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Author’s Note
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THE WIND IS BLOWING across the bay today, creating wavelets that scatter against the boats and pilings as they head towards the seawall that protects land from the water’s intrusion. The bigger boats are unaware of the onslaught, and barely feel the rocking. Smaller boats are getting wet from the spray, but the occupants seem not to mind. The wind goes where it wants and pushes the water wherever it can, but the land is safe from the water for now because there is not a lot of trouble brewing on the ocean this week. Soon, the wavelets will rebound and ebb against the wind in a certain rhythm dictated by the moon. 

When it needs to, the water will rise up and flood over the seawall. It always does at some point, and then it goes home to the sea again, or it modifies the landscape and reclaims territory lost long ago. Last century, we had a hundred year storm that washed away much of the rock jetty that separated the boat channel from the river. Now, the tide can ebb and flow, washing over that section where fresh and salt water can mix as necessary. The humans and dogs playing here seem not to mind the new tidal flow. Oh, occasionally, a boater will make a mistake and run aground in the dark, but these are rare events. Most of the time, the feral cats and rats still play cops and robbers amongst the rocks, and seagulls steal crusts of bread from the tourists as usual.

I went to see my friend Winston yesterday. I’ve overstated my relationship with Winston, but I do admire him. He’s the old silverback gorilla at the Safari Park, and he lives far from the smell of the ocean breeze. Perhaps he can smell the sea anyway, but I doubt that he knows of the ocean’s ongoing assault on the land. Winston oversees his family inside his moat and castle walls, where his instincts are surely dampened by his comfortable sentience. I’m sure that he and his troop could escape the place if they had to or wanted to, but there seems to be no need. Winston guards the family with sternness and confidence; it’s his job and he knows how to do it efficiently. Other primates bring food on a regular basis, and many more wander by to stare harmlessly over the fence across the chasm at Winston’s family and kingdom; the visitors are the source of the family’s subsistence, but Winston is unaware. So he need not leave his domain because it’s safe, the work is secure, and the food supply is adequate.

Instinctively, both Winston and I each know that our reign is coming to an end, but it seems okay, given that our children and grandchildren are secure. I am different than Winston in more than one respect, though. Notably, I am free to leave my compound; my castle has a gate that opens with a push of a button, and so I can go for a walk, or get in my car and take a drive to the ocean, go to visit Winston, or even drive to the airport and get on a plane and travel somewhere entirely different. Then I can return home just as freely if I choose. It’s this freedom that has given me a wider perspective than Winston’s. I can see that not all families and tribes live the same way, and not all have the same security and privilege that I’ve enjoyed. I can go to places to see where trouble brews constantly, where the continuous violence exceeds the ocean’s storms, and where poverty and sorrow wash all over these lands and the people who call them home. Winston knows nothing of this, nor does he care.

I read the news today. Well, I read it earlier this week and just peeked at the headlines this morning. Authorities reported that they’d found the longest tunnel yet discovered running under the border wall between Mexico and California. The master tunnel-builder and drug lord, Guzman, sits in a Federal prison in New York, and so how could this be, this new tunnel? It was another ridiculous question from a newscaster, predicated, no doubt, on the notion that only one person could know how to tunnel under a wall. 

Tunnels, in fact, are commonplace wherever walls have been built to keep the Others out. This new one was but the latest discovery in our neighborhood. The tunnels are conduits for drugs here in our backyard next to Mexico, and for rockets and grenade launchers passing from the Sinai under the fence into Gaza, just to name a couple of examples. Oh, sure, people migrate through the tunnels too. And they also come across rivers, by oceans, and over or around walls; they migrate by boat, plane, and ladders. It’s no surprise that they come through the walls too, through gates—those perennial enemies of walls. There are lawful and legitimate ways of crossing, of course and these comprise the vast ebb and flow of humanity everyday. But there are other waves of people driven by storms in their lands—political storms, economic devastation, natural disasters, and epidemics. Locking up a narco lord didn’t stop the flow of narcotics, fencing off Gaza hasn’t stopped the children of Abraham from terrorizing each other, and militarizing geopolitical boundaries has never stopped the winds and waves of migration. If anything, walls hamper the natural ebb and flow of these human tides and rearrange the landscape. Then, the intruding floodwaters stay and claim a new spot on the land.

In the news was a story about the longest running refugee camps in history, now nearly sixty years old in the Middle East, and there’s no resolution in sight. International law has been scoffed at in these places, but the camps are far from my walled sanctuary, and like Winston, I am fairly ignorant of them. In the news also, though, was another story about the new refugee camps just on the other side of our border wall. They are much closer to home and growing; there is no resolution in sight for these camps either, and international law is impotent here too. These are close enough to home for the troubles to be in the air like a storm ionizing the clouds, polarizing the air we breathe. In the politics of it all, we lose sight of the human drama while the pundits focus on the illustrious players to entertain us—politicians, generals, drug lords—the enablers, the enforcers, and the criminals. We’ve become immune to the sound of the wavelets that must ebb and flow against and across our protective barriers because we are distracted by the noise about storms that have not yet spun up, most of which I suspect are imaginary threats to our culture. 

I’ve begun to worry that we don’t have the wherewithal to manage our own house for much longer, so we go about mending the garden gate while the roof is blowing away. That fence won’t do us much good when it begins to rain. I wonder, ironically, how Winston will receive us if we climb his fence and ask for refuge. After all, he is the 500-pound gorilla in the neighborhood.
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Prologue


[image: image]


Los Cabos, Baja California Sur, Mexico

––––––––
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JAY-R STEPPED OUTSIDE of his Palmilla cottage, and from the bluff, surveyed the pre-dawn scene spread in front of him. To the east was a magenta glow above a silky gray haze shrouding the mainland. A few overhead clouds reflected the pink rays from the still unseen sun down onto the mirrored waters of Land’s End. Dozens of palm trees stood out as black silhouettes against the horizon, accentuating the definition of land and sky. It was here that the Sea of Cortez meets the Pacific, and Jay-R never tired of this view of Paradise. 

He knew that Julia was already down the cliffs finishing her morning run on the beach, and, if the surf were calm enough, she would have already stripped down to her underwear and sports bra for a morning dip. If he got down the steps in time—well, he could envision her taught skin still glistening from the salt water in the morning air. He chose the shortcut path over the stone steps that led to the terraza bar, and picked up his pace as he wended through the dry scrub between cacti. But the kitchen help had seen him coming and intercepted him before he reached the steps leading down the cliff side. Now laden with a tray full of cups, coffee carafe, and postres, his descent slowed significantly. 

