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Praise for Down by the River



“At his best, Bowden can write a little like van Gogh painted: a thick, dark impasto of short, violent phrases that make up a narrative of constant, seething movement where just as you think you’re lost for good in the welter of names, places, dates and deeds, in the constant taking back of what was just stated, Bowden clears a little space, where, if only for a moment, something, even if it is disagreeable, makes sense.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Bowden has written his masterpiece, a book that combines research, narrative skill and clear-eyed observation and interpretation of facts.”

—The Sunday Oregonian

“A must read for any student of recent Mexican history—as well as for anyone who wants to understand the motivations of U.S. leaders when they make policy concerning our southern neighbor.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“A parable for much larger issues about truth, justice, greed and conspiracy.… Bowden’s writing… crackles with poetic brilliance.”

—The Denver Post

“Bowden’s reporting—sophisticated, robust and aggressively independent—will drop jaws; his writing—as frenzied and ferocious and penetrating as the automatic-weapons fire that peppers the narrative—will drop jaws even further.… Crazy twists, longing, dreams, familial history and the unmistakable odor of sheer madness pour from Down by the River, in streams shocking and profound, revealing and commanding.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Bowden… is superb at capturing the gauzy, surreally violent nature of the drug trade.”

—Newsweek

“Bowden’s engaging book… pulls back the veil on scenes that ought to shame authorities on both sides of the river.”

—El Paso Times

“For those with the stomach to take it, this book is a harsh dose of reality.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Prize-winning author Bowden weaves an intricate tale of treachery, deceit, corruption and death.… A dramatic detective story and a biting critique of the U.S. war on drugs.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Bowden’s hard-boiled prose and the generally violent tone are reminiscent of Hunter Thompson and James Ellroy, but this author’s gaze remains trained upon fundamental human issues. His unerring sense of detail and his intimacy with this scary terrain elevate the narrative into something grand and ghastly.… Memorable and remarkable.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)
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For Mary Martha Miles






But was it the truth? Nowhere has the truth so short a lifespan…a fact has scarcely happened five minutes before its genuine kernel has vanished, been camouflaged, embellished, disfigured, annihilated by imagination and self-interest; shame, fear, generosity, malice, opportunism, charity, all the passions, good as well as evil, fling themselves on the fact and tear it to pieces; very soon it has vanished altogether.… The truth no longer existed. Precarious fact, though, had been replaced by irrefutable pain.

—GIUSEPPE TOMASI DI LAMPEDUSA, THE LEOPARD








the history of blank pages

Listen… and you can hear them whispering a fable. Look and you can glimpse the shadows darting down the midnight streets. The old man does not get out much at eighty, but now they’ve brought him to the room and he is grilled for six hours. Luis Echeverría Álvarez ruled Mexico from 1970 to 1976 as the president, and before that he ran internal security. Hundreds and hundreds of people vanished under his watch and now, in the summer of 2002, there are questions. He is a small piece of a blank page torn from a secret history. Just as the hundreds of officially missing people are a pulse in a larger wave of gore.

In the summer of 2002, the new reform government of Mexico opened the secret files accumulated by the state between 1952 and 1985. In 1952, Mexico had 27,846,000 souls, by 1985, this number had grown to 77,938,000. The secret files for this period number eighty million. They hold the screams of interrogations, the taps on phones, the details of executions and hidden graves. They have brought Echeverría into the light of day, an old man who is one footnote to this history of blank pages.

People line up in the streets of Mexico City to glimpse these secret files. They are searching for their own lives and the lives of husbands, wives, sons, daughters, and lovers who have vanished as if they had never existed. Of course, there are limits to what people can find out. For example, the height of barbarism in Mexico most likely occurred after 1985, when the partnership between certain members of the Mexican government and the drug industry flowered, and of course, these files are not made public.

And then there is an additional barrier, the millions of files accumulated by the U.S. government on the killings and tortures, files that remain sealed with no promise of ever being made public, files that chronicle the intimate connection between the United States government and the slaughter.

This book is about that world of secret files. Files never seen, files buried alive, files still sealed. When we are all dead, then, just maybe, these files will be opened. But for now, the work goes on despite the governments.

Grab a shovel, the work begins. Come, down by the river, the dead speak and they rattle their bones on both sides of the line. They are witnesses to our history, buried for sure, but still the voices of our history. The tale involves two countries, the United States and Mexico, fused together in one lie.

This book is the archeology of a nightmare. There will be music and laughter, salsa will flavor the gunfire. Some will say none of this ever happened. But the ground is quaking and in the hard cantinas the songs are spewing forth.

Come, the dead are crawling out of their holes.






another country

We are in the safe house. The sun bakes at ninety and the humidity keeps stride with the sun. Texas wobbles under the blows of summer, the storms threaten, the whiff of tornadoes gives a tang to the changing skies. The street is tree-clogged, narrow, and lined with stretch versions of ranch-style houses. Plano, hugging the north flank of Dallas, is one of the richest suburbs in the United States. This section of that sanctuary houses managers, the lower end of the Plano pecking order. Weekends reverberate with lawn mowers, weekdays find the street abandoned as couples work to pay for their homes.

The woman scrubs diligently in the kitchen. Not compulsively, she notes, just rigorously. She is short and friendly. She was born in Mexico and raised in the United States and most of her life has revolved around the Drug Enforcement Administration, DEA. This is not her home, she is just helping out. This could never be her home. Everything about the house is wrong. It reeks of a failed marriage, of depression. And of Anglos. This last failing is never mentioned, it is too obvious for mention. Anglos mean a cold world, a soulless world, a place where there may be money but something essential is always missing.

That is why she is here. He’s gone now, doing errands, but she is here to fill this missing thing, unnamed, unmentioned, but obvious. Too obvious to discuss. She has been tied to him most of his life, through his single time, the second marriage, and now with the new divorce she is, well, back in the picture. She is bright and works hard. And she prides herself on being practical, on not succumbing to the fatal temptations of the imagination, and this house is not practical nor is this place. Nor is this thing about the death.

“They have to let Bruno go, leave him in peace,” she offers.

“But that’s hard when he’s your own brother,” I reply. I don’t mention the glass of water and the candle.

She nods, but still she knows.

She has been busy telling me everything, about the details of the ruin, the little discrete acts, the betrayals, the hopes dashed. And the hopes once again renewed, just as the hopeless kitchen counter is being renewed as it emerges from months of neglect and begins to shine and smell fresh once again. She is preparing the playing field for her chicken tacos. It has not been easy. The cilantro, for example, sold in Plano is not really cilantro. Here, smell it. See? It is off, like something dead, something faint and lacking soul.

“Phillip,” she announces, and she always calls him Phillip even though every one else calls him Phil, “has to stop this stuff about drugs. It is all he wants to talk about. I go to Mexico and I see hotels and nice businesses and at the trade conferences, no one talks about drugs. And I don’t see drugs. He has to stop this.”

“But that is not easy,” I reply. “It is everywhere if you look, if you know how to look. It is too big to ignore.”

And then I trail off because I understand her point. It is a healthy point.

I can’t even produce a metaphor for the drug world anymore. I don’t even like the phrase the drug world since the phrase implies that it is a separate world. And drugs are as basic and American as, say, Citibank. Mexico’s three leading official sources of foreign exchange are oil, tourism, and the money sent home by Mexicans in the United States. Drugs bring Mexico more money than these three sources combined. The United States and Mexico share a common border more than 1,800 miles long. Its official, licit, World Bank–type economy is piddling—4.5 percent that of the United States. Both nations, along with Canada, are officially partners in a common market under the umbrella of NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Agreement. But Mexico and the United States are partners in an unofficial economy called the drug business.

The number for the money in the Mexican drug business, around $30 billion annually, came from the Mexican attorney general’s office in the mid-1990s, and is smaller than the current take. The number is roughly the same as that quietly issued from time to time by the agencies of the United States government.

When the drug industry does get mentioned, it gets dismissed by Mexicans blaming the United States for creating the drug market because of its vile habits and the United States blaming Mexico for permitting the drug industry because of its corrupt practices. I disagree with both positions. Drugs are a business, one of the largest on the surface of the earth, and this business exists for two reasons: the products are so very, very good and the profits are so very, very high. Nothing that creates hundreds of billions of dollars of income annually and is desired by millions of people will be stopped by any nation on this earth. A Mexican study by the nation’s internal security agency, CISEN (Centro de Investigación y Seguridad Nacional), that has been leaked to the press speculates that if the drug business vanished, the U.S. economy would shrink 19 to 22 percent, the Mexican 63 percent.1 I stare at these numbers and have no idea if they are sound or accurate. No one can really grapple with the numbers because illegal enterprises can be glimpsed but not measured. In 1995, one Mexican drug-trafficking expert guessed that half the hotel room revenues in his country were frauds, meaning empty rooms counted as sold in order to launder drug money.2

A part of me sympathizes with the woman cleaning the kitchen that is not hers, that is a relic of her lover’s failed marriage. I can taste the desire to move on, to leave all the arrests, tortures, corrupt politicians and cops on both sides of the line, to abandon talk of deals and busts. To smell the roses and let the cocaine go to hell or the customers. Outside in the yard, a small dog lazes in the sun, a mongrel from El Paso. The dog is called Cokie, short for Cocaine. And here, the dog’s world has been reduced to the decent order of bones, water, a food dish, and two rubber balls for play. The trick is to pretend Mexico does not exist. Or if it does exist, that it is very much like the United States, just with a different cuisine and language. For decades the man of this house kept Mexico at bay. And then, it came visiting in a form that trade agreements and folkloric dances tend to ignore.

The visit was violent. In Juárez, the Mexican city just across the Rio Grande from El Paso, the world has been reduced to this: between 1993 and 2001, at least 2,800 people were either murdered or raped or kidnapped or simply vanished.3 In Mexico City, the attorney general’s office has placed the mug shots of 1,400 federales on a Web site to better enable citizens to identify them when they rob or torture them or, perhaps, kill someone. A Mexico City suburb has followed suit with its police force so that, the mayor explains, the local citizens can protect themselves from the community’s eight hundred cops. The mayor already had fired half of the force for corruption. Recently, one Mexican politician called for reinstating capital punishment in Mexico—solely for police offenders.4

The house is cluttered with DEA bric-a-brac—plaques, citations, photographs, the litter from a career. The woman wants such things gone, consigned to the past. She wants the breath of a fresh, new life. There is a logic to this since in the end this work with DEA has brought ruin. Yet, it is hard to let it go. It is hard to pretend it never happened. Others can do this, but for those who were involved in the blood rituals such an act requires personal mutilation. I understand this dread of burying the past at the very same instant I share her desire to erase it. Or better yet, to have never known it at all.

There are things—the gulag of slave labor camps in the former Soviet Union, the burning bodies of the Holocaust in Europe, the clanking chains of human bondage in the United States—that intelligent and honest people know occurred and yet grow weary of contemplating. The drug business is not like such things. Beyond some songs, a few action-packed movies, the drug business is never really acknowledged. Drugs may be the major American story of our era, the thing that did more to alter behavior and law, that redistributed income to the poor far more dramatically than any tinkering with tax codes, that jailed more people and killed more people than any U.S. foreign policy initiative since the Vietnam War. But this vital force, this full-tilt-boogie economic activity, is absent from our daily consciousness and only surfaces when discussed as a problem. And this problem is always placed on the other side of town or the other side of a line or the other side of the river.

Imagine over a quarter of a trillion dollars in a decade, imagine thousands of murders in a decade. Then imagine such things never existed. That is the drug business in one impoverished nation, Mexico. On the U.S. side of the line, all the numbers and consequences are larger.

The woman is right. Clear the house of this clutter, sell it, move on.

But there are these things, strands I think, yes, strands weaving together to form a tapestry. In this instance, the tapestry has these little loose ends that are visible, but the weave and tapestry themselves are not. One tiny strand involves Matamoros, the Mexican town facing Brownsville on the Rio Grande. A dozen or so men armed with automatic weapons took over the three-story state police station there one afternoon this season. They carried AK-47s, wore bulletproof vests and masks, and at first the state police thought it was nothing, simply some prank being played by the federal police. The men seized a Mexican soldier being held in a kidnapping case. When they finally left they showered the police station with bullets. In 1984, a similar group of men took over a Matamoros hospital where a business rival was being treated. They left five dead. Then there was a prison riot in 1991 when a drug group took over and burned the place to the ground. Or the time when Juan García Abrego, the business leader of Matamoros, caused some headlines by kidnapping an American and ritually sacrificing him in pursuit of insights.5 García Abrego had lineage and was intertwined with the family that ruled Mexico, including the man then occupying the presidency. And then there was the matter of American FBI and DEA agents held down at gunpoint in broad daylight for twenty minutes on November 9, 1999, and the gunmen demanded they give up an informant, and some of the gunmen were cops and some were cartel members, and one gunman sported a gold-plated AK-47,6 a problem that one of Phil’s cousins, a man named Sal, had to investigate and try to iron out. All of this, these strands from an invisible tapestry, all of these strands are merely details in the life of a huge ongoing organism, something called the Gulf cartel, and the Gulf cartel is but a small part of the pattern of the giant tapestry itself, and like the other parts of the tapestry, the Gulf cartel comes and goes in official consciousness. It is said to be a criminal group and from time to time there are reports it is on the run. There is a fistful of such businesses, cartels, on the line and, most days, they barely exist in the newspapers or the government meetings or the idle chat at the counters of the coffee shops. This recent episode—where an entire state police station is seized—will pass and soon it will never have happened at all.7

Just as the songs that flutter across Mexican radio come and go seemingly without a trace. The safe house, the one owned by Phil Jordan on the quiet street just north of Dallas, is in a community where, for the past several years, the adolescents of all those affluent parents have been busy overdosing on heroin. For a while, this was news and then, like the narco songs of Mexico, the dying seemed to slip away and become forgotten. In Mexico, the songs remember,


From Cuchillo Parado in the state of Chihuahua

Flew a magnificent eagle

Carrying a load as his master had ordered

Wearing a bulletproof vest, like he was human

And with a kilo of white powder in his talons

In the city of Dallas, they were waiting for the eagle…



The woman is right, I know she is right.

