

[image: image]






MULE



My Dangerous Life as a Drug Smuggler Turned DEA Informant


C. A. HEIFNER 
WITH ADAM ROCKE


[image: image]


LYONS PRESS
Guilford, Connecticut
An imprint of Globe Pequot Press









[image: image]


Copyright © 2012 by C. A. Heifner



ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, PO Box 480, Guilford, CT 06437.


Lyons Press is an imprint of Globe Pequot Press.


Text design: Sheryl Kober
Project editor: Kristen Mellitt
Layout artist: Justin Marciano


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Heifner, Chris A.


Mule : my dangerous life as a drug smuggler turned DEA informant / C.A.
Heifner with Adam Rocke.


p. cm.


ISBN 978-0-7627-8028-0


1. Heifner, Chris A. 2. Drug couriers—Texas—Biography. 3. Drug dealers—Texas—Biography. 4. Drug enforcement agents—Texas—Biography. I. Rocke, Adam. II. Title.


HV5805.H395H456 2012


363.45092—dc23


[B]


2012015233


Printed in the United States of America




10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1









“Pain or damage don’t end the world. Or despair or fucking beatings. The world ends when you’re dead. Until then, you got more punishment in store. Stand it like a man . . . and give some back.”


—AL SWEARENGEN









This is not a drug story. This is a life story.
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In the End


“GOOD MORNING, PROFESSOR HEIFNER!”SAID A FORMER STUDENT, HER smile warm enough to melt frozen butter. She added a saucy wink before we passed each other in the hall, reaffirming my decision to pursue a career in education. All the gold in Fort Knox can’t buy you an ounce of true respect, yet I had amassed tons of it. Granted, the life of an adjunct faculty lecturer at El Paso Community College isn’t one of decadent excess, but I loved it anyway. I had worked hard, and damned if I wasn’t going to enjoy it.


It was the first day of spring 2010 classes, and the vice president of instruction had summoned me to his office. Dr. Dennis Brown had created a wide variety of special projects, and I was hoping that my efforts over the prior two years would result in some much-deserved recognition. The respect of the students meant a lot, but the respect of my peers and supervisors meant more.


My first meeting with The Man. His meek and rather goofy appearance surprised me. Wearing a peach shirt with a pink tie, he reminded me of a fashion–faux pas Mr. Rogers from the old kids’ show.


With him sat a trashy bottle blonde from Human Resources, whose name—like her personality—was bland and forgettable. She had done her impossibly colored hair in a teased-out perm that hadn’t been in style since the ’80s, and her makeup—sky-blue eye shadow, Pepto-pink lipstick creeping onto her teeth—made her vampire-pale complexion equal parts disturbing and frightening.


After customary introductions we took our seats at the conference table in Brown’s large, drab office. An awkward silence ensued—hardly the immediate adulation my ego had been expecting. This low-key, risk-averse, no-pulse demeanor of most academics was nothing new, but the total absence of chatter meant that something was definitely wrong. My worst fears slid across the table.


“Mr. Heifner, are you aware that an article about you appeared in the January 17 issue of El Paso Inc.?” he asked, his voice monotone, almost sterile.


The born salesman in me quickly entered damage control mode and smiled wide—even though I wanted to crawl into a snow cave and hibernate. They say any publicity is good publicity, but I was less than pleased with the article. The reporter misstated facts, sensationalized tidbits, and turned a blind eye toward many of the positive aspects of my speeches. But that article, along with a recent piece in the New York Times, was helping me make significant headway in my speaking endeavors.


“Absolutely, sir,” I said proudly. “This year I plan on speaking to 25,000 high school students as a free public service, and I’m trying to raise awareness of my efforts via any means possible, not to mention finding sponsors to help pay for travel expenses.”


Dr. Brown and Blondie clearly were expecting a different response along the lines of an apology rather than pleased acceptance. Another pregnant pause followed.


“Mr. Heifner, we want to go over some aspects of your job application,” Brown said, withdrawing a second document from the folder in front of him.


A knot bigger than a Texas ranch formed in my stomach. I no longer wanted to hibernate; I wanted to hole up for an entire ice age. What was about to happen became painfully obvious. This dynamic duo wouldn’t have parsed every detail of my hiring packet unless they intended to shit-can me. I bet this was how the Titanic ’s captain felt when frigid water began flowing over the transom. My ship was sinking—fast.


