
  [image: ]


  Readers Praise Robert Haukoos and


  Tijuana Baby


  


  


  


  “... a page turner...heart pounding...Angel's story is a dark and disturbing tribute to the rest of the ‘Angels’ and will leave you breathless, humble and wanting more.” —Gabriella Hoffman, Eva’s Garden


  


  “...plenty of unexpected twists and dark turns ...Tijuana Baby is one road trip you'll be glad you took and one you will never forget!"—Gary Yambor, Author of An Easy Score.


  


  “...an absolute page-turner...only in the end do you learn who the true Tijuana Baby is.”—Heather Christena Schmidt, Writer, Blogger & Misanthrope .


  


  "A rollicking & delightful romp from Tijuana to Hollywood ... and back again."—Stan Corwin, author of Oxymorons I Have Known - A Memoir of Fame & Famous Acquaintances.


  


  “Decadent Hollywood collides with desperate Tijuana. Boom! A bad-ass adventure on both sides of the border.”—John Gaines, Writer/Editor.


  TIJUANA BABY


  


  Robert Haukoos


  


  [image: Moonshine_Cove_Logo 300 dpi, color]


  


  Moonshine Cove Publishing, LLC


  Abbeville, South Carolina U.S.A.


  


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or per-sons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  


  Copyright © 2014 by Robert Haukoos


  


  This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-937327-45-3) at most book stores and online retailers.


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  


  Book design by Moonshine Cove; front cover from original illustration “Angel” by Tom Hoffman, used with permission. 



  



  E-Book Distribution: XinXii

  http://www.xinxii.com

  [image: logo_xinxii]



  


  


  


  For Vito - We had a ball.


  


  


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  


  


  Thanks to Gene Robinson and everyone at Moonshine Cove Publishing. Special thanks to my wife Leslie who is the first read, first editor and first lady in my life.


  


  


  


  Tijuana Baby


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 1


  


  The baby screamed. A hellish tormented scream.


  The gigantic jetliner bounced and shook wildly in the violent black sky. Terrified passengers were crying, shouting, vomiting and praying.


  “Oh please God, oh please God, ohh, God Please!” yelled the old woman seated directly in front of D.W. and Primo.


  The baby screamed as if being attacked by demons.


  The cabin lights flickered. Overhead bins burst open launching duffel bags, pillows and packages everywhere. Crashing and banging could be heard from the galley. The screech of the jet engines wound upwards in a terrifying sound never before heard by most airline travelers.


  D.W. squeezed the armrests of his middle seat so hard his hands were red. Primo, in the aisle seat next to him, closed his eyes and sucked in air like a man gasping for his last breath.


  “It’s been great running with you, partner,” D.W. burst out.


  “We had a ball,” Primo responded, sucking in more air.


  “Look for me on the other side,” D.W. said closing his eyes.


  Several rows in front of them, a seatbelt snapped, throwing a man into the aisle. As he struggled to get to his feet, a powerful blast of turbulence sent him tumbling into the woman clutching her shrieking baby. The infant was knocked from her grasp and fell into the aisle.


  The baby no longer screamed.


  Primo tried to unbuckle his seat belt but his hands shook wildly. D.W. tried to climb over him to get into the aisle to retrieve the baby, but a sudden drop in altitude slammed him into the older man sitting in the window seat next to him. The man thumped up against the window so hard he dislodged the pull-down window shade.


  Another drop in altitude sent D.W. to the floor, his head under the seat in front of Primo. From the floor, he reached up and stretched as far as he could. With both hands, he grabbed Primo’s seat belt release and yanked it open. Primo stood up, then fell into the aisle.


  “Go!” D.W. yelled. “Get the baby!”


  Two flight attendants strapped in by the emergency door urgently motioned to Primo to return to his seat. Defying them, he crawled into the aisle of the jet and pulled the baby to him. He turned over on his back and clutched the baby tightly to his chest as he bounced on the floor, his head and legs smacking into the steel legs underneath the seats.


  Then, like the flip of a switch, the aircraft stabilized and glided into quiet soft air. The steady humming of the engines droned like a snoring baby with a pacifier. The relief was rapturous. The crisis over.


  Primo lay on the floor groaning. The hysterical mother rushed over and took the baby from him. Primo struggled to get up. The mother, after a moment of rocking and quieting the baby, looked at him as if he were an alien. He rubbed his battered head and grinned at her. Tucking the baby safely into her bosom, she fell into Primo’s big chest. She clutched him around the neck, breaking down in wailing sobs, sputtering her tears into his dark shirt.


  Cheers erupted from the passengers. A hero was born.


  “Folks,” a shaky voice came over the intercom. “This is the captain speaking. We’ve been a bit busy up here the last few minutes but it looks like the storm is behind us.”


  More cheers.


