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For Leonor




Man is too much.


JORGE LUIS BORGES, “Poem of Quantity”


. . . guessing is always more fun than knowing.


W.H. AUDEN, “Archaeology”


There is no immortality, only memory.


CARLOS CASTILLA DEL PINO, Aflorismos




Translator’s Note


Name of the Dog is the third novel in a series set in Culiacán, a prosperous and sweltering Mexican city of nearly a million people, half an hour’s drive from the Pacific and nine hundred kilometres south of the U.S. border. Culiacán, the Sinaloa state capital, lies far off the tourist track, surrounded by desert and irrigated fields. The city’s elite still thrives on commercial agriculture, but the trafficking of marijuana, cocaine and heroin has long outdistanced the sale of cucumbers and chilli peppers. This story takes place at the end of 2007, when Mexico’s president escalated his war on drug trafficking, causing rifts in government, a realignment among the narcos and a rising toll of bodies the police would prefer not to address.




Cast of Characters
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Angelita, homicide department secretary


Briseño (Omar), commander of the Sinaloa State Ministerial Police
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Zelda (Griselda Toledo), assistant homicide detective
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César (Valdés), nine-year-old son of cartel boss Samantha Valdés


“Chopper” (Tarriba), bodyguard and gunslinger for the Valdés family


The Chúntaros, unaffiliated gang, sworn enemies of Tenia Solium’s gang


“Devil” (Benito Urquídez), former policeman, now bodyguard and hitman for the Valdés family


“Drysnot” (Cayetano Villa Solano), bodyguard and gunslinger for the Valdés family


Durazo (Nicanor), underling of the Pacific Cartel affiliate in Hermosillo


“The Hunk” (Antonio Gómez), underling of the Pacific Cartel affiliate in Tijuana


“The Hyena” (Wong), underling of the Pacific Cartel affiliate in Mexicali


Max (Garcés), chief of security for the Valdés family


Minerva, mother of Samantha, widow of former godfather Marcelo Valdés


Samantha (Valdés), also known as La Jefa, leader of the Pacific Cartel


“Tenia Solium” (Valente Aguilar), head of an unaffiliated gang


“Uncle Beto,” member of Tenia Solium’s gang


Valentillo, teenage son of Tenia Solium


OTHERS


Alvarado (Gen Atenor Alvarado), retired army intelligence officer and advisor to the President, Ugarte’s superior


Dr Castro (Uriel Castro Arellano), dentist in Bachigualato


Col Félix (Domingo), father of Gustavo, colonel in the Mexican Army


Constantino Blake Hernández, lover and former fiancé of Lizzie Tamayo


“Curlygirl,” waiter at El Quijote, friend of Lefty Mendieta


Enrique, brother of Lefty Mendieta, former guerrilla who lives in Oregon


Francelia, daughter of Héctor Ugarte and María Leyva


“Glasseater” (José Rodelo), bar entertainer


Gustavo (Félix), cousin of Jason Mendieta


Jason, eighteen-year-old son of Lefty Mendieta and Susana Luján


Lizzie (Tamayo), wife of Dr Manzo, lover of Constantino Blake Hernández


María (Leyva), wife of Héctor Ugarte


Mariana (Kelly), romantic girlfriend of Samantha Valdés


Dr Manzo (Humberto Manzo Solís), dentist in Culiacán


El Presidente, the President of Mexico


Quiroz (Daniel), star crime reporter for “Eyes on the Night” radio programme


Rodo, boyfriend of Zelda Toledo


The Secretary, a federal cabinet minister


Susana (Luján), one-time girlfriend of Lefty Mendieta, mother of Jason


Trudis, housekeeper and cook for Lefty Mendieta


“The Turk” (Samuel Estrada), former narco, boyhood friend of Héctor Ugarte


Ugarte (Héctor), ex-military officer, undercover intelligence agent


MEXICAN FOOD AND DRINK


Agua de jamaica: a sweet cold drink made from hibiscus flowers


Aguachile: Sinaloa-style ceviche made with fresh raw shrimp, cucumber, red onion, lime juice, ground chillies and water


Asado a la plaza: fried cubes of beef with cooked vegetables, garnished with lettuce and fresh cheese or sour cream


