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‘If I owned Texas and Hell, I’d rent out Texas and live in Hell.’

– Union General Philip Sheridan

‘Texas is a state of mind. Texas is an obsession. Above all, Texas is a nation in every sense of the word.’

– John Steinbeck

‘We really stole Texas, didn’t we? I mean. Away from Mexico.’

– Leslie Lynnton in Giant by Edna Ferber

‘Poor Mexico, so far from God and so close to the United States.’

– Porfirio Díaz, president of Mexico, 1877–80, 1884–1911





Prologue

Dying is a way of life on the border.

And if her true identity ever became known, she’d be dead before the sun again rose over the Rio Grande. But here in the colonias on the outskirts of Laredo, she was just the Anglo nurse who made house calls. Not that the residences qualified as houses. They were just shanties constructed of scrap material—plywood, sheet metal, cardboard, even discarded garage doors—but they provided shelter from the hot sun if not the dry wind that blew in from the Chihuahuan Desert. It was early September, but it was still summer on the border. It was always summer on the border.

She ducked her face against the dirt that never ceased to blow and walked down the road to her next house call.

Barefooted children played in the gray dirt that was the road or in the foul water that was the river. Potbellied pigs lay in what shade they could find. Chickens pecked at the bare ground, and goats wandered aimlessly. Vultures circled overhead, waiting. Always waiting for death. Young women who looked old cooked beans and tortillas over open fires and wielded straw brooms in a losing battle against the dirt. They smiled and waved to the pretty nurse wearing a white lab coat over a bright yellow peasant dress and pink Crocs; a stethoscope hung around her neck.

A scarf concealed her famously red hair from the world and a wide-brimmed hat her light complexion from the sun’s harsh rays that had burned the land to a crisp brown. Everywhere in Texas, she was considered a glamorous forty-four-year-old woman.

Everywhere except the colonias.

Over her shoulder she carried a black satchel filled with medicine and supplies and hard candy. Small children ran to her and gathered around as if she were the Pied Piper, a dozen little voices pleading in Spanish and twice as many hands reaching up to her. She searched inside the satchel and dug out a handful of candy; she placed one piece in each open hand. Their brown faces beamed as if she had doled out diamonds, then they ran back to their madres. The sight of an Anglo in the colonias would normally send the women and children scurrying into the shanties and shadows. But she was welcome now.

Because while they lived with the fear of death, she was in the business of life.

She stopped at the next residence where a child’s wailing could be heard from inside. A once colorful wool blanket made gray by the dirt that attacked it like a cancer covered the doorway. A clay flowerpot sat outside with a single yellow sunflower. She spit dirt then called out to the woman of the house.

‘Maria!’

A hand yanked the blanket aside, and the distressed face of a young woman appeared in the doorway. Maria Teresa Castillo was only twenty-three years old, but she looked twice her age. Life in the colonias aged a woman. Maria was a Mexican national and a single mother of four children and pregnant with her fifth. The youngest had diarrhea. From the river water.

‘Señora, thank God you have come,’ Maria said in Spanish. ‘Benita, she is very sick.’

She stepped inside and recoiled at the foul smell of the child’s stool, suffocating in the small space. She blew out a breath against the odor then waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light. Electricity had not yet come to this colonia. She now saw the small child lying on a burlap pad on the dirt floor and crying against the pain of intestinal cramps.

‘Maria, you cannot bathe her in the river,’ she said in Spanish. ‘The parásitos and toxins in the water make her sick.’

The Rio Grande was contaminated with industrial waste from the maquiladoras on the other side and human waste from both sides. She cleaned her hands with a gel sanitizer then dropped the satchel and knelt beside her two-year-old patient. She placed her palm on the child’s forehead; her skin felt hot and clammy. She retrieved the tympanic thermometer from her coat pocket, placed a disposable cover over the probe, then inserted the probe into the child’s ear canal and took her temperature.

‘Ciento dos.’

She put on latex gloves and removed the child’s dirty diaper. It was wet and pungent with urine, which was good; she was not suffering from dehydration. She cleaned the child’s bottom with a sanitary wipe then applied petroleum jelly to ease her discomfort. She put a new diaper on the child then removed the gloves and searched her satchel for medicine to relieve the child’s pain until the bacterial infection had run its course. In Spanish, she explained the proper dosage to Maria. Her instructions were interrupted by the sound of distant gunfire, which elicited no more reaction in the colonias than the sound of the wind. With Nuevo Laredo just across the river, gunfire was the car horns of the colonias. She continued her instructions until she heard a familiar voice outside.

‘¡Señora! ¡Señora!’

‘In here!’

The blanket parted, and Inez Quintanilla stood in the doorway.

‘Señora, you must run away! You must hide!’

The doctor’s young receptionist was breathing hard, her pretty brown face distorted with panic. That was not like Inez.

‘Why?’

‘They come for you!’

‘Who?’

‘El Diablo! And his hombres.’

Her respiration increased.

‘He’s here? In the colonia?’

‘Sí, Señora.’

‘Why? Why does he come for me?’

She heard the fear in her own voice.

‘El Diablo, he knows who you are.’

‘How?’

Inez’s brown eyes dropped.

‘I am sorry, Señora.’

Her eyes came back up.

‘But you must run! He will take you away!’

‘Where?’

Inez pointed south to the river and Mexico beyond.

‘You must hide! They are coming!’

Inez stepped to the blanket that was the back door then turned to her.

‘Señora, I pray to God for you.’

Inez disappeared through the blanket. Pray she might, but there was no god on the border. There was only the devil. El Diablo. And there was no place for an Anglo to hide in the colonias. There was no place for anyone to hide. The river blocked escape to the south, the eighteen-foot-tall border wall to the north. The colonias occupied a no man’s land, on the American side of the river but the Mexican side of the wall. The U.S. government had built the wall to keep the Mexicans out, but they had fenced the colonias in. Everyone in the colonias now lived at the mercy of the Mexican drug cartels.

Including her.

They would take her across the river into Nuevo Laredo, just as they had taken so many other Americans, who had never been seen again. But she was not just any American. She turned to Maria and gestured to the back door.

‘¡Ándale, ándale!’

Maria lifted the child and carried her out back.

She was alone. She didn’t need the stethoscope to know that her heart was racing; she could feel it pounding against her chest wall. She stepped across the dirt floor and peeked out the blanket door. She stared east. In the distance she saw women and children scattering from the dirt road and a cloud of dust kicked up by black trucks speeding toward her.

She did not have much time.

Everyone in the colonias knew of the Anglo nurse. But only the doctor knew who she really was. She had never revealed her true identity to anyone else, and no one here had recognized her. They had not seen her face on the news because there was no television in the colonias. They had not read about her or seen her photo in the newspapers because only the Mexican papers were sold here—the language of the colonias was Spanish. The colonias, like so much of the borderlands north of the river, were just suburbs of Mexico.

But Inez had learned the truth. And then she had betrayed her. How? And why? She did not understand, but it did not matter. All that mattered was that they were coming for her. And they would take her into Mexico. She fought not to panic—because what she did in the next few moments would determine whether she lived or died.

Think, Lindsay, think.

They would take her, but he would come for her. She was still his wife. Her husband had his faults—he was unfaithful, he was ambitious, he was a politician—but he was no coward. He would come for her. But how would he find her in Nuevo Laredo? Among five hundred thousand people living in five hundred square miles. A sprawling, lawless city controlled by drug cartels. And beyond the city lay the vast Chihuahuan Desert. She would be swallowed whole across the river. He would never find her.

Unless.

She grabbed the satchel and rummaged inside until she found her cell phone. She always turned it off when she arrived at the clinic each day because there was no phone service in the colonias, landline or cell. She now turned the phone on. The battery registered full. He had found her here on the border that first time when the Rangers had tracked her cell phone with GPS. He could find her again—if she had her phone.

But El Diablo’s men would search her and take the phone.

If they found it.

There was only one place they wouldn’t find it.

She pushed the volume button to mute the compact cell phone then pulled up her dress and reached down inside her panties and between her legs and pushed the phone into her vagina. Then Lindsay Bonner waited for them to come for her.

And prayed her husband would.



SIX MONTHS BEFORE



Chapter 1



Bode Bonner woke next to a naked woman who was not his wife.