By the time Jay-R reached the sand, Julia was nearly dry, had donned a diaphanous wrap, and was sitting under a palapa. It seemed as if her copper-red hair challenged the sunrise this morning, even as wet as it was. She didn’t hear him padding across the sand, engrossed as she was with the baitfish chasing and being chased in the lapping surf. “How was the water this morning, Darlin’?” he asked quietly, not wanting to startle her. But Julia was anticipating his arrival, and hoping for the coffee; as for the dry, crumbly postres, they always sufficed as food for the fish and the seagulls—except for whichever one that Jay-R inhaled with his coffee.

“Refreshing,” she said with a smile, “You should try it—in fact, you need to start running with me again. Remember how hard it was for you to get back in shape the last time?”

He did remember, and lamented the complications that had interrupted their Eden-like existence on the Cape. Unpleasant visions of Harari and Noriega in Panama rolled through his consciousness. Flashbacks of the guerilla shelling in Ilopango, flights into Nicaragua’s jungles to deliver supplies to the rebels, and his near demise at the hands of a Guadalajara Cartel boss threatened him from the shadows of his memory. Cameos of Oliver North, Max Gomez, Ramon Ballesteros and Miguel Nazar-Haro haunted these flickering newsreels in his brain. But this morning, he quickly shoved them back into their compartments, and poured the first cups of coffee to share with the love of his life.

As the sun began to warm the air a bit and the first infusion of caffeine made its presence known in their conversation, Julia said, “When do you have to leave again?”

Jay-R sighed, “In a few days, I guess. I told Douglass that I could meet him in Acapulco on Thursday, but not sooner because travel arrangements were complicated.”

She laughed and said, “You spy-types: do you ever do anything in a straightforward manner?”

“Not for long if we want our loved ones to be safe, and if we want to live to tell our tales to the next generation.” He regretted his tone immediately, afraid that it had put a damper on her mood. 

She, however, only chuckled again and said, “Well, then you be just as clever and clandestine as you need to be. Papa and I will go up to Las Cruces while you are gone this time. The fishing has slowed down too much for him here—he’s getting restless. So what does the freakin’ CIA want you to do this time?”

“Not much, apparently, because I’ve not had anything assigned since Oliver North made his presence known in Honduras. But I think that Douglass has concerns about what the DEA might be up to in Guadalajara now that the corruption in the Mexican security forces has become public. He used to have me up there working with their friend Nazar in the DFS, where I could keep an eye on the DEA too. But Nazar has turned out to be corrupt, which is a black eye for the DFS and CIA, and it leaves Douglass without any vision of the DEA’s activity in Mexico.”

“Why is Douglass worried about the DEA? Aren’t all those people on the same side?”

“You would think so, but the CIA has its own agenda, and I don’t pretend to know all of it. But I do know that a lot of their so-called assets are up to nefarious enterprises for their own purposes—drug running, arms dealing, and so forth. For the DEA’s part, the couple of agents I’ve had experience with seem like straight-arrows—you know, dedicated to their work.”

Julia held out her cup for another slosh from the carafe, and settled back against the padded chaise. “Are you going to travel as the Vicar again?”

“Yes. I’ll use my Irish passport and go as Ian Masterson. Word that Clive Davies is back in Guadalajara would not be good for my health if the cartel found out—I imagine that Felix Gallardo still has a price on my head. The Vicar is a good persona for a cover, and Agent Desmond will be okay with it. He’s the only one that I know well enough in the DEA to trust with my life.”

Julia laughed again, shooting a ray of the morning sun right at him. “You know, you are a man of many faces, but you can always add one. The Las Cruces people can not pronounce either ‘Jay-R’ or ‘Ian’, so you know they call you Señor Victor, right?”

“Indeed—I tried to tell them what a Vicar was, but ‘Vicario’ sounded too much like ‘Sicario’ I think. So, right, I could be Victor—somebody.”

“Parish, Victor Parish was what I was thinking.”

Jay-R laughed, and said, “I’ll work on that one. Maybe your father can get me some papers in that name. Meanwhile, what say you to a bite of breakfast?” If he had known the story that had already begun and what chaos his next trip to Guadalajara would launch as part of that story, he might not have been very hungry.
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Part 1.  The Story of the Strangers
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I



The Buffalo Bill Saloon
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Colonia Búfalo, Chihuahua, Mexico—February 29, 1988

––––––––
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JUAN MIGUEL SHIFTED his scrawny frame trying to find a more relaxing perch on the stone wall, but his boney backside just wasn’t designed for comfort on the rough volcanic rock. He looked wishfully across the plaza to the lone wooden bench, but it was positioned in the direct afternoon sun, and it was still blistering hot. The wistful tree that was intended to shade the drought-parched plaza was growing even slower than Juan Miguel, so now the boy waited in the shade of El Lujo, the single grocery store in Colonia El Búfalo. His grandfather was due to get off work soon though. The boy transferred his attention to the Buffalo Bill Saloon at the end of the dirt street as if to magically will the old man out the door, much as he’d done six days per week for the past year. 

Juan Miguel lost his focus when the store’s aging one-eyed cat made a desperate play for a lizard, and then skulked back into the shadows in shame. The boy laughed at the cat, and then turned to the saloon. “If I was allowed inside, I’m sure that I could help Tito finish his work,” he thought to himself. Then he began to imagine that it might even help his attempts at magic if he knew what forces the old man was up against inside that place. But he wasn’t allowed inside and Grandfather had taught him to be patient, so the boy waited in the shade, alone with his imagination, the lizard, and the half-blind cat.

—————————-
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JUAN CARLOS WAS ALMOST finished with his afternoon tasks inside the Buffalo Bill Saloon. He knew that his grandson would be outside waiting to walk him home, a daily routine that the old man now cherished. Juan-C, a nickname by which he’d been forever called, knew his job by heart and tried to take care of each menial task as if he were an artist. This was near the end of the first half of his shift, and he would be back to the saloon at midnight to clean up after the evening patrons were finished playing pool, drinking Cerveza Superior, eating chicharrones, and spitting on the floor. Juan-C didn’t mind any of it—it was job security in a way, and he knew that these men who worked in the fields six days per week needed an outlet. Oh, some of them should have gone home to their families instead of spending pesos in the saloon, but most of the men in this dwindling village had little else to look forward to at the end of their day. 