  “We should arrive in L.A. on time,” the captain continued. “We have an outstanding flight crew up here to thank for that, and of course our number one co-pilot, the almighty Lord God himself must be on board with us today. Amen.”


  More cheers.


  Primo basked in his newborn celebrity. The flight attendants doted over him. Fellow passengers came up and shook his hand. Mom and baby came back for some goo-goo, gaa-gaa playtime with Uncle Primo. He relished it. He played down what he'd done. That was Primo's way, never taking credit, never comfortable accepting a compliment, never wanting to upstage anyone. Humility came naturally to him. So did a persona and charisma that many men would have given their fortunes for. If you had it, you had it. If you didn’t, you couldn’t buy it, learn it or steal it.


  “ ‘Look for me on the other side,’ ” chuckled Primo.


  “I thought we were going to die,” D.W. said.


  “ ‘Look for me on the other side.’ ” Primo laughed.


  “You’re an asshole.”


  “Aw, I’m just messing with you,” Primo said. “I couldn’t have gotten there if you hadn’t pulled open my seat belt.”


  “That was an incredible thing you just did. Unbelievably brave.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, really. You never cease to amaze me.”


  “Thanks,” Primo said. “I won’t tell anyone.”


  “Won't tell anyone, what?”


  “ ‘Look for me on the other side.’ ” He laughed again and elbowed D.W. in the ribs.


  An attractive young flight attendant brought Primo a split of champagne and a gigantic fudge brownie from the first class cabin. She lowered his tray, laid out a napkin and filled his glass. He sipped it and bubbles dissolved on his thick black and grey mustache.


  “Were you on vacation down in Acapulco?” she asked Primo.


  “Naw honey, we were filming a TV commercial for a Mexican restaurant,” Primo said. “I’m the producer and my partner D.W. here is the director.”


  “Wow,” the flight attendant said. “You’re a producer?”


  “Yeah, we’re getting ready to do a big movie. D.W. is a really talented director. He’s good, really good.”


  How does the guy do it? D.W. wondered. He’s old, ugly, fat and broke, yet women are attracted to him like cats to catnip. D.W. was jealous. He was the young good-looking one. He was the director. He was the owner of the production company. Primo worked for him.


  Producer, he thought. He’s bragging that he’s a producer from Hollywood.


  Primo was nothing more than D.W.'s assistant with the glorified title of Production Manager, and they weren’t exactly filming a major motion picture. D.W. and Primo made up the entire crew for their low-budget taco commercial.


  Despite Primo’s mid-air heroics in saving the baby, this was his usual modus operandi. D.W. was used to it. It didn’t matter if it was an actress or model, coffee shop waitress or car rental clerk, whenever D.W. was with Primo, it seemed he was invisible to women. Women loved Primo. In fact, everyone loved Primo. The clients loved Primo. The crew loved Primo. The actors loved Primo. Even D.W.’s uptight in-laws loved Primo. He sometimes wondered if they liked Primo more than him.


  It was an unusual business partnership and friendship. The two men could not have been more different. David Orson Welles, nicknamed D.W. in honor of D.W. Griffith, was an ambitious 39-year-old film director with visions of grandeur. Visions he felt slipping away with each passing day. He aspired to greatness, to be worthy of his esteemed heritage. But the disappointment and angst with his current career status, his lack of past accomplishments, and his dwindling bank account, grew daily.


  D.W. had a single-mindedness of purpose that consumed him. The work. It was all about the work. Even though he didn’t necessarily feel that TV commercials for local pizza shops or discount clothing stores were beneath him, he felt like he hadn’t lived up to the potential he knew for certain he had. His chosen destiny was to make movies. Important movies. As he became older, he realized that destiny wasn’t something you could choose. It chose you.


  Primo Salerno had lived enough lives for 20 men. He had pushed hard, worked hard, loved hard and lived hard for 55 years. He was always looking for an angle, a shortcut or a deal. An opening to live the high life, the good life, the easy life. He had always come up short. Always failing, sometimes colossally, leaving failed business partnerships, broken promises, spurned lovers and illegitimate children behind. Now, his primary goal in life was to enjoy himself. He relished the role of “Hollywood Producer” and he loved D.W. like a little brother. Somehow, he always found a way to get things done, however unconventionally. A client once nicknamed the two of them ‘the odd couple.’ But, instead of being known as Felix and Oscar, they were more like the Happy Days character Ritchie Cunningham and Chicago gang boss Al Capone. D.W. was the fresh-faced polite Midwestern boy, and Primo, the genuine Italian Stallion, a modern day Zorba, a one-of-a-kind.


  The party-plane mood soon gave way to one of apprehension as an unsettling sound from underneath the aircraft captured the attention of the nervous passengers. At first, it was a hissing sound like a car driving through puddles of rainwater splashing underneath. Then, a crunching, tearing, ripping sound as rivets popped off with loud pings and pangs giving way to sheet metal flapping in the wind—banging the side of the aircraft—like a screen door on a house in a wind storm.