His wife was out of town, so Mandy had snuck upstairs the night before. She was twenty-seven; he was forty-seven. She made him feel young.

Alive.

Vital.

Relevant.

Sex with a younger woman allowed him to forget—at least for a few short moments—that he was a middle-aged man with his best years in the rearview mirror.

It wasn’t a pretty sight.

But Mandy was. Her beautiful backside was to him. He slid his hand down her smooth side and over her round hips and firm bottom and down between her legs. She stirred and groaned.

‘I’m sleeping.’

‘Don’t mind me, darlin’.’

He reached over to the condom box on the nightstand and shook it, but nothing came out. Damn. He turned back to his aide and inhaled her scent. Her bare bottom beckoned to him, and his body responded. At his age, he hated to waste an erection, especially since he often required a little help from the Viagra prescription. She had said he didn’t need to wear a condom, that she was on the pill and unconditionally devoted to him, politically and sexually. Aw, hell, once wouldn’t be a problem. He pushed into her from behind.

‘Governor, you’re an animal.’

He growled and bit the back of her neck.



Chapter 2





The sign on the closed door read: THE GOVERNOR’S OFFICE.


Inside, Bode Bonner sat behind his desk flanked by Texas and U.S. flags on tall standards while Lupe ran the boar bristle brush through his thick blond hair then shielded his eyes and sprayed shellac until his hair could stand tall against a Texas twister. Guadalupe Sendejo was a squat, middle-aged Mexican national who had been in the Bonner family service since she was five. She now served as Bode’s personal valet, ensuring that his hair was sprayed, his shirts starched, his suits pressed, and his boots polished. He had brought her over to Austin from the ranch four years before when he had won reelection and the job had taken on a more permanent feel. She held the mirror so he could examine her work, but the mirror caught Jim Bob’s amused expression from the other side of the desk. Bode nodded at Lupe.


‘Muy bueno. Gracias.’


Lupe grabbed the brush and hair spray and shut the door behind her. Bode sipped coffee from a mug with an image of his smiling face and Bode Bonner for Governor stenciled on the side and stared out the second-story windows. The stark white, Greek Revival-style Governor’s Mansion and grounds occupied an entire city block at the corner of Eleventh and Colorado in downtown Austin, as it had for one hundred and fifty-five years. Sam Houston himself had sat in this office and gazed out those windows, which now offered a prime view of the pink granite state capitol sitting catty-cornered across Eleventh Street. The capitol dome glowed in the morning sunlight just as Jim Bob’s bald head glowed under the fluorescent office lights. Add in the pasty skin and pockmarked complexion—the man’s got a face like a bowl of oatmeal—and James Robert Burnet looked more like a registered sex offender than the ace political strategist for the governor of the great state of Texas. Bode exhaled loudly enough to get his attention.


‘What’s wrong now?’ Jim Bob said.


At first Bode wasn’t sure Jim Bob was talking to him. His strategist had an earpiece that looked like a hearing aid on steroids wrapped around his ear, a newspaper in his lap, and an iPhone in his hands. His head was bent over, and his fingers fiddled with the phone like a squirrel with an acorn. Jim Bob texted on his cell phone more than Bode’s eighteen-year-old daughter, and he carried on phone conversations while also conversing with Bode, which annoyed the hell out of him. Bode addressed the top of Jim Bob’s bare head.


‘You talking to me?’


‘No one else in the room.’


‘Then stop texting and talk to me.’


‘I’m not texting. I’m tweeting.’


‘Tweeting?’


‘On Twitter.’


‘Tweeting on Twitter—that’s what I’m paying you to do, play on your goddamn phone?’


Still talking to the top of his head.


‘You’re paying me to win elections, and social networking is another way to connect with voters. Grass roots. So I tweet for you.’


‘What am I … what are you tweeting?’


‘ “Nine a.m. and at my desk working hard for the people of Texas.” ’


‘And they believe that?’


‘Your three thousand followers do.’


‘I’ve got three thousand followers? Hey, that ain’t bad.’


‘Obama’s got ten million.’


Bode sighed. ‘Figures.’


Jim Bob punched a button on his phone as if firing off a nuclear bomb then raised his head and eyed Bode over his reading glasses.


‘Okay … so what’s wrong now?’


Like a mother to her child who had come home from school with hurt feelings.


‘What makes you think something’s wrong?’


‘Because you’re frowning. Which I find hard to believe, given that you just had sex with a gorgeous twenty-seven-year-old girl. If I had been so lucky this morning, you wouldn’t be able to slap the smile off my face for a month.’


Bode tried to block the image of Jim Bob and Mandy having sex from his mind.


‘How’d you know we had sex?’


‘Because that gal’s just naturally horizontal.’


Bode’s thoughts drifted back to that morning in bed. He had tried to satisfy his need for excitement with his young aide, but after a year the initial thrill of sex with Mandy Morgan had waned. Sex was much like big-game hunting in that regard. Bode’s gaze turned up to the stuffed animal heads that adorned the four walls of his office: axis and mule deer, elk, Catalina goat, red stag, Aoudad sheep, impala, pronghorn, Corsican ram, sable, and his favorite, the wildebeest.


‘Remember when I bagged the wildebeest?’


‘I do indeed,’ Jim Bob said.


Bode and Jim Bob had hunted together since middle school.


‘A thousand feet out, one shot to the head.’ Bode held an imaginary rifle, sighted in the wildebeest head through an imaginary scope, and squeezed an imaginary trigger. ‘Boom.’


‘That was a good shot,’ Jim Bob said.


‘That was a great shot.’


The memory of which almost brought a smile to Bode’s face. Almost. But after killing so many creatures, the thrill of the hunt had also waned. The hunts had all started to seem the same. Like sex. There were only so many positions and places to have sex, just as there were only so many creatures to kill. Hunting. Sex. Football. Politics. He had always found fulfillment in those manly pursuits. But now he found himself searching for something more. There had to be something more. He sighed.


‘Why am I in this office?’


‘It’s the Governor’s Office. And you’re the governor.’


‘But why am I the governor?’


‘You’re a Republican in a red state.’


‘No—what is my purpose in being governor?’


‘To get reelected.’


Jim Bob choked back a laugh.


‘Wait, I lost count—is this your third or fourth midlife crisis this term?’


Jim Bob shook his head then tossed the newspaper on the desk and gestured at the headline: ‘Bet On Bode’.


‘You’re a hard man to please, Bode Bonner. You just won the Republican primary with one hundred percent of the vote, and you’re not happy?’


‘No one ran against me. Where’s the thrill of victory in that?’


The state of Texas had held the Republican and Democratic primaries the day before. But Republicans didn’t fight each other in March, and Democrats didn’t win in November. The Democrats hadn’t won a statewide election in Texas in twenty years. They were that incompetent. That irrelevant. And outside of Austin and a few border counties, statistically insignificant, as the pollsters say. Texas glowed bright red from Amarillo to Brownsville, Texarkana to El Paso; Republicans controlled all three branches of state government. Consequently, the general election was a mere formality, Republican voters rubber-stamping the Republican primary winners. Bode Bonner was as good as reelected for another four-year term. He had been declared the Republican primary winner by eight the night before (the polls had closed at seven), given his victory speech by nine (the party was over by ten), had sex with Mandy by eleven (his wife had left for the airport after his speech), and fallen sound asleep by eleven-thirty. No contest. No agony of defeat for his opponent. No thrill of victory for Bode Bonner.


‘You want thrills, go ride a roller coaster. You won. That’s all that matters. Like that guy said about football, “Winning isn’t everything. It’s the only thing.” ’


‘Lombardi.’


‘Same rule applies to politics. And yesterday goes in the books as a win. A win-win because we saved our campaign funds for the general election.’


‘Like that’ll be much of a fight.’ Bode waved a hand at the newspaper. ‘Even the Austin paper figures me for a landslide. And who are the Democrats running against me? A Jewish ex-country-western singer who dresses like Johnny Cash and sings like Dolly Parton. A goddamn serial candidate. He’s run for damn near every state office except dogcatcher. He’s a political punch line.’ Bode threw his hands up. ‘Where do they get these people? For Christ’s sake, Jim Bob, I’m up fourteen points in the polls.’


‘Eighteen.’


Bode sat up.


‘You got the new poll numbers?’