So I ask her about chiles, which kind is she going to use in the tacos, and she says jalapeños and also some sweet yellow peppers. Plus, of course, a salsa cruda she will create. I can taste the chiles on my tongue, smell the meat frying in the pan, feel the warm tortillas. This is a better country, clearly she is right in this matter.

The drug business lacks any honest metaphors, as I have mentioned. The common ones such as drug lords and drug czars are falsely grand. It is simply a business and like all businesses it has merchants and like all merchants they have power and access to people in power. The merchants are natural lobbyists. They are strictly business. I do not think drug merchants would ever have come to any particular notice except for the fact that they sold a product which gives people pleasure and threatens the shackles of government control. Nor would even these conditions have mattered if they sold materials that had evolved in Europe and been slowly absorbed, like alcohol, into the fabric of governments and banks and capitalism. But of course, this is not how it all happened and so we are left with a secret commerce and secret events and a secret structure. And with enormous profits. We are left with a history unwritten, one almost erased as soon as it happens to hit the page.

This unwritten history takes place down by the river, on the fabled banks where two nations meet. The official history is about the corruption of Mexico. The unwritten history, or the one that is almost instantly erased, is about the corruption of both nations. In this unwritten history, the drug merchants are almost the only honest players: vicious, greedy, murderous, and candid about their behavior. They are also the only real defenders of cutthroat capitalism since they literally cut throats and employ people based on their talents and with little regard to their sex, race, class, color, or religion. They are also one of the few industries in the developing sectors of the earth that really do redistribute income and do so at a level without parallel in the thousands of assembly plants now employing the poor of the planet.

Phil will be back in a while, the kitchen will sparkle, the tacos will blaze on the tongue. The house will be cleaned, probably put up for sale, and what happened here will also be erased. And the tendrils of power and corruption and pain that reach into this house will be snipped and destroyed and no trace of their existence will be left. Sanity will be restored. The photo on the refrigerator, the one staring out at this very instant, will be gone. She has not gotten to the refrigerator yet, but she surely will. Bruno will go into a file, be remembered but seldom mentioned. He will become a brother lost to a secret time and business.

I can’t argue with her, not at all. But like Phil, I just can’t seem to live her way, follow this path of clarity and good sense. And I am not alone. There are cemeteries, official and unofficial, there are prisons in Mexico and the United States, there are guarded conversations by thousands of people in cafés and cantinas, conversations by people who find themselves in the same place where I now seem to live. They have tasted a world that others seem to feel either does not exist or has little importance to the greater world. We are all captives of a kind of black hole where people and events enter and then never seem to escape the power of the hole and are condemned to live in darkness and solitude.

I’m talking to an El Paso cop and he mentions the name of a detective and he says, “Never go near him. He’s my uncle, he works for the Juárez cartel.”

I’m talking to an undercover narc, one who has a contract on his head paid for by the Juárez cartel. The contract calls for him to be kidnapped, taken across the bridge to Juárez, and skinned alive. He says, “They’ve got a photograph of me, the one they are using to hunt me down. My nephew gave it to them.”

So, I can’t argue with the woman who tells me to let it all go. But it is not easy to forget everything.

It’s like this. Long ago, there was a murder and I became interested in that murder. The murder was never solved. It is a cold case. That is not a problem. Unsolved murders are the essence of this particular black hole. The dirty laundry of two nations must be examined to understand this unsolved murder. That also is not a problem. This black hole teems with dirty laundry.

Here is the problem: once you enter this black hole and truly live in it and taste it, then you understand.

And this understanding does not matter at all. It becomes a curse and the curse never lifts. In the myth of Prometheus, he is punished for bringing fire down off the mountain by having eagles eat his liver each and every day.

In this black hole, no one ever brings fire down off the mountain, the guards prevent such escapes. But there are two eagles and they never stop tearing at your entrails. Not for a single second. The other people you know, your friends and neighbors, cannot see these eagles and are puzzled by the descriptions you bring back from this alleged black hole, this place you insist exists. After a while, you stop talking about it, cease mentioning the eagles, pretend the entrails are not being shredded.

I’ll tell you how it happened. It will take a while, but I will tell you what I know.

There is a glass of water and a burning candle. I am in this black hole, with thousands of other lost souls. I am the one who watches and yet is incapable of doing anything. A child plays in the sunlight. The house is cardboard and salvaged wood, the yard light brown dirt without grass. The air sags with dust and exhaust and the sweet stench of sewage. Electricity comes from a cord snaking across the ground from a neighbor’s house. Water is a hose from a neighbor’s faucet. The privy leans. The child works. He stands on street corners and juggles, his face pancaked with white makeup. He is very short and slight. Hardly anyone notices him as he juggles various balls and the traffic stands waiting for the light to go green. On January 20, 1995, a man goes down in El Paso, Texas. His killer is arrested, tried, convicted, and sentenced to twenty years. This alleged killer is thirteen years old.

The case is closed.






flesh






crime

Where is he? A steady hum of traffic rises from the interstate, the clunk of car doors forms a mild staccato in the mall parking lot, as night moves across El Paso. The air tastes of chemicals, car fumes, refinery smells, the gases off the smelter, the raw sewage seeping.

But as the engine idles, Patricia can feel her irritation rising. She has made herself pretty, she is always pretty, her face fine-boned, her body trim, her hair brushed, her clothes well thought out. She makes this effort for him. And she is tired of being late because of him, it does not show her the proper respect. Her face tightens at the thought. She has brought him around but still, she can’t break his blithe attitude about schedules. Bruno can’t seem to ever be on time. It is almost seven, the night is cold, and they are supposed to be at the hospital for the death watch over his grandmother, be there with the rest of the family. Patricia sits waiting in the car, young and pretty with those fine bones in her face, plus a gleaming smile, and she thinks, yes, he should treat her with a little more respect. She’s drummed order into Bruno, she’s got him calling in regularly, reporting to her. She is determined to make this work and part of that task means remaking Bruno.

But he’s still in the store and she’s sitting in the parking lot in El Paso, Texas, as dusk turns into night. It is January 20, 1995, and she has an exact sense of time. They’ve been dating since last summer, now they’ve got a joint checking account, and this coming August they’ll be married and then he’ll enter law school. It is all planned. And Patricia is a planner, the hammer to keep Bruno in line. Last fall, Bruno even worked out a schedule: get a law degree in four to five years, retire by age forty-five with an annual income of, say, $60,000, own a home, and have good health—this last item he lists as goal number one. This is all possible, she thinks, that is, if he can ever be on time. She is twenty-three and she has had some missteps in life, boyfriends that were simply wrong, moves that did not work out, but now she is going to iron out all those wrinkles and have the life she always imagined, be married to a professional man, have a house and a family. Be settled.

She can’t see him through the glass front of the Men’s Wearhouse where he works selling suits. There is no telling what is keeping him. Lionel Bruno Jordan is enmeshed with others and always in a hurry and always late. For Patricia hooking up with Bruno has been like joining a galaxy. His family ties in El Paso run somewhere between five hundred and a thousand depending on who is counting. And these ties are hardly loose: he is twenty-seven years old and still lives at home in the barrio a few blocks from the Rio Grande. He was a high school basketball star and that adds another list of friends. He is a super salesman, and that adds hundreds more. And he is mellow, possibly the nicest guy she has ever met, the kind of guy who seems to never lose his temper and never make an enemy. And besides that, he can cook.

He is almost unflappable, the guy who says, hey, I’ll take care of it. When he was a kid playing catch in the street, he once missed the ball and wound up mashing some of his mother’s flowers. She flew out of the house and spanked him on the spot. Bruno stood up, turned around and said with a kind of dry wit, “Thank you, I needed that.” Or there was the time he was about sixteen and his girlfriend put $200 down as a deposit at a used car lot and then had to back out of the deal because her father put his foot down. The dealer wouldn’t give her the money back, just blew her off. Bruno went down and tore into him about how he was ripping off a minor who couldn’t legally even enter into a contract and on and on. The guy was impressed, gave Bruno the two hundred bucks, and said, “Hey, you get out of high school, you come around, I could use a guy like you on the lot.”

So she sits in the mall parking lot waiting for him to be late once again. She can see him in her mind rushing out, his briefcase in hand, his sport coat flapping, he will be smiling, in a hurry and full of explanations and yet, and this is the part that always fascinates, oddly relaxed. He is always relaxed, even in his rush to do things.



The city swallows dirt. On one side there is that smelter spewing gases, on the other side that oil refinery. Next to downtown the railroad yards rumble and then a few blocks away flows the Rio Grande (the Río Bravo to the Mexicans on the opposite bank), a polluted snake that rises and falls based on releases upstream calculated for agricultural needs. Juárez, a city fast approaching two million, faces El Paso and pours almost entirely untreated waste into the canals that feed fields downstream. El Paso itself has around 700,000 people but no one really has a grip on the number of illegals. They are everywhere, on street corners juggling, washing windshields, tucked away in houses invisibly cleaning. Tens of thousands of people in the El Paso area live in wildcat colonias, instant slums, without sewage connections and often without potable water. Border factories have changed El Paso. In 1960, about 20 percent of the population had incomes lower than the national average. By 1991, with the boom in border factories just across the line, 42 percent had incomes below the national average. Wages in El Paso have always been crushed by cheap Mexican labor. The town has also lived with a good dollop of crime. By the 1920s car theft averaged one a day. There is a racist tinge also. In the 1920s, the school board was taken over by the Ku Klux Klan. El Paso is a Mexican-American city traditionally lorded over by an Anglo elite.

Just across the river is Juárez. It is at the moment a touted success story. The North American Free Trade Agreement passed in late 1993 and the traditional border plants in Juárez suddenly began to mushroom. Soon, the city had the lowest official unemployment in Mexico, less than one percent. New industrial parks began go open up, major American corporations flocked in. In Juárez the wage starts at about $3 a day—in the American-owned factories they run $25 to $40 for a five-and-a-half-day week—and no one can live on this wage—the cost of living in Juárez is 80 to 90 percent of the cost of living in El Paso. The turnover in the border factories runs 100 percent to 200 percent a year.

But Juárez is booming in its own fashion and the wait for cars on the bridges connecting them can run more than an hour. U.S. Customs is determined to get the delay down to no more than forty-five minutes. Both cities are faced on the west and south with dunes and when the wind comes up both cities disappear into a wall of brown. In El Paso, the per capita consumption of water for all purposes is 210 gallons a day, in Juárez it is seventy gallons. A long drought rakes the land. In the past twelve months, half of Mexico’s six million cattle have dropped dead. In the northern states such as Chihuahua the absence of rain is more severe. Much of the state has not seen rain in over seven hundred days. Trees are dying, whole orchards go under, and about half the farmland is not even tilled. The World Bank decides that 80 percent of Mexico lives in poverty.

To stand anywhere in El Paso requires looking at Juárez. Yet the local newspapers hardly ever mention the Mexican city, nor does the television news. El Paso lives isolated—as close to San Diego as to Austin—and ignored. Juárez lives in a deeper silence. Under the Aztecs, the tlatoani, or emperor, could not be questioned. To even look upon his face meant death. In Mexico City the Ibero-American University does a study on freedom of information and finds Mexico rates 182 out of 189 nations, only nudging out places like Libya, China, and North Korea.1 Decades after the slaughter of hundreds of students on October 2, 1968, in Mexico City on the eve of the nation’s hosting of the Olympics, Mexican scholars still seek information on that matter from U.S. intelligence. The files of their own government remain sealed. Between 1988 and 1994, forty-six Mexican reporters are officially listed as murdered.2 La Jornada, the nation’s leading newspaper critical of the regime, secretly gets 70 percent of its advertising from the Mexican government, and often runs government propaganda as news. The rest of the press is more servile.3 Juárez is less open than the rest of Mexico.

Rumors fly across Mexico, facts crawl. The nation has a bookstore for every 170,000 people, a bar for every 2,150.4

But mainly, there is an eerie silence. Just a few weeks before the presidency of the nation had changed hands with Ernesto Zedillo replacing Carlos Salinas, the former president’s own biography demonstrated the silence of Mexico. On December 18, 1951, the major Mexico City dailies reported that two children, Raúl, five, and Carlos, three, and a playmate, eight, found a .22 rifle in the closet of the house. They created a game with the twelve-year-old maid, Manuela. She kneeled and they executed her. The three-year-old, Carlos, said, “I killed her with one shot. I am a hero.” He grew up to be president. During his six-year term of office, every newspaper account of the incident disappeared from libraries across Mexico. An official biography by his minister of the interior said the eight-year-old playmate of the family actually did the killing.



