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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Border Town Girl


  

  Chapter One




  THE TALL GIRL WAS RESTLESS. SHE HAD DARK eyes with a hard flickering light in them, like black opals. Her mouth was wide and soft and sullen.




  It was ten o’clock at night in Baker, Texas. Her third-floor room in the Sage House had the hot breathlessness of the bakery she had once worked in—back when she was fourteen and had

  looked eighteen.




  Five days in this hole. And it could be five more.




  A half-block away a barn dance was in progress. She could hear the tinny whine of the music, the resounding stomping of boots. Somebody yelled shrilly, “Eeee-yah-hooo!”




  “Damn silly cowhands,” she muttered. She lay diagonally across the bed. She had thrown the light cotton dress on a chair, the slip on top of it. The heat covered her body with a mist

  of perspiration. The spread under her was damp, so were the bra and the panties she was wearing.




  She threw the movie magazine off the bed, sat up and tapped a cigarette on a long thumbnail the color of blood. As she lighted it a heavy strand of hair swung forward. The hair was the color of

  wheat, so expensively and expertly dyed that it looked natural. She tossed it back into place with a quick movement of her head.




  As she sucked smoke into her lungs she looked around the room. Brown and green grass rug. Wicker furniture. Metal bed painted a liverish green. The mattress sagged toward the middle from all

  directions. Her two suitcases were on stands by the far wall, the lids open. A stocking dangled out of one, almost to the floor.




  “You’re letting it get you, kid,” she said softly.




  In her bare feet she paddled over to the larger suitcase and took the last pint out from under the rumpled clothes. She broke her fingernail on the plastic covering and cursed bitterly. She

  tossed the covering into the tin wastebasket by the bureau, then poured three inches of the rye into the heavy tumbler that stood on the bureau beside the Gideon Bible.




  She stood in front of the bureau, staring down into the glass, hating the loneliness, the fear, the tension. The heavy rope of hair swung forward again. She stood in an ugly way, feet spread,

  shoulders slumped, stomach thrust forward.




  “How, kid,” she whispered. She tossed off the tepid liquor, gagged slightly on it, poured some more in the glass and left it on the bureau top.




  She went into the bathroom. The big old tub stood on feet cast to resemble claws. She put the plug in and started the water running. The pipes were so clogged that the water came out in a thin

  stream. She went back and got her glass and went to the front window. Starlight glinted off the Rio Grande. Across the way she could see the lights of small, dirty, turbulent Piedras Chicas.




  A faint night breeze swayed the dusty curtains and cooled her body. She looked hard at the distant lights as though trying to see down into the streets, to see the man who would bring the

  package across the river.




  When the tub was deep with lukewarm water she finished the second drink, went in and dropped her damp under-things on the floor. She got in and lay out as flat as she could. She looked down with

  satisfaction at the long clean lines of her body. She adjusted the angle of her head against the back of the tub. The heavy hair hung down into the water. She yawned and closed her eyes.




  A flabby, moon-faced, middle-aged man came quietly down the hall. He wore a sports shirt loudly decorated with rodeo scenes. He listened outside her door, then slipped a paper-thin strip of tool

  steel out of his trouser pocket. His small pink mouth pursed in concentration as he slid the strip along the jamb. When it touched the latch he pressed hard, pulling slightly toward himself. There

  was a thin grating sound. He turned the knob slowly and pulled the door open a crack. He looked in, then looked up and down the hall.




  He stepped lightly into the room and shut the door silently behind him. He drifted, soundless as smoke, across the room to the half-open bathroom door.




  For a long time he studied her, his expression that of someone who intends to perform a difficult act with practiced confidence. Then he slipped his shirt off and threw it behind him. Rubbery

  muscles moved underneath the flaccid white skin. In two quick steps he reached her. She heaved up as his stubby white thumbs dug into the pressure points at the base of her throat. Her eyes rolled

  back into her head so that only two narrow slits of white showed.




  He yanked out the plug and the water began to swirl down the drain.




  Shaymen watched her for a moment and then began an expert search of the room. He slit the linings of the two suitcases, wrenched the high heels from five pairs of shoes, looked under the rugs,

  in the backs of the two pictures. He found it in a leg of the metal bed. The caster had been pulled out of the leg and what he wanted had been shoved up inside the hollow metal, then the caster had

  been replaced.