Asado sinaloense: another name for asado a la plaza


Ate de membrillo: quince fruit paste


Barbacoa: cubed beef and beef marrow stewed in beer with potatoes, onions, tomatoes, olives, chillies and spices


Bucanitas: Buchanan’s Scotch whisky


Buñuelos: tortilla-shaped fried dough served with anise-flavoured syrup and powdered sugar


Cabrería a la ingelsa: bone-in beef tenderloin flavoured with Worcestershire sauce


Ceviche: raw fish in lime juice with chillies, onion, tomatoes and salt


Chakira: a non-alcoholic drink made from strawberry, kiwi and orange juice


Chiltepín chilli: a very small and very hot chilli pepper


Huevos à la Leonor: hard fried eggs with sour cream, dried ground chillies and sea salt


Machaca: marinated beef or pork rubbed with spices, then pounded, dried and shredded


Machaca de pescado: dried fish cooked with tomato, poblano chilli, onion, garlic and spices, then mashed


Michelada: beer with lime juice, powdered chillies and salt


Pescado zarandeado: fish marinated in chillies and spices, then grilled


Pibil: Yucatán-style meat or fish cooked in a banana leaf


Salsa mexicana: chunky hot sauce made of tomatoes, onions, jalapeño chillies and coriander


Tacos al vapor: tacos steamed in a double boiler




One


Room on the twenty-fourth floor of the Hilton Guadalajara. No dogs no cats no. Those are your instructions, Señor Ugarte, and I expect quick results. A lousy reproduction on the otherwise blank wall, curtains drawn, lights dim. Permeating everything, the tension of mistrust. Ugarte fixed his gaze on the three men flanking the member of the presidential cabinet, Man Number One, Man Number Two, Man Number Three: With all due respect, Señor Secretary, that will be up to you; my job is to provide you with information, what you do with it is not my responsibility. The Secretary wore a black suit and had already tossed back seven drinks. Sancho Panza belly. Ugarte wore a wine-coloured tie and had not touched his beer. His sixtieth birthday had come and gone, the party postponed: In December I’ll make up for it.


A small office in the presidential palace a few days before. At your service, Señor Presidente, sir, how is your señora? are the children well? An assistant served them whisky and departed. Listen up, Señor Secretary, I’m told your data is bullshit and of course I can’t rely on it, I want precision, exactitude, absolute dedication and results, is that clear? so I’m going to send you a skilled operative, not one of our own, have him infiltrate that meeting; a friend will help out, he wants to know who we’re after and to offer his opinion, we’re not going to allow that, I even refused to let it be one of his men; I need to know what happens at that meeting: who’s there, if the señora is vulnerable, to what point we can control them and what their plans are; I want to know their next moves. The President drained his glass and refilled it. Any of our agents could do that, sir, I have experts at this sort of thing; please sir, turn a deaf ear to my enemies, they evidently want to undermine me. You aren’t listening, don’t let them drag us into their racket, they need to know they’ve been fingered as the enemy, that the agreements are over, that they’re confronting a state that is strong and powerful. My impression is that they understand that, sir. Well, you sure can’t tell, I’m sick and tired of hearing that I want to legitimise myself, that the economy is collapsing, that we’re a failed state, I need everyone to pull their weight and do their jobs; if you mess up, start thinking about some African country where I can send you as ambassador, I know you like giraffes.


That is what brought them to the suite at the Hilton, the Secretary nervous, his bodyguards alert. Ugarte, a former military officer linked to a powerful clique, did not work much for the government anymore, he had health problems and they took too long to pay: what’s the story with bureaucrats, how can they be so bad at routine business? of course, when it’s time to shoot off their mouths they’re the first to start yapping. Yet he could not resist this chance to learn first hand what was up with the President’s flagship initiative, the war on organised crime, and just maybe he would be able to fulfil the secret longing that crossed his mind half an hour before as he rode the elevator up to the suite; what’s more, he never refused an assignment from General Alvarado, who had utter faith in him and who sent him pibil and decorations made from henequen at Christmas. Man Number One took out a cigarette. Black easy chairs. Man Number Two grabbed it and crushed it with a smile. What was going on? A war apparently launched as a public-relations exercise was killing an average of 19.3 people every day. What was the President aiming at? Well, that much was clear, but what did the heads of the cartels want? Good question.