  The conversations and chatter inside the cabin went from murmur to silence to the fever pitch of an anxious clamor as the noise grew louder and the banging more ominous. Finally, a muffled explosion.


  “Something just blew off the plane,” a passenger screamed.


  D.W. looked out the window to see a cargo door spinning away from the aircraft followed by suitcases, bags, boxes, golf clubs and a stroller all swirling into space hurtling down into the darkness.


  The emergency oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling, the alarm sounded, the lights went out and the baby started crying again. Passengers screamed. The jet rolled and banked sharply downward.


  Over the loudspeaker, the captain made an announcement.


  “Please . . . fasten your . . . seat . . .”


  In the background another pilot could be heard, “Mayday. Mayday. This is Meximerica 143 requesting emergency landing.”


  “. . . belts and hold on. We’re going . . . to make an emergency . . . landing,” the pilot quivered through the static as the “mayday, mayday” call continued in the background.


  D.W. looked at Primo who had his eyes closed and chanted a Catholic prayer. Out the window, an airport runway with lights flashing appeared to be propelling up from the ground like a strange optical illusion. He braced for impact. The jet slammed into the ground and rolled 180 degrees onto its side ripping off one of the wings—sending it end-over-end smashing into the side of a hangar before exploding into flames.


  The mutilated fuselage of the jet bucked down the runway and skidded out of control across the tarmac and crushed a jetway up against a terminal as it abruptly came to a halt. Smoke poured from underneath.


  For a moment, the hissing of the air sputtered out and the engines wound down. It was quiet. Then a groan. A cry. A scream. The stunned passengers moved slowly, as if waking up from a knockout in a 15-round prizefight.


  Meximerica Flight 143 had just crash-landed in Tijuana, Mexico. Primo was unconscious. D.W. wasn’t sure if he was alive or dead.


  “Primo. Primo.” He tried to shake him awake.


  The plane listed on its side with the left wing sticking straight up in the air rocking back and forth, trapping the passengers inside. They could not get out. The jet rested on the pavement with the right side of the aircraft now the floor. The only way out was to climb straight up and push open one of the heavy emergency exit doors above them. Bodies, dead and alive were strewn among the debris making it difficult to maneuver.


  D.W. struggled to unsnap his seatbelt. He then unhooked Primo from his seatbelt and they both tumbled to the bottom of the plane, landing on another passenger who groaned. D.W. climbed up and precariously stood on the armrest of a seat and reached for the emergency exit door handle above him. He leapt up and caught the emergency door handle. He rocked back and forth swinging wildly until finally it turned and the door popped open knocking him off. He fell to the bottom of the cabin landing on an older couple who yelped from the impact of his body blow.


  A stampede of panicked passengers climbed up to reach the open emergency exit door above. Instead of helping each other up, they created a human pyramid and pulled each other down. No one could reach the door to push it open wider. D.W., like a soldier charging a hill, fought his way to the top.


  He shoved the door open and it slammed against the exterior of the jet. D.W. pulled himself up and out and lay on his back on the fuselage of the wounded jet. He blinked at the starlit sky above him, then reached back into the doorway to help pull out the trapped passengers. Emergency crews rushed in. Several rescuers crawled onto the body of the jet and took over for D.W. They dropped a rope ladder into the emergency hatch and helped the harried passengers climb out.


  D.W. got to the tarmac and watched the chaotic scene unfold. Jet fuel swirled around his shoes. Smoke billowed from the rear of the jet, increasing in intensity every second. Fire crews poured water and foam on the growing fire that refused to die. Its flames leapt upwards into the night threatening to break out. After all the passengers who could climb out under their own power made it out, the rescue crew moved back from the plane in anticipation of an explosion.


  Primo was still inside. D.W. ignored the shouts of the emergency crew and climbed back onto the jet and down into its cabin. He found Primo still unconscious. There was no way he was going to be able to lift the 230-pound man up through the open emergency door so he grabbed him under his arms and dragged him towards the front of the aircraft. Because the jet was lying on its side, Primo’s feet bumped and bounced as he was pulled across each window in the space between the seats and overhead bins. Primo regained consciousness for a brief moment and groaned at D.W.


  The smoke was thick. The flames charged. D.W. pulled Primo into the crumpled cockpit. One window had been smashed out leaving jagged glass surrounding the only way to escape. D.W. kicked out the jagged broken glass, crawled through the hole and pulled Primo onto the tarmac.


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  An unnatural feeling of emptiness permeated the hospital in Tijuana, a semi-modern facility with flickering florescent lights that hurt the soul more than the eyes. The hallways were drab, the furniture decrepit, the ambiance third-world institutional.