So Juan-C racked the billiard balls on the six tables, arranged the ancient cue sticks along the wall, and then wiped remnants of cue chalk off the rails one last time. He double checked the patina of the denim-polished saddles that adorned the barstools to make sure he hadn’t missed any beer splatters, saluted the barkeeper, and headed for the rear of the kitchen to wash up. Then, with a last nod to the barkeeper, he headed for the swinging saloon doors, leaving the odd collection of old dusty American West artifacts dangling from the ceiling in his wake. 

As he approached the exit, the saloon’s three-legged watchdog stood up as if to greet him, arched his back and stretched his legs one at a time in a formidable attempt to look graceful and not fall over. Juan-C opened his palm to reveal the crumbs of chicharrones that he treated Trípode to every day, and the dog gratefully accepted the prized door-tax. Once the exit tax was paid, Juan-C stepped into the sun for the first time in six hours, put on his floppy hat and squinted across the road for his grandson, Juan Miguel.

——————————
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“TITO, WHY WON’T YOU let me come inside the Buffalo and help you at the end of the day?” asked Juan Miguel.

“Miguelito, you should be playing baseball or soccer in the afternoon, not working in a saloon. Besides, younger people will be taking my job from me soon enough, and so I don’t want to be in a hurry about that.”

“But Tito, I’ve told you a hundred times that we don’t have enough boys left in the village to make a team. There are only seven players now and that is if I count two of the six-year old boys.”

“Maybe you need to ask the girls to see if they want to play.”

“Oh Tito! Are you just trying to get me beaten up? Besides, there is no grass left on any of the fields, and the gophers have burrowed everything in site. Jaimie Ruiz sprained an ankle just last week.”

The old man and his grandson walked along the dusty road in silence for a time, aiming for the opposite corner of the village where the family home was perched on the bluff above a dry little arroyo that fed the Rio Parral if it rained. Juan-C knew that the small bright-blue casa would be empty when they arrived and that his daughter Maria would not be home from Tortilleria Leon until dark. It was an unfortunate turn of fate that Maria had lost her teaching job more than a year ago—there just weren’t enough children left in the village to justify three teachers. But she was lucky to get a shift at the Leon, and she never complained.

“Tito, do you think any of the families will ever return? Just in the last year, five more of my friends moved away from El Búfalo. Mama said that Papi would return to get us last year, but he did not come back home for the Navidad. She is now afraid that we will not be allowed to go to Texas, and I’ve heard talk that many are being returned south of the border.”

“Well, Miguelito, people say a lot of things. Your father calls and tells us that he has legal status now, after the Norte Americano President Reagan supported an amnesty program for migrants. So, now your Papi tries to get legal status for you and your Mama. But the Americans’ immigration rules have become more strict since the amnesty program, and they have many, many more agents along the border.”

“Aren’t you coming with us when we go, Tito?” asked the boy with a note of alarm in his voice.

“We’ll see when the time comes, Miguelito. But I am old and getting older, so it will be difficult for me to leave. And it will be difficult for me to change, you see, because I’ve lived in Chihuahua all of my life. But don’t worry about any of that now, for I will be okay—and I have Madeline to think of too.”

“If you are not worried, then I will try not to worry either, Tito.”

The pair walked another short distance in silence, then Juan

Carlos said, “I’m sorry that our town is shrinking and that your friends are leaving. We have only three hundred left now—less than half of what we had before That Night.”  

Miguel spoke up again; “I know everything changed on That Night, but you have never told me what happened. You have always said that I wasn’t old enough to understand. But I’m twelve now, almost.”

The old man thought about the challenge for a few seconds, cleared his throat, and said, “Well, perhaps we can start...you have been asking about working and about immigration, so maybe you will understand many things better now. Permit me to get home and sit down and think about where to start.”

“Well, okay, Tito, but you have always said that it started when the strangers came.”

Juan-C was pensive for a moment. Then he answered. “True enough, Mijo, but perhaps it started with Sancho’s cow and the first stranger, who I think may have been sent by the Devil himself. And I only say that because after That Night, there also came a monster of an earthquake that we all knew was God expressing his anger.”

“But there were many strangers, no? Were they all sent by the Devil?”

“I do not know about all of them. Actually, I only know some of the story first-hand, the rest we have heard in the years after. But I will begin with Sancho’s cow—it was six years ago.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

II



Sancho’s Cow
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Colonia Búfalo—January 15, 1982








JUAN CARLOS LOOKED up from the bar sink where he was polishing glasses, startled by the grinding and banging noises outside the saloon. Such a racket in the middle of the day was a rare occurrence in the village, because anybody with a pickup or car was in the fields working. Soon, the source of the racket made himself known to Juan-C in the form of a stranger, a Gringo.






“Amigo, I need to use your telephone! Teléfono. Comprende?” The Gringo said, gesturing with his hands as if holding a phone to his ear and dialing.






Juan-C replied in perfect English, “Yes, Amigo, I understand. But we have no telephone. The only teléfono in town is in the store, one block down across from the plaza. El Lujo. It is our only luxury here in the colony.” 
Not seeming to understand the humor, the Gringo answered, “Thank you. Would you mind looking at my truck and telling me if there is anybody in this town that can help me.”






“Okay, but we have few services here in El Búfalo. Also, my name is Juan Carlos.”






“Haas. Arthur Haas.”






The two men stepped into the warm winter sunshine to take a look at Arthur Haas’ pickup. It was fairly new as far as Juan-C could tell, perhaps two or three years old. But where it should have said ‘Ford’ on the badge on the grill, the grill was smashed into the radiator, and the badge was nowhere to be seen. The paint, once white, was covered in the reddish-brown dust from the local roads, and a fresh coat of animal blood carelessly adorned the crumpled hood and fender. (At least Juan-C hoped it was blood from an animal and not one of his friends.) Closer inspection revealed the main source of the awful grinding noise to be the right fender, mashed into the front tire so that even the smallest rut or bump in the road caused the rubber to scrape painfully on the crumpled steel. Several handprints attested to some person’s attempt (likely the driver) to pull the fender away from the tire. From the dented bumper hung an Arizona plate on one bolt, pointing down at a small puddle, suggesting that what little coolant that had remained in the radiator was now a permanent part of the saloon’s frontage soil.






