by the death of one of his last sicarios. He said as much to El Gordo and Gladys: ‘It’s over, Gordo. I don’t have anyone to work with now. They took down my right-hand man.’

Pablo’s loneliness grew worse, and El Gordo reported that he started acting oddly. One night, for example, he told El Gordo to put on a hat and a ruana (a rustic poncho-like garment), and the two of them went out walking through downtown Medellín.

‘I was terrified, but he acted bold as brass.’

Then one day, for the first time ever, the men who were after my husband had the blue house in their sights.

‘It was after Angelito died … There were these two police helicopters circling above the house. Pablo hid in the closet in one of the bedrooms, and Gladys and I went out to work in the garden to throw them off. It was really scary. They hovered up there for half an hour and then left. If the Search Bloc had showed up, they would have found the boss.’

Gladys and El Gordo told me that Pablo’s days were monotonous and he hardly left his room. He looked perpetually worried and sometimes sat writing letters at his desk.

El Gordo saw that Pablo was outraged at what was happening to us, but Pablo clearly felt powerless and unable to do anything about it. All he could think to do was to write a letter and ask El Gordo to take it to one of his lawyers, his only contact with the attorney general’s office and the government. Pablo told El Gordo to be careful, and El Gordo tucked the letter into his jacket pocket. But something went wrong.

‘I got to Parque de Berrío and went up to the lawyer’s office on the seventh floor of the building the boss had specified, but when I came out of the lift and walked through the door, I saw four men with guns there. That seemed odd, so I started getting suspicious. Luckily the lawyer was busy with somebody else, so I said I’d be right back. What a scary situation! I got out of there, and to keep them from following me I went into the El Ganadero cafe and had a couple of shots of aguardiente. Then I wandered around for a while and went into a church to make sure nobody was trailing me. Then I headed back to the blue house and told the boss, who put his head in his hands and said, “It’s all falling apart.”’

The next day, Pablo told Gladys and El Gordo that he was going to another hideout, where El Limón (Álvaro de Jesús Agudelo) was waiting for him.

‘It was a normal goodbye, just like any other. But when I shook his hand to say see you later, I sensed I’d never see him again,’ El Gordo told me.
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Chapter 2

Penned In

When I turned to look back and Pablo honked twice before turning left and disappearing into the darkness of that September night, my intuition told me we’d never see him again. It was a bizarre moment because the hoarse sound of the car horn seemed to be carrying a subliminal message, saying something like ‘Goodbye for ever, my love; goodbye for ever, my children.’

In a suicidal act, at eleven o’clock on the night of 18 September 1993, Pablo had accompanied us from the blue house to the Altos building, where several agents from the Technical Investigation Corps (CTI), a division of the attorney general’s office, were waiting for us. They would protect us while Pablo went through the process of turning himself in to the authorities. That night, we met four CTI officers who would have direct contact with us: Alfa, whose gestures suggested that he was the group’s leader, A1, Imperio and Pantera.

In the building’s car park, we got out of the car, which Juan Pablo was driving, and I couldn’t help crying, overcome by the feelings of panic and distress surrounding our uncertain future. Holing up in an apartment, far away from Pablo, was our only chance of surviving the hostile persecution we’d been subjected to over the past fourteen months, ever since my husband had escaped from La Catedral.

As we went up to our room on the fourth floor, carrying the few belongings we’d been able to pack, I dreamed that we’d finally be able to travel to another country, walk down the street without constantly turning to look behind us, without bodyguards, without reporters lying in wait; I longed to breathe fresh air, go to a supermarket, go back to being a housewife, to watch my children in a park, feeding pigeons with their friends from school. In other words, to have a normal life again.

Those were our expectations as we entered the apartment in the Altos building, where we’d be living for an unknown length of time. I’ll never forget Manuela’s and Juan Pablo’s hopeful faces looking at me as if to say, ‘It’s all on you now, Mum.’ In that moment we all trusted that the step we were taking was toward life, not toward death.

The apartment was completely empty, so we put our things on the floor. Seeing it like that, without even a chair to sit in, signalled that our stay wasn’t going to be an easy one. The apartment was huge – more than 5,000 square feet – which made the lack of furniture all the more stark. Immediately, I went to a neighbour, who lent us a small plastic table with four chairs, and we set them up on the balcony. In the utility room I found two mattresses, which we slept on that night, very uncomfortably. Juan Pablo and Andrea pulled one into the master bedroom, while Manuela and I bedded down on the
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