  Primo lay on a gurney in a deserted corridor, the frayed linens barely covering a crumbling foam mattress. The color of the steel on the gurney was equally black and silver, so scratched up it was difficult to ascertain the original color. Primo was in a reflective mood. Unusual for the happy-go-lucky, life-is-an-oyster Sicilian superman. Primo never reflected or looked inward. He just lived. Day-to-day, moment-to-moment, following his instincts and whims.


  “You saved my life,” he said to D.W.


  Neither of them spoke for a long time. They had been moved out of the chaotic emergency room 5 hours earlier. Primo was feeling better. An experienced nurse with a world-weary demeanor had looked him over quickly, given him some water and aspirin and told him to wait. She never returned and no doctor ever came. D.W. took his cell phone from his pocket and dialed. Surprisingly, the call went through.


  “Hello David,” his wife Kara said in a hurried tone. “I'm at work and I've got my hands full. I'll call you back when I'm on my break.”


  Kara, a nurse, was working in the Neo-Natal Unit of the Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center in Los Angeles.


  “I just wanted to let you know I’m all right,” D.W. said.


  “Are you at home?”


  “No, I'm in Tijuana.”


  “Tijuana? What are you doing in Tijuana?”


  “The plane crashed. We were in a plane crash.”


  “A plane crash?”


  “Didn’t you hear about it? Our flight crash landed in Tijuana but we’re both okay.”


  “Oh my God! Are you all right David?”


  It felt good to hear some genuine concern in her voice for his well-being. He had not felt any for some time. A strain and distance had developed between them making everything at home a little icy. She always seemed to be either impatient or disappointed with him.


  “Yes. I’m all right. I tried to call you several times but I haven’t been able to get through.”


  “It’s been hell here tonight. I turned my phone off. I didn’t know you were in a plane crash. I didn’t know where you were.”


  D.W. had been expected home hours ago, before Kara went to work. He was expected to perform like a stud horse in the bedroom immediately upon arrival. Her female calendar determined that on that exact day, at that exact hour, her ovulation cycle would peak offering the best possible chance for impregnation. D.W. missed the last cycle because he was out of town on another job. They argued about whether he should take this particular job and go on this trip because he might get home late, might pick up some disease in Mexico, or might just be too tired to perform when he did arrive. Their finances being what they were, he took the job and made great assurances to her that he would be there at the appointed hour in tip-top shape.


  Kara, 37 years old, had been married to D.W. for a decade and had been trying to get pregnant for 8 years. They were now resorting to more scientific measures. It took the pleasure and passion out of sex but it seemed necessary. Sex became a means to an end. The end being a baby. The scheduling, the vitamins, the techniques, the counseling and the medical evaluations had not made them closer. It had pushed them apart. The tenderness and intimacy were gone. Sex represented failure, fading dreams and a family life slowly slipping away. There was no “A” for effort and no prize for the losers. For Kara, it seemed pointless to stay together without a child and a family. She brought up the possibility of adoption, which D.W. refused to discuss. He did not want to adopt someone else's child likening it to picking up a mutt at the pound.


  “When will you be home?”


  “I don’t know,” he answered knowing she was asking because they were still on schedule. A little behind schedule maybe, but still within the mystic full moon cycle of ovulation. Better late than never. Try, try again was Kara’s attitude. Not only her attitude but her mission.


  “I get off work at seven and will be home by eight. If we can do it then, we should be fine.”


  “Right now, we’re at a hospital in Tijuana.”


  “Oh my God. Don’t let anyone there touch you. I thought you said you were okay.”


  “It’s not me. It’s Primo. He got bumped around in the crash and they’re going to check him out.” Primo lay on the gurney propped up on his arm. He waved a ‘hello’ to pass along to her.


  “Primo says hello.”


  “So when will you be home?”


  “We’re going to walk across the border and rent a car in San Diego. I’ll be home and rested up before you get home.”


  “Fine,” she said.


  “Kara, this plane crash really shook me up. I thought I was going to die and never see you again. I realized in that moment how much I love you. I also realized I want to have a baby with you. I know you've wondered if I really want to, but I’m telling you, I want to have a baby more than anything because you want to have one. I want this for you. I want to have this baby with you. I know it’s going to happen for us.” D.W. hesitated. “I love you.”


  She did not respond because she hadn't heard any of it.


  “Hello? Kara?”


  The battery on D.W.'s phone was dead and the call had dropped.


  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Primo said.


  He gingerly rolled off the gurney and limped out of the hospital with D.W. giving him a hand. Outside they found a VW Beetle Taxi with the front passenger seat taken out. They climbed in the back.


  “How much to the border, Ho-say?” Primo growled. He was still in pain and in a bad mood.


  “Only $5, señor,” the driver said. “But my name is not Jose. I am Pepe,” he said, sounding cheerful.