The Secretary, who had not dared take a sip when with the President, now emptied his eighth glass in one gulp. We will put an end to them, Ugarte, we’ve got this war won, the President doesn’t need to worry, the gringos are happy, their ambassador says so without any prompting. So, why do you need to infiltrate a meeting of the notables? He knew he was taking a risk they might not hire him. The Secretary glared at him for thirty-three seconds. My boss wants to be sure and he’s the one in charge, Alvarado recommended you, I don’t know why, have you heard of the Mochis Initiative? Should I have? By now Ugarte was fed up, he did not want the official version of what the General had already told him in all its gory detail and he was beginning to feel ill; he stood up, held out a card with a cell-phone number to bring the session to an end. I will only call once from this number, Señor Secretary, make sure you answer. You think my telephones are tapped? Yours I don’t know, but mine certainly are, and this one I will use just the one time. Don’t worry, I’ll answer. Man Number Three handed him a card with the number for him to dial. Don’t delegate it to one of these well-dressed young men. The three scrutinised him, their faces blank. Of course not, Ugarte, who do you think I am? You’ll want to know right away, it’ll give you more time to use the information to your advantage. You think you’re a big shit, don’t you? Well, Señor Secretary, I am Catholic. And you go to Mass at the Guadalajara cathedral. He thinks I live here, Ugarte thought, and he stood up. Señor, I have to go. He handed the Secretary a second card with another number: So you can tell me the place, day and time of the meeting; I will only answer once. They contemplated each other. Fucking shit of a James Bond. Goddamned fourth-rate Fouché.


While two agents waited in the lobby to trail him, the former officer lay down in his room on the nineteenth floor. He was exhausted.


Alcohol is the only adviser that decides everything by flipping a coin.




Two


He hated going to bed without a drink because it made him sleep in. Hey, Lefty, don’t make like you’ve got a private line to the Virgin, I need action now, remember, without me you’re nobody. Enough, fucking body, don’t mess with me. Why not? you think I don’t have rights? You want to be kissed and cuddled and milked, right, asshole? Why would I tell you no when it’s a fact; I want to see a set of legs splayed wide, whoopee, just the way you like it. Fucking degenerate. Come on, you like that. You’re sick. A banging on the bedroom door and Trudis’s voice jerked his eyes open. Lefty, get up, what are you doing in bed so late? up, up, you’ve got a visitor. He looked at the clock: It’s really early. What do you mean early, it’s nine o’clock, you’re never here this late, did you get drunk? Oh, I wish. So get yourself together, no man should be lying down at this time of day. Faintly in the background he could hear “White Christmas”. Trudis, what time do you think your beloved rockers get up? Don’t make excuses and hurry up; we’re in the living room. He put on his pants. What now? how many times have I warned those spongers never to look for me at home, a black T-shirt, I’ve told Zelda too, the David Toscana boots, also black. What a morning, I’d better pick up some whisky or I’ll turn into a bear and hibernate till spring; besides, it’s December, and in this city which knows nothing but summer it’s time to think about another sort of season: the playoffs. Trudis was waiting at the far end of the hallway; she had a funny expression, something festive was lighting up her face. For sure she thinks she’s finally convinced me to get a Christmas tree, maybe she’s already bought it and wants me to see it. Your Nescafé is ready, señor. Hmm, she’s up to something.


Waiting for him in the living room was Jason Mendieta, deftly texting on his cell phone. He stood up when he saw him. Lefty knew immediately who he was and he froze. Worth shit. Mirror, mirror, on the wall. Our lives are rivers that lead to the sea, he thought, and he swallowed. What a character that Susana was, always struggling to be more than her body, even though that’s why we all chased after her. Hi, I’m Jason. And I’m Edgar, what’s up. Handshake. Both hands strong, nervous, moist. Same height, same features, same smile. Lefty with his hair a little long and unruly, Jason’s spiky like an asterisk. Fucking Enrique, he was right on the money. How are you? Fine. They sat down. The kid had a papaya juice half drunk and Trudis set Lefty’s Nescafé on the table in the middle of the room, next to a few pudgy Santa Clauses. Jason kept up his rapid-fire texting. So, how is your mom? She’s thrilled, chatting nonstop with my grandma, they’re catching up. How long since she last came? Four years, Grandma visited us three times, but she can’t travel anymore. First time in Culiacán? We came here every year for vacation until my mom started a taco shop in Santa Monica and became a slave to it; she sent you this, he produced a smallish box tied with a Christmas bow. Uncle Enrique said you’d like it. It was the C.D.s of Bob Dylan’s thirtieth-anniversary concert. Wow, what a great thought. Boys, would you like to eat breakfast now? Um, I hope you don’t already have it. No, and please tell her thank you very much. Señora, I already had breakfast. The coffee is enough for me. None of that, Lefty, don’t think just because this young man is here you’re going to get away without eating the way you should, I’ll make you a nice omelette with goat’s cheese, chillies and onions, and for you another juice. This one is plenty, señora, thank you. Lefty was still in shock, the kid started texting again. Do sons really look so much like their fathers? yikes, they ought to look like the milkman.