Everyone is waiting for Bruno. Beatrice and Antonio are used to their son being late. He joined the family late. Beatrice was forty-four when he was born, eleven years after they thought the family was finished with the arrival of their fourth child, Tony. They decided the birth was a miracle, shut down their used clothing store, and devoted their life to this new child, a quarter century younger than his oldest sibling.

The doting on Bruno has never ceased. When he was leaving the house this morning, his mother said, “Bruno, don’t wear that sport coat, wear a different one.” She had a feeling about the color, it was just not right. Beatrice has always worried about her miracle baby, worried that God would take him away. Or that she would die before he grew up to be a man. She is by nature an emotional woman and Bruno would regularly take her blood pressure, almost function as her doctor.

He humors her by saying, “No, this is my lucky coat. Don’t you have faith in God? Nothing can happen to me.”

Beatrice answers, by way of making amends, “You look so nice, so cute.”

And off he goes. There is no arguing with Bruno, he smiles his way through every disagreement. When he came out of a nightclub about two weeks ago and found all his tires had been slashed by his ex-girlfriend’s new guy, he shrugged and said, hey, the world’s full of tires, no big deal.

But Beatrice paid a lot of attention to that tire slashing. She’d been on edge about Bruno. She regularly has the tarot cards read and this last time, the woman said the cards looked bad, that she saw danger for Bruno. So when the tires were slashed, Beatrice went back to the reader and asked if this was the bad thing she had seen. And the woman said, no, it was something else. For the past two weeks or so, Beatrice has sensed some worry in her son. When he gets up in the morning, even before he takes his shower, she can see him poring over the dream book looking for some kind of answer in its explanation of symbols. She asks him if something is bothering him, but he just brushes her off. So, she lets it go.

Bruno tends to get his way. Beatrice and Antonio have been living in the same house all of their married years, fifty years in the same house, one built by Beatrice’s father right across the patio from his own home. And now with five children raised in the same house, Bruno has this idea to add a room where they can put their big television and some chairs and everyone can sit around and have a beer and maybe some of her tacos while they watch football, especially the Washington Redskins, Bruno’s team in Cowboys-crazed Texas. He’s so fixated on the Redskins that one of the main reasons he crosses over to Juárez is to place bets on their games. Sometimes when he is busy, he sends his father, Antonio, over to place his bets. And of course, Antonio crosses over and puts down Bruno’s wagers. There is no denying him. So now he says, let’s add this room. And she knows they will, that her son, who is to be married in August and start his own family, will still get this room because there is no way to say no to him. He’s always been that way.

Still, Beatrice wishes he could be on time for once. She can’t understand it: Christina, Tony, and Virginia are on time. But Bruno and his older brother Phil can be two or three hours late for anything. Once, Phil was almost three hours late for the supper she was cooking him and then he arrived with takeout food because he’d forgotten she was preparing his favorite meal.

But now, she patiently waits with Antonio and her daughter Virginia and other relatives. Beatrice is the woman who always carries her beauty with ease and age cannot touch her flirtatious nature. She has this inner sense of herself, of her dress and her makeup, and this sense is as sure and durable as iron. In her seventies, her hair is jet- black, her eyes flash, and her cheeks glow. Her husband is rail thin and the nervous energy of his wife is absent in him. He is firm and yet unruffled, the rock the family rests on. He too defies time with his sense of self, his head a full shock of hair, his face smooth and unworried. Only the eyes reveal a deeper self, the eyes that never rest and are sharp with vigilance. Virginia is the mother’s child, the beautiful woman who almost swirls into a room with her scent, composed face, perfectly groomed hair, and designer clothes, often garments she has designed herself. She is the beauty who never loses this expectation that she will catch the eye of others. She and her mother visit each and every day.

Now they have gathered because this could well be the last night for Antonio’s mother. This is a vigil and she knows Bruno will try to be on time this once. He’d called Beatrice twice that day and both times said, “Now, you wait for me. Be sure and wait for me.”

So Beatrice sits there waiting with her family and they sit as a unit, a family without any estrangements, a thing as durable as a nation. Every time the hospital elevator door opens, she looks up expecting her son Bruno.



“What?” Bruno asks.

He’s in a hurry. His briefcase is full of tax returns he is preparing, a little sideline of his. And he has to get to the hospital with Patricia and she is waiting out front in the parking lot right now. His grandmother, he can’t be late for this one, she is dying. His eyes are bright, Bruno is always staring almost owlishly out at life and in his mind he is already out the door. But now María,I the manager of this outlet of the Men’s Wearhouse, is talking to him. And she is part of the web he lives in. She’s the boss but that is not why she has his attention. A year ago, he was the boss for a few months, planning the promotions, and hey, he had that great idea for the billboard by the house, the one that slaps Mexicans in the face as soon as they cross over from Juárez and the big sign shouts about the fine clothes at the Men’s Wearhouse, and the idea was a natural for Bruno, his family home was a half block from the bridge approach, and there was a lot of business to be had in Juárez. Sure the city is dirt-poor but there are the managers in those factories and they need fine suits and there is this new boom, the drug guys, dripping gold chains and money and wanting the cuts, the fabrics, the good taste Bruno knows cold, wanting the suit that says a person is legitimate and has made it. And the drug guys from Mexico are always easy to spot. You sell them a bunch of suits and shoes, the whole works, and then you are at the cash register and you ask, cash or charge, and it is always cash, hundreds usually. And then you ask for an address so that they can get future mailings on specials at the store. And you never get an address, never. And besides the drug guys, and boy, he never asks about them, they are just valued customers, then there are the narcs. The El Paso Intelligence Center (EPIC) is right in town at Fort Bliss and there are over three hundred narcs stationed there alone and they come in for suits also.

Phil, his own brother, is going to take over EPIC this coming Monday after almost thirty years in DEA. Why, Bruno has had to talk him into the job, telling him what a great tool EPIC could be, not just for busting drug guys but for educating the public, how it has been kept a secret from the world and Phil is the guy to use it as a pulpit in order to teach the world about dope and the dope wars. Bruno’s inspired him with this mission during their phone calls every couple of days, calls in which they also figure out what numbers to play in the lottery. Just a week or so ago, Bruno got close, had five of the six numbers and even with this failure wound up winning over a thousand dollars. And with just one more number he would have won $40 million. They took his picture, Bruno standing there as the winner, and posted it at the local convenience store where he’d bought his ticket. Phil will be arriving early Monday morning from his home in Dallas to take command, and that’ll be good, having him around for a change. Sure, he keeps in touch, calls his mother every single day, but that’s not the same as being here. And it looks like Phil’s going to be living at home to save money and keep his family back in Dallas so the kids won’t have to change schools.

All these details, Bruno’s head is full of details. He lives at a trot, always this hurly-burly about him as he moves from one engagement to the next. And now Bruno—and he ought to be gone, be on his way—has to listen to María. She is almost family. In a week or so, she’ll marry one of his relatives, and it can’t get much closer than that.

So he listens to María and her problem. He’s been dealing with her problems for a long time. María and this one guy had been going together since she was fifteen. The guy had a hard edge. There were all these rumors. And the guy was supposed to have all these connections, they said, with the street kids, the ones from Juárez who begged at stoplights all over El Paso, the ones that juggled or maybe tried to wash a windshield and then held out their hands. Well, the boyfriend was supposed to be a regular Fagin to these kids and had them hanging around his house all the time. Bruno didn’t really know, after all the guy lived with his mom, but a lot of guys lived with their families in El Paso. It is not a rich kind of town. And then María broke up with him after that, and by June, about the same time he hooked up with Patricia, she and his relative became an item and now, in just a few days, they’d be married, a big family occasion.

And Bruno likes to help out. Why, just the month before, María came to him and she was flat broke, not a dime, and so Bruno went down to the credit union with her and co-signed a note for the loan. After all, she was going to marry his relative and be family. And maybe that was part of why he never really got out of El Paso, it was all so tight and family. Tony was up in Las Vegas and he is fun to visit. And Phil has his empire running DEA in Dallas and that is a rush. But El Paso is home and now he has Patricia and she is so fine. Just a little over a year ago, his steady girl had left him cold, and he was down for a while, really down. He won a radio contest by writing a goodbye letter to that girlfriend, they even broadcast it, and he got the prize. He’d consulted tarot card readers, the same ones his mother used. Nothing wrong with looking for an edge. And he had his dream book to help him straighten out any messages that came to him in his sleep. But now things were looking up. Patricia filled the gap and hey, he’s not bitter, life isn’t that way, don’t worry, it will be okay, that’s what he always tells himself. And María, well, things are looking up for her. She’s getting married for God’s sake. In early December, she is flat broke and bingo! Here it is only January and she’s got a brand-new Chevrolet Silverado truck, the thing is all tricked out with everything, primo, had to cost close to thirty grand.

So she is asking Bruno this favor. His relative is working over at the K-Mart less than a mile away, and she needs to get the Silverado to him but she can’t leave the store. Could he like drop it off in the parking lot and give him the keys? María has already asked another salesman, Israel Reyes, but he’s turned her down. He figures with his luck he’ll get some scratch or something on the new truck, so, no thank you. And Bruno, he kind of starts to sputter, he’s in a rush, gotta get to the hospital for his grandmother, the whole family is expecting him right now, and Patricia is waiting out front, got his briefcase in his hand, those tax returns, he’s got to make some extra money, and, but it’s family, so, sure, it’s only a mile, can’t take that long. He’ll have Israel Reyes follow him and give him a ride back. No problem. He and Israel work together selling suits and hey, they’ve known each other since Bruno was about six, came up together in the barrio. They’re tight. Sure, Israel has a different life, what with a wife and a fistful of kids. That’s why he drives an old beat-up VW Beetle, but he’ll help out, no problem. María hands Bruno the keys. She was just on the phone and he could tell she was agitated, anyone could tell that. Israel noticed the same thing while she was talking to someone. So, no problem. Besides, driving the new Silverado will feel good, all that new-car smell and all the automatic this and that. Nice color too, teal, a coming color and Bruno is into color, not just fabric. You gotta know what is coming so you can tip your customers the right way, keep them in pace with the style. That’s what he sells, knowing what they need even if they don’t know. He’s always thinking of the store, putting time into planning office parties—great for morale—and going to the Men’s Wearhouse conventions.

He was just up in Phoenix this last November at one, and saw his nephew Sean, Phil’s son from his first marriage, but really more like a brother since they are almost the same age and were raised together a lot of the time when Phil had his kids for the summer and couldn’t take care of them because of the job and all that undercover stuff. He’d always shipped Sean and his sister, Brigitte, to El Paso and they’d hang out with Bruno, right there on the little street by the bridge to Juárez. It was tight then, a dead-end street and everything was warehouses except for his home and his uncles’ and a few others, a separate world in the middle of El Paso. Anyway, he’d taken Patricia to Phoenix and they’d partied hard.

Sean wasn’t into much partying right then, too busy getting ready for his own marriage. But he was doing well, managing a music store, finally on track, which was a blessing after all the bad times when he’d lived with that woman, and she had to be selling drugs, and he moved in with her and cut off everyone in the family. The only thing that kind of struck Bruno was that Sean was skeptical of Bruno’s upcoming marriage, kind of expressed doubts about it, not that he said anything, but still it was there. It was like hey, Bruno, sure, you’re going to get married, just like all the other times you were madly in love with other girls and they were the one, the special one. Just like you’re going to go to law school but never quite get there.

This is kind of a family thing, this law school stuff. Why his grandfather was going to be a lawyer and wound up a junkman. And Phil was going to be a lawyer and then when he was kind of warming up in graduate school and just before he started law school, he jumped at the chance to join the drug fight and now has spent his life in DEA. So now Bruno was going to finish the job, the one his grandfather had begun, why it must have been around 1900 when his grandfather dreamed of becoming a lawyer. In fact, Bruno is named after a brother of his grandfather’s, one who died long ago in Italy. He is going to law school, right after he gets married this summer. It will be a neat package: he’ll turn twenty-eight in August, get married and start his career. But when he was in Phoenix, he could sense this doubt in Sean, hear in his words that he, Bruno, would never really do it, that he was some kind of momma’s boy and was never going to leave home. He could feel this same doubt in his friend Israel, but he’d show ’em.

Okay, let’s get organized. In a hurry, but this small thing can be done. Doesn’t want his relative ending his shift and having to walk a mile to get the truck. Bruno’s got the keys in his hand, he’s out the back door to fetch the Silverado, Israel is right behind him, can’t take more than a few minutes, everything will work out fine, nothing to worry about, he’ll barely be late for the hospital. Besides, things feel good, he’s on a roll. He’s just won that thousand dollars on the lottery. He hangs on to every ticket, keeps them in a shoebox at home and studies his numbers, looking for that lucky one, the workhorse that will win and win. Phil tries to figure out the same things. Plays his kids’ birthday numbers, Sean and Brigitte from his first marriage, Kelly and Kenny from the second. If you look hard enough, you’ll find the number. Bruno lately has been working out a system for roulette, studying the wheel hard. Last time he was in Vegas to see Tony, he gave the system a try and there is real hope. It is not perfect but he can sense he is getting closer, that he is on to something.

You can’t deny luck, it is there and just as real as the city streets. Why without luck his people would still be in southern Italy, his mother’s father would have wasted his life there, or his father’s father would still be starving in Guadalajara. Or his grandmother who is now dying in the hospital would still be in Durango, a bleak outpost of the drug business. Instead they’re in El Paso and everything is looking up, just look at his life, things are fine. And besides he’s wearing his lucky sport coat and it never fails him.