“Señor Haas, I am afraid that you need more help than we have here in our humble village. You will have to ask Madeline in the store for use of the telephone. It is best to call over to Camargo or Jimenez.”






“Where would you take your truck, Juan?”






“I have not had a vehicle in many years, Amigo, but Madeline has a list and can recommend a mechanic in either of those towns. And if you tip her for use of the phone, she will probably give you a cold Fanta. Or you can come back to the Buffalo Bill for a beer and chicharrones while you wait. A tow truck could get here within an hour.”






Arthur Haas exhaled in disappointment, gave a weak wave of thanks, and trudged over to El Lujo. Juan-C retreated inside the saloon to enjoy the serenity of his shift as bartender—when he was left in charge of the saloon he always got the morning to midday shift, which was fine with him because there were seldom any patrons. Yet, today was already turning into the most interesting day in recent memory.






Within a half hour, things got more interesting. Juan-C heard the clatter of another truck outside the saloon, and Viejo Sanchez soon burst inside. “Where is the Gringo?” he demanded. 






“Why? What is wrong Sancho?”






“Come see,” he said angrily, and so Juan-C made the trip out front of the saloon one more time. There in the back of the truck, Juan-C could see two of the Sanchez sons, and in his heart, he hoped that the third was not lying injured or worse in the bed of the truck. To his relief, there was only a scraggly cow with cactus thorns and prickly pear stuck in its muzzle, an unnatural shape to its head and shoulder, and a smear of red down its side; it was obviously dead as a rock. 






Juan-C need not have been a genius (although he was, in his own way) to understand that the Gringo’s mangled pickup truck was responsible for the carnage in the back of Viejo Sanchez’s truck. But who knew of the circumstances of the collision? That could not be deduced from the available evidence, and quite likely, the only surviving witness would be the Gringo driving the white pickup. On the surface, it did not seem to be a fair situation for any justice on the cow’s behalf, but one had to understand that these cows were essentially feral and wandered down the roads and through the desert scrub brush munching on whatever was edible—and as the cactus thorns would attest, some things that were not so receptive to consumption. How Viejo Sanchez could even tell that it was one of his cows was beyond Juan-C’s ability to guess, given the fact that nobody branded their cows or made any attempt to keep them inside a fenced property. And, one final thought passed through Juan-C’s brain in the few hundred milliseconds that he processed what was before him: nobody even knew what the boundaries were of the ranchito that Viejo Sanchez claimed as his own.






One might have mistaken Juan-C’s few seconds of hesitance as a moment of silence for the cow, or even a thoughtful bit of diplomatic respect. But no: “So, Sancho, barbacoa para todo la gente del Búfalo este noche?” 






The two Sanchez sons laughed, but then caught themselves in the glare of their elder. “No, Juan-C, that is not what I was thinking. But perhaps the saloon would like to host a cookout? Or perhaps El Lujo would purchase fresh carne?”






“Well, forgive me for saying so, but at least one-fourth of this poor animal is too distressed for much of anything, and certainly, El Lujo does not have refrigeration for the remainder.”






“Then, the Gringo should be accountable.”






As if on cue, Arthur Haas came out of El Lujo and crossed the street towards the Buffalo Bill. He, too, did not need to be a functional genius to size up the situation in the two hundred feet he had to walk between the store and the saloon. “Que lastima, Señor. Lo Siento mucho,” he greeted Viejo Sanchez. Then continued in fluent Spanish, “I presume that this is your cow that has damaged my truck? It was unavoidable—he was in the road on a blind turn about ten kilometers from this town.”






“Yes, he was mine,” said Sancho. “And you were trespassing on my land. And for what reason, I do not know, but now my prize cow is dead.”






Haas looked at the mangy steer in the back of the truck, and for a moment thought that the animal looked about the same dead as alive, but caught himself before saying something stupid to that effect. Instead, he replied, “So you must be Don Sancho! Señor Sanchez, my name is Haas, Arthur Haas. I was told that you were just the man to see.”






“See about what?” queried Sancho, his curiosity edging out his irritation for the moment.






“Well, Don Sancho, before we discuss anything else, I should like to settle this business with the cow. Will five hundred American dollars be enough to cover your loss?”






Sancho’s knees wobbled a bit, but he regained his composure and said in a dignified tone, “It will be if you agree that it should be cooked out behind the saloon tonight to feed our town.”






Haas smiled for a moment, then said, “I will on the condition that I can buy cerveza for those who can drink with us while we dine and discuss business.”






Sancho extended his hand and sealed the deal with a handshake, then ushered him into the saloon, on the way, telling his sons to butcher the cow and hang it from the scarecrow tree next to the barbecue drums behind the saloon. Juan-C was already inside planning the feast for seven hundred of his closest friends.








—————————-
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JUAN-C WAS INTENT ON minding his own business as the town folk began to assemble. He had plenty to look after, so he’d sent an errand boy to find the owner and the other regular bartender to get them involved in the action. And he sent for three of the younger women in town who knew how to serve cerveza at such parties. But Viejo Sanchez was insistent that Juan-C should join him and Haas and his sons to discuss the business at hand. “Nobody in town knows as much about business matters as you, Juan Carlos,” Sancho had flattered. “I will appreciate your insight or advice if this is truly anything more than a ruse over my dead cow.”






“How can it be a ruse, Sancho? Arthur Haas has paid you for the cow, no?”






“Yes, indeed, so that is why I want to have you as my advisor.”








———————-
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ARTHUR HAAS STARTED with this introduction: “Don Sancho, I live and work in Caborca, over in Sonora for an important business man who is very invested in farming—very specialized agriculture. He is developing land as part of a government enterprise to spread his modern agricultural methods all across Mexico.”






“Excuse me, Mr. Arthur Haas,” said Juan-C, “but I’m surprised to hear that a Mexican farming businessman would be using a Norte Americano as a farm advisor here in Mexico. We have Mexican farmers in surplus, no?”






“Yes and no, Juan Carlos, but that is a good question. You see, I have worked for this businessman for more than seven years, and my efforts have helped him become very wealthy. So, as you might imagine, he trusts me.” Juan-C nodded, and indicated that Haas should continue.






