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  1.


  The Assassin


  If you want me to, I'Ll tell you my story, mister.


  I don't really know what a story like this would be good for, but since you've come all this way to hear it, you must have your reasons. Who am I to deny you that.


  I sure would like to begin by telling you what day I was bom on, what month and year,... ugh, impossible! I can’t tell you where I came into the world, and if a record of my birth does exist — though that's pretty unlikely — it was well forgotten by my mother, who is the only one that might have been aware of such documents.


  The truth is that my mother was a hooker.


  Yeh, a whore, an alcoholic, a thief and most probably a junkie. The little that I remember about her is linked to empty bottles rolling around on the floor, to her countless brawls with men, to the smell of vomit and loud snoring that kept me awake all night.


  I also remember a long trip, when I was about two or three years old, although I've always kind of suspected that, more than a trip, it was an escape -- we skipped out, it seems, on account of my mother having robbed a client. She was hoping with that money that she could begin "a new life" far away from our little town.


  Let me make it clear that I was never ashamed that my mother was a prostitute. I don't really know why she decided to follow that profession. To tell the truth, I think that from that time on, I have resented women who mistreat those who only want to have a good time without talking about the price, and then later, they find that they have been cleaned out.


  Well, in the city, things didnt get any better, 'cause the money my mother had must have run out soon. And there was a big difference in the clientele — no more old acquaintances showing up at our place. No, now my mother had to go out to the streets to look for clients — streets where the competition was hard and the cold got right into your bones.


  That made her drink even more than usual and as she was always in a really foul mood, she would take advantage of any little thing to beat me up or to bum the back of my hand with a cigarette. She said that that was the only way that she could keep me still for a little while.


  We lived in such a small room that when it was "occupied" during the day, my mother would tell me to go out to the street to play. But when the services were "nocturnal", I had to tuck myself in under a mountain of blankets -- without making any noise or movement whatsoever. I even had to pee on myself if I couldn't hold it any longer.


  If, for any reason, one of the clients began to suspect that there was someone in the room, my mother would calm him by explaining that there was a cat under the blankets. She was convinced that, if the clients knew there was a child in the room, they wouldn't be able to concentrate and they would probably end up by taking off — a good excuse for not paying.


  Well, the truth is that my mother was not very good-looking.


  She hardly had any meat on her bones and as she was always dirty and a downright mess, she had a hard time convincing any old drunkard she might come across on the streets. And she always had to make sure that he was very satisfied, if she didn't want to have serious problems.


  Do you really want me to go on with this story?


  No, it doesn't really bother me to tell you about it. Anyway, these are things that happened a long time ago.


  It's almost like it happened to some other person.


  Now, where were we? Oh, yeah, my mother. Some nights I watched from my little hideout what my mother did with those ass-holes, and you can surely believe me that I didn't give a shit.


  Some people say that children should love their parents and so, they should feel bad if the parents were in such a bad situation, but I swear, my mother was never anything more to me than a badsmelling witch, who once in a while, gave me something to eat and showed me about the same amount of love that she would have to a cat.


  I was, I think, all she had, but it was pretty clear to her that I wasn't there to be loved. My purpose was to participate in all the unfortunate events and that way, she could take it all out on me.


  Giving me a kick or burning me with her cigarette seemed to be her compensation for not having a glass of rum at hand. Beating me up was the only way to escape from the image of herself, which she infrequently saw in the mirror.


  On account of all of this, my life started to get very complicated. In the village, some neighbour lady would have given me a piece of bread, but here, in the city, no one even seemed to notice that I existed.


  I'll tell you, mister, that at four years of age - at least that's my experience - you can live through a lot of things: the hunger, the cold, and even getting used to seeing some rotten guy sticking his snout in between your mother's legs. But what is completely impossible to put up with, is the feeling that you are living without anyone at all to look out for you.