Luck is part of the air on the border. Lottery tickets everywhere, both sides of the line. And now these Indian casinos are popping up with more action. There is more to life than just hard work and savings, you have to have luck. Light that special candle. Wear the right coat. His sister Virginia, she likes séances and that stuff. Phil worships the lottery and he’s got a good job. Tony, well, he’s in Vegas. Bruno is floored in two cultures, Italian and Mexican, that know you cannot trust the future, cannot trust the government, can’t even for sure trust God unless you first take care of things at the church. Ruin can rain down at any moment. That’s the deal. It’s like basketball. You take your talent, you hone it, you work out, master plays, feel out the rhythms of your teammates, and still, some nights you hit the boards and everything goes wrong. And other nights, you can’t miss, shoot blind from half court, just can’t miss. It’s luck and everyone knows it.

Just two weeks before, Phil’s daughter Brigitte was in town and they had a really good time. She was kind of down in the dumps over a relationship, so she’d come home to Frutas Street and the good luck that lives there. Brigitte had kind of strayed from the family for a while, just like her brother, Sean, but the tug was too strong and the warmth was too attractive. And now she was back in a world where there was more Spanish spoken than English. Back home. One night, she and Bruno and his cousin from next door, they were out riding around and pulled into a convenience mart to buy some lottery tickets. And they won. So they went on to the next place and bought some more lottery tickets and they won again. They must have hit twenty places, and they just kept winning. Not every ticket, of course, but a bunch of them. It’s about luck. Sometimes when Bruno feels he is hot, well, that is when he’ll send his father, Antonio, just across the bridge to Juárez to place bets on games. When he’s on a roll, and he can feel when it’s right, his father will cross over with his wagers every day for a week or two at a time.



No time. He decides not to even pop out in front and tell Patricia. She’ll just get upset over the delay, anyway. Doesn’t need to hear any of that. He’ll be back in a minute and she’ll never even know he’s been gone. He gets in the Silverado, and pulls out, Israel right behind him in that old Bug. The traffic is a little heavy—what can you expect on a frontage road right along the interstate by a mall?—but they hardly have to go a mile. He turns on to McRae, then pulls into the K-Mart lot and it’s kind of full, shoppers piling in after work, and he slows, looking for that parking space, and he wants one near the entrance of the store, be better for his relative that way, and safer too, less chance of this fine new truck being stolen if he parks it right there by the door. But the place is really jammed.



Israel pokes along in his old Volkswagen. One more bullshit thing with Bruno. Christ, how can Bruno always be so damn happy? Hey, don’t worry, be happy. Israel has watched a string of girlfriends clean Bruno out and then dump him, and Bruno doesn’t seem to care at all. How does he do it? Israel has the wife and five kids and a check that gets vaporized as soon as he cashes it, and he’s listened to Bruno talk a constant upbeat line. He’s gotta watch every penny, and his buddy seems to always be happy to pay for the drinks.

A damn momma’s boy. He follows the Silverado closely, damn near bumper to bumper, and then in the lot, he kind of falls behind as Bruno goes up and down a lane or two looking for that right parking slot. Finally, one meets Bruno’s standards, and Israel pulls just past the Silverado, the rear bumper of his Bug right on the tailgate, and stops and waits for Bruno to hand the keys over to his relative so that they can both go back to the Men’s Wearhouse.



Couldn’t be better, Bruno thinks, right near the big doorway leading into the K-Mart. He turns out the lights, opens the door, and steps out. He’s trying to remember something but can’t quite nail down what it is. After all, he’s in a hurry. His grandmother is dying just a few blocks from the K-Mart where he now stands in the cool night air.

He’s standing there with the key in the door, when suddenly two things bring him up short. He’s left his briefcase in the truck, and he’s gotta have that, those tax returns can’t wait. The extra money matters now that he is building a nest egg for his marriage. And then this other thing, two loud sounds, two pops.



The photographer holds the small slide up to the light in his apartment: a hand blackened by the sun reaches through the sand of the dune toward the sky. He smiles and explains they do that sometimes, leave a hand sticking up as if to say, hey, look at what we did.

He smiles and then says, “The hand says, come over here, guys!”

He’s sitting in his apartment just a few blocks from the bridge that leads from his world in Juárez over to El Paso, the same bridge where Bruno has pasted that Men’s Wearhouse billboard. He sips his beer and rolls into this story. He was on assignment with a bunch of other Mexican photographers and they went to this nice house in a good neighborhood in Juárez. Some men came out of the house with guns and said, hey, we don’t want you here or any publicity about this place. They gave them some money. The photographer grabbed his share.

He thinks of that night as he sits in his bleak, small apartment with only two strangers there looking at his slide of the black hand reaching up from the sand.

“Amado,” he says wistfully. Then he snaps alert, his eyes dart around the small room, and he says, “I shouldn’t have said that.”

The Mexican north rings with songs, corridos, celebrating the men and events in the drug trade. The government periodically makes gestures toward suppressing this music by banning it from the radio. None of the prohibited songs ever mention Amado Carrillo. Between 1991 and 1995 there are hundreds of drug murders in Juárez. There are no arrests. Not a single one.



A woman rolls into the K-Mart lot and pulls up along the curb by the front door. Her fourteen-year-old niece is with her and they notice a black truck following a teal-colored truck into the parking lot.

Renan Barroso, seventeen, has been working less than a week at the K-Mart. He’s on a break and walks out to the front of the store to use the pay phone. He’s a mild-mannered kind of kid, glasses, serious face, and watchful eyes. As he waits for someone to pick up on his call, he idly stands at the phone and looks out at the parking lot. It is almost seven, the big lights are on in the lot. A nice new truck rolls in, teal-colored, and pulls into a vacant slot. And then a little ways behind it, rolling quietly, is a dark pickup truck. Renan hears a voice, what sounds like a woman’s voice, say, “No, no,” and then he notices a short figure in dark clothing hop from the front seat of the still rolling dark truck. The figure is crouched and has something metallic in his hand, something that looks to Renan like a machine pistol, most likely an Uzi or a Mac-10. Yeah, one of those. He knows his guns, he’s seen them at school. El Paso has the highest number of gangs per capita of any city in Texas. Renan is transfixed, though he can’t really say why. Something about the crouching figure, the movements, it is all just a little off, a little strange. He hears two bangs, see puffs of smoke suddenly appear out of that metallic thing. Sees a guy go down hard on the pavement.

The woman parked near the front entrance with her niece hears shots also, two or three shots, and she shoves her niece down to safety. But the fourteen-year-old has already seen too much. The guy is down on the pavement, shot. She thinks he must be cold, it has to be cold out there on a January night.



Suddenly Israel hears two gunshots and he wheels around in his seat. He sees Bruno staggering along the side of the truck, and God, he’s kind of leaning over, his face white and full of some kind of fear. And then Bruno reaches the tailgate and he’s down on one knee, hanging on with one hand to the rear bumper, and then this person, this figure appears behind him, a small figure, and Israel can see the figure clearly but he can’t make out the face, the whole scene is backlit by the K-Mart lights. Israel is half out of his car, he’s got one foot down on the pavement, and he notices that the small figure, and hell, Bruno and this figure are ten, maybe twelve feet away, and Israel suddenly focuses on the gun in the small figure’s hand. Then Bruno is up on his feet and moving, he staggers around the end of the truck and heads toward the passenger door. Israel puts his VW in gear, starts rolling down the lane in the parking lot, figures to swing around and come back up in the next lane and head Bruno off. He is not thinking now, he is just moving.

Bruno lurches out between two cars into the lane where Israel is creeping up, slams down on the sloping front hood of the VW and then falls to the ground. Israel stops and he looks up and sees the cab light on in the teal Silverado with some kid in the front seat, sees his face clearly, and this kid looks bewildered by the controls in the truck and then he gets it going, backs out, and drives away.



The fourteen-year-old girl breaks her aunt’s hold, she just can’t take this anymore, the guy has to be cold, she jumps out of her aunt’s car parked along the curb in front of the K-Mart and runs over to the guy on the ground. He’s gotta be cold. She takes off her coat and lays it on him.



Israel looks up and Bruno’s relative is standing there and he is asking, “What happened to Bruno? Where’s my truck?”



Amado means Beloved and there are signs of this love. On August 4, 1994, a French-built full-bodied jet lands at Sombrerete, Zacatecas. The cargo hold contains twenty thousand pounds of cocaine. A tire explodes on the plane. Sixty federal police truck the load away. Within days, the cocaine shows up on the streets of Southern California. Under U.S. pressure, the case is investigated by Mexican authorities but after some months, it is closed without coming to any conclusion. Mexican officials at the time are charging federal police comandantes a million dollars per assignment to major border cities. In Juárez, the price is higher.5



She is riding with her husband and son. Her husband’s driving and they’re going to do some quick shopping. She teaches school, and she has the authority and clarity that come from ruling a classroom. As they pull into the K-Mart parking lot, they’re suddenly jammed right next to a teal-colored Silverado trying to leave the lot and the truck just came up on them, didn’t even have its headlights on. She looks over, the other vehicle is only four or five feet away, and for ten or fifteen seconds she takes in the driver, a kid, real short, in fact he’s staring through the steering wheel, and he’s got some kind of dark clothing on. Then, the Silverado starts moving, slips out of the lot, and is gone. The schoolteacher rolls the scene around in her head for a second and thinks: I bet that truck is stolen.



Israel loses track of time. Suddenly there are sirens, police, ambulance. Bruno is a ghost on the ground and then people are loading him into an ambulance and taking him away, his relative riding in back with him.



María gets a call about the shooting back at the Men’s Wearhouse. She goes out in the parking lot and finds Patricia still waiting impatiently in the car.

When she tells her, Patricia thinks to herself, “My honey is going to make it.”



The police talk to about a dozen witnesses to the shooting in the K-Mart parking lot. They put out a description: a guy maybe five foot six wearing dark clothing. About two miles away, a squad car rolls down the street twenty minutes after the shooting. The two cops inside have heard the bulletin and they get alert. El Paso is a city of car thefts, not carjackings. And this one comes with a shooting. They see a kid on the sidewalk wearing dark clothes. The kid moves as if he notices the squad car and crosses over to the other side of the street. The cops are suspicious. So they wheel around, stop, and pick him up. He doesn’t run or make any fuss. He’s a Mexican kid, just turned thirteen, an illegal from Juárez named Miguel Angel Flores.

The cops put the kid in the rear seat and take him back to the K-Mart. They ask some of the witnesses if this is the shooter. There is a hesitation. Some say, yeah, he’s the guy. Others say, no, it is not him. One witness insists the stolen teal Silverado is red. But this does not faze the cops. Witnesses always disagree, unless they’ve gotten together and cooked up a story. Besides, in El Paso publicly identifying someone can be risky. After all, just across the river, a drug cartel earns $200 million a week. In El Paso, there are hundreds of gangs. The city is a national center for car theft.

So the cops take the kid to the station house and there, several witnesses, now safe from public view, identify him. Renan Barroso comes with his father. He is frightened but he is sure as he identifies Flores. And he is finished with K-Mart. He has already quit his job in his head. He thinks if I go back, someone connected to this will come looking for me. Twice in the next twenty-four hours, Miguel Angel Flores allegedly blurts out to his jailers that he shot the guy. The truck itself and the weapon used do not turn up.



Yes, the bulldozer driver beams, yes, my machine turned up the body. Bernardo Rubio works in the dunes loading sand onto trucks. On November 16, 1994, he was working on the southern edge of Juárez when he turned up the body of Javier Lardizabal, thirty-three. In May 1993, Lardizabal, an investigator working for the Chihuahua attorney general’s office, turned in a report ticking off ties between the police and drug dealers. He mentioned, among other matters, that one drug dealer in Juárez moved about the city with a police escort. The next day Lardizabal disappeared and remained out of sight until Rubio accidentally unearthed him.

Rubio is getting used to such surprises. Earlier, he’d turned up the corpse of Cuauhtémoc Ortiz, former head of the national security office in Juárez. Ortiz was found with a single dollar bill in his pocket. Amado Carrillo Fuentes was assumed to be behind the murder. The reporter busily makes notes for his Dallas newspaper when the bulldozer operator offers that perfect quote, “Every time I go to work I think I might find another body.”

So far seven have turned up accidentally where he works.

Lardizabal’s sister, Rosa María, struggles to have her brother’s death investigated. She appeals to the president of Mexico, the governor of Chihuahua, the police. The Mexican police tell her they are understaffed and overwhelmed and can hardly afford to spend time on the case. She takes out a loan on her house and gives the police $8,000 to pay for an investigation but she believes they actually wind up doing nothing. Eventually, she loses her house.

She says, “This has to go on until justice is done.”

And then she adds, “You have to live with fear.”6

Sometimes the bodies turn up with yellow bows wrapped around their heads. DEA wonders if this means they are being offered as gifts to the agency.



The family waits and waits for Bruno at the hospital. He is impossible. And no Patricia either. That’s odd, since she tends to keep him in line and make him show up on time. After an hour or so, they give up. Grandma is still hanging on. Before Beatrice leaves the hospital, she turns to a relative and says, “Be sure and tell Bruno we waited.”

They will check in the morning and see if she makes it through the night. When they swing onto the dead-end street where the house is, they find neighbors standing out front. What’s going on, they think. They get out, talk to the neighbors and that is when they learn Bruno had been shot near the very hospital where they waited.



When they wheel Bruno in, he tells the nurse, “Tell my mom I will be all right.” Later, he tells his nurse, “I don’t want to die.”