  He slipped off the rubber band and the oilcloth. The tightly rolled bills expanded. Shaymen riffled the corners with his thumb. Hundreds, five hundreds and thousands. He frowned. He didn’t

  like the thousands. They called for a fencing operation and a discount. The recent activities of the Bureau of Internal Revenue had made the discount a big one.




  He tucked the roll into his pocket and put his shirt back on, looking in at the girl as he buttoned it. Regret stabbed him briefly and was gone. He left the room after making certain that the

  hallway was empty. On his way down the stairs he nibbled the thin coating of glass cement from his finger tips. It had an acid taste. He spat out the hard flakes with small soft explosive sounds.

  It was always better than gloves. Didn’t arouse suspicion. Didn’t smother the cleverness of the hands.




  In the lobby he bought a pack of cigarettes from the girl who was just cleaning the counter for the night. He smiled inside himself as he saw her staring at the shirt. It was so flamboyant that

  no one looked beyond it to his face.




  Out on the sidewalk, which still gave off the remembered heat of the sun, he took a deep drag on his cigarette and walked west. The tourist court was a quarter mile beyond the city limits.

  Travelers sat out in the lawn chairs escaping the heat. They talked and laughed softly. Shaymen accepted the invitation to sit with them and have a cold beer. He was sleepy. He yawned a great

  deal.




  





  Chapter Two




  LANE SANSON SUPPORTED HIMSELF PRECARIOUSLY against the bar in one of the cheaper cantinas of Piedras Chicas. A wandering mariachi with a guitar was singing

  “Maria Bonita” in a hard nasal voice. His income depended on his nuisance value. A peso would keep that nerve-twanging voice at a safe distance.




  Lane Sanson cupped his big hand around the small glass of mescal on the bar in front of him. The solution of all eternal mysteries was on the tip of his mind, ready to be jolted off with this

  drink—or the next, or the next.




  An absent smile touched his big hard-lipped mouth and he thought, You better start finding some answers quick, Sanson. A lot of good answers.




  That was the trouble with the world. No answers. All questions. How did Sandy put it that night she left for good? “Lane, you’ve spent six years feeling sorry for yourself. Frankly,

  you’ve turned into a bore.” Her bright eyes had crackled with angry flame.




  “So?” he had said, as insolently as he could manage.




  “Good-by, Lane.” Just like that. Clunk. Gone.




  Oh, that Lane Sanson, he’s going places. Yessiree. That’s what they had said. A hell of a good reporter, that Sanson. Did you read his book? Battalion Front, it was called.

  Remember the reviews? “This one has guts.” “A war book with integrity.” The magazine serial rights brought in forty thousand and the book club edition added fifty to that

  and the movies had donated a neat sixty-two five.




  If his agents hadn’t been on the ball, taxes would have creamed him. But the movie deal spread the take over five years and the book and magazine take were prorated backward over the

  previous three tax years.




  One day you’re a member of the working press. A day later you’re a cocktail party lion.




  And Lane Sanson, the man of the hour, spent the next five years breaking Sandy’s heart. This was the last year of income from the book. Where did it go, that integrity they yakked about?

  Diluted over a thousand bar tops, spread in sweet-talk to half a hundred wenches.




  And sooner or later you hit bottom. The inevitable bottom. Three weeks ago he had gotten the papers in Mexico City. He had signed them. Good-by, Sandy. There was a party that night. What a

  party! It lasted four days.




  When the hangover was gone he had written the letters. Ten of them. Eight had answered and of the eight, seven had said, “So sorry, pal.” The eighth had said, “Come on up for a

  try. Leg man. Guild rates.”




  And so he had driven out of Mexico City in the Buick convertible that was beginning to be a shambling relic of the big money year. Six hundred miles of Mexican sun with the top down had put a

  false look of health on top of the pale dissipation green of the two years in Mexico City—two years with nothing to show for them but fifty pages of manuscript so foul that on that last cool

  night he’d used it to get the fire burning in the apartment out Chapultepec way.