“The soil and climate are ideal here in the Allende District, but water is a problem in that the Rio Parral is dry for half the year. However, I know that you have a windmill near your house, and from the airplane, we can see that you keep a few acres green, so I believe that your windmill pumps water from a well. Is this true?”






“Indeed, but it is not enough to irrigate more than what you see. It is hardly enough to support some government agricultural program.”






“Perhaps, but we have an expert who thinks that your ranchito may be useful as an experimental station. But, it would mean that you would have to consent to selling us your land. If you were agreeable to at least thinking of the possibility, then I could have this expert, Señor Cebalo, fly here from the Ministry of Agriculture within two days.”






Viejo Sanchez was clearly disturbed at this point. “But Señor Haas, I have only this small ranchito for me and my three sons. We have lived here always. I do not think this will be possible.”






Haas looked at Viejo Sanchez for a moment, and then said, “Don Sancho, we can offer you one-hundred thousand American dollars, in cash money.”






Sanchez shook his head, “No, that still will not be enough for all three of my sons and me to find another place to continue ranching.”






Haas looked perplexed, held his forehead in his hands, then looked up, “Don Sancho, my employer might kill me for doing this, but if Señor Cebalo gives me a positive report, I can go as high as two hundred thousand. That’s fifty thousand American dollars for you and each of your sons. Surely, you can manage to find some good acreage for that amount.”






Viejo Sanchez, looking somber and as business-like as he could, rubbed his forehead, looked at the two sons and Juan Carlos, none of whom had a look of ‘say no’ on their faces, and said, “Let’s hear what your Señor Cebalo has to say, but I think I can live with that price.” Juan Carlos was thinking, “You probably wouldn’t live if you said ‘no’.”








—————————
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TWO DAYS AFTER THE town feast, Juan Carlos was again behind the bar, facing an empty saloon at 10 AM. Arthur Haas had rented a spare room upstairs at the Buffalo Bill, and had returned to it after breakfast. His wrecked Ford pickup had been carted away, and a new one had miraculously taken its place. It was clear that Haas either had great wealth, or that he knew important people that did. At least, that was Juan-C’s take on the situation.

Today was supposed to be the day that the expert from the Ministry of Agriculture was to arrive by plane, but Juan-C couldn’t quite divine how that could be since El Búfalo had no airport. He had posed the problem to his daughter Maria the school teacher, assuming that she would have a plausible answer. “Maybe he will come in a helicopter,” she’d guessed. But then the conversation had gone sideways when his five-year old grandson wanted to know what a helicopter was. Little Juan Miguel was at the impossible stage of asking questions nonstop, and the grandfather adored being the child’s focus in his quest for knowledge.

The mystery was solved early the next day when a twin engine King Air landed on the five mile-long main dirt road that connected the village to the paved highway, and taxied to a stop next to the Buffalo Bill. Two men climbed out of the aircraft and strode into the saloon as if they were regulars. Naturally, the plaza filled with many onlookers as anybody not working or not inside the school wanted to know what all of the noise and dust were about. 

Arthur Haas heard the plane and came down from his room to greet the two men, whom he politely introduced to Juan-C: “Doctor Alberto Cebalo of the Ministry of Agriculture, and Señor Ernesto Carrasco from The Dirección Federal de Seguridad, the DFS.” The two men nodded but did not offer to shake hands with Juan-C, although they did offer that it “was a pleasure” and said, “Please, we just call it the ‘Ministry’ and the ‘Directorate’...much simpler.”

Arthur Haas seemed intent, though, on keeping his contacts in the village involved in the business dealings, and so he made sure that Juan Carlos knew what was going on. “We will drive out to Don Sancho’s ranchito and Alberto will be running some tests. I think we can move the airplane if you think it will be a problem parked right by the saloon.” Juan–C assured Haas that the plane was quite secure in its current location, and so the three men were off in the new Ford.
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III



The Devil and the Sinaloense
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Colonia Búfalo—January 25, 1982

––––––––
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TEN DAYS AFTER SANCHO’S cow was fed to the villagers of Colonia Búfalo, and eight days after the government men from the Ministry and the Directorate had inspected Don Sancho’s ranchito, a new series of parades began to stream by the Buffalo Bill Saloon. The first came in the form of a swarm of Lincoln Town Cars that stopped by the saloon to pick up Arthur Haas on the way to the ranchito. Haas had spoken to Juan-C the night before, and warned him that the boss, ‘El Patrón’, as Haas called him, would not enjoy being introduced to anybody. This was all fine with Juan-C, even more so when he finally laid eyes on the man the next day. Juan-C had never seen a man (or woman, as he would later say) with so much jewelry or so much pomade in his slicked-back hair. Haas greeted the mustachioed man he called ‘Rafa’ at the swinging doors of the saloon and ushered him inside to be out of the sun. Juan-C made sure that two very cold bottles of Cerveza Superior were waiting at their table.  

Within five minutes, both men had left with their beers and two more for the road, but not before Juan-C overheard the two men laughing at the expense of the Buffalo Bill. The parade of Town Cars took off down the ten kilometers of dirt road to inspect the property, which, only the night before, Juan-C had speculated to his daughter Maria, must have indeed been sold by Don Sancho. Juan-C could not corroborate the assumption, however, for nobody in the village ever saw Don Sancho or his family again.

—————————-
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AS FOR DON SANCHO, he and his sons spent the time preparing to leave the rancho forever. The younger men also helped Arthur carve a five-meter deep trench, the beginning of a storage cellar for the experimental crops. It was all great fun for the younger Sanchez men, as they had never before operated a backhoe or bulldozer. 

A mere three days after the village feast Viejo Sanchez and his sons prepared to celebrate the closing of the transaction with Arthur Haas. For the celebration, the Gringo brought a suitcase full of money, boxes of food, and a special bottle of Padrino Añejo Tequila to the rancho to consummate the deal. He proudly presented the golden bottle to Viejo Sanchez, along with a set of six gold-laced commemorative shot glasses. “Señor Sanchez, this is two-hundred dollar tequila,” he began. “It has a sweet, almost almond flavor, and is best enjoyed either just before a feast—or afterwards as an aperitif. I myself am allergic to the agave, but please, enjoy it with your sons.” The four Sanchez men happily uncorked the bottle and passed around shots of the silky liquor. Arthur insisted on tending to the meal in the kitchen so that the men could savor the celebration, and the four took turns handling the bundles of money in the suitcase and dreaming of what their new fortune could afford them. It was the happiest of times that any of them had ever known.