At first, it looks okay. He has taken two rounds from a 9mm but the doctors think they can stabilize him. He is a hearty twenty-seven-year-old with no bad habits.



The police crowd around where Bruno was shot. The spot is exactly 105 feet north and sixty feet west of the southwest corner of the K-Mart. Two rounds are on the ground spaced three to four feet apart. At exactly 8:56 P.M. on January 20, 1995, the atomic absorption test is made on the hands of the defendant Miguel Angel Flores. There are three elements (barium, antimony, and lead) to the test and Flores’s results show two of them at a sufficient level to legally register. This means he more than likely has fired a gun. It also means the test cannot be used in court because all three elements must be present at a legally determined level to meet the standard for evidence. Barium and antimony are commonly found in fertilizers and paper products, and at any given moment about one percent of the American population will test positive for them.7 The police never secure the crime scene and soon everything there is willy-nilly.



Phil Jordan is driving home from his son’s high school basketball game in Plano, the rich suburb on the northern edge of Dallas. His wife and daughter have gone ahead in another car, and Jordan is following his ninth-grade son’s bus in order to give him a ride home. He is concerned. He thinks his son has failed to concentrate in the game. For Phil, basketball is a religion. It got him that scholarship to a university and was his ticket out of the barrio in El Paso. He’s a self-made man. He can pick up his car phone and call Ross Perot and Perot will take the call. Or he can call Senator Phil Gramm and get him on the line. For a decade he has headed the Dallas bureau of DEA. Starting Monday, he will run EPIC, the intelligence center for the U.S. global War on Drugs. He has the nice house in the rich suburb, the two kids from the second marriage. He can retire anytime he wants at close to his real salary. In fact, he tells himself he is working for two hundred bucks a month, since that is all he would lose if he pulled the pin at this very instant. But his mind is focused on the game, on missed opportunities, on a failure to concentrate. Jordan is the head of a drug-free basketball league in Texas. The game for him is life itself. He has never smoked a cigarette, taken a drug, or been drunk. Not once.

Concentration has been his salvation. It translated him from Felipe Jordan in El Paso to Phillip Jordan in Dallas. But tonight, my God, his son’s team had a twenty-point lead at the half and let it slip away. The game was supposed to be a lock and they’ve blown it. Concentrate, damn it, concentrate. Jordan remembers a practice when he was in college when another starter showed up with beer on his breath. He couldn’t believe it. It doesn’t matter how good you are, you can’t give up that much of an edge to anybody. Concentrate. Just like tonight. He’d sat there quietly, his face a blank, but inside he’d thought: this is a game you shouldn’t lose for any reason. He’s going to have to have a hard talk with his son about tonight.

Basketball has been his great teacher in life. It is a team sport and it is a sport of movement, a fluid and beautiful thing. He took to it early, he grew to the size, six foot three, that allowed him to dream of a career in the sport. In high school, he played center-forward. In the college game, he was a guard-forward but essentially a playmaking guard. And what he learned is deceit, fraud, fakery. Basketball is not simply about points, but about moves and the key to every move is to make the other player go the wrong way, look the wrong way, think the wrong way, to destroy balance in the other player and leave him floundering, flat-footed and out of the real play. The basket itself is merely recognition of the game, of this fraud perpetrated. Even the eyes. He had to teach his eyes not to give away his moves, not to reveal his thoughts. Baseball is stand around and wait for your chance at bat. That’s why players are dismissed for being all glove and no bat. Football is about muscle, forget the chalkboard plays, the bullshit laterals, it is muscle. Beat the other guy up, knock him out of position, trample him under your feet. But basketball is about moves and all the moves are deceptions. He has never left basketball, and for years has coached and led leagues, a way to keep kids off drugs, a way to teach sound habits, a way to induct people into a special way of thinking, a world where left means right, up means down, the feint for a shot turns into a lightning pass. In basketball no one ever knows what you are thinking until it is too late. And that is the sweet part. Moving from basketball to DEA was as simple as changing courts, leaving regular league play for pickup games in the street.

The phone rings. It’s his wife, Debbie, and she says, “Your mom just called. Bruno’s been shot—he’s alive, he’s talking.” Jordan hangs up. He thinks it must have been a drive-by and Bruno accidentally got caught in the crossfire. That has to be it. Or maybe it’s that store where he works, maybe someone came in and tried to rob it. And then he thinks: no one in his family has ever been shot. We’re not that kind of people. Besides, he knows his brother. Bruno would never risk his life for the money in his wallet or for his car. He’d just hand over whatever anyone demanded. And then Phil Jordan thinks one other thing: that the shooting has something to do with him. He swiftly erases this thought from his mind. But it lingers. He accelerates. And he can’t concentrate at all.

Things blur once he pulls into his driveway. He is used to giving commands, to being in control. He runs other agents, has secretaries, takes care of his informants. He lives a life where other people do what he tells them to do. He starts manning the phone as if he were in his DEA office. Calls the hospital, gets through, his brother is in surgery, he’ll be out in a while. Then his sister Virginia calls, tells him again Bruno has been shot, that he’s in surgery right now. Then she puts a detective on the line who tells Jordan it is a carjacking and they already have the shooter. Carjacking? Jordan can’t imagine one in sleepy El Paso. The detective is rattling on, something about a dark truck following the Silverado into the parking lot, about a kid jumping out and shooting, and the police have an idea who owns that dark truck and drove, this guy they know who knows all the street kids. They’re going to look him up, you can be sure of it.

Jordan is in the kitchen of his ranch-style home, the fluorescent lights making everything white, the counter cluttered with stuff, his son’s iguana on his tree limb down near the breakfast table. The house is large, got the family room with bar, a hallway lined with bedrooms, the big living room. It is neutral, as if it came packaged from some safe place. The house is Jordan’s security blanket. He lost his first home in that divorce and he does not intend to ever let that happen to him again. He’s firm on family and this one is going to stay together and the house is going to stay in his hands.

Jordan stands, he keeps dialing numbers, hitting all those police connections he’s piled up over the years, getting a short course in shootings, checking back in El Paso with the local police. He is almost hypnotized by the phone. Calling calms him. He is doing an investigation. He is on the familiar ground of thirty years of making cases. He is safe.

And he is ignorant. He doesn’t do murders, he does drug busts. He doesn’t know anything about car thefts either. In fact, he’s a very limited cop, trained to handle one kind of case, drugs. And in this specialty, he pretty much does one thing: buys. Cut the deal, have the stuff on the table, then make the collar. He doesn’t get into forensic evidence or detailed financial investigations or fences or ballistics. Or chop shops. Just dope deals.

Debbie watches and wants to help. She is the second wife, Anglo just like the first one, and El Paso is a place where she visits her in-laws but it feels almost like a foreign country to her. She is not Catholic. She speaks no Spanish. She can’t keep straight the hundreds of relatives in the Jordan family. And now, as her husband works the phone, she is shut out. He has taken Bruno’s shooting into his police world and that is a world she only knows by grunts or nods when she asks him questions. That is when he is home and most of the time he is gone. And half the time when he is gone, she doesn’t even know where. If he tells her, she only half believes him. She goes down the hall to her son, Kenny’s, room and sits with him. Kenny spends part of his summers in El Paso and for him Bruno is less an uncle than a buddy. They decide to walk to the nearby Catholic church, St. Elizabeth’s, and light a candle. They don’t know quite how to do it, but they sense it is what people should do in such moments.

When they get back, Jordan is still on the phone. He’s checking with the hospital, he’s booking a flight on an airline. He is tracking down his two grown children from his first marriage, Sean and Brigitte.



They share the uselessness that comes with waiting for someone in surgery. Beatrice speaks as if nothing has happened. She fights the fear she has felt for weeks, ever since the reading of the cards. Virginia works the phone reaching out to family members. Antonio keeps saying, “Don’t worry, don’t worry. Everything will be okay.”

As Bruno awaits surgery he suddenly begins choking and says to his nurses, “Please help me, I can’t breathe.”

After they get him clear again, he says, “Thank you.”

He remains invincibly good-natured.

Then he says again, “Don’t let me die.”



Brigitte, Phil’s daughter from his first marriage, feels like she has just gotten back to her own home in Tucson, hardly settled into her own bed. She’s spent two weeks in El Paso with Bruno and her grandparents on Frutas Street, been there kind of taking stock of her life and trying to figure things out. She’d hung out with Bruno a lot, and with his friend Albert. They’d been together on the basketball team together in high school, though Albert had been the big star.

In the evening, her grandfather Antonio would teach them card tricks, and then later Bruno would pull the tricks on his fiancée, Patricia, just to dazzle her. She never could catch on just how the trick was done, and she’d get kind of flustered by it all. And then Brigitte and Albert drifted into a thing together. It wasn’t serious. Just once. But it was that kind of a two weeks.

She remembered one night just before she left, they were sitting in the house on Frutas Street and it was shut up tight as a drum against the winter night. Suddenly, Brigitte, Bruno, and Albert felt this strong cold draft and it was like it came out of nowhere and it felt eerie. They all commented on it. And then when she was leaving, her grandmother said, “You’ll be back in two weeks.”

And that kind of stunned Brigitte. But she was used to her grandmother saying strange and prophetic things. She’d learned to pay attention to these statements.

Then, that night in Tucson, the phone rings and it is her father and he tells her about Bruno. She suddenly remembers the cold draft and her grandmother’s prediction.



The slide is scratched and has never been published. The photographer makes this clear. It is taken some months before Bruno is shot in that parking lot. In the image, a man stands with his shirt half opened in an office. He is the center of attention even though he seems to show his contempt for the room by his dark sunglasses. Every eye in the room is upon him and there is this circle, this space right around the man, that no one appears willing to violate. He is called El Greñas, Mop-Top, for his carelessness about his grooming. In front of El Greñas a man in a suit stands behind his desk. His head is ever so slightly bent forward as a sign of respect. The slide is snapped inside a Mexican prison on the edge of Juárez. The man behind the desk is the warden of the prison. The man in the sunglasses, El Greñas, is an underboss of the Juárez cartel who has been incarcerated. He is technically the convict.



Sean, Phil’s son from that first marriage, is a hotshot at selling musical instruments. Once he and his Uncle Tony were at a gas station filling up and Tony watched as Sean made a sale to a perfect stranger right there at the pumps. He thought, this kid is a natural. Sean is in L.A. for a trade show. He got there Thursday and it’s in Anaheim at the Civic Center, right by Disneyland. Nothing but musical manufacturers and, naturally, they ply guys like Sean with free dinners and drinks, with invitations to swell parties. Friday is a workday. He gets up at seven, has breakfast, catches the bus at eight, and then starts hitting meetings and making buys. He’s the manager of his store and is number one in the chain year after year. And that’s just a sideline in his mind, since composing music is his real life. About noon, he eats right across the street from Disneyland and has a Reuben sandwich and a couple of beers. Everything is normal, the world is fine. He can look out and see the Magic Kingdom. He’s thinking about the fine, hot parties the manufacturers are gonna put on that Friday night. But first he’s got a dinner engagement at an exclusive restaurant, the thing paid for by a manufacturer because he buys so much from the guy.

But by late in the day, he’s feeling kind of sick. It’s raining outside, it’s six o’clock, he’s not in the mood to drink. He decides to limit his evening a little, skip any hard partying, and around eight sits down to eat lobster, prawns, and steak. His cell phone rings and it’s his sister, Brigitte.

She asks, “Are you busy?”

And he says, “Yes,” but what he’s thinking is: why in the hell is she calling him on his cell phone in Anaheim when she hardly ever calls him when he’s home in Phoenix? And hell, this is an important trade show, this is business.

He lets his irritation show.

Brigitte says, “Hey, I’ll just call you back.”

But Sean is curious and says, “What’s up?”

She pulls away, saying, “No, no, no, I can tell you’re busy. I’ll just call you back.”

“What in the hell is going on? You never call me at home and you’re calling me in Anaheim?”

“Bruno’s been shot.”

“What?”

“Yeah, Bruno’s been shot. He’s okay, he’s been shot a couple of times in the stomach at a K-Mart. His friend drove him to the hospital and he’s talking and he’s gonna be fine. He’s talking.”

Sean thinks, Holy shit! He’s freaking out. He doesn’t want to accept what she says. He thinks to himself, I’ll give Bruno a call in the morning at the hospital, tell him a joke like the soup must be coming out, you know because he’s shot in the belly.



Friday started out great for Phil’s brother Tony. He bought a set of golf clubs, a tour model. Then he went out and hit some balls, got the feel of the new clubs. He’s living in Las Vegas, and golf is his life. That afternoon he went and picked up the wife and someone cut him off in traffic and he got furious, was going to go up and tell the other driver off. But something made Tony hesitate. Maybe it was the mellow feeling from the golf, anyway, he swallowed his anger and continued on to the hotel where his wife works, and took her home. That evening, he and his wife and his wife’s sister are all there. The sister takes care of his three-year-old son when his wife works her shift and Tony is just about to begin his graveyard turn in the counting room of a casino.

Phil calls, “Tony, Tony listen, listen to me good, some cholo just shot Bruno and took his truck.”

“Shot Bruno!”

“He’s in the operating room, he’s okay. They’re operating on him right now. But I don’t want you to get excited. He’s doing okay.”

“Where did they shoot him?”

“They shot him right in the back I think. In the upper body.”

“Those wounds to the body are very dangerous. There could be bleeding.”