  Yes, he had driven right up to the border, full of false courage, and when he had seen the bridge across the Rio Grande, the bottom had fallen out. On this side of the bridge a man could drift

  along. Over on that side he had to produce. And Lane Sanson was grievously afraid that, at thirty-four, his producing days were over for keeps.




  One stinking bridge to cross, and he couldn’t make it. He’d parked the car, wolfed enchiladas for a base, and embarked on a mescal project.




  So far he had arrived at one great truth. Up to the age of twenty-eight everything he had done had turned out right. And then the gods had switched the dice. How long can a man go on alienating

  his friends, forgetting his skills, fouling up his marriage? The loss of Sandy was a pain that rattled around in his heart. Sandy of the gamin smile, the quick young body, the eyes that could go

  solemn on you. Sunday mornings with Sandy. Sandy whom he had struck, hearing her emit a low soft note of pain that stung his drunken heart because it was the same soft sound she made when ecstasy

  was too much to bear silently.




  He doubled his fist and struck the edge of the bar. Damn a man who rolls endlessly down a bottomless slope and cannot save himself.




  An Indio girl moved close beside him. She had a flat broad brown face, obsidian black expressionless eyes and a wide mechanical inviting smile.




  “Por favor, buy Felicia a dreenk, señor,” she wheedled.




  She wore a cheap cotton dress, pale blue plaid, that was too small for her. It stopped short above her bare brown knees and was pulled to a dangerous tightness across her high bold breasts. With

  the lights behind her, it was very obvious that she wore nothing but the dress. Her feet were bare and broad.




  “Your ancestors were kings,” he said, slurring his words. “They had a great civilization.”




  “Just wan leetle dreenk for Felicia?”




  “They sacrificed young virgins to the sun god, Felicia. At dawn from the top of mighty pyramids.”




  “Here the tequila ees good. I like.”




  He pushed two pesos across the bar top. The bartender filled a small glass for Felicia. “Muchas gracias,” she said.




  “Salud,” said Sanson. He touched her glass with his glass of smoky mescal and they drank.




  “Wan more now?” Felicia said.




  “No more now, darling.”




  There was a thin flare of contempt far back in the depths of the shining eyes. “You buy Felicia more, Felicia make you happy.”




  “That is the terrible goal of mankind. To be happy. I wonder if it is a good thing, this pursuit of happiness. What do you think, Felicia?”




  “No understand.”




  He noticed that her shining black hair had been frizzed into a cheap permanent. “Happiness?” he said. “I no understand either.”




  “Wat your name? How called you?”




  “Lane,” he said. She repeated it twice.




  He bought her another tequila. It disappeared like magic. Her eyes had a brighter glow.




  “I luff Lane. Lane luff Felicia. Good?”




  “That, my dear, is the ultimate simplification.”




  “No big words. Too much big word. No unnerstand. We go now?”




  “Where do we go?”




  “Lane come with me to be happy. To a place.”




  He looked at her, at the hip-shot stance, at hard heavy breasts bulging blue plaid cotton, and was tempted. He remembered a drunken party in Acapulco, how on the way back he and the Mexican

  colonel had stopped off in Tierra-colorado, remembered the stench of the hut, the small children sent out to giggle in the darkness while he and the colonel slept with the women.




  “It would be too much happiness,” he said.




  “Maybe,” she said dubiously, “other cantina first? How you say, más barato.”




  “Cheaper.”




  “Ah, si! Cheepair!”




  He shoved the change from the bar top into his pocket. It no longer mattered what he did or said, where he went or why. He staggered heavily when he got away from the support of the bar. She

  grabbed him with a strength quite astonishing and steadied him. A group of Mexicans stared at him and chortled. Sanson was perfectly aware that disaster lay ahead. With luck all they would do was

  roll him for what cash he had. And somehow it didn’t matter.




  The cantina lights revolved sickeningly and he struck the side of his face against the door jamb. She pulled him erect and steered him out into the furnacelike air of the night. She held his arm

  clasped tightly against her and he felt the sleek play of her muscles under the taut brown skin as she struggled with him, trying to steer him down the sidewalk.




  “No far. No long way,” she panted.