In the kitchen, Arthur took the opportunity to add a special spice to the pot of beans and the pan of simmering pork, one which he was sure would leave the Sanchez men breathless, and then returned to the party. Don Sancho sat down after his first two drinks, and said, “This is strong drink, my friend, and I think we should eat our meal before drinking more.” He then ordered his sons to bring the food out to the table. They too were feeling lightheaded, and a certain hunger gnawed at their core. Ravenously, they consumed large portions of the spicy meat dish, along with proportionate helpings of beans and tortillas and tamales.

Arthur ate sparingly, almost daintily, savoring the tamales and tortillas, but only pretending to mix the spicy pork with his tamales. Before long, Don Sancho complained of dryness in his throat, and then a headache and trouble breathing. Haas suggested perhaps it was too much tequila, but Don Sancho waved off the suggestion, and had another shot. His sons, much larger men—and younger too—seemed not to feel much more than a tiredness in their breathing and a heaviness in their legs, but joined their father in finishing the bottle of tequila.

When Don Sancho started to show a bit of white foam around his lips, though, Arthur Haas demanded that they should take Viejo to the city of Jimenez to see the physician. Only Don Sancho’s truck was big enough to hold all of them, and the sons helped their father into the cab, a task that they found increasingly difficult with each step. By the time the four Sanchez men were in the truck, none of them could draw two breaths in a row without gasping for air. “Wait here one second,” said Arthur Haas to the helpless men, “I must get some money to pay the doctor.”

Haas took his sweet time going back into the house, and when he returned to the truck, all four men were foaming at the mouth. “I am sorry, amigos, I should have put more spice in the food to save you this suffering. However, do not worry, for your lungs will soon stop working and you will suffer no more.” With that, he calmly started the engine of Sancho’s truck and rolled it with the gasping Sanchez men into the trench, and used a bulldozer to bury the lot. The last thing any Sanchez saw was blackness as they suffocated in their own vomit.

————————————-
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SO, NOW A WEEK AFTER the fatal dinner party, Arthur Haas should have been a happy man. But he was not happy. Oh, to be sure, he had been able to make a deal with the simpleton rancher Sanchez that netted him two hundred thousand dollars. That part had been easy enough. All he had to do was poison the food and tequila of Viejo Sanchez and his sons with a little cyanide and strychnine, and roll the truck into the five-meter hole with the four dying men inside, and then cover it up with the bulldozer. Once packed down, it made a good base for the first drying sheds, so that was a major task completed already. It had been a dangerous gambit, though, and would have carried a death penalty from Rafa if he’d been discovered in the swindle. However, Rafa was happy with a signed deed in hand and none the wiser, and the simple villagers of El Búfalo had thus far asked no questions about Viejo Sanchez and his sons. 

The crux of Arthur’s problem was that Rafa was not content to plant sixty acres, which was the average size of the model pot farm in Rafa’s kingdom. And the kingdom had dozens of ranches this size scattered about the green overgrown hillsides of the western slopes of the Sierra Madre Occidentals in three different states. Although there were some logistic problems with managing so many different sites, the dispersion offered a good layer of security for Rafa’s overall operation, and the widespread payoffs to local officials guaranteed a significant perimeter of insulation against the curious. 

Haas had been prepared to import a busload of trained workers from Rafa’s farms in Caborca to plant the seed for sixty acres of sinsemilla for an anonymous ranch near El Búfalo. It would have been relatively uncomplicated —one new well, one diesel pump for the well, one drying shed, a busload of pickers once the crop was producing, and four guards and a Jefe to watch over things. Don Sancho’s old ranchito buildings provided enough infrastructure for that operation. Add a small amount of cash to pay off any local officials to keep them from getting nosey, and throw a little more to the Ministry and the Directorate and all would be secure. And, if drug agents got bold and busted the field, only one sixty-acre field would be lost.

Instead, Rafa insisted on twenty-five hundred acres—nearly four square miles! All of it would be highly visible from the air in the middle of the desert! And Rafa wanted the planters to be from his home in Sinaloa, not Sonora. The workers from the Badiraguato region of Sinaloa knew how to plant on a small scale—hell, everybody in the mountains grew their own patch in that district. But for sinsemilla, they would have to be trained on how far apart to plant the seeds, when and how much to water, when to pinch the stems and buds to prevent cross-pollination, and how to grow the plants tall, stout, and leafy. The Caborca workers already knew how to do these tasks, but now they had to be the trainers. 

So, after El Patrón left El Búfalo, Arthur Haas spent many days escorting lines of trucks carrying workers, lumber, canvas, bulldozers, fertilizer, drilling rigs, and canvas-covered machinery of various shapes past the Buffalo Bill. And Haas had to drill many water wells fast. However, every third hole either hit rock or missed the deep aquifer. The rocks and the shallow water slowed Haas tremendously, much to the aggravation of his impatient boss. 

Alberto Cebalo from the Ministry came to the rescue by advising that there were shallow clay ‘lenses’ in the aquifer, creating puddles of shallow, perched water that could not penetrate the clay. The main aquifer was much deeper than the stratified puddles, and he suggested using the ‘easy’ water to get the planting started. Although this would mean that there would be a danger of shallow wells running dry, Cebalo drew up a plan whereby Arthur could then come back and drill deeper wells as soon as possible. 

Rafa was investing twenty million dollars in the largest sinsemilla plantation ever seen—with the hopes that it never would be seen by anybody except the workers. Thus were the complications that troubled Arthur Haas—oh, and the knowledge that failure could mean a shortened, if painful, life span.

——————-
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BY SATURDAY THE 31st of January, Juan-C was able to convince his daughter to bring Miguelito to the saloon to watch the parade of vehicles and equipment. Juan-C proudly shouldered the boy for a bird’s eye view of the heavy equipment rumbling by, explaining each piece as it went by. “Who are these men, Tito?” The boy asked. 

“They are from Sinaloa, and some from Sonora as I am told by Señor Arthur Haas. They are drilling new water wells, and planting new fields on Ranchito Viejo Sanchez land.”  

Even by the age of five, Miguelito was inquisitive. “Where is Viejo Sanchez? Is he helping? What are they planting?”

