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The Building at 805 East Tyler Street
(Photo by Brad Doherty)




CHAPTER 1


An Unmeasured Feeling


It’s a long story here.


—MINERVA PEREZ, NEIGHBOR


Midway through my first year as a newspaper reporter, I walked through a two-story apartment building in Brownsville, Texas, where a poor young couple had murdered their three children. My assignment was to write about the local debate as to whether the decrepit but historic building should be demolished. It sat on a corner on the outskirts of Brownsville’s downtown, just a handful of city blocks from Mexico. There, tropical birds effortlessly crossed into the United States from points south, while human travelers traversed international bridges or paid coyotes to hustle them surreptitiously across the Rio Grande. Yet, even among the quotidian dramas of the border, the deaths of Julissa, John Stephan, and Mary Jane were not merely reported—they were communally grieved.


When I interviewed people about the murders, some cautioned that the crime was a black hole that held nothing within. Heinous crimes are like that, people said. They do not teach lessons, they only confirm the worst suspicions about what can happen in our world. To venture close to an entity so dark and try to wrest value from its depths was not only foolish, it was dangerous: a black hole withholds and mangles all it consumes and devours anything wandering too close to its invisible mouth. Yet, the same people who compassionately issued this warning also told me, often at length, of all the crime had come to mean in their lives, how it had challenged their beliefs or fortified them. How it continued to flicker as a figure on the edge of their peripheral vision, moving out of range when they turned to see it head-on.


That the victims were children, that the father was from Brownsville, that an explanation seemed always out of reach, had caused people to question their understanding of their community, their spirituality, the values they held as universal. As they reckoned with these questions, they necessarily reconfigured the world around the shape of the crime in its wake.


As I began to visit the building with increasing frequency, I noted a cloud hovering overhead—an accumulation of meaning more dense and persistent than I’d ever intuited. It signaled that there was more to this story than the simple details, the dates and quotes and analysis that a reporter usually assembles. The cloud was heavy with palpable ambivalence, an existential dread about what had happened here and how it had burrowed through and ruptured the landscape, leaving damage that had yet to be completely measured. I began to realize that, if I wanted to comprehend this city, a place layered with unwritten history that seemed to lie naked and obscured in the same instant, this story was key.


I had never before been drawn to tragic crimes. Like many people, I pushed them out of mind when I could. It was easier to box them up and store them on a mental shelf of humanity’s worst moments. Media cover these stories for a while, until the case is closed and the criminal is punished. Then, more often than not, the stories retreat into the background, at least on a national level. For the cities that survive them, what changes? Something must change, even if the difference is unnoticeable on the surface. People continue with their lives, having families and teaching their kids. They fall in love and break up. They get degrees and jobs and build new homes. As for the criminals, I figured they still eat and sleep and talk and think.


John Allen Rubio, the father of the children, had become an infamous figure in Brownsville, known by all three of his names. He was both a product of the city, born and raised, and seemingly its communal enemy, guilty of an act almost too terrible to make sense of. He pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity, lost, and was sentenced to die. After winning an appeal, his second trial took place seven years after the crime. Again, he was convicted and was given the death penalty.


When I started writing to John, I didn’t expect him to respond. But he wrote to me for years. He told me about his childhood, his depression, and the three children who died that night and early morning. I never fully got used to those envelopes from the Polunsky Unit, sitting alongside the bills and catalogs in our mailbox. John’s answers to my questions were candid and conversational in a way I found captivating. He was a confessed killer, but his personality leaped from the pages, undeniably human, full of ideas and memories. In my mind’s eye, I could see the curtain at the edge of the proscenium being tugged away. A construct of this man’s life had been built by headlines and court documents, but it was complicated, predictably, by his reflections, his language, his version of that life.


After that first tour, I fell into the building’s orbit. I’d drive by on my way home from work and pause for a long moment at the stop sign out front. Later, I would park and walk around the perimeter slowly, cataloging its every corner and blemish and frailty. The cloud lingered here, whether the sky was dense with fog or crisp and blue. Someday, John and the building would be banished from the earth. It felt as if everything were disappearing, or about to, until all that would be left was a sad story with no meaning.