  As far as providing for me, my mother never gave me anything, not even a first name — not to mention a last name. Just a simple Christian name, which I could be called by. When on any occasion, she wanted to refer to me, she always said Chico, and when we were alone, she never had the need to call me anything as I was the only one there to listen to her.


  When I asked her a couple of times about my proper name, she always tried to avoid the subject, which makes me think that she never took the trouble to have me baptized. She could not dedicate one minute of her time to the simple task of giving me a name, so that I could be set apart from the millions of other sons of bitches the world is teeming with.


  I was always Chico. And, years later when society decided that I should have the status of "legal entity", I decided to adopt the last name of Chico Grande. I thought it was just as good as any other and quite in keeping with the circumstances of my life.


  You see, then, that "Chico Grande" is not at all a nickname, but my real name, the one that is on all my documents.


  A joke of fate, for someone who never had a childhood.


  One afternoon while my mother was busy with three guys and some other hooker, given the small size of our room and bed I left, and came across Ramiro in the street. This kid was only a little taller than me but so thin that two of his legs looked like one normal one. He had been wondering about the streets since his mother, just as much of a hooker as mine, disappeared completely, leaving him homeless.


  Ramiro was only slightly older than me, but he sure knew a lot more about life. He knew where to find a warm bed and how to get something to eat.


  I decided to go with him.


  I mean, I ended up leaving for good, because, when we got to the center of the city, I realized that I hadn't the slightest idea where "my house" was, or how I could get back to it.


  To tell the truth, I never thought about going back, and I never ever missed my mother.


  The city center fascinated me from the beginning.


  I had lived on the outskirt, who knows exactly where. But from those wooden shanties and mud "streets" in which the days are always grey and the nights dark, all of a sudden I found myself in the middle of a beautiful square, surrounded by tall buildings with lit-up windows, showing multicoloured letters and more marvellous treasures than those in any pirate's cave.


  I bet that I was dumbstruck for at least four days.


  Ramiro showed me how to live.


  "Survive" would be a better term, because although the world I had dropped into was dazzling, it immediately showed itself to be hostile and cruel. There were hundreds of boys like me swarming around in search of some scrap of food.


  It's pretty difficult to live off charity, when charity becomes a way of life that you've fallen into, as the last and smallest in line, and without any noticeable defect to produce compassion in a passerby.


  In that period, I started to envy kids who limped or were missing a hand. All they had to do was to sit in a comer and display their defects and wait for the plate to fill up with shiny coins.


  Not Ramiro and me. We had to run along next to the people and tug on the coat sleeves and cry, and most of the times, all we received was a push or a slap on the hand, that is, if they didn't step on us with their enormous shoes.


  My neck hurt from looking up so much.


  At my eye level, there was no one except Ramiro, a few other kids and a stray dog or two.


  That was when I realized that the world of adults really did exist, and those adults were not the members of the species who were supposed to look after me. On the contrary, they were my worst enemies. From them, came the majority of the most dangerous things that could happen to me.


  Adults were those who, while stuffing themselves with food, would beat us out of restaurants when we would go in to beg. Adults were those who threw us out of entranceways when we would look for shelter from the night. And adults were those who kicked us when they found us taking a shit under one of the trees in the square.


  They wouldn't let us use the restaurant bathrooms, but they didn't want us to show our rears to the passers-by. What any dog could do was prohibited to us, and we couldn't understand why.


  What could we possibly have done?


  To use a public bathroom, we would have had to pay. But the rich people, dripping with jewels, didn't have to take their dogs to a special place so that they wouldn't mess up the sidewalks.


  I never took a shit in the middle of a sidewalk, I swear.


  I always tried to look for a comer with trees, but even there, some old guard would always come along to run me off, when minutes before he had passively observed how an enormous German shepherd had left its shit where anyone might step on it.


  Was my crap worse than that of the German shepherd?


  I think it was then that I started to hate dogs. But not because they were better fed and received more attention than I did; only because they could take a crap where ever they felt like it.


  Why are you smiling?