  They came to the dark mouth of a narrow fetid alley, full of the stink of decay. She looked behind them and then shoved him into the alley, shoved him with such explosive strength that he

  stumbled and fell heavily on elbow and hip. He felt his lips twist upward, half in pain and half in grim humor. It was coming a lot sooner than he expected. If his luck held out, they would slit

  his throat. And that was something he had thought of doing himself, standing, looking into his own bathroom mirror.




  He was yanked to his feet and slammed against the building, hard. He saw Felicia out on the sidewalk, looking in the other direction. He could make out the wavering figures of two men who stood

  close in front of him.




  “Where is it?” a man demanded in whispering, metallic English.




  “Hip pocket,” Lane said.




  “Hands high.”




  He obeyed. His wallet was taken out of his hip pocket. A pencil flashlight flicked on, pointed at the sheaf of bills. Suddenly the wallet was slapped hard against his mouth. He felt the blood

  run between his teeth.




  “This is just money. Where is the package?”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sanson said with drunken dignity.




  “You are the one. We know you are the one. No one else has come. Don’t try to play games.”




  “You’ve got the wrong guy,” Sanson said querulously.




  There was a sudden pin-prick against his belly. The light flicked on again, just long enough for him to see the six-inch length of steel gleam.




  “Now you stop talking foolishment, my friend, or I swear to God I’ll open you up and spill your stomach around your shoes.”




  “I would consider that a great favor,” Sanson said huskily.




  They talked to each other in rattling Spanish so fast that Sanson could catch only a word here and there.




  “You talk,” the man said. The knife pain was stronger, deeper. Sanson involuntarily sucked his stomach away from the point of the blade.




  The anger was a long time in coming, but suddenly it throbbed behind his eyes. “I haven’t the faintest damn idea what you want. I’m a newspaperman on my way to Houston. I

  don’t know anything about any package. Now take that knife out of me or I’ll feed it to you.”




  “Big talk. Big talk,” the man muttered, but he seemed a little less positive. Again they talked together. The wallet was shoved back into the side pocket of Sanson’s jacket.

  His car keys were taken out. He caught the words “Buick” and “rojo.” So they had watched him long enough to know that his car was a red Buick parked in the

  zocolo.




  “And there isn’t any package in it—” Sanson started. He heard the faint swish and the adobe wall behind him seemed to explode and drive the side of his head off into the

  hot dark night sky. There was no sensation of falling. Just an explosiveness boiling blackness. . . .




  





  Chapter Three




  IT WAS AN OLD DREAM. SHE DREAMED SHE HAD fallen out of bed onto the cool floor and in such a way that her head was cramped back at an awkward position against the baseboard. It

  made her neck hurt.




  She moaned as she awakened and her hand touched something rounded, smooth, glossy. She opened her stunned eyes and saw that she was naked, in an empty bathtub.




  She thought, “Diana, my girl, this must have been some party. I hope you had a good time.”




  And then memory flooded back. She sat up with a great gasp. She was dizzy and her neck throbbed with pain. She could remember dozing off in the tepid water, and then hard hands that gouged at

  her, the knowledge of death. . . .




  Diana knew that a long time had passed. It was a little cooler now. Her body was dry. She climbed stiffly from the tub and stood for a moment, her hands braced against the wall, breathing

  deeply. She pushed herself away, nauseated with weakness, and plodded doggedly into the bedroom. It took all her strength to lift the bottom corner of the bed and pull out the caster. She poked a

  finger up the hollow metal leg and sobbed aloud as she felt the emptiness. She went back to the bathroom and looked at her wristwatch. Three in the morning. Five hours had passed. The town was

  still. All she could hear was a truck droning in the distance. She went back into the bedroom and looked at the ruined shoes, the slashed suitcases, the pictures crooked on the walls.




  She shivered. She put on pajamas, stretched out across the bed and picked up the room phone. The sleepy desk clerk intimated by the tone of his voice that this was a hell of a time to make a

  long distance phone call.




  She lit a cigarette, lay back and waited for the phone to ring. It took twenty minutes.




  There was no sleep in his voice. The name of the town from which the call was coming had alerted him. And she sensed his anger at this violation of the rules he had made.