There had to be meaning; it hung morosely overhead. I could feel it following me, leaving a damp film on my skin when I got home.


I began to compile evidence about what had happened on East Tyler Street and its aftermath and sort through it. The collection came to include more than just the testimony and confessions from the murder case. Much of what I considered evidence was tangential: a house where John lived as a boy, the moral claims of the district attorney who prosecuted the case, the arguments made by people in the neighborhood for why the building should be destroyed. Confounding questions emerged, ones I’d never before considered, which couldn’t be resolved by searching a database or conducting a few interviews. Like the algorithm marked in chalk on a mathematician’s blackboard, or the brew in a cauldron, it seemed that if the correct elements were fused, they would deliver the answers.


As I was compiling this collection, a letter from John arrived. It contained a request—for a comic book. His birthday was coming up, he said. He would be thirty-two, nearly ten of those years spent in prison as he went through the appeals process. I imagined him, as I often had over the previous year, sitting in a cell I conjured from Hollywood, wishing for a simple gift, a fleck of life as the days dimmed to black.


The comic was called Rosario+Vampire, Season II, Issue 9. It would be easy and inexpensive to send, and John told me he’d continue writing and answering my questions either way. The phrasing of the request, “Would it be wrong for me to ask you a favor?” struck a chord. Yes, I wanted to reply, this is not how the journalist-subject relationship works. But I’d never interviewed a person on death row before. I might be one of his only connections to the world beyond his cell.


I often felt grateful to John during the time we corresponded. I had hundreds of questions, and he did his best to answer them, sometimes breaking responses down into several letters to get to the whole list. I imagined he got something out of the exchange; there wasn’t much else to occupy the twenty-two hours he spent alone in his cell each day. Maybe it made him feel important to know someone was interested in the intricacies of his life story, his opinions, feelings, and memories. Still, he remained justifiably cautious as he wrote to me.




I have never spoken to any media member since this thing all happened and I will be frank and say that the reason that I have not is because it would not matter what I say be it true or false it will always be printed in a way that will make me look like more of a monster taht I already look as. I do not trust any media at all but I will give you a chance to show me if I have been wrong about my view on this because I can not blaim you for what others have done and said about me.





Beyond the implicit terms he was laying out—I won’t prejudge you, don’t prejudge me—John also made two explicit requests in that first letter. He asked me to convey his words the way he meant them. He also told me to ask no questions about the crime itself, though in later letters he began to volunteer that information as well. Maria Angela Camacho, his common-law wife, who was also convicted for her part in committing the murders, was serving three concurrent life sentences and would be eligible for parole in 2045. She did not respond to my letters.


My correspondence to John was businesslike. I asked him lists of questions and thanked him for writing back. I didn’t talk about myself or try to create a meaningful relationship. I didn’t want to give John the impression that I was trying to get him released or get his sentence changed. False hope seemed the cruelest currency.


But when he asked for the comic book, I wondered if I wasn’t being cruel in a different way. When I spoke to people outside the world of journalism, I watched their expressions change when I mentioned it. They regarded journalism’s ethical rules skeptically, like the intolerant and rigid laws of a fundamentalist religious sect. The comic book might not be a symbol of manipulation. Instead, giving this gift to John could be an act of uncomplicated compassion. Maybe it didn’t merit so much debate.


A month passed and another letter arrived. This one was filled with newspaper clippings—puzzles and articles with little cartoons in the margins. One article showed a picture of a baby beluga whale being fed from a bottle. Above the headline John wrote, “So sweet dinner time yum yum. Just a baby. Jesus is great.”


In the letter, John said the comic book had arrived and he didn’t know whom it was from: “I really did not want to ask you for anything it is just that I reeeaally wanted this book and now I do. If it was not you this is acquered!? Well, who ever did send it I am very happy.”


It wasn’t from me. I’d never made my decision.


Rosario+Vampire, which I then ordered to see what John was reading, is a Japanese comic book series about a boy named Tsukune, who, because of his poor test scores, transfers to a private school and soon learns his new classmates are monsters hiding in human bodies. He becomes the force of good in a dangerous place, despite his trouble in school.