  The taxi rumbled out of the hospital parking lot and onto the dark streets of Tijuana. The VW bug sped along the boulevard overlooking the concrete slabs of the Rio Tijuana with the lights of the city flickering and flashing like warning signs. The dry river ran beside them flowing with uncertainty instead of water.


  “You want some señorita action tonight amigos? I take you,” Pepe offered.


  “Just take us to the border,” D.W. said.


  “Donkey show only $20.” Pepe raised his eyebrows. “Cerveza only $1. You can touch the girls. Only $1.”


  “Do you know where the border is, Ho-say?” Primo asked.


  “Pepe. My name is Pepe.”


  “Do you know where the border is, Pee-Pee?”


  “Of course señor. Everyone knows where the border is.”


  “That’s where we want to go. We don’t want any sick donkey shows or dirty Mexican whores.”


  The cab careened onto a less traveled street. Pepe checked his rearview mirror to see if Primo and D.W. actually knew the way to the border. Apparently, they did not, because he was not driving towards it.


  D.W.'s thoughts drifted to the moment he thought the plane was actually going to crash and he was about to die. He told Kara he was thinking of her and their future baby but that wasn't quite true. He wasn’t thinking about God, heaven or repentance. There were no thoughts of the trips not taken, the opportunities missed, or other conventional regrets.


  He thought of his father. He thought about what it would be like to face him, to tell him that destiny had chosen another path for him as well. His life too had come up short.


  After his Mom died when he was seven-years old, D.W. and his father lived like bachelors and went to the movies several times a week. His dad loved the movies. He seemed to know everything about every movie ever made. As a Professor of Film Studies at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, D.W.'s dad was fortunate enough to make a living watching and talking about films, but not making them. His father spent his life in quiet desperation on the cold desolate plains of the Midwest teaching film theory to uninterested college freshmen.


  Instead of living large on the coast in the heat of the Hollywood spotlight creating works of art, he had filled his long days and short life with university politics, budget cut battles and pompous administrators.


  “A great film will last forever,” he said to D.W. on many occasions.


  What D.W. got from his father was a masters education in cinema. The two would sit together and watch all the great films. They always discussed them afterwards. His Dad always lectured D.W. on the drive home as if he were a mentor and his son the protégé.


  The characters, their motivations, the message, the meaning, the story and symbolism, the glory of the greatest American art form—film. His father always described them as films, as works of art, but D.W. thought of them as movies. After seeing certain movies, he felt his dad’s despair over a life journey on the wrong road.


  “What crap,” his father would say after seeing a certain film. “I could make a better film than that. So could you. You could make a better film than that piece of crap we just saw. You will make a great film someday. We have the talent in our family you know.”


  The talent in the family referred to their distant relative, Orson Welles. David Orson Welles was named after the great American filmmaker, but they hardly knew him and he did not know them at all. D.W.’s dad had met Orson Welles only once, in the 1970s when the filmmaker was on the downside of his career doing wine commercials and becoming a caricature of himself.


  “We will sell no wine before its time,” became his unwanted trademark. Parodied on the Johnny Carson show, the genius behind Citizen Kane had become a comical fat lush hawking cheap wine on TV. But to D.W.’s dad, Orson Welles was a giant and a genius. A connection to greatness where the family bloodline tracked directly to him. He was a second cousin once removed or something like that but they shared the same last name. His son, D.W., would share his first and last name. A tribute to the greatest American film director ever. On the day D.W.’s dad met Orson Welles, he told the great director he had named his first born son after him. Welles was flattered and told him, “He’s bound to become a great filmmaker with a name like that.”


  That innocuous comment, spoken in a moment of polite small talk, became a prophesy D.W.’s father hung onto for the rest of his life, and he hung around D.W.'s neck. It became his ambition and dream for the young David Orson Welles. It was like naming your kid Tom Brady and expecting him to someday win the Superbowl and become its MVP.


  The taxi turned down a narrow dark alley. Primo shot a concerned glance at D.W. The adrenaline in D.W.’s veins surged. Alarms went off in his head with increasing intensity as the car slowed to a stop.


  “You get out here,” the cabdriver said.


  “This ain’t the border, ho-say,” Primo said.


  “Get out you stupid fucking gringos.”


  Four men appeared from the shadows. One of them opened the car door, grabbed D.W. by the shirt collar and pulled him into the street. He kicked him in the stomach.


  “Get the fuck out!” Pepe yelled at Primo.


  The leader of the gang, a tall scraggly man with missing teeth, a scar on his face and junkie eyes waved his knife in Primo’s face. The three other men surrounded them.


  “Take off your clothes. Now,” the leader commanded.