‘Yep.’


‘Did I make the nationals?’


‘Nope.’


Jim Bob pulled a thin black notebook from his briefcase—a notebook he guarded with the same paranoia as the army officer guarding the president’s case containing the nuclear launch codes—and flipped open the cover.


‘But you’re kicking ass in Texas. Fifty-nine percent favorable rating across all registered voters—that’s your all-time high.’


‘What’s the breakdown?’


Jim Bob turned the page. ‘Anglo males, seventy-one percent favorable. Anglo females, sixty-two percent. African-Americans, seven percent. Mexican-Americans, four percent.’ He looked up. ‘NASCAR dads and soccer moms, they love you. Not so much the blacks and Latinos.’ He chuckled. ‘Hell, just be glad the Democrats are running a Jew instead of a Latino. There’s not but a dozen Jews in Texas, but there’s ten million Latinos.’


‘You don’t figure they’ll vote for him, do you?’


He could hear the hint of worry in his own voice.


‘Not a chance.’


And that was the fear of every Republican politician in Texas: Would the Latinos vote? They never had before, but no Republican wanted to be the one who finally brought out the Latino vote—for his Democratic opponent.


‘They’re waiting for their savior … and they’ll still be waiting come election day,’ Jim Bob said. ‘They won’t vote.’


‘Thank God.’


Every Texas politician understood a simple electoral fact: Anglos occupied the Governor’s Mansion by the leave of Latinos.


‘One day,’ Jim Bob said, his voice taking on that familiar professorial tone—


James Robert Burnet held a Ph.D. and taught a class on politics at the LBJ School; consequently, he was known in Texas political circles as ‘the Professor.’


‘—there’ll be a Latino sitting in your chair, that’s a fact. But not on my watch.’


For the last decade, ever since Karl Rove had decamped to D.C. with George W., the Professor’s opinion on all things political in the state of Texas had been considered gospel. So Bode Bonner breathed a sigh of relief: no need to fret about the Latino vote, at least not in this election. That settled in his mind, his thoughts quickly returned to his midlife crisis.


‘My life peaked when I was twenty-two and playing strong safety for the Longhorns. Been downhill ever since.’


He fingered the massive UT college football ring that rode his big right hand like a hood ornament; the memories of football flooded his mind. Sitting in the Governor’s Office and recalling those glorious moments now, Bode couldn’t believe how life had let him down. He leaned back and kicked his size 14-EE hand-made elk skin cowboy boots up onto the desk. He had big feet because he stood six feet four inches tall and carried two hundred and ten pounds, his playing weight. He had blue eyes and good hair. He worked out at the YMCA and ran five miles around the lake every day. He had a working prostate and a valid Viagra prescription. Bode Bonner possessed the strength and stamina and sexual drive to keep up with men half his age. And women. He was still young enough and strong enough and willing enough to live life. He just needed something to do with his life.


‘What am I gonna do the next four years?’


‘Same thing you did the last four years … Nothing.’


‘I don’t want to do nothing the rest of my life, Jim Bob.’


‘Bode, you’re the governor of the second most populous state in America with twenty-five million people, a state that encompasses two hundred and sixty-eight thousand square miles, a state with a one-point-two-trillion-dollar gross domestic product that would rank it number fourteen in the world if Texas was still a republic, a state that’s—’


‘Bare-ass broke! I’m the governor of a goddamn bankrupt state, and I don’t have any public money to spend or power to wield. I can’t do a damn thing.’ He pointed out the window at the capitol. ‘Hell, I gotta go over there and beg those bastards to pass a bill before I can take a goddamn piss.’


The Professor nodded. ‘Sam Houston thought power should reside in the legislature, so the state constitution provides for a weak executive.’


‘Doesn’t provide for much excitement.’ Bode shook his head. ‘I love the guy, but old Sam screwed the pooch on that one. I mean, what the hell is the governor supposed to do for four years? I can’t play golf every day—some days it rains.’


That amused the Professor. He was fixing his coffee in a china cup—cream and five sugar cubes. Which explained his pudgy physique and why he had been the star of the chess club in high school instead of an athlete.


‘What do you hear, Jim Bob?’


The Professor cocked his head. ‘Nothing.’


‘Exactly. This ain’t the Governor’s Office—it’s the goddamn morgue. You know why?’


‘I bet you’re gonna tell me.’


Bode again pointed out the window at the capitol.


‘Because all the action’s over there. You want to play the game of politics in Texas, you don’t come to the Governor’s Office, you go to the capitol. Come January, that place is gonna sound like a cattle auction, lobbyists bidding for legislators’ votes. Hell, they’re already lining up outside the speaker’s office, because he’s got the power, not me. Because they don’t need the governor. Because I’m irrelevant.’


‘Irrelevant?’


‘Like tits on a boar hog.’


Bode Bonner pulled his boots off the desk and stood then smoothed the coat to his dark suit. Armani suits and cowboy boots. And French cuffs. You could do that in Texas, if you were the governor. He was, so he did. He stepped over to the tall floor-length windows and stared out at Austin and Texas and the end of his life. He could see it all from the second story of the Governor’s Mansion. He was the governor of Texas, but he was no different than every other forty-seven-year-old man in the state. The best years of his life were behind him. His glory days were gone. No one needed him anymore, not the state of Texas, not the UT football team, not his wife or his daughter or even the cattle on his ranch. He was just another unnecessary middle-aged white male waiting for a heart attack or a positive prostate exam to make the end of life official. And like most men when facing their own mortality or irrelevance, Bode Bonner longed for one more moment of glory, one final challenge in life, one more thrill of victory, one last great—


‘Adventure.’


Jim Bob had returned to fiddling with his phone. He didn’t look up.


‘What?’


‘I need an adventure.’


‘An adventure?’


As if Bode had said ‘enema.’


‘I’ve gone as far as I can go in Texas, Jim Bob. Time to move up.’


‘Senator?’


‘President.’


He cut his eyes to the Professor, who was shaking his head.


‘Don’t even think about it.’


Bode fully faced the ranking political genius in the state of Texas—or at least his bald head. He wanted to snatch that goddamn phone and stomp the shit out of it.


‘Why not?’


‘The Bush legacy—no more Texans in the White House.’


‘It could happen.’


‘Not to you.’


‘I’m a great campaigner.’


‘Here in Texas.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Jim Bob exhaled as if his teenage son had just announced at the dinner table that he had wrecked the family station wagon, then he turned his head up.


‘That means, Bode, you’re a good ol’ boy cattle rancher from Comfort, Texas. Which means your bullshit sells here in Texas, but take it to the East Coast and West Coast, nobody’s buying.’ He leaned back. ‘Look, Bode, you’ve got the perfect résumé for a Texas politician: Tall and handsome with good hair. Star football player at UT. Devout killer of animals and lifelong NRA member. Republican and rancher—hell, you’re a real goddamn cowboy and you look the part, like John Wayne if he wore Armani. Which means you’re immensely popular here in Texas. You see “Bode” was the second most popular baby name in the state last year?’


‘What was the first?’


‘Osvaldo.’ Jim Bob chuckled. ‘But you blew away Britney.’ He thought that was even funnier. ‘You’re beloved here in Texas, Bode—at least by fifty-nine percent of registered voters—but north of the Red River, no one’s ever heard of you. You’re not even within the margin of error for potential Republican presidential candidates.’


‘Doesn’t matter. My message will resonate with the people.’


‘Your message?’


‘It’s okay to be white and pissed off.’


‘There’s a bumper sticker.’


Jim Bob was smiling; Bode wasn’t.


‘I’ve got the Ph.D. in politics. Let me decide what your message is, okay?’


‘Jim Bob, middle-class folks are desperate for a hero, someone who’ll stand up and fight for them. For their America.’


‘And you like being a hero.’


The Professor let out an exasperated sigh, as if a student had asked a stupid question.


‘Bode, we’ve been best friends since fifth grade. You were a great football player. You’re a great governor. And you’re the best goddamn campaigner I’ve ever seen. But the White House? It’s just not going to happen for you, buddy.’


‘Who’re we gonna run? Romney? A Mormon named Mitt? Sounds like the fucking family pet. Folks are sick of him—he’s like a party guest who won’t go home.’


‘There’s Bachmann.’


‘She’s half crazy.’