Japanese manga is not my genre of choice, and I had trouble getting through it, with its dozens of characters to keep track of and constant fight sequences. I don’t get the adolescent boy’s thrill of seeing a curvaceous anime succubus inked on the page. But it quickly became clear why John might feel a kinship with Tsukune. John, too, had struggled through school. He wanted to join the army after graduation, but couldn’t pass the exam. Instead he was cast out into the unpredictable world of adulthood in a poor neighborhood in the poorest area of the country. In March 2003, just a few years after he graduated from high school, he killed his children and those of his common-law wife, claiming they were possessed by demons at the time of their death. In his narrative, he’s the good guy thrust into a world where evil can inhabit any form, even children. While his actions seem sinister to us, he knew that he had no choice.


As I learned more from John about his life, I also researched the horrific act he committed once he nailed the door to the apartment shut. Over time, I became accustomed to the account of the murders and started to believe I could analyze them impartially. Then I’d learn a new detail—something small and seemingly insignificant—and suddenly the scenario would be brought back into sharp, sickening reality. It became, again, not simply a generic story of horror, but a living, breathing scene, crawling up my back, insinuating itself in my brain. Another letter from John would arrive in the mail. I’d look at it skeptically and hold it at a distance.


I wrote back to John and told him that, no, I was not the one who’d bought him the comic book. But in the following letter, he asked for the next installment in the series. “I would be soooo grateful to you, indebted to you even.” The word “indebted” grated. I didn’t want to be in John’s debt, and I didn’t want him to be in mine, answering my questions with the hope of gaining something material. I told him I’d never given a source anything before and didn’t want to start now.


It would have been easier to make this decision with any other subject before John. There would have been no conflict. The rules of journalism, though often requiring thought, are fairly clear and defined. But if the point of learning about this story was to allow it to breathe, I could not seal this man in a box on that shelf of unimaginable things.


John and I were caught together in the same constellation. I’d sought it out; I’d crowded close to a story to which I had no innate right. It was his family, his trial, his town. It was his life and his death. But, as I began to learn how the crime continued to affect those around me, I realized that this was not an isolated act, but a wave moving out in all directions, pushing on those in its path. I’d always believed that I was stuck in the same celestial soup as every other living soul. Until then, I’d never had proof.


It seemed especially unkind to deny John a comic book, after he’d told me about the only new thing his father had ever given him—a bicycle: “It had a banana seat that had gold glitter, a little girly but it was a beautiful bike. I hugged and kisse dmy dad alot that day.”


Even that memory turned into a chronicle of unhappiness. John wrote that his grandmother had demanded he keep the bike outside during the night, even though he insisted it would be stolen. In the morning, the bike was gone: “Never did get anything new again nor ever saw that bike again.”


Two decades later, kids continue to bike the streets where John grew up, and through alleys where papaya trees grow. When the sun rises, many eat nopalitos, a paddle-shaped cactus, sliced from a twisting plant and scrambled into eggs. Or, they wait until school for the tamales or biscuits provided by the district.


Downtown, prostitutes wait to be picked up on street corners after dark, the Immaculate Conception Cathedral observing them from above, near warehouses stuffed with mountains of used clothes discarded by residents in New York or Louisiana. When the piles are sorted, the clothes are displayed in the windows of Brownsville shops, or on front lawns across the city at permanent garage sales, or carried across the bridge by the kilo to be resold in Mexico. For many children in Brownsville, the appearance of a new thing in their lives, such as a bicycle flecked with gold glitter, is a moment not soon forgotten.


Much has changed here since John’s youth, and with people coming across the border constantly, the population is always in flux. But some things have held, and the tight grip of poverty is chief among them. Kids here still wake up to find that something has been taken from them, be it a bike or a parent who has been detained.