  Do you find it funny that any old fido should have more rights than a five-year-old child?


  If you really think that that's funny, we'd better stop right now. It is obvious that you are not the kind of person who can understand most of the things I am going to tell you.


  No, I'm not mad. All I’m saying is that when you are about to explode, you go out into the street and do your necessities five meters from where a dog has just deposited its crap.


  Do you think that I wanted people to see my rear?


  Do you think that it's fun to have to get up and run away, while the crap runs down your legs?


  The first thing that Ramiro showed me was how to take a crap without totally dropping my pants, 'cause otherwise if the guards came upon you, you couldn't run away and you would get beaten and end up with the crap up to your eyeballs.


  Even when it was really cold, I would lower my pants a little and hold on to them tightly. You always had to look over your shoulder, because when you might least expect it, someone would be giving you a kick, or a silly-ass gardener would spray you with his hose.


  And heaven forbid that you were constipated.


  And just remember this. I'm not telling you all this for fun. I just want you to understand that in a big city, a beggar might find taking a crap as hard as getting a handful of food. Or even more. If you don't eat, you just get hungry, but if you don't shit, you could blow up.


  Shame?


  I often wake up suddenly because in my dreams I see myself hunkered down in the middle of the street while the people are looking at me with disgust and repugnance.


  Some of them even insult me.


  I remember once when I had a terrible stomachache because I had eaten something rotten from a trashcan, this guy came up and started peeing on me.


  I wasn't yet six years old, but I was really having a hard time crapping. I think I remember that I even had blood in my stool. But that bastard just laughed and laughed while he peed right in my face.


  Well, not so funny now?


  Not so funny, eh?


  Don't worry. The whole incident turned out to be funny. Ramiro showed up with a big stick and he hit the guy so hard on the tip of his peter that he probably still yelps every time he touches it.


  Ramiro was more than a brother to me.


  I never had a real brother, that I know of, but I suppose that a brother is someone you share your parents with and your bad days and good days, too.


  But Ramiro and me didn't have parents, let alone good days. Since the only thing we had were bad days, we felt closer than any brothers could possibly be.


  A knife, a blanket and a tin cup was all that we had, and in a way, that was enough, especially when there was something to put in the cup or to cut with the knife, or a small comer to huddle up in under the blanket.


  Ramiro didn't talk very much and it would be a lie if I told you that we shared our dreams for the future. To tell the truth we didn't even know what that meant.


  The most we even dreamt about was being in one of those fancy restaurants, eating all that warm food that we only got to taste from what was left in the trash cans after midnight. We only did that on counted occasions and in very dire circumstances.


  The days when it rained a lot, when it seemed like a wall of water was falling down on us, like a giant hand was squeezing the cloud as if it were a lemon, then we always went hungry. The few passers-by that there were would hurry to take shelter from the rain. They didn't have time to reach into their pockets for alms.


  The drivers closed up the car windows and if you stood near the edge of the sidewalk, the only thing that you would get was a big splash from a bus rolling by. A total drenching.


  And the shivers gave you even more hunger.


  Those rainy days were bad, yes sir. Very bad.


  You had to sleep with your clothes sopping wet, that is if you were lucky enough to find a sheltered place to stay, and the next day, your whole body would ache right down to the bones. The sound of more rain falling made you distressed all over again. You would rather have died than face another rainy day.


  Nevertheless, I never thought of killing myself.


  Not me, or any of the other kids I knew at that time.


  The hunger and the cold were already there to kill us off, so we weren't about to help them along.


  Experience has shown me mister, that the more miserable life is, the less you want to lose it, especially, as in my case, when you haven't known a better one.


  At six years of age, I was so bad off that trying to imagine that things could get any worse was impossible, it meant that my life had a special significance, and anything that happened was bound to be better. That kept me from ever thinking about suicide.


  If I had known how wrong my calculations were, things might have been different.


  Looking back, we could say that the major part of our dreams and illusions were tied to not experiencing heavy rainfalls.