‘Santorum?’


‘Creepy.’


‘Paul?’


‘Kooky.’


‘Cain?’


‘Black.’


‘Christie?’


‘Fat.’


‘Daniels? He’s not crazy, creepy, kooky, black, or fat. And he’s smart.’


‘Sure, he’s smart, but he’s got the personality of a minivan, he’s five-seven, and he’s bald.’


‘So?’


‘So voters want a tall president with good hair.’


‘Gingrich has good hair.’


‘And two ex-wives.’


‘What about Palin? She’s happily married.’


‘She’s a goddamn Saturday Night Live joke to most Americans. She gets elected and takes that litter to the White House, it’ll be the Beverly Hillbillies Go to Washington. Besides, Americans don’t want a broad in the White House. They want a man, someone who’ll take charge and make things better, and not for those greedy bastards on Wall Street’—he pointed out the window—‘but for Main Street. For middle-class folks.’


‘I hope you don’t mean that.’


‘I do.’


The Professor shook his head. ‘Don’t go populist on me again, Bode. Remember, politicians talk populism, but big business funds their campaigns.’


Bode paced the office; his adrenaline was pumping now.


‘The tea party changed the game, Jim Bob. It tapped into the middle-class anger at government, same thing we’ve been doing. I’m the tea party’s favorite son here in Texas—why couldn’t I go national with them?’


‘This ain’t the Ice Capades, Bode. You want to go national, you do it with the Republican Party leadership, the Establishment boys in Washington, not the crazy cousins out in the country. Sure, they can energize the voters, but they’re wild cards in the party—shit, they’re not even sure they want to be Republicans. And they’re sure as hell not interested in long-term careers in Congress, which is how the party keeps the members in line. You want to move up, you keep your head down, your mouth shut, and follow orders when a vote is called. You don’t go on Fox News and buck the speaker. Tea partiers, they don’t give a shit about moving up in Congress—they want to firebomb the fucking place.’


‘I thought you believed in the tea party?’


‘No more than a surfer believes in the wave.’


Bode stared at the Professor. He blinked hard.


‘What the hell does that mean?’


‘It means, just like that surfer respects the power of the wave, I respect the tea party’s power to mobilize middle-class voters. We got two hundred tea party groups in Texas representing half of all registered voters. So we’re going to ride that tea party wave right through the election. You’re going to tell those voters exactly what they want to hear. But that doesn’t mean you’re supposed to believe it.’


Bode pulled out his pocket-sized copy of the U.S. Constitution and held it in the air. The Professor groaned.


‘Not with the Constitution again.’


‘Like Reagan said—’


Another groan. ‘Now it’s Reagan quotes.’


‘Jim Bob, I’ve been preaching the same Tenth Amendment, anti-Washington, anti-taxes sermon since—’


‘Bode—you’re not the wave. You’re just riding the wave. You used to be a Democrat when Democrats controlled Texas. Then you switched to Republican when Republicans took over Texas. Now you’re a tea partier because they’re sweeping across Texas. That’s what politicians do, at least the ones who win elections: they ride the wave.’


‘I’m not the wave? I’m just riding the wave?’


‘Bode, politics is like investing. Twenty years ago, I bought stock in Whole Foods. Not because I believed in organic—hell, I don’t give a shit if my fried chicken was happy when it was alive—but because I saw the organic wave building and thought it might be a money-making opportunity. So I jumped on that wave, and I rode the stock price up and made a lot of money. Investing isn’t about what I believe; it’s about making money. Politics isn’t about what you believe; it’s about winning elections. The tea party is a political opportunity. It’s the wave. Today. But that wave always dies out, and the tea party will, too. And all those middle-class folks will go back to work and church and the PTA and get on with their dull lives out in suburbia and leave politics to the professionals.’


‘Which means?’


‘Which means the tea party can’t put you or anyone else in the White House. Only the Establishment Republicans have the money for that. The Democrats are going to spend a billion dollars to keep Obama in the White House. Where’s that money coming from? The unemployed middle class? No. It’s coming from Wall Street. Same place Republicans get their campaign money.’


‘Money’s the only politics Wall Street knows.’


‘Exactly—and they’re sure as hell not going to bet a billion dollars on another Texas governor.’ He blew out a breath. ‘Look, Bode, you’ve got a good thing going here—governor-for-life. Don’t fuck it up.’


‘Why aren’t the Republican bundlers in play yet? Why haven’t the fundraisers committed to a candidate? Because they’re all losers. We need a winner.’


‘You?’


Bode stopped pacing and pointed a finger at the ceiling. Jim Bob looked up.


‘What?’


‘Not what,’ Bode said. ‘One. All I need is one big play.’


‘One big play?’


‘Every game I ever played in—won or lost—turned on one big play. A long run, a pass, a fumble, an interception … a game changer. One big play, Jim Bob, that’s all I need to be president.’


‘Bode, to put another Texan in the White House, it’d have to be the biggest Hail Mary in the history of politics.’


‘It could happen. I could win. I’ve got the game to play in the big leagues, Jim Bob. I just need one big play to get in the game.’


Jim Bob shook his head and sighed.


‘Higher office and younger women—the ambitions of a politician.’


Before Bode could defend himself, there was a loud knock on the door, and Jim Bob jumped.


‘Might want to try decaf,’ Bode said.


Jim Bob was always a little jumpy, as if worried someone might sneak up behind him and put him in a headlock like the cowboys in Comfort used to do to him in the middle-school restroom, until Bode took him under his wing. From that day, Jim Bob Burnet had pledged his undying loyalty to Bode Bonner. Another knock, and the door swung open on Jim Bob’s new young assistant. He waved her in. She walked over and handed a stack of papers to Jim Bob. But she smiled at Bode.


‘Mornin’, Governor,’ she said in a syrupy Southern drawl.


Her perfume drifted over and incited Bode’s male hormones the same as waving a red flag at a bull. Bode’s eyes involuntarily dropped from her face to her body and then slowly worked their way down to her feet and back up to her face. When their eyes again met, she winked. Damn, she was a frisky gal—whose name he couldn’t recall.


‘Morning, uh …’


‘Jolene … Jo.’


‘Jolene. Sounds like a country song.’


She gave him a coy smile.


‘’Cause I’m a country girl.’


‘Are you now?’


Bode caught Jim Bob rolling his eyes.


‘That’ll be all, Jo,’ he said.


Jolene sashayed out in her tight pants and high heels. Jim Bob shook his head.


‘You’re a goddamn rooster in a hen house.’


He put the stack of papers on the desk then slid the top document across to Bode. He sat behind the desk and grabbed his signing pen.


‘What’s this?’


‘You’re appointing Joe Jack Munger to the UT Board of Regents.’


‘Munger?’


‘Oilman out in Midland, went to UT.’


‘He know anything about education?’


‘He knows how to write a big check to your reelection campaign. Two hundred grand.’


Bode signed the appointment, one of the few powers of the office. The University of Texas had always been run by the governor’s cronies and contributors, more like a real-estate venture than a university. Jim Bob pushed another document across the desk.


‘Proclamation.’


‘Proclaiming what?’


‘A day of prayer for rain.’


‘Damn drought. How are we doing on those wildfires out west?’


‘Out of control.’


‘Half of Texas is burning, and Obama won’t declare those counties disaster areas so those folks can get federal funds to rebuild. Blue state fucking hiccups, he sends in billions. Red state, he lets us die in a drought.’


‘It’s called politics.’


He signed the proclamation.


‘Next document.’


Bode read the title: ‘Deed?’


‘The land deal. With Hoot Pickens.’


‘You run this by the lawyers?’


Jim Bob nodded. ‘It’s legal. And profitable. Half a million bucks. We put it in your blind trust, gives us deniability.’


Bode signed the deed. Jim Bob gathered the papers then checked his watch and stood.


‘Come on, we’re late.’


‘For what?’


‘Elementary school.’


Bode groaned. ‘Aw, damn, Jim Bob—not reading to kinder-gartners again? I hate that shit.’


Jim Bob offered a lame shrug.


‘You made education a major part of your platform—faith, family, and schools.’


‘Just because Lindsay wanted something to do. Why can’t she read to them?’


‘She was supposed to, but I had to send her down to the border—Delgado’s in from Washington. They’re trying to get the Mexicans in the colonias counted for the census.’