  The two Americans stripped down to their underwear. The men snatched the articles of clothing from them as they came off. They rifled through the pockets taking everything; money, credit cards, passport, watches and belts—laughing and arguing over the booty. They split up the money but two of the men both wanted Primo’s shoes. The bigger man punched the smaller man in the face and ripped the shoes from his hands. The other two men laughed at the scuffle.


  D.W. and Primo stood in their underwear shivering, not from the cold but from the warm air that dried the sweat on their bodies and the uncontrollable motor motions caused by a brain overloading, preparing for an unfathomable event.


  “Cut them,” one of the men said in Spanish.


  “Kill them,” another said.


  The feeling D.W. had when the plane was going down spread through his insides like a volcanic river. He could feel the burning in his veins, blood and bones. Then, an empty numbness as he anticipated the physical pain that would cause him to disappear into the blackness.


  The leader slammed D.W. against the wall and grabbed him by the genitals. “How about I cut off your balls?” He laughed. The man’s wild eyes pulsed like a heartbeat.


  Here it comes. This is the moment. Into the valley of the shadow of death . . .


  Headlights flashed at the end of the alley. A car approached. The gang of thieves ran the other way and disappeared into the night. The car moved slowly towards D.W. and Primo. A spotlight flashed in their eyes and the car came to a stop. Two men got out and walked towards them.


  “Que pasa aqui?” one of them said. They were cops. D.W. started to blather about the robbery. Primo sat down in the alley.


  “I did not tell you to move. Get up against the wall,” the older husky cop ordered.


  D.W. and Primo moved to the wall. The other cop knelt down and went through the pockets of their clothes.


  “They took everything?” He seemed disappointed when he realized there was no money left for a bribe.


  “Yes,” D.W. said. “Money, credit cards, phones. There were four of them.”


  The two cops conversed in Spanish for a moment then got back in their car.


  D.W. asked for a ride to the border but the cops declined.


  “You can walk to Avenida Revolucion in about 20 minutes. There you will find many of your countrymen, equally as stupid as you. Get going. If we see you in this neighborhood again, we’ll arrest you and put you in jail. Then you will have some serious trouble. You’re lucky to be alive.”


  Primo and D.W. picked up what remained of their clothes from the ground.


  “Welcome to Tijuana,” one of the cops said and they drove away laughing.


  At the end of the alley, the police car stopped. They watched a man emerge from the shadows and put something in the hand of the cop. Not satisfied with this payout, the cop got out of the car and motioned to the man he wanted more. The man in the shadow, the tall scraggly gang leader, stepped out and placed something in his hand. The cop slowly counted. Satisfied, he waved to the man in the shadows, got back in the car and they drove away.


  D.W. and Primo decided to go out the other end of the alley.


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Tijuana isn’t a place known for world-class hotels. Cheap dirty rooms, available by the half-hour, are its more popular accommodation. A five-star property in Tijuana would be lucky to get three-stars in Mexico City or two-stars in San Diego. But this was the best Tijuana had to offer, the Tijuana Grande Hotel.


  Located in the financial district of the fashionable Zona Rio, surrounded by upscale discothèques and shopping centers, the Tijuana Grande Hotel was frequented by the Mexican upper classes. It was a favorite of Manuel Garcia. He liked the large rooms, satellite TV and 24-hour room service.


  Manuel was tall and muscular with long black hair, black leather jacket, black jeans, black cowboy boots and expensive gold chains that dangled against his smooth-shaven chest. He liked to strut down the boulevard sneering at the Mexican yuppies and American tourists, striking fear in them, amusing himself as they moved out of his path. Manuel wasn’t as rich or powerful as the bosses of the Mexican Mafia but he was still a king in his own kingdom, on the streets of Tijuana.


  Manuel had forged careful alliances with the most dangerous criminals in Mexico. He was an independent, a freelancer who took care of those more powerful than himself, both inside and outside the government. That is why they allowed him to continue to operate as he wished. That and the fact no one wanted to go to war with Manuel Garcia. The most ruthless killers and drug kingpins from Columbia to the Sinaloa Region of Mexico knew of him, and what he was capable of, especially if he got pissed off. Manuel once publicly threatened to cut off the head of the President of Mexico and send it to the President of the United States. No one who knew him personally dismissed this statement as mere bluster.


  If Manuel wanted something, he would stop at nothing to get it. Better to do business with Manuel than to go to war with him or try to kill him. If anyone ever decided to take Manuel out, they knew they’d better get it done on the first attempt. There would be no second chances.


  To the lords of the big drug cartels, Manuel was a useful man who could supply girls, guns, mules, muscle and a variety of other important services that made him more of a business associate, or a preferred vendor as opposed to a competitor. The cops, the crooks, the cab drivers and the government officials all came to Manuel when they had a problem in Tijuana. He was a problem solver. A go-to-guy. El rey de la calle. The King of the Streets of Tijuana.