  Five days of rain could turn a beggar child into a child thief.


  In summer, people walk about in a more relaxed way and they are more likely to give you some doe. Besides, the heat takes your appetite away. But in winter, you hardly get any money at all and the cold gives you an appetite of a wolf.


  So, we sometimes stole things.


  I didn't like to do it, and I'll assure you that it wasn't because I have anything against robbing in such circumstances, but because it was so dangerous.


  It was when we were stealing that we met Abigail Anaya.


  Imagine that! He was only two years older than me and he was already a thief, and in spite of that, he had a Christian name and a surname.


  Ramiro was Ramiro, I was Chico. Almost all of the kids we knew only had a nickname. But Abigail Anaya boasted of being recorded in the general register, and he insisted that we call him by his complete name. If we didn't, he wouldn't answer.


  He really knew his stuff.


  You could sure tell that it was his father who had showed him the trade. And, we were lucky because they had just thrown Abigail's old man in the joint and he was looking for someone who could serve as a decoy, which is how his father worked with him.


  Ramiro and me attracted the attention of the store clerks while he carried out his "work".


  He was a master at it.


  He was always well dressed, with leather-soled shoes and a beautiful yellow raincoat. With his goody-goody face and the list that his mother had supposedly given him, he waited his turn and helped the other ladies with their packages.


  That's the point where Ramiro and I would come in, all dirty and smelly, with hunger in our eyes and with the look of someone who's about to beg for a piece of bread or a sausage. And while all the attention was focused on us and on how to get us out of the store, he made off with everything he could get his hands on and then disappeared like a magician.


  I never could figure out how the heck he could do that. Abigail Anaya could be sitting right where you are now, and a second later, you wouldn't know where he'd gone.


  Or sometimes he just appeared out of the blue when people were not expecting him.


  Later we split up the loot into four parts; two for him and the rest for us.


  That was fair, since although Ramiro and me received all the smacks and kicks, it was Abigail who was more at risk of being taken off to Sesquile and from there, he'd probably come out with a couple of broken fingers or a disfigured face.


  As we were children, they couldn't hold us. Anyway, there wasn't any place to keep us. So, the only solution was to beat us up a bit, hoping that that would dissuade us from going back to our old ways.


  But they were never able to get rid of our hunger, and hunger overcomes the fear of a simple beating. I guarantee you, mister, if there is anything that can overcome a child’s fear before those policemen at the police post or at Sesquile who are just waiting to break a couple of your ribs with their clubs, that "something" is hunger, the hunger that sits at the pit of your stomach and gives it such cramps that you finally figure out that your life is in danger.


  That was a really hard winter.


  Cold, dismal, and really rainy, with the desolate streets and empty hotels — no leftovers that we could pick out of the trash cans.


  And there were so many of us!


  Day after day, people would come down from the little towns nearby, or from the slums where the mud reached knee level. They were like a plague of locusts, an invasion of ghostly cadavers trying to keep alive by any means.


  Their hunger was even worse than ours.


  That is still hard to believe!


  I remember that, even now, so many years later. It is hard to believe that there was a time during all those years of infinite misery when I felt, in a way, superior to someone. At least I was a "veteran"; I knew how to get around in all that trash, and I could get something to eat, or find a sheltered place to sleep in.


  It was about that time when I discovered the real meaning of death.


  Abigail Anaya had managed to open the door of an abandoned van and the three of us had slept in it to get out of the chilly wind.The next morning when we were leaving the van, we discovered the body of a woman who had slept underneath the truck during the night.


  She was relatively young and she already had bluish skin. She seemed to be smiling; maybe she was trying to help us to understand that wherever she was now it was much better than being on earth.


  She was shoeless and she had a dark-coloured poncho and one of those colourful skirts the villager-women wear. Without really knowing why, the three of us sat down to observe her, until the owner of the van arrived at the scene and began to swear and call the dead woman's mother a bitch.