‘Why?’


‘So Texas can get more seats in Congress. We’ve got thirty-two seats now. If we can get all those Mexicans counted, we can pick up three or four more seats. And once I’m through redistricting the state, every one of those seats will be Republican.’


‘No—why’d you send Lindsay down to the border? Why couldn’t I go?’


‘Because you don’t speak Spanish. She does.’



Chapter 3





‘No teman el censo.’


‘Yes, Mrs. Bonner,’ Congressman Delgado said. ‘ “Do not fear the census.” That is our message this day.’


Two hundred and thirty-five miles south of the Governor’s Mansion and two blocks north of the Rio Grande, the governor’s wife stared out the tinted window of the black Suburban as their five-car caravan rolled around the San Agustín Plaza in downtown Laredo. She had flown in the night before and stayed at the La Posada Hotel on the plaza. She would fly back to Austin that afternoon. Up front, a state trooper drove, and her Texas Ranger bodyguard rode shotgun. She sat in the back seat with the congressman. His aftershave reminded Lindsay of her father when she was a little girl riding in his lap and pretending to steer the old Buick. Congressman Delgado pointed out the window at a white church with a tall clock tower.


‘The San Agustín Cathedral,’ he said. ‘I was baptized there. And that is the old convent for the Ursuline Sisters, but the nuns are gone. And the Plaza Theatre, it is shuttered now, but I watched many cowboy movies there as a child. That was, of course, many years ago.’ He chuckled. ‘I was born in Laredo, but I am afraid I will die in Washington.’


Ernesto Delgado had first been elected to Congress in 1966. He was seventy-eight now and had no thought of retiring.


‘The plaza seems …’


‘Dead?’


She nodded.


‘Yes, it is March and our streets should be crowded with college students on spring break, staying in hotels on this side of the river and partying on the other side. Gin fizzes at the Cadillac Bar and pretty girls in Boys’ Town—Nuevo Laredo once boasted the cheapest drinks and the best prostitutes on the border. It is legal in Mexico, prostitution.’


A wistful expression crossed the congressman’s creased face, as if he had experienced all that Nuevo Laredo had to offer in his younger days.


‘Now the Cadillac Bar is closed, and Nuevo Laredo has only the drugs and violence to offer, so the DPS issues travel warnings. ‘‘Avoid traveling to Mexico during spring break, and stay alive,’’ the one this year said. So the students, they go to Padre Island instead. And the streets of Laredo are empty.’


The streets were empty. The few pedestrians on the plaza walked slowly, as if they had no place to go. Palm trees and old Spanish-style structures lined the brick-paved plaza, a few elderly tourists snapped photos, and some of the businesses still seemed alive—Casa de Empeño, Casa Raul, Pepe’s Sporting Goods, Fantasía Linda—albeit protected by burglar bars. Other storefronts sat boarded-up, left to decay in the dry air. Faded murals, a fenced-off movie theatre, a forgotten convent—the streets of Laredo were paved but not with gold. The town seemed tired and weary, like an old person who recalled an earlier time, when her life had meaning. When she was useful. Lindsay Bonner was only forty-four, but she often felt like that old person. Or this old town. Old. Useless. Unnecessary. She still had the energy, the drive, and the desire to be useful and necessary, but she had no place. No purpose. Her husband was the governor and her daughter a college student; her jobs as mother and wife were finished now. She was the governor’s wife, but that was not the same as being a wife. It was a role she played; it was not her. So she volunteered around Austin, but she was always the governor’s wife. She could not escape that identity. That prison. Those cameras. That was her role now, a pretty face that brought out the cameras.


A photo op.


Local television and newspaper reporters and cameramen ready to record every moment of her visit to the border followed in vans with their stations’ logos stenciled in bright colors on the sides. A Department of Public Safety cruiser manned by two well-armed state troopers led the way; a local police car with two well-armed cops brought up the rear. Security for the governor’s wife and a U.S. congressman. Their DPS driver cocked his head their way.


‘You know what they call an American in Nuevo Laredo?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Victim.’


He laughed. He was Anglo. The congressman responded with a pained expression.


‘Border humor. The cartels, they killed over one hundred Americans last year and kidnapped many more who have never been seen again. But the Nuevo Laredo mayor, he says we have only a public relations problem, that with better press, the tourists will return to the border. Of course, Nuevo Laredo is under martial law and the mayor, he sleeps on this side of the river. I think that is what they call denial.’


The caravan coursed through the maze of narrow one-way streets that was downtown Laredo and then past the bridge leading into Mexico. They turned north and accelerated onto Interstate 35. They drove through the city landscape at seventy miles per hour, only the palm trees distinguishing the journey from that through any other city in Texas, and the governor’s wife had journeyed through most the last eight years. They exited the interstate and turned west on Mines Road. They soon reached the outskirts of Laredo, and beyond that, the city became the desert. The land lay vast and empty and flat, brown and parched from the drought, only scrub brush and dirt as far as the eye could see.


Lindsay Bonner had been born in Boston but had grown up in the Hill Country of Texas, a land of streams and rivers and lakes, so contrary to this land. She had been to the border the tourists see, but never to the borderlands. Her husband did not campaign here. He said it was simply a matter of getting the most bang for your campaign buck. There was little bang for a Republican on the border: the people who inhabited this harsh land were Democrats, poor Latinos who did not contribute to political campaigns and who did not vote. So to the politicians in Austin, they did not exist. Perhaps that was why she had jumped at the chance to come south.


She often felt as if she did not exist. And she was a Democrat.


She had never told her husband, of course, and she had never officially registered, but she had always voted straight-ticket Democrat—except she had always voted for her husband. The bonds of matrimony. Or the guilt of a Catholic: to love, honor, and obey, in sickness and in health, for better or for worse. Father O’Rourke had said nothing about a husband converting to Republican. It was worse. She was smiling at the thought of what her husband would say if he ever learned her secret—there would be profanity—when they abruptly veered off the highway and turned south onto a bumpy dirt road that cut through dense brush—


‘Chaparral,’ the congressman said.


—and bounced her about. The DPS cruiser in front kicked up a cloud of dust that enveloped their Suburban. But visible in the distance through the dust was a low shadow that seemed to rise from the desert and extended east and west as far as she could see until it disappeared into the haze. The shadow grew taller and taller as they came closer until it loomed large overhead. But it wasn’t a shadow.


‘What is that?’


‘That, Mrs. Bonner, is the border fence.’


‘But it’s not a fence. It’s a wall.’


‘Yes. Some portions along the border are fences, but here it is a wall. Eighteen feet high, constructed of steel with six feet of reinforced concrete below ground—apparently the Department of Homeland Security thinks the Mexicans will be arriving in Abrams tanks.’


‘This is what Bush wanted in America? Our own Berlin Wall?’


‘Obama voted for the border wall, too, Mrs. Bonner, when he was in the Senate. He was a politician before he became the president.’


They stopped in front of a massive gate guarded by two Border Patrol agents wearing green uniforms and wielding military-style rifles as if guarding the gates to a kingdom. Or a prison. Were they keeping them out or someone else in? Her Texas Ranger bodyguard threw open his door. Dirt blew in with the hot wind; Lindsay averted her face until the Ranger stepped out of the vehicle and slammed the door shut as if he were angry at the Suburban. He pushed his cowboy hat down hard on his head to prevent the wind from taking it north to San Antonio and marched over to the Border Patrol agents. After a brief discussion, the agents opened the gate, reluctantly it seemed. The Ranger returned, removed his hat, and got back in the vehicle, grumbling something about ‘Feds.’ They drove through the gates, and Lindsay sat up, anticipating what she would see on the other side, which was—


Nothing.


She saw nothing but more chaparral and dirt. She had expected something, perhaps a panoramic view of the majestic Rio Grande. But the river was nowhere in sight. The wall just cut through the land like a random mountain range.


‘So the border wall isn’t actually on the border?’


‘Oh, no,’ the congressman said. ‘The border runs right down the middle of the Rio Grande, so the wall, it is off the border. Here, about a mile. Elsewhere, maybe two miles.’ He chuckled. ‘Over in Eagle Pass, the public golf course runs right along the river. The golfers, they would be hitting their balls and suddenly Mexicans would dart out of the carrizos, the thick reeds by the river, and race across the fairways and into town where they could mix in with the locals. So Homeland Security built the fence on the town side of the golf course, to block the Mexicans’ path. But they also blocked the golfers’ escape. So now the Mexicans jump out of the carrizos with guns and rob the golfers.’