As I sought to understand what this case meant to the city, people began to reveal what they cared deeply about—the precious gems of insight, history, love, and hate usually kept from strangers like me. Murder and bloodshed were not included on the list, though at times these traumas obscured what was most important. But the aftermath—a fluttering vision of what the world would look like next—contained multitudes. There I encountered the questions, many of them unwieldy, that drove me into conversations I’d never before had with myself. I began to realize that this pursuit would not produce ready answers, ones that were clean and could quickly be filed away. But this murkiness, while troubling, made me even more committed to continuing these conversations, as they led into surprising and difficult territory.


In time, I sent John money for the supplies he needed to write to me, but I never mailed him a comic book, or any other gifts. I am not sure if this is what fairness looks like precisely, or if such a thing exists.


I continued sifting through the landscape, excavating bits of the architecture left behind, like an archeologist at some not-so-ancient dig site. I pushed the pieces I found into the sunlight, holding them against everything else, allowing them to exist as part of a single picture. Then I tried to dismantle the frame of that picture, so that the story stopped being an account, a report, a myth, and started to mingle with the texture of reality.




CHAPTER 2


An Education


Is there any such thing as an evil building?


—MARK CLARK, MEMBER OF THE BROWNSVILLE HERITAGE COUNCIL


The first time I stepped into the building on East Tyler Street, I held a tape recorder in my hand and was flanked by two photographers. We were on assignment for The Brownsville Herald, and I was working on a story about an unfamiliar building that the city was hoping to destroy.


In 2008, the old brick apartment building sometimes called Hotel Imperial or Hotel de los Chiflados—Hotel of the Stooges—by its neighbors, was less than half-occupied. Together, photographers Brad, Daniel, and I walked the few short blocks from the paper and through the unlocked entrance. They began to snap pictures of every detail—the stairs, the bars on the windows, the empty hallway. Every inch that was accessible was recorded by the soft clicks of camera shutters. We were documenting the building because of John and Angela’s crimes, but at the time I felt little emotion about the assignment. When I walked through the hallways, the hairs on my neck did not stand on end. I simply held out the recorder and captured tape of my sandals slapping the stairs as I ascended, preparing the audio for a slide show I was to make for the paper’s website.


Brad sensed something different. He was entering a landmark, one he’d documented during its darkest hours, when neighborhood children left stuffed animals at a makeshift shrine out front, and the apartment was sealed up as evidence. But most of his photos had been shot from the exterior, the way the majority of the community experienced the building. Now he was within it, and he walked through the hallways with a care and attentiveness that approached reverence.


We peeked inside empty rooms on the second floor. A few stray items had been left behind. A wire hanger and a religious calendar. A sign for the men’s bathroom with an oversize playing card—a jack of hearts—pinned up next to it. I tried to talk to a couple of the remaining tenants. One opened the door, heard out our request for an interview, then closed it with a few muttered words. Another spoke vaguely about her desire to stay. I couldn’t tell who was living in the building lawfully and who might be squatting, which apartments were occupied and which had been abandoned years ago, after tenants were spooked by what had taken place.


We walked back down the staircase and into the sun. Brad and Daniel had gotten good photographs—the building was full of the idiosyncrasies that make interesting pictures.


On our way back to the Herald, I stopped to interview Minerva Perez and Alejandro Mendoza, the building’s neighbors. Both elderly, they had lived in their homes in the little barrio nearly their whole lives. Minerva, a sweet and accommodating woman with an open smile and short hair dyed red, felt strongly about the building. She didn’t like to walk on the same side of the street when she passed by, a constant inconvenience because she lived two doors down. Since that March day when the bodies were discovered and the street was swarmed with police, Minerva had urged the county commissioner for her district to tear the building down.


Alejandro, on the other hand, was unaffected. “They hear noises, they hear babies crying,” he said of the other neighbors. “They move out of here.”


For Alejandro, a hunched, soft-spoken widower, it was about “them,” not him. He didn’t hear spooky noises, he didn’t care much whether 805 East Tyler remained or came down. It had been present his whole life, and the murders didn’t change the way he felt. His home, a small wood house painted blue, abutted the side of the building. Pragmatically, he saw this as an advantage: the wall provided protection from cold fronts during the winter. Alejandro described himself as someone who “never liked anything.” Other people liked to dance, go to movies, spend time outside, but not him. He wasn’t enthusiastic about life, and that extended to his feelings about the building, where his late wife had worked as a maid in the early days of their courtship.