“Mr. Heifner, on your application you affirmed that you have never been convicted of a felony,” he said, screwing up his face in disgust as if he had just stepped in fresh dog shit.


“Correct, I haven’t. Otherwise, I would have disclosed it.”


Reputation aside, Brown instantly revealed himself to be a ballless, favorites-playing bureaucrat who had somehow ascended into management. He hid behind the rules and undoubtedly had never been forced to make a bold executive decision in his life.


“It also asks if you’ve ever been involved in a deferred adjudication,” Blondie added.


Ultravanilla drones like this who keep their heads low, don’t make waves, and live for midday cigarette and coffee breaks make me sick. No, they were worse than drones; they were sheep. The highlight of their week was probably a trip to the local $4.99 buffet after church. That kind of lifestyle stood against every motivational speech I had ever given or would ever give. It made me want to swallow a shotgun.


“Yes, it does,” I agreed calmly, “and given my rather unusual situation, I called the HR hotline and asked for the proper way to answer that question. I followed their instructions to the letter. I was told that as long as I don’t have a felony conviction, the question is a misnomer, and I should simply answer ‘no.’ Of course, I see my mistake now, but I have nothing to hide. If I did, I certainly wouldn’t admit my past indiscretions in my speeches.”


Why did it matter? Politicking hard and fast, I tried to spin the situation in my favor by mentioning the gobs of positive feedback from my speaking engagements. Any politician worth his soapbox would have praised my impromptu, impassioned speech. But despite my best efforts the garrote around the larynx of my career was pulling tighter and tighter. Brown and Blondie didn’t give a crap about the inconsistencies on my job application or that I was one of the most popular instructors on campus. They didn’t like the idea of a former drug trafficker and subsequent DEA informant getting any press, regardless of the knowledge I was imparting.


I poured my heart and soul into that meeting. I was honest, straightforward, and as upbeat and positive as humanly possible. I knew why I was there, and I knew what was at stake—both then and for years to come. Future aspirations aside, I truly loved my job and the opportunity it presented to touch the lives of so many people who might have headed down the same rocky, pitfall-laden path I had taken. But their minds were made up long before our meeting; they just wanted to cover their asses before firing me. Welcome to reality. It sucked—but I wasn’t going down without a fight.


“Surely, you’re both aware of my excellent teaching record and my stellar rapport with the students.”


“Mr. Heifner, this meeting isn’t about your ability as an instructor.” Brown’s emotionless voice went even flatter. “You are hereby suspended until further notice.”


“But today is the first day of classes, and I have a class tonight.”


“I’m well aware of that, Mr. Heifner. I’ll inform you of my final decision this afternoon.”


People make mistakes, and the good ones atone for them—or try to. I was trying and succeeding—or so I thought. I always wanted to do something noble with my life—something special—to become respected, to give back. So then why the fuck did I keep finding myself in unwinnable fights against impossible odds for ludicrous reasons?


My name is Chris Heifner, and this is my story.
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The Fear


AT AN AGE WHEN I SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN THINKING BEYOND LITTLE League and Pop Warner or which superhero was cooler, Batman or Superman, I had already conjured a plan to travel the world, experience incredible adventures, find fame and fortune, meet and marry the perfect woman, and raise awesome kids. I believed it was my destiny.


“All or nothing” is what I told everyone my life would be, courtesy of a God-given trifecta of looks, brains, and charm. I’m no Brad Pitt, but I’m no Steve Buscemi, either. I don’t play in Albert Einstein’s trivia league, but I’m definitely smarter than the average bear. As for charm, when Eskimos need ice, they come to me.


As I grew older and pondering my future became more and more frequent, I surmised that all I had to do was stay the course, continue making progress, and sooner or later my big break—an event that would transform my life into fairy-tale worthiness—would occur. But sitting in my Business Law class, taking notes, stressed out of my gourd because I was worried about whether I had enough gas to get home, much less enough money in my wallet to eat not just today but for the rest of the month, my vision of that perfect life felt like a delusion of grandeur.


It was 1997, six years after I had graduated from a small-town high school in Alabama, and I was struggling to hold it all together. Short on options, I desperately wished something— anything —would save me from my plight. Graduation lay more than a year away, and it felt like an eternity. I had followed the sage advice of those who I believed had life by the short hairs, yet I was still struggling mightily, feeling as if I were pushing a boulder up a flight of stairs.