When did you get in? Last night. By car? By plane. Ah, so any news of my brother? He’s good, a bit fat compared to you. He must eat like a horse. He likes hamburgers with double fries and he puts bacon on everything, and he’s always drinking beer, sometimes too much beer. Is he an alcoholic? Hmm, I don’t think so, what I do know is how much he misses you, you can tell he loves you a lot; we saw him last Thursday and he got all nostalgic. Silence, except for “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way”. Enrique told me you were unbeatable in the mile. I do alright, but I’m not into that anymore and I don’t train much. Don’t you want to make the Olympics? Well, I’d rather be a policeman. Mendieta studied him, the kid was like him, undoubtedly an improved version, but that much? Are you sure that isn’t like a kid wanting to be a fireman? No, I’ve thought it over and I’ve made up my mind. In the United States I suppose it’s a good job, here it’s usually a last resort. I don’t know about that, I just know I want to be like you; several of my friends have decided to be the same as their fathers and I will too. Lefty’s mouth hung open. Wow, this kid has it all figured out and he’s not fooling around. Is that the latest thing, to be like your fathers? Maybe, Jason read a text and responded immediately, maybe it’s because some of them are real heroes, in Iraq, in Afghanistan or in the city. Trudis called them to the table.


Young man, tell me again what your name is, gringo names always slip away on me. Jason. Young Jason, don’t pass up the opportunity to taste this machaca, it’s special, nothing like the ones they make in a blender. My grandma already made me some. Well, now you can compare them, taste it, don’t tell me you’re like Lefty that way too, he eats like a bird; come on, just have a little, you need to grow up strong and healthy even if you are as tall as Lefty already, and she served him; he can eat his omelette and you can have this delight, taste these flour tortillas, they’re made the way God wills, you need to feed that body. Trudis is not easy to contradict and as you can see she has great powers. Don’t exaggerate. Jason took a bite and chewed slowly; Mendieta watched him out of the corner of his eye. So this kid is my son, well, alright, what can you do? that’s some pedigree and on top of it all he wants to be a badge; I’ve got to call Ortega so he can tell me what’s what, what a father talks about with his son, where he takes him, what advice he gives him; I’m not going to spoil him, no way could I take him to El Quijote; what an eager beaver, since I wouldn’t return his calls he didn’t let me know he was coming, he didn’t want me to run away and hide, and that bit about him wanting to become a badge is heavy, isn’t it? and Trudis is thrilled, they act like they’ve known each other for years, should I take him to the whorehouse? no, I don’t think so, he must have his girl, he’s not ugly and his face sure isn’t pockmarked.