Later that day, I interviewed Mark Clark, a transplant to Brownsville who had opened an art gallery downtown after leaving a career at the Smithsonian. Clark sat on the Brownsville Heritage Council and was skeptical about the plan to tear the building down. To him, the city was attaching a stigma to a structure—a collection of bricks and concrete.


“I feel that the building is getting a death sentence for the crimes of its occupants,” he said. “Is there any such thing as an evil building?”


Clark said he was the only member of the Brownsville Heritage Council to vote against the demolition permit, and he was frustrated with his fellow committee members. If it were up to him, demolition of any of the city’s antique buildings would be avoided at all costs, regardless of whether they were especially attractive or could lay claim to a famous lineage. Instead, he said such permits were granted regularly, allowing Brownsville’s architecture to be slowly, almost imperceptibly depleted, until only the best-financed restoration projects remained. In such a poor city, it might take decades to get beyond the upper echelon of preservation initiatives and finally begin to work on homes that were less architecturally or historically significant, but still helped Brownsville retain its identity. Any building over fifty years of age is worthy of special consideration if a city wishes to use federal funds for its alteration or demolition, according to the Texas Historical Commission, though structural integrity and significance are also weighed to assess the import of preservation.


Over my years in the Rio Grande Valley, I lived in several homes—historic, suburban, and modern. After I arrived from the Northeast, my first home in Brownsville was on the north side of town in a subdivision. The house was not well cared for, but it was relatively new, located in a safe, middle-income area where families with modest means bought modest homes.


At night I’d drive home, feeling as if I were entering an anonymous part of America. The houses could have been in most any city, styled by a faceless architect. But the subtropics persistently encroached, even in the subdivision. A kigelia tree leaned over the back fence, its banana-size seedpods dangling from its branches like earrings, and a tarantula sometimes stood guard on the front stoop.


Brownsville’s downtown, where the Tyler Street building is located, is the opposite of the sterile subdivision. In the morning on my way to work, I’d drive off the highway and see a lake on my right, where anhingas and egrets and pelicans, clean and white against the muddy water, dove for meals. Then, the side of the zoo, with just enough wildness peaking over the top of the fence to suggest a foreign universe inside. I’d see the park to my left and the federal courthouse, and then turning toward work, the peeling paint on the small houses beaten down by weather and lack of care, and the purple petals of a tree I couldn’t name, the parrots cawing and flashing green in front of my windshield, the lonely dog with the floppy teats weaving out of the street, done with nursing but not ready for death.


I spent just five days in my next residence. I’d convinced the owner to allow me to rent out the finished rooms of a historic house that was undergoing renovation, an idea that quickly proved untenable. I could manage the nails and the sawdust on the floors, but when a swarm of termites descended on my bedroom, I realized I had to find a new place to live.


Next came the Sethman Building, an eight-unit brick apartment building on the lake with the pelicans and anhingas, a half mile from downtown. It was my favorite part of Brownsville, the palm-lined boulevard bordered by grand old homes, tropical trees, and Spanish-revival ironwork. The apartment complex—two buildings joined by an arch—somehow made it into the mix once upon a time, perhaps for visitors who wanted a vacation bungalow on the lake.


To say the word “lake” is also a misnomer. In the Rio Grande Valley, these oxbow lakes, bands of the Rio Grande that have since disconnected from their mother river, are called resacas. Now, most are stagnant. You wouldn’t want to swim in one, or even dip your toe. But they create an endemically scenic landscape for the city, a sense that it’s woven together around the remnants of a once-raging river that’s petered out to a gently flowing shadow of its former self. These resacas give Brownsville a singularity that reveals itself with casual grace, as you watch a great blue heron crane its neck against the buttery light at sunset. Sitting beside a resaca in the warm evening, the city’s beauty becomes undeniable, even in the roughness of its poverty, all its edges frayed.