Growing up a military brat gave me the privilege of traveling the world. By the time I was fourteen, I’d been to more incredible places and seen more fantastic sites than Indiana Jones. My parents worked hard, behaved by the book, and lived meager lives, raising me to appreciate and follow those same principles. From age sixteen I worked whenever I wasn’t in school so I could afford some of the basic teenage wants my parents couldn’t provide. That meant sacrifices—no high school sports or senior prom—but the long-term goal of a perfect life easily merited temporary pain.


In college I intended to put my master plan into effect and make my mark on the world. My fraternity elected me president, numerous student organizations welcomed me into their groups, and a series of internships gave me a taste of life after school. Like so many kids in the crucible of higher education, I still found time to unleash my dedicated party animal. I dated often, searched intently for my soul mate, traveled anywhere when funds and time allowed, and always kept my eyes peeled for opportunities to make a little money. I was burning the candle at both ends in a classic case of FOMO—fear of missing out. I wanted to experience it all because you never know when it’s going to end. But the trouble with living for the moment because you fear you’ll miss out is that your brain always focuses on what to do next. So I really didn’t enjoy myself as much as I should have.


Eventually, the hectic pace caught up to me. Among the menial jobs, hours of schoolwork, and rowdy social life, I grew so tired that I wanted to sleep … for a month. I often went to a friend’s house to hang out and accidentally passed out for the whole afternoon.


Then, one hot, humid summer night, my car broke down on a dark country road, leaving me sweaty, sticky, and stranded. Waiting hours for a friend to come get me offered me as a living feast to the mosquitoes—just one of rural Alabama’s many summer pleasantries—and allowed my mind to register that I was miserable—not just about that moment but about my entire life. Nothing had worked out as planned.


So I decided to implement change, the most drastic measure being a transfer to the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP). Unfortunately, that meant living with my grandmother—a less than ideal scenario for trysts with the opposite sex—but finishing my undergrad education, now seven years in the making, definitely justified some social obscurity.


About to turn twenty-five, I longed for financial stability, health insurance, a reliable car, and a sense of accomplishment. The monotonous cycle of working, studying, and socializing, with nothing to show for it, was wearing me out. I wanted to achieve something grander than simply keeping my head above water. I actually looked forward to the tedium of the corporate world, especially the opportunity to climb the ladder. I wanted a cubicle, business cards, my own coffee mug, a reserved parking spot, a 401(k), and a daily routine that didn’t include worry and exhaustion. That kind of uniformity is easily tolerable while plotting a course to world domination, right?


“One more year, one more year, one more year,” I repeated, accidentally speaking aloud.


“Hey, chief, what the hell are you mumbling about?” asked the guy seated beside me in Business Law. His name was Jeff Andes, but everyone called him Jake. I didn’t know him. I had chatted with him a couple of times before—typical male small talk about sports, gambling, women— but I knew his type. He had that big-man-on-campus swagger, supreme confidence oozing from every pore. You couldn’t help but like him and want to hang out with him. Reasonably smooth and confident in my own abilities, I had a hard time faking that I didn’t have a care in world. But Jake really didn’t, and I desperately wanted to know his secret.


Whenever he pulled into the parking lot, it was in a different ride. A new Trans Am one day, a flashy motorcycle the next, a sweet suspension-lifted Ford pickup after that. I didn’t begrudge his slick clothes and expensive gold watch—okay, I was a little jealous—because I knew my time would come … but damn if I didn’t wonder how he had figured it all out so soon.


“Huh?” I said, confused.


Jake laughed. “Yeah, this class does that to me, too. You should join our group. We’re meeting in the library around noon.”


“Sure, no prob,” I replied casually.


Dropping papers and bumping into people, I rushed to the library while inhaling a bag of potato chips for lunch, bought with a handful of change found in my car. The palatial library inspired me to strive for greatness, but walking in there I felt like Atlas with the weight of the world on my back.


“Hey, chief, over here!” Jake yelled across the deathly quiet library atrium.


I chuckled, but I wasn’t in a fun-and-games mood; I was in a get-shit-done-and-end-the-day mood. Business Law group work, laundry, and homework were on my list, and maybe I’d also have time to rub one out and grab a quick nap before night classes. Problem is, people in El Paso live on a different time line. They’re late for everything. Naturally, the amigos in Jake’s posse (now mine by default) didn’t break tradition. But because this was a valuable opportunity to gain some insight, I bit the bullet and stayed.