  “George, honey? This is Diana. I just got lonesome and had to call you up.”




  “That’s interesting.”




  “I had hard luck today, George. You know I planned on buying you a present down here. Well, I put the money in a special place and darn if somebody didn’t steal it. Now what am I

  going to do?”




  There was a long silence. “Maybe you were careless,” he said then.




  “No, George. I was real careful. It was just one of those things, I guess.”




  “Any idea who took it?”




  “Not the slightest.”




  Again there was a long silence. He laughed harshly. “I’d hate to think, kid, that you just decided to spend the money on yourself instead of buying me a present.”




  Her hand tightened on the phone. “Gee, George, I’m not dumb enough to make you mad at me.”




  “I hope not. Having a good time?”




  “As good as I can away from you, George. Do you still want a present?”




  “It would be nice.”




  “You know, George, wouldn’t it be funny if you told somebody that I had the money with me to buy you a present and it turned out they decided to steal it?”




  “Very funny, kid. Look, I’m glad you called. A friend of mine will be down that way tomorrow or the next day I’ve told him to look you up.”




  “Who, George?”




  “Christy.”




  “Please, George. No!”




  “He’s a nice guy, kid. I know you don’t like him, but he’s a nice guy. Show him a good time for me.”




  The line clicked as he hung up.




  Diana walked the floor for an hour. She walked with her fists clenched and tears in the corners of her eyes. If she packed and ran, George would be sure that she had crossed him, and George had

  a special and unmentionable way of dealing with people like that. But if she stayed it meant Christy, and she knew from George’s tone that he was angry enough with her to throw her to

  Christy. Christy, with his queer twisted mind. She remembered how she and George had laughed about Christy.




  George had been kidding her, she had thought, when he said, “If you ever make me mad, kid, I’ll hand you over to Christy.”




  And now, suddenly, horribly, she knew that he hadn’t been joking. What a fool she had been to think that because she had lasted longer with George than any previous girl, it had been for

  keeps. With all her heart she wished she were back at Club Tempo, doing the five a night, whispering the bawdy lyrics into the mike, swaying with the beats of Kits Nooden’s Midnight Five.




  Into her mind flashed a picture of the empty eyes and broken mouth of the young girl Christy had brought down from upstate.




  It had been almost a year ago that George had explained Christy to her. He had said, “Kid, I’m in the roughest, dirtiest business in the world. I got to have a guy like Christy

  around. I admit it makes me feel like an animal trainer sometimes, but nobody who knows me and knows Christy ever wants to cross me up.”




  She turned out the lights and smothered her weeping with the pillow. Maybe George had spoken out of anger. Maybe he’d regret it, change his mind, call her back.




  “George,” she said softly into the night. “Please, George.” For a long time she had thought that she was hard enough to bounce back from the blow. But now she felt like a

  frightened child, alone in the crawling dark.




  





  Chapter Four




  LANE SANSON OPENED HIS LEFT EYE. THE right one felt clotted and stuck together. He raised trembling fingers and touched it, found that it was swollen shut, the skin around it

  taut and painful. It was daylight and he looked at an adobe wall inches from his face. He felt extraordinarily weak, far too weak for it to be the result of a garden-type hangover. He sensed that

  he was indoors. When he moved he felt and heard a rustle underneath him.




  There was an evil taste in his mouth. He listened, attempting to identify an odd sound. A drip and slosh of water and then silence. Then another drip and slosh of water. It came from behind him.

  With enormous effort he rolled over. He was in some sort of small shed with a sloping roof. He could see the blue sky through holes in the roof.




  A sturdy naked brown girl stood by a pail made of a five-gallon gasoline tin with a wire handle attached, taking a methodical bath. He stared at her with alarm. Her back was to him. In one

  corner was a wooden crate of clothes. In the other corner he could see, under a flat piece of metal, the red glow of coals atop a stove improvised of cinder blocks and bricks. A tin chamber pot

  with a florid rose painted on its side stood near the stove. The sun came through the roof holes and made golden coins on the packed dirt of the floor. The light gave the girl’s skin coppery

  glints.