He now gave out a hearty laugh.


‘You cannot make that up,’ he said.


‘A border wall that’s not on the border. That doesn’t make any sense.’


‘There is little on the border that makes sense, Mrs. Bonner. As you will see, this side of the wall is another world entirely—a world that is not México, but that is also not America.’


‘Then what world is it?’


‘This, Mrs. Bonner, is the colonias.’ He turned to the window and pointed. ‘Oh, look—a jackrabbit.’ He turned back. ‘Ah, we are here.’


The Suburban braked to a stop and stirred up dust that soon dissipated in the wind. The Ranger opened the back door for the governor’s wife. Lindsay stepped out and immediately surrendered her hair to the wind. The ninety-degree heat felt like an oven after the air conditioning inside the vehicle. The press crew bailed out of their vans and began unloading their equipment. The troopers and police got out of their cruisers with their large guns strapped to their waists and stretched their large bodies; they must have recruited the biggest men on the force to guard the governor’s wife. Congressman Delgado came around and stood next to her. They were both decidedly overdressed, she in a cream-colored linen suit and low heels, he in a tan suit and tie. He inhaled the dry air.


‘Ah, spring on the border. It is the same as summer.’ He extended a hand as if gesturing at a grand monument. ‘Welcome to Colonia Ángeles, Mrs. Bonner. The border’s version of a gated community.’


They stood at the entrance to this community of angels. But it was not heaven on earth. The dirt road continued on and seemed to disappear into the dust, just a rutted path winding through a vast shantytown of dilapidated structures that in the distance seemed to merge together to form a massive inhabited dump. Half-naked brown children played in the dirt road and down in the river, dull in the hazy sun. Women carried water from the river in buckets and cooked over open fires; smoke rose into the sky in thin spires. An enormous pile of smoldering refuse stood tall near the river; with each gust of wind, paper and plastic items broke free and danced across the dirt as if attempting an escape. Rats rummaged through the refuse. The congressman was right: this was another world. A third world.


‘How many people live here?’


‘Six thousand. Or perhaps seven.’


The women had stopped their work and the children their play, and they now stared at their visitors, as if frozen by the sight of the black Suburban and the police cars and the cameras. Or frightened. One barefooted little girl in a dirty white dress broke away and ran over to Lindsay. Her hair was stringy and gray with dirt. Her face was gaunt. She had pierced ears and dangling earrings. She carried a naked doll.


‘¡Qué lindo el cabello!’


‘She says your hair is pretty,’ the congressman said. ‘She has probably never before seen red hair.’


Lindsay leaned down to the girl and said, ‘Gracias, mi amor. El tuyo también es bonito.’


‘Ah, you speak Spanish.’


‘Enough to converse.’


‘Juanita!’


A woman down the road called to the child then clapped her hands.


‘¡Venga! ¡Ándale!’


The child twirled around and ran to the woman.


‘She is afraid,’ the congressman said.


‘The girl?’


‘The woman.’


‘Why?’


‘Anglos. Police. Cameras.’


The woman and child disappeared. All the residents seemed to fade into the shadows. The dirt road suddenly lay vacant except for a few stray dogs and chickens. Two pigs. A goat. The colonia was now a ghost town. The congressman leaned in close and lowered his voice.


‘May I suggest, Mrs. Bonner, that the troopers and the police stay here with the vehicles. The Ranger also.’


‘Why my Ranger?’


‘Well, the Texas Rangers are not … how shall I say … well regarded here on the border.’


‘Why not?’


‘History, Mrs. Bonner. History.’


She turned to the police. ‘Please stay here.’


They didn’t argue.


She turned to her Ranger. ‘You, too.’


He did argue.


‘But, ma’am—’


‘Ranger Roy—’


She felt utterly stupid calling her Texas Ranger bodyguard ‘Ranger Roy,’ but his surname was Rogers. Roy Rogers. Ranger Rogers was even worse than Ranger Roy.


‘—if these people fear us, we won’t accomplish what we came here for today.’


‘Mrs. Bonner, your safety requires that I accompany you. The governor, he wouldn’t be happy.’


Lindsay embedded her fists in her hips and craned her head up at Ranger Roy. He was a strapping young man of twenty-eight; he had played football at UT. He had been her bodyguard for her husband’s entire second term; he had become something of a son to her. A very large son. She had no doubt he’d die before seeing her harmed.


‘Who would you rather have unhappy with you—the governor or me?’


Ranger Roy had faced that same choice many times. He knew the wise answer.


‘Uh, yes, ma’am, I’ll wait here.’


‘Thank you.’ She gestured to the press crew. ‘Let’s talk to these people.’


They stood as if embedded in the dirt. A burly TV cameraman smoking a cigarette shook his head.


‘No way. My producer didn’t say nothing about going into the colonias. And we sure as heck ain’t going in there without the cops.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because this colonia is controlled by the Los Muertos cartel.’


‘Controlled? This is America.’


He snorted like a bull, and smoke shot out of his nostrils.


‘No, Mrs. Bonner, everything on this side of the wall, it’s just a suburb of Mexico.’ He jabbed a fat finger at the vast colonia that confronted them. ‘Ma’am, you go in there, you might never come out—you can’t even call nine-one-one ’cause there ain’t no phone service out here, landline or cell.’


Congressman Delgado must have noticed her face flushing with her spiking blood pressure; he took Lindsay’s arm.


‘Come, let me show you the river.’


They walked away, but she heard the cameraman grumbling behind her back.


‘Don’t see why I gotta risk my life just ’cause some diva from Austin—’


‘Shut up,’ Ranger Roy said.


Lindsay smiled. Roy was a good son. They continued a short distance to a low bluff overlooking a narrow strip of brown water. She had never before seen the Rio Grande. She had expected majestic. It was not.


‘The Rio Grande disappoints you?’ The congressman gave her a knowing nod. ‘Yes, I understand. It is not what you had envisioned, this dirty little river. But you see only the tired old man, not the strong young hombre that was born in Colorado. I have stood where the river begins, twelve thousand feet up in the San Juan Mountains, where the headwaters are cool and clean and rapid, fed by the melting snow. The water you now see, it has traveled seventeen hundred miles through New Mexico and West Texas and it must journey two hundred miles more before it will empty into the Gulf of Mexico at Boca Chica. To the Mexicanos, it is not the Rio Grande, the big river. It is the Rio Bravo del Norte. The brave river of the north.’


But the river did not seem brave or big. It seemed ordinary, too ordinary to separate two nations. The congressman sniffed the air.


‘Something has died.’ His eyes searched the sky. ‘Ah, yes. See the vultures?’


He watched the birds circling, then his gaze returned to the river.


‘The dams and the drought take the water. Upriver, before the Rio Conchos joins the flow, you can walk across without getting your feet wet … or your back.’


He smiled at his own joke then gestured at the children playing in the shallow water on the other side below their own slums. They waved; she waved back. Less than two hundred feet separated them, America and Mexico.


‘If not for the river, you would not know which side is Mexico and which side is America,’ the congressman said. ‘But it is a very different world, if you are standing here and looking south or standing there and looking north. It is hard to believe this sad river holds so much power over human life. The river decides if you are American or Mexican, if you deserve ten dollars an hour or ten dollars a day, if you live free or in fear. If your life will have a future. My parents had not a peso in their pockets when they crossed the river, but I am a member of Congress.’ His eyes lingered on the Mexican children. ‘If you were born on that side, would you not come to this side?’


‘I would.’


‘They do. Mexicanos have always been drawn north, for the pull of America acts like a magnet on their souls. They think the stars shine brighter on this side of the river. Perhaps they do.’


He stared at the river a long moment then held a hand out to Mexico, to the outskirts of Nuevo Laredo and the vast desert beyond.


‘All this land was once México, and Laredo straddled the river. After the war, Mexicanos moved south across the river and began calling that side Nuevo Laredo. But families still straddled the river, and all through my childhood, we crossed this river daily as if it were a neighborhood street instead of an international border. There are still footbridges up and down the river, from the old days. It was nice on the border back then.’