Hailing from a small town in Kansas, Jake had spent long hours working on his father’s farm, giving him a thick, muscular build that helped him become a champion wrestler in high school. Joining the army before his graduation cap hit the ground perfectly rounded out the dossier of the prototypical all-American country boy.


When Jake asked about my background, I got halfway through my depressing tale before he motioned for me to stop. “Damn, boy, you need a fuckin’ drink. Your whining is gonna make me run into traffic.”


“I could use a drink,” I said.


His green eyes lit up. “Wait, I got a better idea. Let’s go get a lap dance.”


“Huh. Never had one.”


He looked at me as if a dick were growing out of my forehead. “ What? Shut the fuck up. You’re kidding, right?”


“Wish I was.”


“That’s it, then. Screw these guys and the group work. You and I are outta here.”


The laundry list of my responsibilities rolled through my head like a dung beetle pushing a ball of fresh elephant shit. Of course I wanted to say “fuck it” and have some fun, but I couldn’t survive an eighth year as an undergrad. On the other hand, I hadn’t had any real fun in a while. Then again, I was also flat broke—a severe problem for strip-club gratification.


Clocking my inner turmoil, Jake clapped me on the shoulder. “Look, I know you’re a broke nigga, so don’t worry. I got this. Just hang out. A beer won’t kill ya.”


Next thing I knew, we were in his Trans Am zipping in and out of traffic like Tony Stewart. Jake alternated between smoking a bowl, talking about his family, and cranking the wheel to avoid hitting anyone. He offered me a hit, but drugs—even pot—weren’t my bag, and I was happy to let him do all the talking because I didn’t want to think about my own life and I was big-time curious about where he got his money. The GI Bill took care of his tuition, but that didn’t explain the cars, clothes, and flash-cash.


Jake rambled on about his two brothers and his large, extended family in Kansas, all living prosperous and happy lives. Admittedly, it made me jealous. My mom, sister, and I were anything but prosperous. My mom had divorced my stepdad, who raised and adopted me, and I had only just learned who and where my real father was, but what kind of relationship we’d have, if any, was still up in the air.


Seeking out my biological father was supposed to reveal my roots and a place where I belonged. Turns out I was an eyelash in the eye of his perfect life and far from welcome. So I listened to Jake’s stories about his uncles, cousins, brothers, and father with a sense of forlorn disconnect, wondering if I would ever have an extended family like that of my own. Jake hadn’t revealed the source of his financial well-being, so I chalked it up to the lottery—either state run or ancestral.


We pulled up to the club, and Jake walked in like he owned the place. He withdrew a fat, rubber band–bound gangster roll of bills to pay the cover. Shocked at its thickness, I was also unsure how to act, so I tried to follow his lead.


The club was dark as a cave at midnight, and while my eyes were adjusting, I must have bumped into every table and chair. Deafening countrified rock blared from the speakers, and the whole place smelled like cheap booze and sweaty sex. But hey, free beer is free beer.


When we sat down, I closed my eyes to help them adjust. When I opened them, gorgeous half-naked women had surrounded us.


“Whatcha drinkin’, chief?” Jake yelled over the music.


“Any beer as long as it’s cold,” I shouted back.


He gestured to the waitress, and before I could blink a bottle of Bud Light, ice dripping down the side, appeared in my hand. To say we were getting the royal treatment would have been a gross understatement. The girls were caressing my hair, rubbing my chest, and treating me like a rock star. I slammed the beer. Before the empty bottle hit the table, a fresh one was waiting for me.


“You’ve really never been here before?” Jake asked.


“I told you, I’ve never been to a strip club before.”


“I thought you were shittin’ me.”


I shook my head.


He motioned to the two girls on my lap. “Do you like them, or do you want different ones?”


My brain couldn’t even process the question. Two busty Latinas with silky, coffee-colored skin were loving all over me. The other girls walking around were also slammin’.


Uncertain how to answer, I just nodded—while mentally kicking myself for not having the balls—or the funds—to visit a strip joint sooner. Truth is, I was also a little shocked. The media always portray strippers as nasty or trashy, but these girls were gorgeous and well spoken, with white teeth, perfect smiles, and beautiful hair. Any of them could have passed for the girl next door—if the girl next door was smokin’ hot and walked around in a thong bikini.


“Do you know these girls?” I asked.