“Yes, I know. But I want you to maintain. I’ll keep you informed of what’s happening.”

After Tony hangs up, Sean calls from L.A. and he asks, “Man, what is happening?”



The bullet wounds in Bruno at first seem manageable. No major organs seem damaged, the vital signs are good. But the initial diagnosis is deceptive. The two rounds entered the body and then wandered at high velocity, shredding him inside. The 9mm is a favored round in the drug business. The cartridges are small, so a clip in even a pistol can hold a dozen or more. The high velocity means a small bullet can wreak enormous havoc. As the staff fusses over Bruno Jordan, he is slowly bleeding to death. He dies in surgery at 9:45 P.M.



A call slips through Jordan’s constant dialing. It is Virginia. He listens as his wife and son stand nearby watching him. Suddenly, he shouts, “No, no, no.” He barks at his sister, “It can’t be. Go back and make sure.” He hands the phone to Debbie and smashes his fist into the kitchen cabinet. He turns to his son and tells him his Uncle Bruno is dead, and Kenny, fourteen, begins to sob. His daughter Kelly goes down the hall to her room and shuts the door. Then his mother, Beatrice, is on the line and keeps repeating that Bruno will be all right. His father refuses to come to the phone.



Tony calls in to the casino and says he won’t be coming to work tonight. He sits in his apartment praying, and praying. Pacing up and down, pacing up and down. He is in shock, his wife tries to calm him. Then after about an hour, Phil calls and asks Tony how he thinks he should handle Sean. The brothers confer, they both know that Sean can fly off the handle. After that, Virginia calls. She is crying.

“Tony! Tony! Did Phil tell you?”

“No.”

“He’s gone.”

“No, No. It can’t be. Nooooooooooo.”

His mind races. This cannot be, he thinks. No, nooooooo. Not Bruno.

His wife looks at him. He is crying.

She asks, “What’s happening?”

He starts praying even harder: “God, take care of him. I know he is with you.”

He is not ready for this. He remembers back in ’87 or ’88, he was singing in Mexico down along the border with Guatemala. One day, a plane dropped a load of coke on an Indian village. Nobody there knew what it was or how it came to fall out of the sky. The Indians, Tony remembers, used the coke to make white lines on their ball field.

But Tony can’t be that innocent. He knows what this is. He knows what it means when things fall from the sky in El Paso. He was raised there.

He thinks, it must have something to do with Phil.



A priest is in the hospital waiting room with the family when the doctors tell them Bruno Jordan is dead. He takes them home. Antonio walks into his house and sits down in a chair in the living room. He speaks to no one, not even his wife. A faint smile plays across his lips. No one disturbs him. No one wants to know what lurks behind his silence.

The light is on in Bruno’s room. His Washington Redskins pennant hangs on the wall.

Beatrice keeps speaking of Bruno in the present tense. No one says anything about this. No one knows what to do now.



On November 27, 1994, they find José Refugio Ruvalcaba, fifty-nine, with his two sons, César and Alberto. Ruvalcaba is a former state police comandante with thirty-two years of service. The three bodies are found in the trunk of a 1991 Honda Accord. They have been beaten, strangled, and stabbed. The car is parked exactly midway on the bridge linking Juárez to El Paso. U.S. Customs recalls the car passing as it left El Paso. Both nations deny jurisdiction and so no one investigates the triple homicide.

The father had a yellow rope tied around his head. A big bow flowers out of his mouth.

His widow has three other children living and says she cannot understand the murder. Her husband was in law enforcement. A surviving son flips through a scrapbook of his father’s career and there are all these photographs of his father posing with El Paso officials at the parties he would throw for them. But the son says that since the murders, no U.S. officials have ever called.

Phil Jordan is one of those U.S. officials who never called. From about 1985 through 1992, Jordan ran the Dallas bureau of DEA and in those years El Paso was part of his kingdom. He’d meet with Ruvalcaba, have dinner, talk. They’d meet in an office in El Paso, or in restaurants or parking lots in Juárez. The comandante was courteous, friendly, and serious. He had little tidbits for DEA. He was an encyclopedia of the Juárez cartel and in time an expert on Amado Carrillo. And he liked to come to El Paso to dine, in fact one place he liked to eat was at Phil Jordan’s aunt’s restaurant, a place called Forti’s.8

The border is not so cut-and-dried. Things commingle. Ruvalcaba could glean information from his conversations with DEA that he could take back across the bridge. And the flow could go north also. Anyone can be more than one person.

Lines can go anywhere, dots can always be connected. Phil’s aunt who owns the restaurant has a brother in prison. DEA sent him there. Phil’s brother Tony had these relationships and problems. And then there is the stuff Sean got into. The mind can splinter into little pieces if it focuses on this kind of thing.

Anyone can be more than one person.

Phil Jordan knows this.

His grandfather taught him that much.



Jesus, Sal Martínez feels good. He’s been intent on smelling all the roses lately. He can still feel the fear rise in his gorge when he thinks about that moment two weeks ago in Juárez. Then he pushes that thought away, locks it up in a compartment in his head.

He’s spent his entire adult life as a cop and he loves the work. He loves being the man, carrying the gun. He comes from a belief in country that is absolute. When he was a kid in the barrio in El Paso, the neighbors would get irked at his grandmother Felipa, who lived in a little cottage in the family backyard. On September 16, Mexican Independence Day, almost everyone he knew hoisted up the Mexican flag in celebration. His grandmother refused and, my God, she’d been born in Mexico. She always flew the American flag on that day. The neighbors would ask her, “Felipa, why?” She’d say, “Because this is where my hunger ended.”

Crazy, Sal thinks, these old people come from a different planet. But today is a good day to be alive. He can feel the rush of it all. Today is his wedding anniversary and so he and his wife have been celebrating with a good meal, champagne, the works. It goes perfectly, it being a Friday and all. Now they’re back home and he kicks back and flicks on the evening news and there is something about a shooting and carjacking. He doesn’t catch any names. That’s odd, he thinks, a carjacking and shooting in El Paso. Car theft is like weather in El Paso, but not carjackings, those are things that happen in big cities like Dallas. And why would someone shoot to steal a car when they are boosted every day in El Paso as if the keys were left in them. No one has ever been shot in a carjacking in El Paso. Then the phone rings. He learns that the person shot has died. And that person is Bruno Jordan, his cousin.

Sal falls back. He is thirty-two years old, and he’s known Bruno since childhood. His mother is Antonio’s sister. He thinks, how can this happen? For Christsake, the guy just sells fucking suits.

Sal is one of Phil’s little secrets. He is a DEA agent but Phil keeps the fact that they are cousins under wraps. He figures that if the kinship is known, it will just make life more difficult for Sal. Phil helped get him into DEA but after that, he has kept his hand hidden.

Sal’s passion lies across the river in Juárez. He operates undercover there, sometimes alone. He is obsessed with one person: Amado Carrillo, the head of the Juárez cartel. Four times, Sal has almost been killed, and the last time, two weeks ago, was much too close. He barely made it back alive to El Paso.

And for what? His own agency officially doesn’t admit he is even working over there. Much less carrying guns, operating undercover, and hanging out with lowlifes at all hours. He’s chasing a goddamn phantom. No one even knows exactly how old Carrillo is. Or where he was born. Or what he looks like. DEA has some pictures but they don’t even look like the same guy, much less prove that they are the face of Amado. Christ, some of the intelligence says Carrillo is a country bumpkin who speaks bad Spanish. And some of the reports say he is a college graduate. Sal has been in these meetings in the bad bars in Juárez and a bunch of the drug guys will be there and he’ll look around the room and wonder is he that one or that one? But he can never be sure. He can’t even be sure if the guy who’s running things is really the person in charge. No one will even say Carrillo’s name out loud. It never appears in the Juárez daily papers, or on the Juárez radio stations, or on the television. Carrillo has reached an arrangement with all media. He has offered them a customary choice: plata o plomo, silver or lead. He often moves surrounded by federal police. He carries credentials for the federal police that describe him as the leader of the special investigations section. He has a gold-colored federale badge also.9 He lives in many houses. Sal’s got lots of notes on all this stuff but he doesn’t know which parts of his notes are true. Or if any of them are.

Carrillo is a secret, just as Sal is a secret. Carrillo is unknown outside of narc circles and even in those circles they have a hard time believing he exists at times. Then, they will find evidence. Carrillo has this thing about security. When he loses a load, he suspects everyone connected with that load. So everyone dies. The police will find some bodies littering the streets and the newspapers will comment on a settling of accounts, a culling of the herd. Mainly, the bodies were not found at all after Carrillo took over but vanished into secret grave sites around the city. But of course, Carrillo’s name is never mentioned. No more than Sal’s name is mentioned after hundreds of drug busts. Nor is his photograph ever in the newspapers. He does the buy, makes the bust, and then kind of vanishes. Can’t really talk to many people about his work. He keeps his wife, Suzie, pretty much in the dark too. He’ll get up, smile, have some coffee and head down to the office. He doesn’t mention crossing the bridge to Juárez. She still doesn’t know anything about that incident two weeks ago. But why tell her? She’ll just get upset. Besides, the more people know about what you are up to, the more likely you are to get murdered.

That is the other world, the one kept separate from wedding anniversaries and family barbecues and mass on Sunday. But now Sal feels something breaking inside him as he absorbs the news of Bruno’s murder. A fucking salesman, killed?

He reaches back to a place he feels comfortable, to a memory of being free and in control. He is riding his motorcycle coming back from San Antonio on the interstate. A big storm rolls in with sheets of rain. The trucks throw up walls of water obliterating him on the bike. He ratchets the machine up to ninety, pulls over to pass, accelerates toward the wall of water thrown up by the truck’s wheels, hits it blind and slams through, not a wobble or a skid. Roars on down the road. He is okay at those moments on the bike in the thunderstorms of the night.

But he is not okay now.



Jordan talks to his son Sean again around midnight. He is careful because he knows his son is not at home but at some business thing in Los Angeles. Sean has been the problem child who drifted into drugs, and then for a while simply vanished from the family. He violates Jordan’s sense of order and discipline. And he makes Jordan feel guilty about his divorce, about being the absentee father living in a distant city with a different wife. So, he thinks he’d better be careful tonight, not get his son upset when he is all alone in a strange city.

Jordan asks, “Hey, do you think you can make it to El Paso tomorrow morning?”

Sean says, “I think you’re fucking right, sure I’ll be there.”

And then Sean asks, “Is Bruno okay?”

“Yeah,” Jordan replies. “Everything is all right, but it’ll be good if you can be there.”

And then he hangs up. Like all DEA agents, Jordan is an accomplished liar. It is part of the job. He lies daily and without effort. If he calls his folks and they ask where he is, he just lies about the matter. They finally got a caller ID device for their phone so that they could actually know where he was. He can talk to people for hours and never actually say anything. Somehow in conversations he never actually answers a question but always manages to get the answers he wants. He is a fair-skinned man, and he passes in the anglo world of Dallas without an effort. He will go days without speaking Spanish and he knows people for years without giving a clue that he is from the barrio. Everything in his life is a double, or triple identity.

Including his name Phillip. On his birth certificate it is Felipe.



About 3:00 A.M. Antonio and Beatrice and Virginia and her husband, Isaac, are sitting in the house on Frutas Street. Beatrice cannot stop crying. Antonio can find nothing to say. The house almost sinks under the weight of silence. Suddenly, all four of them hear the jingle of keys at the door, a key going into the lock, the sound Bruno makes every night when he comes home.

And then, nothing.



For six years, from 1988 to 1994, two things characterize American coverage of Mexico: that Harvard-educated Carlos Salinas de Gortari is the future. And that Amado Carrillo is all but invisible and not fit to print. Salinas has achieved NAFTA and broken Mexico out of its isolation and tied it to the United States economy. During the campaign for U.S. congressional passage of NAFTA in the fall of 1993, Phil Jordan, along with the rest of the DEA agents concerned with Mexico, was told to keep his mouth shut about the links between the drug business and the Mexican government. In 1994, Salinas’s partisans spent over $700 million—in a country where at least half the population lives in poverty—electing the next president and congress of what was at that moment the world’s oldest continuously ruling party.

Salinas during 1994 plots his new career move when his six-year presidency ends that December. He is a leading candidate to direct the new World Trade Organization. He is one of the new masters of the universe, part of the group that grasps the new global unity of commerce. Within a week of his departure from office, he is giving a major address to policymakers in Washington, D.C., on the future of the world. He looks very serious and the applause rings out. He is the man who brought Mexico into the modern world.



Jordan sits alone through the night with his phone. The phone becomes the touchstone that convinces him he is doing something and making sense of what has happened. He checks in with his police connections. In El Paso, the cops tell him about a car theft ring that operates in the city and feeds the vehicles into Juárez. The cops can smell the ring’s hand in this shooting and now that they’ve got the shooter, they’re confident the kid will lead them right into the organization. The organization, the cops say, operates out of the Mexican consulate in El Paso, takes regular orders, and caters to the needs of the elite in Mexico City. To Jordan, it sounds like a done deal and he thinks they may wrap up this case in a few hours.

Still, he cannot make any sense of it. He is out of his league and he knows it. He does drug deals. He wears a suit, gains the trust of others, flashes money, and then when the other person believes him, he betrays the guy and arrests him. He has done this for years, in various U.S. cities and in Mexico. He has sent hundreds of people to prison for thousands of years and a lot of them never even learned his real name.