The grandfather skipped the first two questions, never liking to admit to a child that maybe he didn’t know something. “I am told that they are planting apple trees,” he said.

“Apple trees? I’ve never seen an apple tree, Tito.”

“Neither have I,” confessed Juan-C. “This is not apple country.”

—————————
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JUAN CARLOS STOOD AT the swinging doors of the Buffalo Bill, as he had every morning this last week in February, watching busloads of workers being transported past the town and out to the ranchito. The caravan looked like a noisy, fast moving, multi-colored caterpillar as it negotiated the dogleg turns of the road and disappeared from view to cross over the Rio Parral riverbed. Only a cloud of dust that first obscured the worm, then provided a tattle-tale of its path remained after the crossing, and once it settled, it was as if the desert had swallowed the caterpillar. 

“Señor Haas, you do not need workers from El Búfalo? We have maybe a hundred men who could work for you until our local potato crops come in and we have to start planting again,” entreated Juan Carlos one day in late February. He’d been thinking that his friends could use the extra work during this slow season; now he began to realize that the magnitude of the operation was no longer worthy of being called ‘ranchito’. Juan-C estimated that in that week alone, maybe eight hundred planters had been moved in—far too many laborers to be working only on Sancho’s meager land. 

“No, Amigo, these are specialized planters hired by the government. They know exactly how to plant young apple trees so that they will bloom and produce fruit soon. And if we were to hire and train people in your village, we would be most unhappy if they scurried back to the local farms to pick and plant your very important crops here.” 

Juan-C at first doubted that the government had hired these workers. He would have been even more suspicious if he’d known that the buses were bringing the workers more than a thousand kilometers over the mountainous spine of the Sierra Madre, but at the end of the week, two trucks of Federales followed the last busload across the trickle of the Rio Parral. 

The logic of not hiring local workers made some sense to Juan-C after Haas’ explanation, but he couldn’t help remarking to his daughter later that night that he’d been watching the trucks go by the Buffalo Bill Saloon every day for more than a month, and not a single apple tree was being sent to the ranchito for the government specialist planters to plant. “And don’t tell me they were sent in by helicopter,” he told her with a wry grin.
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IV



The Apple Pickers


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Colonia Búfalo—April 17, 1982

––––––––
[image: image]


BY THE TIME THAT ARTHUR Haas had overseen construction of a hundred meter long drying shed and a dozen dormitory tents of similar magnitude, the first few hundred acres of sinsemilla seed had been planted and new plants were beginning to sprout. In this climate, with enough water, the plants would grow very fast. The eight hundred workers from Sinaloa would not be enough to prune these new plants and keep planting the remainder of the acreage. Besides, he had convinced Rafa to split the planting into two farms a few kilometers apart, so the work force was on the verge of being split in half if more workers weren’t imported. Rafa saw to the recruitment in his home district, while Haas directed development of the new plantation.

Haas wanted three thousand more workers in batches of a thousand for each farm, with their arrival separated by a week or so to facilitate training and indoctrination. Rafa said that it would not be problem. Soon, more bus caravans were streaming by the Buffalo Bill and disappearing in the dust trail, swallowed by the desert. Juan-C had not seen Arthur Haas for perhaps three weeks, but he assumed that the Gringo was in charge of the massive caravans. Now, as indicated earlier in this narrative, Juan Carlos was a pretty intelligent hombre, and so he could figure out that thousands of workers had to be fed every day. So he began to watch the stream of vehicles to try to guess which ones carried food to the rancho. It was obvious that his village of seven hundred souls could not be the source of tortillas, beans, rice, eggs, and produce for thousands of outside workers. 
It didn’t take long to see that a familiar two-ton truck went in and out past the saloon every morning and every evening. It rattled along with stakes rocking to and fro in the bed, a dusty canvas covering the load, and the choking fumes of unburned gasoline left in its wake. He guessed that it must have been carrying at least a portion of the food. Perhaps some of the covered pickup trucks carried produce too. So, for Juan-C...mystery solved! But it was not satisfying in the least, for he was miffed that at least some of the business didn’t come to El Búfalo.

On this particular morning as Juan-C was opening up the saloon, the two-ton truck pulled into the dirt parking area next to him, and the driver jumped out in a panic. “Amigo,” said the smallish Sonoran driver, “my truck is overheating, but I have to get this food to the rancho or I will be in trouble. Is there anybody in this town with a truck who can drive this food while I work on my truck?”

Juan-C knew that he could borrow the truck from Madeline at El Lujo for such an emergency, if the payment was just right. “Yes, friend, but you might have to have enough pesos—such things are not free.”

“I have dinero for such emergencies,” said the driver. “But can you drive a truck?”

“Of course, my friend. But we had better get started.”

“Will five hundred pesos be enough?”

“I’m sure—let me have it and I will return with the truck.” Then Juan Carlos went over to El Lujo and explained the situation to Madeline, who rented the truck to him for two hundred pesos.

Fortunately, at least from his perspective, Juan-C didn’t have to help move one or two thousand kilograms of food—the truck’s normal delivery was five hundred kilos of tortillas, neatly packed in cardboard boxes from the newly expanded tortilleria in Jimenez. The Sonoran man proved to be more robust than he looked, and they repacked the load in twenty minutes, setting Juan Carlos off down the now well-worn dirt road to Viejo Sanchez’s old rancho.

———————-
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JUAN CARLOS HAD NOT anticipated the armed guards at the gated entrance, but he later realized that it only made sense to protect a valuable government research program. And the uniformed guards were neither interested in his story about the use of a different truck to deliver tortillas nor the story about the breakdown of the old one. As he approached what once had been Sancho’s house, though, he forgot entirely about the armed guards. There, spread as far as he could see towards the jagged eastern foothills of the Sierra Madre Occidentals, green fields extended like a textured carpet, a carpet that he surmised must be composed of small apple trees. Now, as curious as he was, he did not question the men who told him where to deliver the tortillas, nor did he disobey their orders to ‘empty your truck and leave’, so he could get no closer to the fields than a few hundred yards.

On his way back to El Búfalo, he began a conversation with himself, “Juan Carlos, you’ve never seen an apple tree, but it always seemed as if they should be five or maybe even eight meters tall. But these were even not as tall as the workers. You should have tried to get closer, Juan-C.”

But, the chance had passed, and by the time he returned to the saloon, the tortilla truck driver had seemingly repaired his truck and departed south to Jimenez, and Juan-C had to scurry to re-open the saloon.