“You could say that,” he said with a grin.


“Man, this sure beats the shit outta UTEP.”


“Now you’re talking! ” Jake roared and thumped me on the shoulder. Then he whispered something to one of the girls. She smiled and nodded.


That’s when I noticed that the guys at other tables weren’t receiving the same king’s treatment.


Just as the waitress slammed a third beer on the table, the girls on my lap stood up and led me to a bench on the far side of the wall. The fresh brew didn’t last the walk, but one of the girls snatched another before we arrived. One girl held the beer and made me chug while the other stroked my back. I had no idea what was about happen, but I sure as hell wasn’t complaining.


A new song started, and on cue both girls took off their tops and started doing a rhythmic dance on top of me. Words can’t do their moves justice, so let’s just say that their performance was magnificent and leave it at that. For three or four songs, they took turns straddling me, rubbing their perfect breasts in my face, and caressing my hair and chest. It was pure bliss.


But being out of my element made me go supernerd, trying to make small talk, asking their names, where they were from, how they liked dancing. They giggled and shushed me while rubbing my hands all over their bodies.


“Are you sure this is okay? I’m not breaking any rules?”


“Yes, sweetie, it’s okay!” the strippers laughed before shutting me up with a three-way French kiss.


By the end of the marathon double lap dance, my head was spinning. When the show was over, the girls put me back together, tucking my shirt back in, letting their fingers do the walking and taking me by surprise. Normally, I prefer to get to know someone before swinging the bat, let alone trying for second base. But this was far from normal.


The girls walked me back to the table, fed me more beer, and took turns kissing my neck. I tried to play it cool and chat them up, but they only talked with each other as they downed the shots that Jake continued to order. They liked that I was a virgin to this experience, and it shocked me to hear them arguing about who would take me home.


Seven beers later, with a few more trips to the lap dance area, I was feeling a little dirty, a lot drunk, and very happy. That’s when Jake came back to the table and shooed away the girls.


“It’s time for the boys to talk,” he said, handing each girl a crisp twenty-dollar bill.


“Are you sure?” I blurted, hesitant to let them out of my sight.


Bankrolling the action, Jake ignored the question. “So, whatcha think?” he said.


“What do I think? I think this is fuckin’ awesome! But how could I ever take one of those girls home to Mama? Do you think they have diseases?”


“You’re a funny guy, Chris. These girls are for partying, not for rings on their fingers.” He looked me dead in the eyes. “You ready for a real party?”


What the fuck? I thought this was a real party. I looked at my watch; three hours had passed. So much for laundry, homework, and night class. Before I could object, we were out the door and about to climb into the car when Jake ordered me into the back seat.


Pontiac Trans Ams, especially Jake’s 1997 WS6 model, have a back-seat barely big enough to hold a gallon of milk. Just as I began to protest, two of the club’s strippers ran over, and it dawned on me what he meant by a real party. Instead of her “work uniform,” one of my lap dance beauties was wearing tight khaki shorts and a yellow tank top barely containing her large, perfect tits—and she was carrying a small duffel bag.


“I won,” she said, arching her eyebrows, referring to the dispute with the other stripper about taking me home. “By the way, I recognize you from UTEP. We took a class together.”


A lap dance was one thing, but fucking a stripper was a different barrel of fish. Despite a devil-may-care attitude, I have tried to be cautious my whole life. I would rather skip sex altogether with someone I don’t know than wear a condom. It’s not PC, I know, but I hate them. Yes, I understand their benefits, but they give me penile claustrophobia. Which makes me dedicatedly monogamous. At that moment I was unattached. Then again, being superselective about whom I dated, I was single a lot.


Half of my brain continued our backseat chitchat while the other weighed the pros and cons of pursuing this impromptu “relationship.” No freakin’ way was Jimmy going to party without a hat. Another dilemma on top of my angst over blowing off work and class for reckless sexual abandon.


Rejecting my nerdy attempts at conversation, my “date” used all her womanly charms—charisma, eloquence, beauty—to seduce me, and she was making it hard to resist. Just the thought of nixing the tryst made me feel like a church-addicted Puritan, and she wasn’t taking no for an answer, her continued kisses quickly converting me.


We pulled up to a house in central El Paso near the zoo, a shady part of town, and Jake’s date hopped out and went into the house.


“Whatcha doin’ back there?” Jake said.


“Studying.”