The Palm Boulevard apartment was charmingly eccentric. Everything was white or beige—the walls, the carpets, the kitchen tile, the claw-foot bathtub, the wicker chairs on the porch. In the backyard, a towering avocado tree dropped green jewels of fruit. Termites gnawed at the window frames, and an army of pharaoh ants set up camp inside the walls. The faux-wood tiles of the kitchen floor would come unglued and shift beneath my feet, and in the summer the kitchen became a sauna whenever I cooked because the air conditioner was at the opposite end of the apartment. The screened-in porches gave me a front row seat to Palm Boulevard, and to the woodpeckers that made a home in the trunk of a dead palm tree.


Before I moved to Brownsville, murders were distant events, painted by the homogenous voices of TV anchors. They didn’t have much to do with me, and I didn’t see any frailty in maintaining a respectful distance. Working in journalism quickly narrowed that space.


After five months at the Herald I covered my first murder, in part assigned to me because I’d taken an interest in local women’s issues, and the story was of teen-dating violence at its most extreme.


Brenda Lee Nuñez was an academic star, scheduled to graduate from high school early. She was dating a young man, Hector, who was wildly fixated on her, and from all appearances the two were in love. He would call and text her constantly whenever they were apart. Then he began to criticize her body, and soon she began skipping meals and surviving off diet drinks.


Brenda’s family got her away from Hector on a vacation, and in the space of that separation, they were able to communicate with her about the danger he posed. When she returned, Brenda broke it off. Hector found a new girlfriend and Brenda was happy, believing he wouldn’t bother her again.


But Hector never stopped thinking of Brenda. After he broke up with his new girlfriend, he started asking Brenda out again. She said no, and one Saturday morning in February he came to her house, went up to her bedroom, and tied her up. He raped her and stabbed her twenty-eight times. She was seventeen.


Shortly after the murder, I stood on the family’s doorstep. To my surprise, Brenda’s family let me into their kitchen and talked with me while they sat stuffing poblano peppers with white cheese. Her death was raw, and I could barely imagine their living in that house under her bedroom, still splattered with blood. They seemed shell-shocked, preparing for a new reality without their daughter. They remembered what led up to the murder—how the mother of the killer had reasoned with them to please convince their daughter to take back her son. He loved her so much.


The next murder I wrote about was of a man who’d been found by the side of a country road. Police said it looked as if he’d been dragged by a vehicle. It was a Saturday, and my boyfriend drove with me to the edge of town where the police had blockaded the road. We didn’t find much besides the tall grass and a ditch. The suspect hadn’t been identified and his profile was generic: Hispanic male in his twenties. Without the details, what was there to glean from such a death? Had he died there, in this ditch? Or did the story of his death happen far away?


The next victim was someone I knew. Barry Horn, the director of the Brownsville Museum of Fine Art, was a cheerful man in his late fifties with a coif of blond hair and the charisma of the TV personality he once was in Houston. One of his friends described him to The Brownsville Herald as Houston’s Truman Capote.


Barry was found stabbed to death outside his bedroom in his home the day of the museum’s annual gala. The circumstances of his death—killed by a young man who police said might have been his lover—confused those who knew him. They couldn’t believe that the person they held in such high esteem could be secretly dating a nineteen-year-old. Could the story the killer told—that Barry had raped him and the killing had been done in retribution—hold any seed of truth?


I was out of town, visiting friends, when another reporter called and gave me the news. But the story couldn’t be conveyed in that conversation. Barry’s dead. They’re calling it homicide. Found in his house.


The day his body was discovered, his friends and colleagues went on with the gala Barry had planned. As the guests arrived at the museum, dressed to the nines and ready to eat good food and drink champagne, they asked for Barry, to give a word of congratulations. People always looked for him at events like this. He was uncommonly good at small talk, always ready with a funny anecdote, a kind word, or an introduction to someone with common interests. Instead, the gala attendees were informed of his death. Soon, the police would be searching a resaca for the murder weapon.


I returned to Brownsville from New York in time for his funeral. The crowd was large, perhaps a hundred people. I took my turn walking to the front of the church and saw him laid out, skin waxy and false with his eyes closed, missing the whole thing. He’d been murdered. The fact gripped me, a cold hand around my throat.