‘What changed?’


‘Drugs. All that was nice was washed away in the blood from the drug war. This is now un río de sangre … a river of blood. Forty thousand Mexicans have died in the last four years. It is violence we fund, with our appetite for the drugs. One pound of heroin on that side of the river is worthless. On this side of the river it is worth one hundred thousand dollars. Our drug money has made Nuevo Laredo the bloodiest place on the planet. But we think, Oh, it is their problem. But it is just there, on the other side of this shallow little river. How long before the violence is here, on this side of the river?’ He pondered his own words. ‘Six nations have flown their flags over this land, but it is the cartels that now claim sovereignty over the borderlands.’


He squinted at the sky and seemed to contemplate the endless blue.


‘We have put a Predator drone over the border, as if this is Afghanistan. Perhaps it is.’


‘This is not what I expected.’


‘No. The borderlands is not like the rest of Texas. The land and the people are brown, the language is Spanish, and the culture is Mexican. And we are burdened by history. In Dallas and Houston and Austin, people look to the future. Here, they look to the past. Wrongs beget by wrongs, so many wrongs over so many years, that there will never be a right. Not on the border.’


Lindsay turned and looked north toward the wall in the distance. Then she turned back to the river.


‘The wall is there and the river here.’


‘Yes, we are on the American side of the river but the Mexican side of the wall.’


‘These people, they’re trapped by the river and the wall.’


‘They are trapped by much more than that.’ He held a hand out to the colonia. ‘They fled Mexico, hoping for a better life in America. But the wall blocks their path into America. And that is their dream, Mrs. Bonner, to live beyond the wall. But for now they must live here in this no man’s land, neither here nor there—neither México nor America.’


The congressman took her arm and escorted her toward the colonia as if leading her into a fine restaurant. He was thirty-four years older than her with thick white hair that contrasted sharply with his wrinkled brown skin and thick in the middle and short, but she felt secure next to him, like a girl with her grandfather.


‘Come, you are safe with me.’


He pulled his coat back to reveal a gun in a belt holster.


‘You carry a gun?’


He shrugged. ‘Of course. It is the border.’


The congressman led the governor’s wife into Colonia Ángeles. Ranger Roy made a move toward them but retreated when she held up an open hand. They walked down the dirt road past shacks and shanties, small and odd-shaped and pieced together with corrugated tin sidings and cinder blocks and scrap wood with black plastic tarps for roofs and wood pallets stood upright for fences and seemingly held together with wire and gravity. They continued past lean-tos and huts with thatched roofs, lopsided travel trailers embedded in the dirt with sheet metal overhangs, and abandoned vehicles that lay as if they had been shot from the sky and left to die where they landed. A yellow school bus sat buried in the dirt up to its wheels; it was now a home. Clothes hung over droopy lines and flapped in the dry breeze. They heard babies wailing and Spanish voices. Small children splashed in dirty water that had pooled in low gullies, women and girls cooked and washed outside, and boys played soccer on a dirt field.


‘Don’t they go to school?’


‘No. The buses do not come to this side of the wall. The bus drivers, they are afraid to come in here, and the mothers, they are afraid to take their children out there, afraid they will be detained and deported if they go into Laredo.’


‘Don’t the truant officers come looking for them?’


The congressman chuckled. ‘No, they do not come into the colonias.’


‘But there are so many children.’


‘Yes, the colonias are like child-care centers, except no one cares about these children.’


The congressman pointed at large drums sitting outside some residences.


‘Water tanks. Fifty-five gallons. The water truck comes each week. They buy non-potable water—they call it “dirty water”—to wash clothes and cook, and clean water to drink, in the five-gallon bottles.’


‘They don’t have running water?’


‘Oh, no.’


‘How do they take baths?’


‘In the river. But it is contaminated, with raw sewage. That is what you smell.’


The air was as dry as dirt, and the stale breeze now carried a foul stench.


‘Raw sewage? From Mexico?’


‘From both sides. There is no sewer system in this colonia, so they dump the waste in the river. And many of the Americanowned maquiladoras, the factories on the other side, they dump their industrial waste into the river.’


‘But that’s illegal.’


‘In some parts of the world. But as I said, Mrs. Bonner, this is another world entirely. Cancer rates are quite high, and the children, they always have the open sores and many illnesses from the river—hepatitis, dysentery, cholera, tuberculosis, even dengue fever. You have had your shots?’


‘My shots?’


Lindsay Bonner had seen poverty before, in the rural counties and the inner cities. But she had never before seen anything like this. Colonia Ángeles looked like a scene from one of those ‘feed the children’ commercials on Sunday morning television. But this wasn’t Guatemala or Africa. This was America.


‘How did all this come to be?’


‘These colonias, they began appearing along the river back in the fifties and sixties. But during the eighties and nineties, the population exploded with the immigration boom, some say because Reagan granted amnesty and citizenship to the Mexicans already here, so more followed, also hoping for citizenship—if not for them, at least for their children born here. They know the law, too.’


‘My husband, he calls those children “anchor babies.” ’


‘Yes. He does. Anyway, this is flood plain land, worthless for regular development. So the owners sold off small lots to Mexican immigrants, just pieces of dirt, with no roads or utilities. They built their homes with whatever scrap material they could salvage, piece by piece, what the sociologists call “incremental construction.” Not exactly the American dream, as you can see. But it is all they can afford.’


‘In Austin, these places would be bulldozed as unfit for human occupancy.’


‘This is not Austin, Mrs. Bonner. This is the border. Travel up and down this river, and you will see nothing but colonias outside the cities, two thousand at last count. The state says four hundred thousand people live in the colonias, but I think there are many more, perhaps one million. How can the state know for certain when the federal government cannot even get an accurate count for the census?’


‘So they live without running water, sewer …?’


‘Electricity.’


‘I thought the state had funded services for the colonias?’


‘Yes, ten years ago, the state issued five hundred million in bonds to provide utilities to the colonias, and about half now have them. This colonia does not.’


‘So when will these people get utilities?’


‘They will not. The money has run out. Most of these people will die without ever having turned on a light or flushed a toilet.’


‘We need more money.’


‘But, Mrs. Bonner, your husband vetoed more money for the colonias.’


‘He did? Why?’


‘He said the federal government should pay for the utilities since these people are illegal immigrants. Squatters, I think he called them.’


‘They’re human beings. And they shouldn’t have to live like this.’


‘Tell your husband.’


‘I will.’


‘But to be fair to the governor, we need billions, more money than the state of Texas can provide, to keep up with the people coming across the river and the children born here. The borderlands, it is both the poorest and the fastest growing population in all of America. That is why we must count them for the census, so the borderlands can get its share of federal funds.’


‘But they’re not citizens.’


‘That does not matter. The census counts everyone living in America, legal or not. Funds and seats in the House are divvied up by population, not citizenship. If only these people will fill out the forms and be counted, Texas will get three, maybe four more seats in Congress and billions more in federal aid. Each of these residents is worth fifteen hundred dollars, if we can get them counted.’


‘My husband wants to send these people back to Mexico, but he sends me down here to get them to fill out the census reports so Texas can benefit from their presence here?’


‘Odd, is it not? But we need federal money to do what the state cannot afford to do. The problem is, we are asking these people to come out of the shadows and be counted while ICE conducts raids right here on the border. They do not trust the government. And, of course, they did not receive the census forms.’


‘Why not?’


‘No mailing addresses. The colonias do not officially exist, at least as far as the Postal Service is concerned. So the Census Bureau must send workers in, to go door to door, to count the residents. But they are too afraid.’


‘The workers or the residents?’


‘Both.’


‘We have boxes of forms in the back of the Suburban. We can give them the forms, and they can fill them out and mail them in.’


‘Mrs. Bonner, these people do not go to the post office, and most cannot read or write.’


‘The forms are printed in Spanish, too.’


‘They cannot read or write Spanish or English.’


‘But we’ve got to try!’ Lindsay Bonner prided herself on being a positive person who never lost hope—not when volunteering at the food bank or the AIDS clinic or even the homeless shelter in Austin—but the heat and the stench and the filth now seemed to suffocate her spirit that day. She fought back tears. ‘We can try.’


The congressman offered a grandfatherly squeeze of her shoulders and a sympathetic expression.