“I’ll bet you are.” Then, when my date stopped nuzzling me, Jake looked at her and asked, “How come you never liked me like that?”


“‘Cause you’re married and not half as cute as Chris.”


Wait , Jake is married?


Before I could dwell on what that meant, Jake’s date came flying back out of the house like a bullet from a gun and jumped in the car, screaming, “ Go! Go! Go! ” as if our lives depended on it. Which apparently they did.


As Jake fumbled with the ignition, two cholos in red bandanas and tattered wifebeaters barreled out of the house behind her. As I was mumbling a silent prayer, Jake’s TA fired up, and we blasted out of there.


“Did you get it?” Jake asked a few streets later.


“Sure did, baby,” she said, holding up a small plastic baggie filled with white powder … just as a police cruiser swung out of a side street and jumped on our ass, lights flashing.


Jake’s gal instantly flung the baggie onto my lap. I froze as if it were a hand grenade with the pin pulled. My date snatched it and stuffed it in her bra.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


“Don’t worry, I’ll put it where the sun don’t shine if we have to get out of the car. For now it’s safe.”


Sweat broke out across my forehead, and my hands started squeezing reflexively.


“Relax,” she said, kissing me and rubbing my leg to calm me down. “It’s gonna be fine.”


The cop ran Jake’s license and insurance, and I was about to shit a bulldozer. But Jake was smoother than a baby’s butt. His congenial demeanor swayed the cop, who actually believed Jake’s lame explanation for running the stop sign … after we had stolen blow from gangster dealers.


[image: image]


The Camino Real Hotel has some of downtown El Paso’s most luxurious digs. Jake requested a room, and my mind reeled, wondering what this guy whom I had only just met was getting me into.


As we rode the elevator to an upper floor, I noticed a bottle of Crown Royal in Jake’s hand. “Where’d that come from?” I asked.


“Outta her ass,” Jake said, pointing to my girl.


She smiled, leaned her head against my shoulder, and gave my arm a squeeze.


“Enjoy,” he whispered to me. “I bet she’s tight.”


“You’ll never know,” she shot back.


The luxury suite with separate bedrooms and a hot tub exceeded my expectations. The girls began fiddling with the Jacuzzi’s controls, and Jake called room service for two of almost everything on the menu. My inner supernerd reared his head again when I noticed that the TV had a video game console; I never had the time or money for video games, and the amenity held me awestruck. Though not for long.


I was spinning-room drunk, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my date. We talked about school, graduation, and the tribulations of life—a deeper conversation than I expected. When I noticed Jake in the kitchenette cutting lines of cocaine on the counter, my eyes grew big as garbage can lids, and my date laughed.


“Have you ever done coke before, sweetie?”


“Uhhhhhhh …”


“You are just too cute,” she said, tousling my hair before straddling and kissing me.


Thus far, alcohol, sugar-rich treats, and poker formed the full extent of my vices—and even those came in relative moderation. So much temptation had never surrounded me like this before, and the beer, whiskey, and lust weren’t helping.


Who the fuck is this guy? I wondered, thinking of Al Pacino’s character in The Devil’s Advocate. If he wanted to turn a complete square into someone who could never run for public office, he was succeeding. I was no Goody Two-shoes, but my past indiscretions were shits-and-giggles trouble compared to this.


What was I doing? I wanted to escape—and seriously considered it. It wasn’t that far a walk from downtown El Paso to my car at UTEP. All I had to do was dash out the door and not look back. For the next five minutes, the angel and devil perched on my shoulders whispered opposing suggestions.


My date broke the tie. “Kiss me, Chris—and don’t worry. It’s only a bump. Not a lot for a beginner.” She could have convinced me to rob a bank.


“Look, I don’t—”


She tapped a small dollop of cocaine on her tongue and kissed me hard and deep. A second later a sensation unlike anything I’d ever experienced washed over me like a full sensory orgasm. I loved it. But at any moment I expected a SWAT team to fast-rope down from black helicopters, burst through the windows throwing flash-bangs, and haul us off to jail.


But there was no guilt. For the first time in my pathetically boring existence, I had thrown caution to the wind and gone wild—a little. For the next couple of hours we drank and talked and drank. Jake and the girls did lines, but I begged off. They made a few jabs—


“C’mon, cocaine is like bacon. It’s great even without eggs.”


“Just do one line. It’ll make you harder than a marble statue.”