  He must have been in a hurry, or maybe it was just that he didn't want to deal with the system of justice.


  What happened after that surprised even me. I still have a vivid memory of it. The truck driver studied the position of the body and then he moved the van back and forth, even going up on the sidewalk so as not to touch the dead body. And then he drove off, leaving the corpse lying there, looking towards the sky in the fine rain that had begun to dampen it.


  Even then she continued to smile.


  Some passers-by stopped for a few moments to observe the strange scene of three freezing children and a dead woman, but it was not until they opened the music shop that someone decided to call the police. Maybe they thought it wasn't respectable to start playing their music only four meters away from a humble but deceased person.


  Do you like "salsa"?


  Personally I prefer the cumbia. My one pleasure during those years was to stop in front of one of the many record shops on 7th Avenue and dance for hours to the sound of the music that played out onto the street to allure clients in to buy.


  The posters fascinated me.


  Those glossy photos of beautiful women and large orchestras with smiling band members who played really complicated instruments. That seemed like the closest thing to paradise that a child could think of. And when it wasn't raining, only hunger would keep me away from those store windows.


  Although I must say that during that long and horrible winter, even the music sounded different.


  The cumbia and the merengue were bom to be danced in the sun and to sweat and sweat. But there is no human alive who can get those rhythms into his body with cold weather and a wet poncho weighing down on his back.


  And it rained, mister.


  It rained and rained.


  Day after day, minute after minute. But so silently and secretly that even your ears could betray you. At night you had to get under the light of a lamppost just to make sure that it was still raining; monotonous and uncompromising, without the least violence, sure of itself and its power, indifferent to the wishes of wretched humankind.


  Have you ever seen it rain like that?


  Have you ever seen a city shut down because of the water which penetrates into the nooks and crannies, into the very foundations of the buildings, into the streets, soaking all the wiring, causing electrical problems, permeating your very soul?


  It's like an evil spell from Heaven that is telling you, that to get rid of all this crap down on Earth it's not even necessary to unleash a huge storm. It just pees on you until you beg for it go ahead and drown you if it wants, like that, at least you won't get slowly soaked to the bone.


  And with that rain falling over the city more hungry people streamed in.


  What were they looking for?


  What did they expect to find among so much asphalt?


  Rare was the day that cadavers did not appear with the morning. More than victims of starvation, they were causalities of terror and chaos — half-breeds, whose roots might have been able to survive in the mudslides of their villages, but were totally destroyed in the hostile asphalt of the city.


  Being poor is one thing.


  From there to being desolate, is another.


  Maybe, mister, you can't understand this, or maybe in your country there is not that great a difference between the hunger that a human being can stand with his head held high, and the hunger that obliges you to lower your head like a beast. But on the high plateau, those who stay, live on without much hope, but those who move into the cities die in desperation.


  I was wretched from the beginning; so, surviving was not so difficult. The anxiety of living among millions of different faces didn't dampen my spirit as it would for the villagers who arrived daily to the capital.


  If a villager goes into a supermarket with the idea of pinching a loaf of bread, the neon lights and security guards would paralyse him immediately. And if an Indian from the mountains hunkers down at the door of a church, it doesn't mean that he is begging; he is waiting.


  None of them had an accomplice like Abigail Anaya, nor would any of them be capable of wearing down a passer-by, by persuing him for four blocks just to get a coin out of him in the end.


  They didn't know which were the best restaurants, nor the back doors, nor the chefs aid who might keep some leftovers for you. They were incapable of sneaking into a hallway just before the main door closed so that they could hide in some forgotten comer.


  All this was not part of their world, and they suffered for it.


  It was a very hard winter, mister, a cursed winter, a winter that left us not only with hunger and illness, exhaustion and death, but more than anything, with hundreds of miserable villagers who did not have it in them to return home.


  The competition started to become intolerable.


  They were like flies or wet rats, who when drying out, show their teeth to tell you that they are ready to fly at your neck, desperate souls who, warmed by the sun, seemed to come to life and come out of their tombs.