Jason was a strong boy, light-brown skin, sure of himself, he looked at his messages, answered rapidly or ignored them. I want a Christmas present, he said after finishing his juice. Lefty was still floating and Trudis was somewhere in the bedrooms doing her thing. I deserve one. Why? Because I’m the only one in my class this year who didn’t do drugs. It’s a big problem over there, isn’t it? It’s really hard to stop; if you want, you can do a drug test on me. They smiled. I brought you some American Nescafé, but you didn’t notice the difference. Mendieta tasted his coffee. You’re right, it’s even worse. They smiled again and relaxed. Uncle Enrique warned me, he told me not to be offended when most of what you say is rude. Is that what that damned beer belly told you? wait till I get hold of him, tell him what he’s going to die of. Listen, Mama wants to speak with you, don’t think it’s something I put her up to, all I wanted was to meet you and see what comes from that, and that’s happened, I like you. His stomach started feeling weird. See me? for what? he thought, then suggested: How about the three of us have supper together tonight? Only I have something on for tonight, so you two go ahead, will you pick her up at my grandma’s? Why not? at eight; if there’s work to be done I’ll ask someone to cover for me for a couple of hours. Will you lend me your Jetta? you probably go around in a cruiser. I’d rather give you the taxi fare, I don’t want anything to happen to you, the city is pretty hot. They looked at each other, expressionless. Are the police that bad off? Bad off is putting it nicely, no-one can explain how we manage to function. Alright, just don’t forget my present. Have you thought of something? Yup, I’ll tell you later. Trudis went to answer the telephone, which was ringing off the hook. Hello; it’s Zelda. Lefty put the portable to his ear, listened closely and said: Tell me the address again; O.K., I’ll see you there in an hour.




Three


Ugarte was good-looking. Women chased after him and men liked to call him Faggot. In high school they said it so often that more than once he wondered: Could I be? Looking in the mirror he convinced himself he was more beautiful than his sisters, so he went to the Military College and soon stood out as a hard-ass. Then General Alvarado trained him in intelligence and he never made a mistake; well, one, maybe two: being honest and falling in love with the wrong person. The first obliged him to spend fifteen years in hiding until his enemies were dead and buried; the second brought him the best and worst days of his life and may have been what goaded him to make the most of his not inconsiderable talent. The army kicked him out, but the General fixed things so he could continue collaborating as a special agent, a privilege he was deeply grateful for.


Because loneliness kills more people than cancer, he always visited Turk Estrada, a narco doing twenty years in the Tijuana lock-up and a friend since junior high. Besides, it wasn’t far from La Jolla, California. Estrada was short and fat, and during his time in La Mesa, despite the brutal physical and psychological torture, he never let a real name pass his lips; he invented so many nicknames and situations the jailers were convinced he was faithful as a dog. Later on he lived under protection in Culiacán, doing odd jobs, putting his children through school and dragging around a burden of hatred he could never shed.


What’s doing, fucking Faggot? Ugarte heard his friend’s greeting. They had arranged to meet at Vía Verde, a natural food restaurant, because neither of them wanted anything to do with alcohol, that three-faced con artist who pulls in so many parishioners. Christmas mood music. What’s up, I.B.M.? That nickname twists my balls. What’s wrong with it? you should be proud, Immense Bucket of Manure, how’s the family? Great, next year my eldest gets his law degree and my daughter is doing journalism, what about yours? Same as last year, my daughter is still stubbornly insisting on an army career and her younger brother is a singer. Like Jim Morrison? you know his dad was in the navy. Not even if God wills, that guy was nuts, that’s the last thing I’d want for my son. But he sang “Light My Fire” like he was God himself. My son’s into other things, he wants to be in musicals and shows, nothing to do with rock. A waitress wearing a Santa hat served them chakiras, the juice that smooths and soothes, and turkey-and-cheese sandwiches. Did you celebrate your sixtieth? At home, with a barbecue in the back yard and agua de jamaica. Next they’ll be doing a piñata for you. My son hired a violin trio, boring as hell; I told him: son, since you’re messing with me anyway you might have brought something more danceable; nope, he says, because for his thesis he’s drafting a noise-reduction law for the city, people won’t be able to hold weekend parties at home or in the street, they’ll have to hire a hall. If they approve that, good luck to the police who have to enforce it. It’s going to be written in Chinese; and you, what about you? After Christmas or in January. Do it in January, there are too many parties in December and you won’t enjoy it as much. I’ll think about that. Then they talked about the weather, about how women were getting more and more beautiful, how pale Ugarte looked and thinner than usual, and how bloody the war on organised crime was getting. Room adorned with Christmas decorations, “Let it snow, let it snow . . .”