Untimely deaths rattle us, cause us to question our priorities. Murder unhinges at a deeper level. Barry’s life and death lacked finality, and a mystery lay at its heart: why and how he died. A film reel projected in my mind. The drawn-out pain of more than seventy stab wounds, those lonely, terrifying last moments of life. Finally, the adrenaline dissipating, a veil of darkness falling, until the world was blotted out.


Generally, crime coverage didn’t fall to me, and I wasn’t especially attracted to it. I wrote about the university, politics, culture, art, and health. I spent weekends at festivals, concerts, exhibitions. I learned many more good stories than bad. I boarded a tiny plane and braced myself while an elementary-school student trained on a flight-simulation program took her first try at piloting a real airplane. I visited the colonias, where residents had waited for decades for paved roads and indoor plumbing, but managed to prepare their children for college, and I saw schools train their chess teams to compete at the national level. During my first month on the job, I boarded an eighteen-wheeler filled with donated supplies after flooding devastated the Mexican state of Tabasco and watched the country unfurl for thirty hours through a tiny window before visiting refugee camps and lush countryside. I made true friends, at last, and was welcomed into their families. That’s how I discovered that the Rio Grande Valley is a lonely place only if you don’t have a family of your own.


But murders occupy a specific space in a newsroom, and when a new killing occurred, my colleagues at the Herald would often recount stories they deemed more sinister or bizarre from days gone by. I’d sit at my desk in the small, aging building and ask questions. The faces of the other reporters registered emotions from decades past: the shock and wonder, the sadness, the disgust, and the triumph in bringing criminals to justice. Emma, the senior investigative reporter, perpetually wore a black sombrero and a dark poncho. “Ay, chinelas!” she’d say, releasing her raspy smoker’s laugh. The expression was her PG version of a common Mexican swear word.


High on the list were the stories of Mark Kilroy and Joey Fischer, both young men full of promise and possibility, killed in 1989 and 1993, in disconnected and startlingly strange circumstances. Joey went to Saint Joseph Academy, the wealthy private school hidden in the historic subdivision near my apartment on Palm Boulevard. Joey was a senior, eleventh in his class, immediately accepted to the University of Texas honors program. He was a popular, good-looking boy who had a facility with language. Getting ready for school one morning, he was gunned down in his driveway. He had briefly dated Cristina Cisneros and, when they broke up, her mother, Dora, visited Maria Mercedes Martinez, a folk healer, who saw clients at a secondhand clothing store. When Maria told Dora that Joey didn’t want to marry her daughter anymore, Dora asked Maria to cast a spell on Joey. She refused. Dora came up with a different plan. She asked Maria to help her assassinate Joey. Maria advised another of her clients that his marital problems would be solved once Joey was dead. The client hired two other men to complete the job, with the agreement that Dora would pay $3,000. The story was chronicled by Marie Brenner, Joey’s cousin, in a September 1993 edition of The New Yorker.


Hearing this story in its barest essence is like taking a slippery trip down the rabbit hole. It sounds more like the stuff of a soap opera than a real-life transgression. Joey’s life was ended with a few abrupt gunshots that morning as he stood cleaning the windshield of his mother’s car in his sunny suburban neighborhood.


Another young man, Mark Kilroy, came to Brownsville during spring break of 1989 while he was attending the University of Texas at Austin. College kids commonly walked to Matamoros for a night of partying and easy underage drinking at the clubs and bars near the international bridge. Usually damage to students was limited to hangovers, maybe a risky liaison at a strip club. But Mark, a twenty-one-year-old premed student, disappeared from the street, scooped up as if by the wind, with no news of him for weeks.


Mark’s parents came to Brownsville and searched for him doggedly, but information was scarce until a man speeding through a checkpoint caused officers to give chase. They found Rancho Santa Elena, where Mark had been decapitated, dismembered, and used in a ritual cauldron. He was one of more than a dozen killed by the small group of drug traffickers who subscribed to a combination of Afro-Caribbean Palo Mayombe Santeria and Mexican witchcraft and went out one night in search of an Anglo spring breaker to sacrifice.
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