  At the end of the rainy season, we are able to figure out how many of them there really were and just how hungry they were.


  And Abigail Anaya was the first one to realize the danger we were in.


  "If we let them come into our territory, they end up throwing us out of here," he declared. "Because more and more of those bastards are coming here and we are always the same number."


  At that time, maybe I didn't understand him too well, but now that I look back on it, I think that Abigail Anaya was not only the oldest of us, but also the smartest. When the going got rough, whether we got food or not, we almost always depended on him.


  What he called "our territory" went from the Bull Ring to the cemetery, between Eliecer Gaitan Avenue and 24th Street.


  It wasn't anything spectacular, but for us it was the best place in the city — with movies, restaurants, flower shops and even a luxurious hotel whose clients didn't care too much about giving away a small bill. So, if we lost our territory, it would mean that we would have to move in towards the center of town where the older boys would slash our faces if we tried to get anything from their "clients".


  At our age — I must have been about seven or eight — it was a lot more convenient to manage our affairs in a tranquil neighbourhood. We relied mostly on charity; pinching stuff in the markets and shops was only used as a last resort. Farther east, on the other hand, from 22nd Street to 3rd Avenue, that was a jungle, where anything might happen.


  We knew that we were not old enough to defend ourselves against any drunkard who might try to stick it in our backsides in some dark entrance hall. Unfortunately, drunkards and rapist were what most abounded in that sector, which had a lot of brothels.


  Do you have any idea what happens when someone tears your ass apart when you are little?


  It means that sometimes it never gets better and you spend the rest of your life craping on yourself.


  Abigail Anaya knew that; his father had warned him. So, he was terrified at the thought of leaving the neighbourhood that we knew so well, and in which we could manage our affairs.


  But we weren't the only ones there, not at all. There were also beggars. But on a permanent basis, there were only two other groups: one that had its base at the very doors of the Bull Ring and two girls and a boy who we used to fight with on Sundays next to the "Old House".


  Abigail Anaya — who wasn't the oldest of all of us, but he was the smartest — managed to get us all together. Then we were eleven.


  "We have to put up or shut up," he said. "Because those god damned mixed-bloods who are bigger than us are starting to move in. And those people are like buzzards; where one lights, all the others go."


  "They are strong."


  "Eh, but only two."


  "But they're strong, boy."


  "But only two. And anyway, they never speak to each other because one is from Boyaca and the other, from Tolima. These people don't mix, not even because of hunger."


  Both of the mixed-bloods must have been more than fifteen, and they sort of stalked around the street, with sneaky' looks, especially the second one, who was from Tolima. He was a great big boy, who in better times, must have gotten enough to eat to be able to have shoulders that looked like a brick makers'.


  Brick makers earned their living by moulding bricks, and from carrying them around, they either developed a bad back or they became so strong that they could bash your head in with one strike.


  And since we didn't even reach his chest level, he had to be a dangerous son of a bitch. Abigail Anaya was right. If we had waited for him to get hooked up with other mixed-bloods like him, we'd have to leave.


  All of a sudden, we realized that although we had always thought that we possessed nothing, we really did have something. And that something was the trash, the leftovers and the alms of a piece of the city no bigger than four streets.


  And an Abigail Anaya who spoke like the angels.


  That day, he was shoeless and he did not have his bright yellow rain coat on. More dirty and straggly than usual, he looked more like us; we never made much of an effort to find a fountain where we could wash ourselves off. Even his voice was different. He wasn't playing the part of the little beggar boy or the one he acted out in the shops when his "mother had sent him to fetch some things from the shops". Instead he seemed more like Hipólito, the one-eyed man, who was the most well-spoken person we knew of.


  You can sure believe me, mister. That afternoon, with all of us sitting on the meadow that goes from the Diez road to the Bull Ring, a leader was bom. And soon, none of us would then dare to doubt a single word Abigail said.