  On the top floor of the Tijuana Grande Hotel where Manuel liked to hold court, he could do anything he wanted. No one would dare tell him differently. In the hallway outside his room, Juana and her 14-year-old daughter Angel stood by like courtesans awaiting their audience before his Royal Highness.


  Manuel emerged from the shower and wiped his body dry, then threw the towel into the corner. He guzzled down what was left of his beer and smashed the bottle against the wall.


  Out in the hallway, he heard Juana yelp with fear upon hearing the sound of breaking glass. This was good. They were waiting for him. Anticipating what was happening in his room and what would happen when they got inside. They were scared. This was good. This was very, very good.


  Manuel grabbed a vase of flowers and smashed it against the wall. Concerned murmuring continued outside his door. He kicked over a table and chairs and stripped the bed of its linens.


  He laughed as he imagined the hotel maid, some faceless old woman, tired and beaten down, having to bend over to clean up the mess. She would have to bend over to pick up the glass, the towel, the linens, the table and the chair. This amused him so much he tore pages out of the hotel directory and room service menu and scattered them around the room, laughing, as he counted how many times she would have to bend over, tiring her out, breaking her back, and hurrying her journey to the grave. This pleased him. Yes, Manuel could do anything he wanted here because he was the king. El rey de la calle. The King of the Streets of Tijuana.


  He also felt relatively safe on the top floor of the Tijuana Grande Hotel. His main bodyguard and enforcer, Eduardo Rodriquez, patrolled the hallway and monitored the elevator. “Relatively safe” was after all a relative term. Manuel Garcia would never entrust his personal safety to the fat lazy hotel security guards. He took all matters into his own hands. His personal security was most important. Second to that, were his girls. Manuel knew everything about girls.


  He went to the door, looked through the peephole and saw Juana and Angel standing in the hallway nervously awaiting their audience with him. They were summoned and delivered to him for a meeting they couldn’t refuse. He opened the door so they could not see him and called for his bodyguard.


  “Eduardo.”


  The stocky bodyguard wearing a loose Hawaiian shirt that hid a 9 mm pistol came into the room.


  “Send in the old bitch.”


  Eduardo departed and Juana, a woman with a worn face and threadbare clothing, entered the room with great trepidation. Barely 30 years old, she had been attractive once, but the years had been hard and she looked much older. Her skin was taut and tired. Her shoulders slumped. Her hands rough. Manuel was accommodating and grandiose like the host of a summer party. He strutted across the room, naked, king-like.


  “Come in, please. Sit down Juana. How are you?”


  Without picking up one of the overturned chairs from the floor, there was no place to sit down except on the bed. Juana remained standing.


  “Sit,” Manuel commanded.


  Juana moved to pick up one of the chairs.


  “Sit here,” Manuel said, motioning to the stripped bed with a large dirty stain in its center.


  She sat down on the corner of the bed and smiled weakly at him. He moved closer and stood in front of her with his hands on his hips. He shook his wet black hair and tiny drops of water hit Juana on her face, neck and arms. Manuel combed his hair back with both hands and looked down at her, and down upon her. Juana was crossing a threshold she had crossed once before in her life. She had spent years praying about it. Praying she would never have to do it again. Praying her daughter would never have to do it. Praying God might forgive her. Those prayers were not going to be heard on this night, and she knew it.


  Manuel took a large roll of money from his pants lying on the dresser, the only piece of furniture in the room along with the bed that had not been tipped over. He pulled out a single $100 bill, reached for her hand and gave her the money as if discreetly tipping a maître d.


  “Now, go. Tell her to come in and kiss me.”


  Juana rose from the bed and thrust the money back at him.


  “No, please Señor Garcia. She is too young. She is just a baby.”


  “Tell her to come in and kiss me on the mouth. Then go home.”


  “Please,” Juana said. “You can’t. You must not do this. Please.”


  Manuel backhanded her across the face with a hard blow that sent Juana crashing onto the overturned table and sprawling to the floor. She screamed and started to cry.


  “If she hears you crying, you will ruin it,” he said. “If she hears you crying, I will hurt her.”


  Juana swallowed her crying and suffocated it into her hands as she mustered the strength to get to her knees. She shook as she tried to regain her composure.


  “Go wash your face woman.”


  Manuel stood in front of the mirror admiring himself and preparing for the initiation of Angel. He enjoyed few things more than this. It wasn’t the sex. Manuel didn’t care that much about sex. He would just as soon get in a fight or beat a dog to death than have sex with an ordinary whore. Manuel liked the young pure innocent ones. He liked to despoil them, brutalize them. It was that look in their eyes when he totally dominated them that fed the evil place in his heart. He could feel that moment in another human being and he craved it. The moment they were overcome by a sense of futility. That moment they gave up completely, hopeless, helpless, defeated. It was in that very moment, that precious instant when he knew that there was nothing he could not make them do. He could see it in their eyes.