‘Yes, Mrs. Bonner. We can try.’


They walked down the dirt road and stopped at a shanty with a covered contraption sitting above an open fire like a cookout. The congressman leaned over the pot and sniffed.


‘Tesguino. Homemade corn liquor.’ He called into the home. ‘¡Hola!’


A hand appeared and parted the blanket that served as the front door. A young Mexican woman peeked out; she held an infant in her arms. Lindsay smiled and spoke to her in Spanish.


‘Buenos días, Señora. I am Lindsay Bonner. We need you to be counted for the census.’


‘No habla, Señora. No habla.’


The woman pulled the blanket shut in Lindsay’s face. But, of course, she did habla. They walked down the dirt road, deeper into the colonia. Lindsay approached every woman she saw, but she received the same reception. No habla, Señora.


‘I travel all over Texas, and people always want to talk to me. But not here.’


The congressman patted her shoulder as if consoling her.


‘Do not be offended, Mrs. Bonner. These women, they do not know you are the governor’s wife. They do not even know who the governor is. They have no television, no cable news, no English newspapers. These people do not live in our world. Here in the colonias, you are just another Anglo whom they fear.’


‘Where are the men?’ Lindsay said.


‘Gone. For good or for the day. They come and they go, leaving pregnant women behind. The men who do stay leave before dawn and return after dark. And you do not want to be in the colonias after dark.’


‘How do they get through the gate, with the Border Patrol?’


‘They do not. They came to work construction in Laredo, but the wall prevents that. So now they work for the cartels in Nuevo Laredo.’


‘Where do these people get food?’


‘Across the river.’


‘They work and shop on that side and sleep on this side … This is just a suburb of Mexico.’


The breeze blew stronger, and she gagged at the foul smell from the river. The congressman held out a white handkerchief to Lindsay. She took the handkerchief and covered her mouth and nose. For a moment, she thought she might throw up.


‘Perhaps we should go back?’ the congressman said.


‘No.’


She removed the handkerchief from her face and marched down the dirt road to a shack constructed of old garage doors for walls, a black tarp for the roof, and a dirty blanket for a door. A clay flowerpot with a single yellow sunflower sat outside.


‘¡Hola!’


A small brown face peeked out. A child’s face. A haunting dirty little wide-eyed face. Lindsay smiled at her, and the child smiled back. Lindsay reached into her pocket and pulled out a pepper-mint from breakfast at the hotel. She stepped closer and leaned down and held the candy out to the girl. The child hesitated but took the candy. Then she was gone. Lindsay stood straight and faced the congressman.


‘We’ve got to get these people counted, so we can get that federal money. So we can help them.’


‘But I am afraid that they do not trust us.’


‘Is there anyone here they do trust?’


‘Yes. There is such a person.’


‘Who?’


‘The doctor.’



Chapter 4






‘ “Is your mama a llama?” I asked my friend Jane.


‘ “No, she is not,” Jane politely explained. “She grazes on grass, and she likes to say ‘Moo!’ I don’t think that is what a llama would do.”


‘ “Oh,” I said. “I understand now, I think that your mama must be a … Cow!” ’





Bode Bonner felt about as goddamn stupid as a grown man could possibly feel, reading Is Your Mama a Llama? by Deborah Guarino, a story about a little llama named Lloyd looking for its mama llama. He hated these events, but reading to elementary school kids had become a ritual for politicians these days—a ritual usually performed by this politician’s wife. But she had bailed for the border that day. So the governor of Texas found himself facing twenty-four kindergartners.


He’d rather be facing twenty-four Democrats.


He flipped the book around so the kids could see the picture. A collective ‘Aah!’ went up, and one boy said, ‘Vaca,’ which Bode knew from his experience working cattle on the ranch with the vaqueros meant ‘cow.’ The kids started chattering in Spanish, which made him wonder if they even understood the words he was reading. Tacked to the wall were colorful posters with numbers and colors and shapes and explanations printed in English and Spanish, just like the state’s official documents: uno/ one …dos/two … tres/three … blanco/white … rojo/red … azul/blue … círculo/circle … rectángulo/rectangle … cuadrado/ square. He wondered how many of these kids had just come up from Mexico with their parents for spring harvest. Back when Bode was growing up in the Hill Country, Mexicans worked the ranches and farms, but their children did not attend public school. They couldn’t. He didn’t think about such things back then; that’s just the way it was. But he thought about such things now.


Because he was the governor.


And the most difficult job for the governor of Texas—for any of the fifty governors, all of whom faced massive budget deficits in this Great Recession—was figuring out how to pay for public schools. Which is to say, how to pay to educate the state’s poorest children. During his tenure in office, at his wife’s relentless urging, he had doubled the K-12 budget to $50 billion—$10,000 per student—but SAT and achievement test scores still hovered near the bottom among the fifty states, just ahead of Mississippi, not exactly a bragging point at the annual governors’ conference. Most politicians blamed the teachers for the failure of public education—the first rule for politicians being, Blame someone else before the voters blame you—but the statistics made the job seem utterly hopeless: five million students in Texas schools speaking a hundred different languages but almost two million unable to read, write, or speak English; the highest teenage pregnancy and dropout rates in the nation; the lowest literacy and graduation rates; and the fourth highest poverty rate. And fully one-half of the nation’s child population growth over the last decade had occurred in Texas. All poor children.


How the hell was the state of Texas supposed to educate so many poor, pregnant, non-English-speaking kids?


But the law required the state try, so Texas schools didn’t just employ 330,000 teachers; they also employed 330,000 cops, social workers, nurses, counselors, ESL (English as a second language) facilitators, tutors, administrators, school bus drivers, janitors, and cooks. Schools now served free breakfast, lunch, and dinner, administered achievement tests and flu shots, supplied textbooks and toothbrushes, offered classes in math and parenting, and provided pregnancy counseling and childcare. Public schools had become social agencies sucking billions from the state budget. But the education activists—including his wife—wanted even more money. ‘Educate or incarcerate,’ she always said, and he knew in his heart that she was right. But he also knew a harsh political fact of life: there was no more money for these children.


The state of Texas was broke.


He turned back to the book and read another passage—the little llama named Lloyd now thought a kangaroo might be his mama—then again showed his audience the picture, which evoked another loud ‘aah’ and ‘canguro’ from the kids. They were bright-faced and wide-eyed and seemed to be enjoying themselves, English-language skills notwithstanding. A few listened intently, but most were too busy eating peanut butter crackers and sucking on juice boxes to pay attention. At the back of the classroom, two cameras captured the moment; one was from a local TV station, the other from a private production studio. These kids didn’t know it, but they would soon be starring in a ‘Bode Bonner for Governor’ commercial.


Mandy had arrived early to set up the event. She chatted with the TV reporter and checked the production camera to ensure the angle caught Bode in his best light; she looked incredibly sexy in a skintight knit dress, the perky blonde cheerleader-turned-political aide. He wondered if she had any underwear on.


Jim Bob stood in the corner, as if he’d been put in time-out with an iPhone. He seemed pleased. Because he had dreamed up another brilliant campaign photo op: the Republican governor reading to a bunch of kids. And not rich white kids in West Austin, but poor brown and black kids in East Austin. West of Interstate 35 was downtown, the state capitol, the Governor’s Mansion, lakefront estates, and rich white people; east of the interstate was the city dump, crime, and poor black and brown people. Democrats. The Republican governor had a sneaking suspicion that his political strategist had intentionally sent the governor’s wife out of town so he’d have to read to these kids. He looked back down at the book and read the final passage when the little llama finally found his mama llama.


‘ “My mama’s a … llama! And this is … the end.” ’


Praise the Lord. Bode turned the book so the kids could see the picture of the mama llama cuddling the little llama. One kid pointed and said, ‘Un camello.’ The others nodded.


Un camello? A camel?


‘No, no, it’s not a camel,’ Bode said. ‘It’s a llama.’


Their faces were blank.


‘Una llama,’ he said, even though he had no idea if that were the correct translation.


From his audience: ‘Aah.’


‘¡Un libro más!’ one cute little girl with dangly loop earrings said.


Un … one …más … more … libro … book? She wanted him to read another book? Not only no, but hell no.


‘Oh, I’d love to, kids, but the governor’s got to take care of some real important state business.’
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