  "First we take care of the mixed-blood from Tolima," he sentenced, "and then, the other one."


  2.


  And that's how the “Gang of the Predators” was bom. Predators, the resounding name with which we baptized ourselves, with the intention, of course, of scaring off our enemies. But to tell the truth, that name didn't last very long, because soon — and for a reason that I will tell you about in a minute — our gang became known as the "Cement Gang".


  Abigail Anaya, who had become our leader, set up precise "work" shifts so that we could observe all the activities of the mixed-blood guy from Tolima. We knew where he ate, where he took a shit, and where he slept. We even knew where he used to get drunk whenever he got a handful of pesos, usually from stealing and selling the windshield wiper from cars that were parked in "our district" during the night.


  It was at about the time that they started to renovate the square with the fountain and widen the avenue. One Saturday evening, we waited patiently, until, quite late at night, "our target" came staggering along to the entrance of the movie theatre were he drunk, would fall asleep.


  He woke up quite late the next morning, sitting in the middle of the square on a chair that was missing the seat. When he opened his eyes and was able to observe where he was and wonder how in the devil he got there, he discovered that he couldn't even take one step, since his feet were buried up to the ankles in a cement block, which had already hardened.


  I still laugh when I think about it! That Abigail Anaya— what an imagination!


  Can you imagine yourself suddenly transformed into a living statue in the middle of a square?


  The people were looking at him without getting too close, just in case the same thing could happen to them. Meanwhile, the poor devil was crying out in pain; every time he tried to get one of his feet out, he would tear away his skin or disjoint his bones trying to get out of the absurd trap.


  The truth is that he really had chosen a bad day to get trapped, because there were no workmen around. No one seemed to want to take on the responsibility of liberating him.


  Two policemen promised to send for a patrol but they never came back. A nice man promised to call someone, but who? A couple of nice ladies made a big fuss and told everyone that it was necessary to get him out of there, but they weren't able to offer any solution. In the middle of all this, four or five little kids were dancing around and laughing. They tossed him a banana so that at least he would be able to eat something.


  At lunch time, everyone went away to eat. And, with his rear sunken in the chair, the Indian guy was a sobbing mess.


  Looking at it now, it was a really shitty thing to do, the guy couldn't have been more than about fifteen years old, like I said before.


  The other mixed-blood, from Boyaca, appeared on the scene only for a minute; he saw what had happened, he looked at us one by one, and he seemed to get the idea of what was going on. Because, without saying a word, he turned around and went off toward the center of town. We never saw him again.


  Then it started to rain. Everybody went home or to the movies. Then only the living Indian statue was left in the square, and, of course, all of the Gang of the Predators observing passively.


  It was a magic moment, Mister, I'll assure you. It was the first time in all my life that I had ever felt like I was somebody and was part of something. It was the day that, even as useless as anyone might consider me and as miserable and hungry as I was, I had a power that the group of all the useless, poor and hungry gave to me.


  The mixed-blood was less than an adult, but he was double my age. Even so, there he was, in front of me, defeated and humiliated, and as powerless as anyone in this world could be.


  Fear had caused him to pee himself, which you could see by his wet pants and the small yellow puddle, which surrounded the cement block.


  When it was almost dark, Abigail Anaya went right up in front of him and held up a chisel and a heavy hammer. "Here, take this. Get out of here and don't come back!" was all he said.


  He threw the chisel and hammer down at the feet of the mixed-blood and to celebrate our victory, he took us to the Doña Alcira's food van and bought us a rack of ribs and pig tails.


  It was really something, Mister, really something!


  Abigail Anaya knew how to transform the helpless members of the "Cement Gang" into a kind of family in which everything belonged to everyone. Hunger and misery was shared democratically; no one went to bed with his stomach fuller than anyone else.


  Personally, I preferred Ramiro, who had lived through a lot with me. But I have to admit that the Boss really had cold blood, intuition and leadership, which put him a notch above the rest of the boys in the nearby neighbourhoods. So, he was soon able to make our gang, even though we weren't the strongest, one of the most respected.