Late in the night, he has an El Paso cop on the phone and the cop says matter-of-factly, “Your brother was killed in cold blood.”

This brings him up short. He does not like hearing something said out loud that has been ringing in his head for hours.

Jordan can’t make sense of the murder. His brother did not do drugs. His brother did not hang out with lowlifes. His brother was so clean he squeaked. Cold blood? Jordan can’t connect his brother to his world or to gangs. He knows his brother would never resist a carjacking, he can see him if someone pointed a gun and wanted that damn truck. Bruno would just hand over the keys instantly, with a look that said, hey, no problem.

But a thought keeps coming back and it hammers Jordan hour after hour. Bruno is dead because of him. Some bust he was in on, some killing he winked at, something he once said. Something he once did. Jordan’s DEA career has been in stations facing Mexico—Albuquerque, Phoenix, Dallas—and now this assignment at EPIC. He’s nailed down an indictment of Carrillo, the head of the Juárez cartel. He was in on the original case in the 1970s that tried to maim the original cartel, that first cell from which all the drug organizations grew. And he was in on that killing, in with a wink and a nod. He brushes this aside. It is all gauze in his mind, vague. Not like a case file with those discrete acts that are predicates to an indictment. He can’t make it work, can’t make it cross the river. But still the thought hammers him, hour after hour after hour. This is a payback, some kind of vengeance. But why? And then in tired moments, he realizes what a hall of mirrors he lives in and lies about. How he cannot seem to easily tell little truths, tell his parents where he is, even tell his own son that his Uncle Bruno has just died. And the work, well, the work is lots of lying.

He is going to El Paso to take over EPIC because for one brief instant his predecessor bluntly told the press, “Mexico is corrupt to the core.” Boom, the guy was removed and Jordan was on his way. And now he will run an intelligence center in a city that stares at a cartel earning $200 million a week.

There was this moment a few years back that summed up the tissue of lies that Jordan lives within. He’d set up a good program at the Dallas–Fort Worth Airport, made every ticket agent and baggage clerk part of his hunt. He had them go on their instincts about customers, and for any tip that paid off, they got a cut of the money. Busts zoomed up. Basically, Jordan had harnessed the street smarts that any good waitress in a truck stop possesses. In 1992, a flight came in from Miami. The guy acted wrong. They took him down and he had $28 million in fifties and hundreds on him, eight duffel bags full of cash. DEA never even had time to count the money, the guy had blurted out the $28 million figure. Then Jordan got a call from Washington and the voice said, cut the guy loose and let the money go on its way. That’s all. The caller was a high official in the Justice Department. And Jordan did as he was told. He thought he’d caught a whiff off the tail of the outfit, the CIA, someone like that. The guy with the cash said it was BCCI money, that funny bank out of Pakistan with two members of the Medellín cartel on its board. Hardly matters for Jordan, he takes the call from D.C. and does as he is ordered. And then, the silence. Jordan didn’t tell anyone of the call or the bust or about giving the money back. He didn’t pursue what it was really about.

The money is too big for Jordan to keep it clear in his mind. He tries to focus on his turf out of Dallas, where he is a baron with his patch of the kingdom. But once he gets into the cash flow of the industry his head spins. The State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research sends out this analysis of cocaine money: the leaf in Peru costs $650; by the time the labs have processed a kilo in Colombia the bill is $1,050; on arrival in Miami, the weight is now worth $23,000; by Chicago a kilo wholesales for $33,000; by ounce weight in Chicago, the kilo mushrooms to $188,000.10 He’ll look at these calculations but they never stick. They are too big to have a reality. And no pressure he applies really cuts into the money. This damn study out of the State Department puts forth this proposition: a pilot flies 250 kilos for a fee of $500,000. That only adds $2,000 to the per-kilo cost, 2 percent of the retail price on the street. Lose the whole plane to seizure after say one flight, that is just another $2,000 per kilo, another 2 percent.

Mexico just makes everything more efficient in this study. Moving a load across the 1,800-mile-border is dirt cheap. Peddling the stuff on the street also has low risk. The State Department study figures the chances of prison for a dealer making a quarter-gram sale are about one in three thousand. The chances of getting killed per unit run about one in seventy thousand. Jordan just has to think of the assholes he’s busted to know these risks will never register in their calculus. And besides, the damn numbers they shove at him are all fake. In 1987, the experts tell all the agents like Jordan that Mexico is growing 5,700 tons of marijuana. Two years later, they claim the crop is 47,000 tons. Who can pay attention to this bullshit?

He fights something called the War on Drugs but he doesn’t ask hard questions. It is a system, the justice system, and he is a believer. He has trained himself to keep things in their compartments. He keeps El Paso in a separate box from Dallas. He keeps the job isolated from the family. He keeps his thoughts separate from his words. He lives as his grandfather taught him to live, in a world where a man has many lives but only shows the life he wishes to have seen.

He keeps returning from this confusion of policies and information to the safe reality of building cases, noting discrete acts for indictments, cashing his check every two weeks. Lying to his folks over the phone. Living inside a puzzle and only dealing with the little pieces that fall into his own hands.

Jordan talks to himself in his mind and what he tells himself is simple: “My Bruno has this personality—you couldn’t get him mad or riled. He never says anything bad about anybody.”

And he is dead and there is no way to explain his cold-blooded murder. And it has to be cold-blooded because he knows his brother would never resist, would never try to be a hero. There is just no way he can explain to himself why Bruno is dead.

Except one way.

And Phillip Jordan does not want to go there. Nor does Felipe.

At 3:00 A.M. he finally tries to sleep. But the effort is useless.

He gets the first flight out of Dallas at 8:00 A.M.



Tony gets up about eight thinking he’s got to get home to El Paso. He takes a flight and then goes to the house. Two thoughts tumble around in his mind: will his mother survive this blow and how to find and kill those who murdered his brother. His father is almost mute, he sits there brooding and has fallen inside of himself. The day begins to blur for Tony. Phil’s older daughter, Brigitte, is there, and they sit at a table just off the kitchen in the big den where the television squats. And they’re talking about how could this happen, and my God, Bruno, and how is he now? And where is he? Suddenly Tony looks over at the television and sees the hanging lamp over it swaying back and forth and back and forth. This isn’t L.A., he thinks, there are no earthquakes here, and yet in a perfectly still room inside the house where he was raised on Frutas Street the lamp is swinging freely. There’s fifty or sixty of his kinfolk in the house and everyone is talking and murmuring and weeping and he sees this lamp swaying and he says, “Brigitte, Brigitte, look, look, it’s Bruno telling us he’s okay.” She looks and sees the lamp moving and is hypnotized. Tony calls his mother, come, come here right now, and she does and he points to the lamp and she looks and then with her glance, the lamp calms and becomes still. Tony thinks, he’s telling us he is all right, that he is in a good place.



By Saturday morning, María’s ex-boyfriend has allegedly gotten a lawyer. Or so the Jordan family later hears. The cops have not talked to him yet. Normally, he comes by María’s father’s house and drops off a newspaper. But today, he never shows.



Sean meets his father at the El Paso airport and as they embrace Jordan can feel in his son’s body that he knows. He looks at him and says, “He’s gone.” They walk past news racks headlining Bruno’s murder. When they get in the car, Sean starts crying and then Phil starts crying. Sean has never seen his father weep before. Sean wants to go directly to the morgue and see his cousin, but his father tells him no. He tells his son he has to be strong for his grandmother.

At the family home on Frutas Street, Phil Jordan senses an unreality. His mother speaks of Bruno in the present tense. His father is out in back picking up tin cans and when he finally walks into the house he says nothing, nothing at all. And then he breaks and for the first time in his life Sean sees his grandfather cry. There are relatives and food has been brought in. As Jordan enters El Paso he becomes Felipe. Once in the house, he is Nono, grandfather in Italian, his childhood nickname.

The house breathes like a living thing. In the front room looms a baby grand piano with family pictures displayed on the closed lid—my God, there is Virginia when she was a beauty queen, there is Bruno on the high school basketball team. The walls feel cool. Off to one side, a row of bedrooms, all interconnected, and in Bruno’s room, the sports pennants blaze on the wall and now, on a corner table, there is a candle burning. And a glass of water. The living room flows into the kitchen and this flows into the big room with the chairs and couches and television behind the blank back wall, the tracks where the rumble of passing trains vibrates through the house, day and night. Beatrice lights a candle the day after the murder so that her Bruno would not be cold. She put out a glass of water so that her Bruno would not be thirsty. Now, as the house fills with people, the water goes down dramatically.

He cannot stand it. He is useless, and in the family home he is expected to be useful. There is an unspoken thing in the air and it tells him, fix this. He is the oldest son. Fix this. And there is another thing, one even more silent: you are the reason Bruno is dead. You brought your world to this home. The rooms feel not so much planned as connected, an assembly much like the family itself. And the kitchen centers everything, the room where something is always on the stove, scents always in the air. Out front facing the street, a small smear of green lawn crouches next to a flowerbed. The bridge to Mexico begins rising a half block away, now as always clogged with traffic. Across the street, empty lots, industrial buildings. The air full of exhaust fumes and noise. The house is an island of calm trapped between the railroad and din of traffic in and out of Juárez. And no matter how often Jordan returns to his family’s home, he cannot quite describe it. It is physical and yet it is not rooms or floor plans, it has this loose and almost elastic feeling like the huge extended family in El Paso that will claim him and pull him into a deep embrace if he should so much as pause for just a second.

Felipe Jordan never dared to try a cigarette because he feared one of his many uncles might see him and tell his father. His brother Tony is in from Las Vegas where he works in a casino. For years Tony traveled Latin America as a singer with the stage name of Tony Solo. He has hung out with gangsters, run a nightclub, had his times with cocaine. But he is still, even in his forties, hesitant to drink a beer in his father’s presence.

Jordan looks at the old walls. He thinks back to when he was ten, maybe eleven or twelve. His grandfather is hosting a party. The family house is surrounded by the junkyard. It is in a no-man’s-land near the tracks, a splash of ground between Barrio Segundo and Barrio Diablo but independent of any barrio, a turf without a name. There are a hundred people, two hundred. The band, five or ten guys with a black singer, is playing swing and now and then flings itself into deeper jazz. The afternoon melts into night and the party rages on. Tables of food, sausages, spaghetti, all kinds of Mexican food, meats alongside the Italian dishes. There is an open bar of wine and liquor and beer. The police are here, the leading politicians. El Paso throbs before his eyes. His grandfather circulates. He is not in a suit, he never wears a suit. But he dresses well, good slacks, crisp shirt. A pocket with a big wad of cash. The junkman. Someone comes in his store and maybe he has something worth a hundred dollars that he wants to sell. And his grandfather, the original Nono, looks at it coldly and offers ten. The man is disappointed, more than disappointed, angry, and he wheels around and leaves. Felipe’s grandfather is unconcerned, and goes back about his business. A block, maybe a half a block from the store, the man offering the item for sale, he stops, he thinks, and he comes back and takes the ten dollars for the thing worth a hundred. Felipe’s grandfather is always gracious in such moments. He never argues. He offers. That is all. He offers. He is the junkman, the man who has a store that buys and sells used things, old furniture, appliances, whatever. Sometimes the boy sees Italians come into the store, and then, all conversation hurls itself into Italian. Sometimes neighborhood people come in, they have problems, they talk to his grandfather. He says he will see. Now, tonight, the party is on, the police are here, the big guys, the pols, everyone is here in the junkyard near the river separating Mexico from the United States. The black singer offers up some scat. Music, food. Years later, when Nono becomes Felipe and Felipe disappears and becomes Phillip, he will see a movie called The Godfather, and those parties will suddenly come rushing back into his mind as he sits in the theater. Phil Jordan searches his mind, and he can never recall one instance, one second when his grandfather was indecisive. Not one. The walls close in, his mother is weeping, his father is someone he hardly knows, suddenly his father is an old man sobbing. Bruno is dead.

Jordan can feel something almost strangling him. He is back in the world he left, a world where Spanish is heard more than English, where the Rio Grande is five blocks away. Bruno’s room is suddenly a shrine, a candle burning and a glass of water set by it. His parents have already found a burial plot in a cemetery a few blocks away. This way he will be close to home, they explain.

But this unspoken thing is the loudest thing in the hubbub of the house. Suzie, Sal’s wife, is there helping out and she senses also an unreality in the family. She thinks the Jordans have not dealt with death, have not had enough problems. That they have lived as if they were exempt from tragedy, and now, with a son murdered, they are helpless. They cannot face the facts.

For Phil Jordan the problem is not a denial of death but of the consequences of the death. He is supposed to do something. He is supposed to avenge the death. He is supposed to find justice for the family. Not because he is a cop. But because he is Felipe. He cannot take it for one more minute. He sweeps up his son and his brother Tony and heads out to a pancake house.

When they enter the restaurant they run into María. Jordan embraces her and says, “Please, don’t feel guilty.”



That night Tony sleeps in Bruno’s room—the walls festooned with pennants, and Redskins paraphernalia, a tick Bruno caught from Tony, who was determined to be the one guy in El Paso who did not root for the Dallas Cowboys. As he lies there, Tony thinks about it all and searches his own life and can’t come up with anything he’d done that might lead to a hit, and he knows Bruno was as clean as a whistle. So that leaves Phil. It must have something to do with Phil and all the DEA stuff he’s done. That looks like the reason to Tony.