At some point Jake and his date disappeared into one of the bedrooms, and I was about to chuck a lifetime of sexual caution out the window when my sexy siren beckoned me to the bathroom. She was sitting on the toilet, legs spread, pointing into the bowl. There was blood in the water.


“Sweetie, I wanna make love to you so bad. You’re the kind of guy I’m looking for.”


“But …” I pointed at the blood.


“Don’t worry about that,” she waved. “You’ll earn your red wings.”


“I don’t follow hockey,” I said.


“Huh?” She stared at me as if I were the village idiot.


“You know, the Detroit Red Wings. I’m from Alabama.”


She nearly laughed herself off the shitter.


Jake stuck his head in the bathroom, startling both of us. “What are you kids doin’ in here?”


“Nothing,” she said. “I’m having woman issues.”


Jake flashed me a thumbs-up. “Right on, Nutty. You’ll earn your red wings.”


I gave Jake a blank stare—and then it finally dawned on me.


“That’s cool,” he said. “I gotta get home anyway. Wifey thinks I’m in night class. You girls can keep the room and the goodies.”


My date moved from the john to the bedroom, naked under the covers. She patted the empty space beside her. “Come back and cuddle with me, sweetie.”


I smiled but didn’t answer.


Jake pulled out his gangster roll, peeled off a few bills—cab fare for the girls—and tossed it on the floor. “See ya.”


Waiting for the elevator, Jake looked at his watch, then slugged me in the arm. “Hell, it’s only nine. Let’s grab one more beer.”


Ten minutes later we bellied up to Hemingway’s, a hole-in-the-wall college hangout near UTEP. After a toast and a hearty swig, Jake asked: “Did you have fun?”


“Yeah.”


“Too crazy for you?”


Hell fuckin’ yes, I wanted to say. “Nah, just a lot of new stuff to process.”


One beer turned into two, two turned into five, and we laughed our asses off rehashing the day, especially the look on the cholos’ faces as we sped away from them.


Jake flirted with every chick in the bar. Cheesedick or not, this guy was damn good at swaying people to his side of the table. Figuring today’s events were run of the mill, I wondered where he got the stamina. Were his confidence and bravado a product of the money, or was he just born with them?


Jake dropped me off at my car in the UTEP parking lot just as my night class was getting out. I was drunk, possibly still high, missing a sock, shirt stained, hair a mess, and heart racing. Fumbling with the key in the door, there was a tap on my shoulder. Wheeling around, I found myself face to face with my night class professor.


“Mr. Heifner, you weren’t in class this evening.”


“Something, uh, urgent came up,” I said, hoping he couldn’t smell the booze on my breath or the sin on my soul.


“Smells like it. You missed a test, one that counts as a third of your final grade. Bring a believable excuse to my office, and we’ll discuss a makeup, which, as I’m sure you’re aware, will be twice as hard.”


Welcome back to reality.
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Devil in Disguise


THE CORPORATE WORLD IS A COLD-HEARTED BITCH. HARDLY BREAKING news, I know, but it took me a couple of weeks to realize. Still, it was vastly superior to the life of a starving college student. A year and a half had passed since Jake had invited me to party with him. We both had earned bachelor degrees of business administration in finance, and I had moved back to Alabama, accepting a job as a staff accountant at a regional bank. After taxes and insurance, I took home $792 twice a month—barely scraping by—but at least it didn’t require cracking a book.


For me to ascend the corporate ladder, most of the better-paying jobs required three to five years of experience or an MBA—or both. The college brochures don’t mention that. So like all the other lost rats scrabbling around in the crazy maze, all I wanted to know was: Who moved my fucking cheese?


Jake called every so often to brag about his latest car, a threesome he had enjoyed, or renting a yacht for the weekend. On the latest call he talked about a trip he was planning—Hawaii or Costa Rica, he couldn’t decide—and about getting into day trading. The guy was more scattered than sand in a windstorm, but scattered or not he led an exciting life. The most exciting part of my day consisted of deciding whether to wear tanor stone-colored khakis to work.


Don’t get me wrong, I liked my job, but why had I been in such a hurry to get out of college? After a few months of meager paychecks, nothing had changed: I was still broke and stuck in neutral. If one more clown told me, “You’re a talented guy; be patient,” I was gonna brain him with a tire iron and let Alabama house and feed me for the next twenty-five years.