——————————
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A FEW DAYS AFTER THE tortilla truck adventure—Juan Carlos later could not recall the exact number of days—Arthur Haas walked into the Buffalo Bill Saloon just as casually as could be and asked for a beer. Juan-C had great discretion in promoting good will for the saloon, and so he handed the gringo a cold bottle, “on the house,” as he said to Arthur. “You must be very busy, my friend, for we do not see you too often anymore.”

“You are very correct, there, my friend,” Haas responded. “How are you and your neighbors?”

“Mismo, mismo. It is all well. It is too bad that we are not better business people here in El Búfalo, for we let much business pass us by everyday.”

“Perhaps, but maybe it is for the best in the long run. Who knows about these government programs? If your people were to put a lot of money into new business, and the government changed its mind about this agriculture experiment—well, let’s say there would be much bitter disappointment.”

“True enough, I guess,” said Juan-C, trying to sound philosophical. “There surely are many more workers than there were the last time you came into the saloon, though.”

“Aahh, yes, well, you see it is for the apple pinch.”

“Apple pinch? I do not know what that is.”

Well, in the springtime, when there is enough water, the trees make too many buds, and if each blossom becomes an apple, they will be small, but soon would grow heavy enough to break the branches. So, we must have workers pinch the extra buds from each limb so that there’s just the right number. And a little later, when the apples first form, we see that we should have pinched more blossoms, the workers have to go back through and pinch the extra apples when they are still small. This way, we get just the right sized sweet fruit for the buyers.”

Thoroughly convinced by Arthur’s metaphor, Juan-C responded, “This is very informative Arthur Haas. Thank you. I assume that then the workers must begin picking and packaging the apples for market, and that will mean more trucks going the other way.”

“Indeed, and because the climate, soil, and water conditions here are so good, the government scientists think that the trees can be convinced to be in production all year long. But if the water supply gives out, well, that would be a disaster. So, I must continue to look for water in the desert.”

“Indeed, that is the lament of the farmer everywhere,” said Juan Carlos authoritatively, based on his decades of farming wisdom in Colonia Búfalo. 

————————-
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JUAN CARLOS DIDN’T see Arthur Haas again for at least another three weeks, but he had learned enough information in one day to keep himself in story-telling material for nearly that long. Now, Juan-C was not given to town gossip, but he was pretty sure that anything of interest that he told his daughter Maria would likely get repeated to at least one other teacher at the school, and that this would lead to at least two more people being told, then four more, then eight, and so on and so forth. It was somehow more efficient than a newspaper or a telegraph, or even a television—none of which El Búfalo had anyway. In fact, the town once had a telegraph line that ran down the main road in front of the town, but that had been in the 1940s, and the village had neither a telegraph office nor anybody who knew how to operate one. Although nearly every house had a radio, there was no local station for local news. So, Juan-C’s method was best.

It also afforded him a chance to keep his five-year old grandson, Miguelito, enthralled with the stories about the strangers that passed through town on a daily basis. Such storytelling was important because the boy missed his father, Raul, tremendously when the man was away working in the north across the border. Every few months, Raul would pop in the front door with gifts for all and envelopes of American dollars sewn into the liner of his old work coat. He would stay for a few days, then drive the old pickup he’d been given by Juan-C back to the Rio Bravo border region, and sneak across the border in a rubber boat to work the fields. It was an odd existence in Juan-C’s opinion, but there was a chance that Raul might be able to score the equivalent of gold for a migrant worker—an American green card—or even something better—if he learned the ropes well enough and made the right connections. But Raul had not been home for more than six months now, and both Maria and Juan-C strived to keep their own fears at bay while dampening Miguelito’s emotional seesaw.

It was with these thoughts running through his head one night in late May, after he and Maria put the boy to bed, that a knock came at the back door of the blue casa.

Both Juan-C and Maria knew that a knock at the back door was highly unusual, for they had no neighbors to the rear of the house. All there was in the back was a ten foot slope to a long-dry arroyo, and about five hundred feet of cultivated fields that extended to the Rio Parral riverbed. Juan-C motioned for Maria to go to her bedroom and went to the door himself. Opening it ever so slightly to peer out, he was surprised—or perhaps relieved—to see a woman, although she looked quite desperate. In the shadows, he could see a short man hanging back from the ray of light escaping the slit in the doorway.

“Sí, ¿qué pasa?” Hissed Juan Carlos.

“Por favor, nos matarán,” answered the woman.

“Who will kill you? Why?”

“Los Sicarios de El Patrón,” replied the man in the shadows. Juan-C knew at once what hitmen he meant.

“Come in, quickly, you must not be seen at this house,” whispered Juan-C.

Juan-C told Maria to come out of the bedroom, turn off all the lights but one, and heat some water for instant coffee crystals. He introduced himself and learned that his unexpected guests were Juanita and Luis from Sinaloa, and that they had been recruited to pick apples in Chihuahua for two-hundred fifty pesos each per week. What they found instead was a labor camp where they slept on grass mats and were forced to work in the fields twelve to fourteen hours per day, with only one day to rest out of seven. They were being fed nothing but tortillas and beans twice per day, and had not been paid in two months. Then came the most shocking assertions from the young couple: first, people who tried to leave were simply shot if caught—oh and the ‘Sicarios’ wore the uniforms of the Judicial Police—and second, there were no apple trees—only sinsemilla.

“What is sinsemilla?” asked Juan-C, although he had a pretty good idea.

“Grass, Señor Juan, weed, mota, the kind that the Gringos like to smoke,” replied Luis. “Tons and tons, mil toneladas, of it.”

Juan Carlos had been in denial about the nature of the crop at the rancho for some months, and he knew it. Yet, he struggled with the information he’d just received. He looked closely at Luis for signs of deception: here was a man of slight build dressed in peasants’ clothing, holding a hat in his hand and sitting with the woman so that their thighs touched—a sign of affection...he wore huarache sandals of the kind that Juan-C knew were from Sinaloa, and his hands were roughened as any field worker’s hands would be. His eyes were dark, bright, and honest, and he looked directly into Juan-C’s eyes when he spoke










[image: image]





[image: image]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
=l

e
Rodger B. Baird





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
United States B
e

of America -
Rio
Grange  Son

| Antonio

uevo
é

|





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