I need to ask a favour, Ugarte murmured deadpan, taking a sip of his juice; he had not touched his sandwich. Estrada stiffened, his dark squint acquired a rather strange glow, somewhere between fear and ruthlessness, he stopped chewing. There’s some money in it, not much, but within the realm of decency. You know which side I’m on, fucking Faggot, no shit is going to make me cross over. You’re looking at me like I’m about to take a swing at you. I’ll never get over that mother-fucking crap; before, what I wanted was to stop being afraid, I wanted to forget, now I couldn’t give a shit, there’s no fixing it. Do you still wake up at night? Sure, but I don’t scream anymore, so I don’t piss off my old lady. It’s not about fingering anybody. It was your grandmother, asshole, straight up, I saw her with these very eyes the worms are going to eat. I haven’t forgotten your tricks, I.B.M., you lie to delay. O.K., what’s itching that head of yours? In a few days there’ll be a meeting of the kingpins or their deputies, and I need to be there. So what the fuck does that have to do with me? You’ve got connections, I know. Who’s connected is your fucking mother, I told you I cut all ties, it’s a fact. Don’t get scared, this is just a routine thing. You don’t say, and then we’ll go out dancing with our respective wives? All I’ll find out is if anything important is agreed. In other words, it’s a big fat fart of a deal. Maybe, though nothing compared to what you and I have lived through. You’re going to take another stroll between the horse’s hooves. Just to dust myself off. Are you going to name names? No way around it, but only to say who was present. The Turk, on edge, was thinking about a crucial meeting held the day before at dusk in the Hotel Paraíso; well, no flies escape from a closed mouth. The Turk made a mocking face: Don’t tell me you agree with this stupid war that just piles up slabs of cold meat? No, not me, and I want to help put an end to it, am I wrong? besides, we’re sixty, we should have some fun. The war means shit to me, I couldn’t care less about it, they say it’s a fight picked by the President, who according to my son has a screw loose. Do you think it’s right so many young dudes are getting killed? Fuck them, they want to get into the sauce? well, let the assholes learn what it means to love God in Indian territory. They fell silent, in the background “When I’m Sixty-Four” with orchestra. They’re talking to you, Faggot buddy. They’re talking to us, I’d say. Just then, a family came in to have breakfast, the father and mother looking around apprehensively before sitting down. Whose deputy do you want to be? The one in charge, somebody I can charm. If only the kingpins show up, you’re fucked. I know, that’s where I want your help. Fucking Faggot, you like the wicked life. It’s one way of feeling alive, isn’t it? Fate is a fucker. And she gets up late. I’ll ask around, and like every other time I’ve given you a hand, I don’t know shit about it, and you should hang up your balls, Faggot, we’re too ancient to be playing cowboys. It’s to keep our joints from seizing up, you know what they say, any organ you don’t use atrophies. But we aren’t organs, don’t bullshit me, the nearly twenty years I did was enough for me, and with the fifteen you did you don’t owe anybody anything either. You’re just like my wife. Ugh, if mine finds out she’ll cut off my balls. They smiled. I can hardly believe you want to get mixed up with the Tricksters. Give me a hand and it’ll be a breeze, you’ll see; I’ll come by here every day between five and six until I see you, I prefer that to the telephone; he handed him an envelope with money. Transparency makes for friendships that last, and it’s your turn to pay, fucking Faggot. What, weren’t we going Dutch? Dutch my balls, pay and let’s get out of here, they’ve thrown us out of better dives. “Jingle Bells” by Boney M. on the sound system.