And as he drifts toward sleep, he thinks about his family. The Jordan curse, yep, that’s it, that’s what the family jokingly calls it. His dad, he’s so easygoing, God, the only time he’s ever really seen him angry in that visible way, was when Christina, Tony’s older sister, ran off and got married when she was sixteen. He cried then, it really hurt him. But Antonio, his father, has got this thing. He’s not like his mom, she’s real emotional. She lives in a world of mishaps and inattention. She has to put a glass of water in the center of a table to make sure it won’t spill. His dad can set the glass right on the edge of the table, and someone will say, hey, watch out, the glass of water might get knocked off the table, and he’ll say, the water? Oh, it’s okay there. That’s the way he is, careful, methodical, balanced.

Except when it comes to his family. If someone messes with them, or hurts them, he doesn’t forget, no matter how long, and he gets back at whoever hurt his family. And he doesn’t care about the price. If someone hurts his family, Antonio has no sense of proportion. That’s the Jordan curse, Tony thinks as he drifts off to sleep.



Sal Martínez cannot do anything. He is stalled somehow by Bruno’s killing. He has no questions about the murder. He takes it as a carjacking that went bad. But he cannot get past it. He keeps feeling his own death.

One of Sal’s fellow DEA agents understands. All weekend, he clips the papers, makes videotapes of the television news broadcasts, copies and files local police radio transmissions about the case. When all this is over, the agent thinks, he’ll give the files to Sal. Right now, he figures, Sal will be scattered, not able to do this. Christ, he’s the guy who taught Sal to carry a day book and make notes of every call and meet, try and force a little order into Sal’s crazy world.



There is this guy, a friend of Phil’s, who has done a lot of things in DEA with him. And he has his own read on what has happened. And part of him considers Bruno’s murder and says it doesn’t add up, that it is surely an accident that has nothing to do with Jordan’s career. That no one can make a real case in the matter, that the killing leads nowhere and doesn’t mean anything except that a carjacking went bad.

But the guy also knows from his years in DEA and in Mexico that simple sense doesn’t always explain things in the drug business. He thinks of Manuel Salcido Uzeta, El Cochi Loco, the Crazy Pig. He flourished in Sinaloa in the 1980s. The agent savors his memories of those days. He remembers El Cochi Loco had so much money, he was finally storing it in a cave on his ranch. He remembers trying to witness a meeting between the local governor and El Cochi Loco and being barred from entering the restaurant by federal police. Hell, he couldn’t even get to the block the restaurant was on, the police had it all cordoned off. But he laughs at the memory since El Cochi Loco had a high rank in the federal police himself.

He remembers going to a comandante in Sinaloa about maybe arresting El Cochi Loco and the comandante threw up his hands and said, “If I do that, I will be killed. Besides, he holds a higher rank in the federal police than I do.”

But the name, Crazy Pig, yes, that is the good part, earning the name. The agent drains his beer with satisfaction. El Cochi Loco had a tiff with another drug family and so he swept in and kidnapped a bunch of them, men and women together, probably even some of the kids, and took them to his ranch. Then he had them stand there while a backhoe dug a trench. Then he buried them alive. After that, he was El Cochi Loco.

Simple explanations can fail in that world. It operates on its own logic.

El Cochi Loco is dead now, of course. The agent is sure of it.

What about this rumor that he is alive and running a nightclub in Guadalajara?

The agent waves off such talk with contempt.

But still, an unease remains. Because you never get to know anything absolutely down there. So you can know someone is dead. But you can never be sure.



Jordan bolts. On Sunday, he gets a flight back to Dallas. The wake will be Tuesday, the funeral Wednesday. He needs some space in order to think things through.

He’s got his own family to think about. His daughter Kelly, thirteen, is refusing to even go to the funeral. She sits down and writes a letter to her dead uncle, seals it, hands it to her mother and tells her to give it to Bruno. Her mother tries to coax her into going. Kelly says, “No. I’ll say goodbye my way. I want to remember him bowling.” And then Debbie remembers that only a month before Kelly and Kenny had been in El Paso and one night Bruno had taken them bowling at 11:00 P.M. and did not bring them back until 1:00 A.M., a signature event for a thirteen-year-old girl.



Jordan, Debbie, and Kenny fly into El Paso on Tuesday. As they walk up to the house on Frutas Street, Jordan sees María sitting on the porch. He stops to talk with her and suddenly she blurts out this stream of words and Jordan, the professional undercover guy, the agent, can’t seem to understand her even though she is speaking clearly. He is hearing words but somehow he can’t grasp their simple meaning. She says she knows it has something to do with her old boyfriend, she just knows. She’d go over to Juárez with him and they’d have fancy dinners there with a lawyer who was supposed to be part of some car theft ring. She’s heard her boyfriend on the phone taking orders for cars from the lawyer. Or that is what it sounded like to her. She wants to help, she tells Jordan. She is sure her ex-boyfriend knows something about the carjacking.

Jordan does not push. He moves with delicacy. María has become the world he knows, the informant to be reeled in, cajoled, controlled. Besides, he already knows about the ring from the El Paso police and they are already eyeing her ex-boyfriend, who happens to own a dark pickup. He tells María she will be all right, that he can provide protection, that she should not worry, he will help her. He will get back to her, he promises.

Jordan walks into the house, the outburst still ringing in his ears. He smells his worst fears in her story.

He is now entering a place he will never manage to leave. He will be enveloped by a kind of weather, one created in part by the police telling him the night of Bruno’s murder about a car theft ring, about a guy they know who has a dark truck and is a leader of the street kids and who they think is entangled in this car theft ring. A weather created by his recollection of this conversation with María. But this weather Phil Jordan enters will become a private universe for him, one slowly but surely denied by the rest of the world.

And he will never be certain if what María seemed to suggest in her panic is the truth, or simply the result of her panic. He will never really know if her boyfriend was guilty of anything but having an ex-girlfriend who was overwhelmed by the possibility that she may have brushed inadvertently against a murder.



Kelly stays at a girlfriend’s house when her family goes to El Paso. She only cries when she is alone, or maybe back in a bedroom with her friend. She is on the basketball team and appears for the scheduled game. She dedicates it to her uncle and plays very hard. Afterward, she runs off the court. And sobs.



Suzie is in bed with Sal, she has a dream, or an almost dream, because the thing happens with her eyes closed, and yet with the sensation she is looking, staring right through her eyelids. Bruno is there, and she thinks this is odd, not because he is dead, but because she hardly knew him. And Bruno says, “I don’t know anyone here,” and he is in a gray suit and looks kind of scared. Suzie stares at Bruno and says, “Find my Uncle Chica, he’ll be your friend,” because her uncle had just died recently. She can see Bruno through her right eye, and then suddenly she sees her Uncle Chica through her left eye and they are both bathed in a white light and they look at her and smile, just like that, they smile, and my God, the white light is beautiful. Suzie is only three months older than Bruno, and, she thinks, maybe that is why he has come to her.



He lies there weary with his seventy-five years. Antonio is the quiet man who requires little speech. His life has been his marriage and his family. Beatrice is high-strung. But Antonio is a rock. And now he is all but mute. He cannot make sense out of his son’s murder. Nor can he do something about his son’s murder. He is used to doing things. He is the enforcer, the one who kept the children in line, the one who protected everyone. Now he is a failure.

The house has finally grown still, the constant streaming in and out of relatives has ended for a while. He can feel himself finally giving in to sleep. There is almost no sound except for the endless purring of cars and trucks over the bridge to Juárez, the rumble of a freight passing through on the tracks just behind the back wall of the house. But these are not sounds to Antonio, they are the normal music of his life. He has been semi-retired for twenty-seven years, ever since Bruno was born and he and Beatrice closed the store to raise this miracle. The block has changed. Once it was a pocket of houses and then the railroad expanded and took most of the back lot. The bridge came in and walled off this two-block section of Frutas Street from the rest of the world. The houses disappeared one by one and were replaced by warehouses. And now there are Antonio and Beatrice, her brother next door, the old man’s abandoned house just across the courtyard from where Antonio lies in bed, and one or two other houses. The old man’s house really doesn’t count anymore since it is cursed and no one will live in it. Or even spend the night in it. Antonio smiles to himself every time he thinks of old man Forti and his junkyard and his shops and his steady manner. He always knew what to do. And did it.

Now, sleep comes. And he thinks he is dreaming. He is on the slopes of the Franklin Mountains, the range that knifes into El Paso and forces the city to spread as a U around its base. Every time Antonio is in his patio between his house and the old man’s house, all he sees to the north is this wedge of the Franklins plowing into the city. Now the city has spread out, sprawled downstream to the east and south along the river, but the town, the one Antonio has spent his life in, simply curls around the base of the Franklins. In recent years with the strange money from border factories and drugs, mansions have crept up the slopes of the Franklins, some of the big houses on lots so steep they stand on huge stilts, but the mountain itself is pretty much unchanged from when he was a boy. Now it is a park looking down at the city. So he closes his eyes, and he is on the mountain and he sees his boy, Bruno, walking ahead of him up the slope. He wants to catch up, he makes his old bones clamber over the boulders, grabs at the desert scrub to help himself climb. Antonio blurts out, “Bruno, be careful, you have no friends.” It is night, pitch-black and without hope of a moon.

Bruno turns to Antonio, and says, “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”

He can’t keep up, his son is moving away. He pauses and looks and sees Bruno vanish into a brilliant white light. A voice out of the light says, “Do not worry, I will protect him.” The old man knows this is God.



From the parking lot at EPIC, the agents see Juárez just across the river sprawling in the dust. The hunters look at their prey and into a world foreign to their government checks and federal perks. Over there most of the streets are unpaved, two thirds of the houses lack any sewage connection. At least 200,000 people in the city live as squatters in shacks on land they do not own. At least 35,000 more poor people descend on Juárez each year. Or sixty thousand, no one is sure. They take jobs at $3 to $5 a day that cannot sustain them.11 In the previous six years, the peso has lost 50 percent of its value. And now times finally are getting truly hard.12

In December 1994, the peso, battered for years, finally collapses and loses another 54 percent of its value. Unemployment explodes but no one knows the true extent. No accurate numbers are ever kept. For the next six months, inflation operates at a yearly rate of between 33 and 50 percent. Consumer loans hit 100 percent interest. Mexico’s billionaires drop in six months from twenty-four to ten.13 As President Zedillo notes, “In the first days of 1995, massive withdrawals of investments left the country bordering on financial and productive collapse.”14 The average Mexican is not as optimistic. In Washington, D.C., the government begins pasting together a $50 billion international bailout, with $20 billion guaranteed by the U.S., a plan larger than any previous rescue scheme including the post–World War II Marshall Plan.

The government announces the economy will shrink 2 percent in 1995. Private economists estimate the decline at 4 percent. A year before in the presidential campaign, the government promised a 6 to 7 percent growth rate.15 That was after the ruling party’s candidate was shot dead. He’d been to Juárez shortly before his murder and local photographers noticed his security was feeble as if he’d been sent out in public with a bull’s-eye painted on him. The Mexicans call this time La Crisis, the crisis. The Americans are entering the longest boom in their history. One thing holds steady: drugs.

By July 1995, five tons of cocaine are seized crossing the bridge in El Paso alone.16 Meanwhile, Amado Carrillo moves at least 150 tons across the bridge in about a year. Or more. The government at the moment estimates U.S. consumption of cocaine at 260 tons a year but no one believes them. Carrillo is landing 727s at the Juárez International Airport, each carrying twenty thousand pounds of cocaine. DEA thinks they are being unloaded by Mexican federal police. In Juárez, cocaine is $5,000 a kilo (2.2 pounds). In El Paso, it is worth $20,000. Carrillo loses an estimated 7 percent of his loads to U.S. authorities and gains a fourfold increase in money for moving cocaine the width of the river.17 The FBI through an informant discovers that on any given day Carrillo is storing between twenty and thirty tons of cocaine in Juárez. They also learn that federales are guarding his shipments into the Juárez airport.18 The informant also notes that Carrillo is sometimes called El Señor, the term commonly used in Mexico to refer to God. Or the president. One day at 6:01 A.M. a U.S. Customs inspector on the bridge at El Paso waves through a truck carrying 2,200 pounds of cocaine. The task takes him thirty seconds. The inspector earns $1 million.19

These numbers and events and loads all blur. They exist beneath notice. One drug figure on Mexico’s west coast allegedly pays government officials $40 million a month in protection. And he is not the largest player. He is guarded by a retinue of thirty-three federal police. During the election, two flights bring $40 million to the ruling party. After the election at the beginning of newly elected President Ernesto Zedillo’s term of office in December 1994, cartels in Colombia ship Carrillo another $40 million to foster government support of the trade.20 The attorney general of Mexico, boss of the federal police, has a budget of $200 million a year. A former attorney general, Jorge Carpizo McGregor, explained the challenge of his work by saying he was “surrounded by traitors.”21 In December 1994, Juan Pablo de Tavira, the new head of the federal police, is scheduled to meet with the new attorney general of Mexico to outline a purge of comandantes working for the cartels. He is poisoned by his bodyguard. He lives on paralyzed and unable to speak.22

Under President Carlos Salinas (1988–1994) five different attorney generals took a stab at law enforcement. The most esteemed, Jorge Carpizo McGregor, was estimated to control at most 35 percent of his agency, the rest was controlled by the drug cartels. The other four were estimated to control 5 percent of their agency.23 In 1992, Bill Clinton runs for president by promising to put 100,000 more cops on the street. No one in Mexico has ever run for office by promising the long-suffering population more police.
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