  But, of course, we could keep some adults and little buggers from occasionally coming into our territory to beg during the daytime. But as soon as the sun started to go down, it became an off-limits zone and we did pretty good at keeping everlasting night thieves from acting with impunity on the cars that belonged to our neighbourhood.


  As a compensation, no one was opposed to our installing ourselves in a small basement of an abandoned building at Twenty-fifth and Ninth Avenue, which was our first authentic "home".


  We had a large cot and several blankets, and a cardboard box, which fattened out provided us with insulation from the damp floor. To sit on, we had three chairs and numerous boxes, a table and even a light bulb hanging from the end of a long electric wire with which we stole electricity from a lamppost.


  We slept one on top of another, but at least we slept in a dry, secure place, and to some extent even a warm place.


  Seven boys and four girls.


  No. At that time, there were no differences between us. Sex was something that was below the stomach and those were times when the thing that most concerned us was the stomach.


  Amanda, Rita, Richard, Baldie, Philomena and another little runt whose name I don't remember because she was the first one to go away. They dressed like us; they talked like us; they were just as dirty as us; and, they even threw punches as hard as us. So, no one cared if some of us peed squatting and others, standing.


  If my memory is correct, Rita, Amanda, Richard, and Baldie, were brothers and sisters. They had come to town with their parents, a couple who were very young. The kids swore that their parents were good, but, one day, they left the kids on a park bench and they never returned.


  Richard told us that that was the night that the kids realized that they had been abandoned in the city; all his hair fell out and it never grew back, even when we massaged his head with melon and donkey turds.


  Don't be surprised. I know a lot of parents who seem normal but suddenly they leave their children and disappear, never to be seen again.


  The thing is, Mister, no matter what anyone else says, the main problem of my country is not the economic resources, the drug traffic, or the terrible violence. No, the main problem is that half of the inhabitants don't have the faintest idea what it means to be responsible parents.


  For a man, the most important thing is to demonstrate that he is a real macho, so he has to get as many women pregnant as possible. And for women, the most important thing is to have a man to protect and care for them.


  The logical result — the children — becomes a hindrance, which everybody would like to get rid of. This means that about half of the city's population is abandoned or illegitimate children. Or illegitimate and abandoned.


  A woman with two or three children by different fathers can hardly find a man who wants to take care of a family that isn't his. And there's a time when she puts the possibility of getting a new man before her children.


  In the end, that's the kind of world she was brought up in and that's what she sees all around her.


  But, I don't want to go on and on with discourses that have nothing to do with what were are talking about.


  That’s your job, and if you want to understand this whole thing better, fly over there to see it for yourself. I am going to stick telling my story; that's enough.


  Where were we? Oh, yeah. I remember now. In the basement of the Cement Gang.


  That was some period!


  The best of my life, if you ask me. Even though it wasn't very long, it certainly was intense.


  And as the weather was good and we shared everything, for the first time, happiness outweighed sadness, and the happy moments outweighed the long nights of fear and bitterness.


  Eleven children, with sticks, stone and knives as weapons can command respect even of adults. When we promised a car owner that no one would harm his belongings, he could be sure that that would be the case.


  We got paid with money or goods, and always following the indications of Abigail Anaya. Our mission was not to beg on street comers or scrounge around trashcans, but rather to watch out for any one "suspicious" and make sure that no strange people harmed the property of the people who had reached an agreement with our gang.


  I have to admit that that made me feel sort of proud of myself. I think that was the only time that I was on the same side as the law.


  Though, maybe it wasn't the law, but order. Those terms usually get confused, but as you know, they don't necessarily mean the same thing.


  I remember one afternoon when a guy with a knife held up the box office girl at the movies on the square and he tried to get away down Eliecer Gaitan. Lord, what a chase! Like in a gangster movie!


  Can you imagine what that guy must have felt like — five children throwing stones at him?
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