Four


People are their habits and, if you really want to know, that was what did Dr Manzo in; he was always last: last to leave, last to finish his exams, last to get married, but he was first to be worth shit; tell me this: what would he have lost by slipping out now and again to have a few beers with his buddies and letting his receptionist close up? Nothing. His assistant would leave first, then his blonde greeter and, a little while later, him; it never failed. That’s why it didn’t surprise me when I heard he got laid out on a platter, meeting the dawn in his dentist’s chair like a lapdog, with a bullet in his head . . . He wasn’t in the chair? same difference, he won’t get over the dead part . . . I wonder about that, in school he was insufferable, but nowadays who could hate a guy like Manzo? he didn’t mess with anybody, he’d changed so much you might say he’d become a nice guy, and with that babelicious wife? Somebody with very black blood, that’s who. When business was good I’d stay late and see him leave, now that everything’s upside down I leave whenever I feel like it, and it makes no difference. This country is a piece of shit, tell me it ain’t so, deep into a war that’s going no place fast, fifty million living in poverty and maybe sixty million unemployed; are you hiring at the police? . . . No kidding. It could have been a mugging, these days they’ll do it for pocket change and he was a dentist who had patients every day; well, more like a torturer I’d say, yup, he dangled my fate in front of my eyes for a porcelain amalgam, claimed the metal filling I had was leaching mercury, poison; but what dentist isn’t? Seems like they enjoy that part, the bastards. If it wasn’t robbery he must have screwed up with a patient, I’d bet there were several who had sworn to get him; but really, what bad news, I was supposed to go for a cleaning next week and he always charged me half price, you see we were in high school together. What can I get you? the storekeeper turned to a young student who had come in. A light bulb. How many watts? The special ones. A special light bulb, who do you think we are, asshole, if you think we sell garbage so people can get high, you’re nuts, get out of here, you idiot. But. Get out! Mendieta smiled. So you sell light bulbs to the crackheads, that’s interesting. Don’t pay any attention, officer, that asshole was messing with us. Well, this is simple, like in the classics you get to choose: imprisonment, banishment or burial. That’s fucking classic, let’s get one thing clear: yesterday I left early with my buddies, I’m not the kind of guy who gives advice and doesn’t follow it.


He felt at peace. Christmas brings work, presents, parties, good weather, relaxation. Families get together, friends call, patients are thankful. You can eat just about anything without regret. Jesus allows that and more. Diet? Well, I’ll start on Monday. His thoughts ploughed ahead: after Christmas, Mazatlán, a stroll on the beach, grilled fish, swordfish ceviche with carrots, cold beer. His wife loved that. The patient, a good-looking woman of about sixty, spat out a gob of blood, rinsed, breathed in, the assistant filled the little plastic cup, and he went back to extracting a left molar. The last of the afternoon. He would buy a Juan José Rodríguez novel and something by Anton Chekhov, who was also in the health profession, and he would feel like somebody else. He loved feeling like somebody else, acting like somebody else, even when he was making love his wife would catch on and her moans and whispers would be nothing like the pitiful sounds she exhaled when she did it with him as himself. Hey, you ten-peso whore, I’m Johnny Depp, are you planning to ask about “Edward Scissorhands” or “Pirates of the Caribbean”, or are you going to pull down those panties? Did that hurt, Señora Frida? we’re almost done, you can rinse now, please. The blue mask muffled his voice.


Again, he thought of his wife. I hope you’ve got on the ones with little hearts, Brigitte, they make you look the best. I’m wearing the ones you gave me for my birthday, Alain honey, in other words, nothing.


Minutes later the patient, looking pale, left the office; the assistant departed next: See you tomorrow, doctor; and the receptionist three minutes later: I put everything in the safe, tomorrow first thing we do the wisdom teeth of the undersecretary of the economy, remember him? he sweats like crazy. Did he pay us in the end? He promised to settle the account on Friday; see you tomorrow, doctor. Goodnight.


He smiled, spent a few minutes doing nothing, then freed him-self of his tie; he was about to hang it up when he saw him in the doorway. Are you leaving now, doctor? It’s been a long day, that’s for sure. Before you go, pull this tooth for me, the fucker’s killin’ me. He was wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt that said “london” across the chest. We’re closed, señor, I’d be happy to do it tomorrow, we open at nine, if you can come at eight I’d be delighted to take you then. Don’t even think about that, you do it now or you’re going to be worth spilt cum; burly, dark-skinned, darker scowl and a chip on his shoulder. Sounds in the waiting room. He peeked out and saw four armed thugs resting absent-mindedly in the easy chairs and at the desk. Two were snorting coke, another was smoking and the youngest was writing on a big piece of cardboard. He noticed a bulge under the T-shirt of the pushy patient and he began to tremble. My assistant just left and I can’t do it without her. Stop fuckin’ around, doctor, any of these jerks here can be your assistant, ow, fuck, I can’t stand this bitch. Is it swollen? Like I can feel a lump, it’s been growin’ and growin’ for the past week. Open your mouth, he left his coat on the chair. He looked. Alcohol fumes over a strong stench of rot. You’ve got a huge abscess and it’s really inflamed, but hang on until tomorrow so we can take an X-ray, and I’ll have to operate, are you allergic to anaesthesia? What fuckin’ tomorrow, doc, understand me, this prick has me fucked, take the bitch out now. Pounding heart. Señor, understand me, the way it is, it’s impossible to extract, I’m going to give you some pills to reduce the inflammation and we’ll do it tomorrow. Fuckin’ mother, are you ever stubborn, he pulled out his gun. Does it ever piss me off when people try to pull pricky shit, and he shot him through the heart.