  He was thinking that this was certainly one part of Mexico City where he had not been before and then he remembered that this was Piedras Chicas, the border town, and he remembered vaguely a

  girl in a cantina, two men in an alley and a great explosion against his head. He dug down into the disjointed memories and came up with a name.




  “Felicia,” he said in a half-whisper.




  She turned sharply. “Bueno!” she said. “Momentito.” She dried herself without shyness on what appeared to be a strip of sheeting, then took a red

  gingham dress out of the crate and pulled it down over her head, smoothing it across her sturdy hips with the palms of her broad hands.




  She came and sat beside him, cross-legged, her skirt halfway up the strong brown thighs. She leaned forward and put her hand on his forehead. “Ai!” she said.

  “Hot!”




  He coughed, said in Spanish, “If you speak slowly, chica, I can understand. How do I come to be in this place?”




  “Truly, it is like this. I was in the zocolo. Two men came to me and asked if I would wish to earn twenty pesos. Of a certainty, I said. They were strangers to me and their accent

  is of the south. They walked me to the cantina and pointed to you through the window, Lane. They promised you would not be hurt. They wished me to bring you outside to the alley and hand you over

  to them. It is a thing I never did before as I do not wish trouble with the policia. I am not a good girl, but neither am I ever taken by the policia and with me that is a matter

  of pride. They talked to you and then they hit you a great blow and came out of the alley. They gave me ten pesos and said it was enough and I spit on their feet. It appeared you were dead from the

  great blow and I knew that there would be much trouble. But I put my ear to your chest in the darkness and beard the poom, poom of your heart.




  “You are truly heavy, Lane,” she went on. “There was no one to help. But I am very strong because until last year when I became weary I worked in the fields. I dragged you

  through the alleys to this place, my casita. It is a question of pride, as they promised you would not be hurt. This, it is my fault and something I must do. There is a great wound in the

  side of your head, Lane. But I have prodded it with my fingers and I do not feel any looseness of the bone, so I think it is not broken. I washed it and, poured in much of the dark red thing which

  is for bad wounds so that they do not rot. On it I have put clean cloth. This morning at dawn I lit a candle for you at the iglesia and said many small prayers. Now you wake and I shall buy food

  for us. See?”




  She reached under the edge of the serape on which he lay and pulled out his wallet. “Nothing is gone, Lane. I am not a thief. May I take pesos for food?”




  “Of course!”




  She took a five-peso note and put the wallet under him. He tried to sit up and a great wave of weakness struck him. He sagged back and the flushed feeling went away. His teeth began to chatter

  violently.




  She jumped up and brought an ancient torn blanket to cover him. He tried to grin at her. The chill grew worse.




  “Pobrecito!” she said. “Pobre gringo!”




  She pulled the blanket up and slipped in beside him. She slid one arm under his neck very gently, pulled his face into the hollow of her throat and shoulder. Her breath was warm on his cheek.

  She held him tightly and warmly and sang softly to him, a song without melody. The great shudders began to diminish in violence. He felt as though he were a pendulum swinging more and more slowly,

  as it sank with each swing further down into a restful darkness.




  When next he awakened there was a flickering light of one candle in the shack. He craned his neck and stared over at her. She sat near the stove fashioning tortillas from masa, her hands

  slapping rhythmically. She smiled, and her eyes and teeth glinted in the candlelight.




  “Tortillas con pollo. You hongry, babee?”




  “And thirsty. Take some more money and get me cold beer. Two bottles. Carta Blanca or Bohemia, por favor.”




  She took the money and left. He staggered weakly across the floor and then back to his bed. His head throbbed so violently that he thought it would break open.




  The icy beer made him a little tight. He wolfed down the food until she gasped in amazement. He wiped the grease from his mouth with the back of his hand and grinned over at her.




  “You’re a good girl, Felicia.”




  “Not good. I told you before. This is entirely a matter of pride.”




  “How many years do you have?”




  “Eighteen, I think.”




  “Where’s your family?”




  Her mouth puckered up. “Mi padre, he drowned in the river trying to cross to the estados unidos. Then there is no money. The sisters, they are gone. I do not know where.

  Mi madre, she dies of the trouble in the lungs, here.”
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