  After whores got accustomed to their lot in life, giving their bodies to strangers, they became immune, able to block it out or use drugs to numb the pain even when it got rough. Their lives adrift, they could no longer feel anything but a sense of relief when their trick was finished, and they could have their body and mind back for a few moments of rest before the next one. A young girl like Angel, even if it was not her very first time, it would be her real first time. She would never forget the night Manuel Garcia took her virginity, her innocence and her soul.


  Juana emerged from the bathroom in a daze, cleaned up but trance-like. She looked at the money in her hand and then at the floor in front of Manuel. She dared not look him directly in the eyes, but in a moment of immense courage for her, she moved her eyes up and directed her gaze at his chest. This was as tall as she could stand before him.


  “Señor Garcia,” she started. “There is something I must tell you.”


  “Not another word bitch,” he said.


  “Please, you must know,” she stammered.


  Manuel raised his backhand and delivered another blow. Her head whip-lashed and she stumbled backwards and fell near the door.


  “You should not have cried. Now go and send her to me.”


  Juana got up and stood at the door. “Please be kind, Señor Garcia.”


  She quietly left the room. A few moments later Angel came in, walked over to Manuel, and kissed him on the mouth. He grabbed her by the hair and forced her to the floor kneeling in front of him. She cried out as he pulled her head back so she was looking directly up at him. He wanted to see that look in her eyes.


  Outside his room in the hallway, Juana dropped to her knees and began to pray.


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Avenida Revolucion is the tourista main drag of Tijuana. The Mexican version of Times Square or Hollywood Boulevard. It was the first paved road of the 20th century and has been traversed by generations of hustlers, hookers, criminals, college students, sailors, pilgrims and priests. It is the epicenter for Americans who seek to live on the wild side, even if just for a night or weekend, and for Mexicans who hope to live on the better side.


  D.W. and Primo emerged from the backstreets and walked under the Tijuana Arch onto the infamous boulevard filled with tourists from the U.S. and all parts of Central America. Both of them were barefoot, Primo without a shirt.


  “Excuse me, sir,” D.W. approached a young American man. “Can I use your cell phone? It’s an emergency.”


  The young man quickly moved away from him. They were a sight. Having been through a plane crash and a mugging, they looked worse than the average homeless beggars on the streets. They looked like trouble. Two gringos who were drunk, stoned, crazy or all three. No one wanted to get too close.


  Not knowing what to do, they walked the crowded street past the prostitutes, the young children begging for money, the drug dealers, strip show barkers, sailors from San Diego and gangbangers from L.A. A group of ten drunken college kids on a bachelor party blowout weekend sprayed each other with beers in the middle of the street. Two cops slammed a man against a wall every time he objected to them reaching into his pocket. An old whore chased a laughing Mexican man holding his cowboy hat in his hand, screaming at him, throwing her shoes after him.


  A strange land, but even among the philistines, D.W. and Primo were the strangers.


  “Que carajo?” laughed Jose, a dressed-up young barker sitting on a stool in front of a strip joint. D.W. knew the phrase. It meant; What the fuck?


  “Choo better come inside and let our boo-ti-ful chicas fix you up amigos. We got the most boo-ti-ful girls in T-J in here.”


  “Do you have a phone we can use?” D.W. said.


  “Sure amigos.” Jose pushed them inside the door. “We got everyting choo want here.”


  Inside the Paradise Club, a young Mexican woman was grinding away on a pole on the large center stage, illuminated by rotating red and blue siren lights cutting through thick smoke. Gigantic mirrors covered the wall behind her and the stage floor below her. Other strippers worked smaller stages in the corners. Fat-bottomed waitresses strutted around carrying trays of drinks. A disco ball rotated above a DJ booth. A group of Chinese businessmen in suits enjoyed table dances.


  “Welcome to Paradise amigos.” An amiable older bouncer guided them to a table at the front of the stage and motioned for them to sit down.


  “Do you have a phone we can use?” D.W. shouted over the music.


  “Yes . . . yes. We have everything you want here. Sit down and enjoy yourselves,” the bouncer said. “You can touch the girls here. Not like U.S. It’s okay to touch girls here. They like it.”


  “I need to use the phone,” D.W. shouted after the bouncer as he hurried away.


  The gyrating, ass-slapping, pole-humping girl on stage moved directly in front of Primo and D.W. The sexy señorita stripper was in total control. Even with a little cellulite on her thighs, stretch marks on her stomach and scarred legs, she did not show a hint of self-consciousness or vulnerability. Uninhibited and unintimidated she thrust her pelvis inches from their faces and massaged her breasts. The waitress arrived and put two shots of tequila and two beers in front of each of them.


  “Twenty-dollars each plus tip,” she said.


  “We didn't order these,” D.W. said.
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