The echo snapped like an athlete’s knee.


And then it was all remembering: a quiet life, his wedding in Santa Inés, make-up at the last minute, the coloured rice flying, fiesta at the Country, honeymoon in Hawaii-Five-O, how much he liked Chespirito and plum ices and that blue bicycle his father wouldn’t buy him when he was in junior high, where everybody hated him because he was a top student and he wouldn’t let anyone copy and because he was afraid of horses and his parents never let him go to sleep without saying his prayers.


*


Edgar Mendieta contemplated the cadaver of Dr Humberto Manzo Solís. Dried blood over the heart. Two bullets in the chest and eight in the abdomen. Ortega and his people working, the forensic doctor hurriedly writing his report. Christmas decorations all over. Lefty, I’m so glad you got here, I’ve got to go. Fucking Montaño, have you realised how skinny you are? Uh-uh, I’m perfect, besides, I’ve got news for you: I bought a house for socialising, no more wasting money on motels. At last you’re going to get rich, you bastard. Whenever you want, it’s yours. Are you using it already? Of course, I gave it to myself for Christmas and I’ll be there in just a few minutes to break it in. What about this guy? he pointed to the body lying supine decubitus on the floor. Shot in the heart, the bullets came out his back and he’s been dead between twelve and fourteen hours; the ones in his stomach are extras, none of them fatal. What would he have been doing before he died? the detective wondered, dentists don’t smoke in their offices anymore, maybe he was sucking on a candy or he called his wife; from the look of things he didn’t put up a fight; given the hour he must have been alone, of course, anybody here would have called us or we’d have two bodies to deal with. Friend, I’m leaving him in your hands. Did you know him? No, but people say he was a good dentist. Congratulations on the house. “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way,” a technician sang as he worked. Ortega came over, in his palm he held two big lead slugs and eight smaller ones. Why would they have used a Herstal on him? he was a dentist, he didn’t wear a bulletproof vest. What about the others? All .45s, shot into him when he was already dead, according to Montaño, there are dents in the floor, the big ones hit the wall. Maybe he didn’t have another gun? An ingenious response, now I finally understand why you’re the detective. Have you seen Zelda? She’s in that office interrogating the receptionist, who was the one who called. No signs of struggle, his coat is on the chair, Jack the Ripper everywhere. Near them the singing technician was picking up a few grains of white powder, another was taking photographs, a third looked for fingerprints. Tell me something, Ortega. Hey, hey, no way, I’m just here by accident, Papa, not a day goes by when we don’t have more bodies than we can deal with, so don’t start in with your “Do me a favour since we’re friends.” What a fucking twerp you are today. I know you inside out. Just one question, and it’s not about work. Listen, jerkoff, I don’t like to stir shit up, you know that. What do you talk about with Memo? The crime-lab technician opened his mouth and thought for a moment. You’re going to change jobs or what? More or less. Now that you ask, we don’t talk much and when we do it’s about soccer, he’s nuts about Chicharito. That’s all? Well, what else? no way I’m going to tell him about crime scenes or the way the bodies look, what’s with these questions? Curiosity, do you lend him your car? Some nights yes, some nights no. What are you going to give him for Christmas? Listen, what kind of shit, are you going out with somebody who has a son or what? Pardon me, señor, I didn’t think this was top-secret stuff. A son is hell, asshole, he’ll make you pay for all your sins, the sins of your past and the ones you’ll commit a hundred years from now, but the only people who know are people who have them, and if you have three it’s three hells, if not more. So, what luck I was born sterile. And if you lend him your car you’ve got to give him money for condoms, fucking kids aren’t satisfied with just partying, they always want to dip in the brush and they couldn’t give a shit about the bitch of pregnancy. Hey, hey, it was just a question, take it easy, I can see I touched a nerve. A nerve? it’s the witches’ Sabbath, you bastard, give thanks to God it didn’t happen to you.
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