But my friendship with Jake yielded some valuable intel: the source of his money. Turns out Jake was involved in an extremely dangerous and highly illegal endeavor: drug trafficking. Sometimes he tried to talk to me about the business, the nitty-gritty of it, but I didn’t want to know. The less I knew, the better. But it was still fun as hell to hang out with the guy. Curiosity isn’t always a virtue, so he filled a void of adventure that I had no desire to fill myself. Jake’s plan was to party his ass off 24/7 and spend money like it grew on trees. I planned to do things the right way and squirrel away a tidy nest egg. Unfortunately, my way was slower than giant tortoises boning. Jake repeatedly tried to tempt me to the dark side, but I knew better.


At least, I thought I did.


At UTEP he always found a way to put money in my pocket. He once paid me three hundred dollars to buy him money orders totaling ten thousand dollars—a serious chore considering that at the time seven hundred dollars was the biggest order you could buy from the post office and three hundred was the max from a gas station … and I could only buy one at a time to avoid suspicion.


On another occasion, when one of Jake’s underlings got busted at a checkpoint with a load of dope, Jake paid me two hundred dollars to call the poor sap’s girlfriend from a pay phone and give her instructions.


I also made a small fortune by writing papers for Jake, not enough to buy a new car but enough to keep me in cold beer and hot grub. It wasn’t honest work, but it didn’t entail anything truly sinister or breaking a major moral code. Harmless, right? My days of begging lay behind me. I was legit now.


“Chris Heifner, management control,” I said, answering my work phone on the first ring.


“Hey, honey, can you talk?” Missy asked. We met while I was in college and dated on and off for two years while I focused on graduating. There was never any formal agreement between us, no declarations of love, but we enjoyed each other’s company and had a ton of fun together.


Missy and Jake were always getting me to push the envelope and break the rules. I wasn’t an angel, but most of it was harmless, no defense attorney required. They made me look at it as sport, solely for the sake of entertainment. While I hated Jake for it, I loved Missy for it.


A single mom with a five-year-old daughter, she toiled for her daily bread as a telemarketer. She had the sexiest voice I’d ever heard, and although singing was her true passion, telemarketing paid the bills. I hoped she would take an interest in something more dignified and stable, like teaching, but she had zero interest in school.


To her credit, though, she was the ultimate social engineer: beautiful, a good listener, a cover girl smile, and the most seductive demeanor you could imagine. With those qualities and her amazing rack, she could have sold spots to Dalmatians. No matter where we went—restaurants, concerts, hotels—she always talked our way into the best tables, seats, or accommodations. Office politics were new waters for me, and her ability to control a situation made her my lighthouse. Her guidance never failed; I just had to have the balls to follow it. I genuinely wanted my work to speak for itself, but office politics are the engine that pulls you up the corporate hill, so Missy’s PhD in bullshitting proved invaluable.


“I’m a little slammed right now,” I said. “Is there a problem?”


“Just call me when you get home tonight, okay?”


I wasn’t worried; after all, there was nothing to worry about. She was safe and sound in El Paso, and I was searching for my pot of gold in Birmingham, Alabama. At worst her pain-in-the-ass mother was giving her crap again or, like me, she was having money problems.


The line rang again. “Chris Heifner, management control.”


“Hey, Nutty, I’m gonna make millions in the stock market!” Jake said. “How do I open a brokerage account?”


I wanted to laugh. “I should charge you for my advice.”


“Better yet, make me some money, and I’ll pay you.”


Beyond the brass tacks of opening the account, he was on the fence about starting with ten thousand dollars or twenty thousand. My checking account had forty-three bucks in it, and he was talking about playing around with more than five hundred times that.


How do people do it? Expensive SUVs and sports cars, nice homes with manicured yards—how much money did you need to afford a spread like that?


Dejected, I decided after work to splurge on a foot-long sandwich at Subway and a twelve-pack of cheap beer. Problem was, now I had to figure out how to stretch twenty-nine dollars for the next six days. Popping a beer, I called my woman.


“Hey, you wanted me to call you?”


“How’s Alabama?”


“God, I love this place. I may be broke, but it’s still a million times better than Hell Paso. I drive over this river my dad and I used to fish on every day, and it rekindles memories of the best times of my life. Next time I go back to El Shithole, it’ll be in a box carried by six of my closest friends.”


“So you’d never move back?”


Uh-oh.


A lump formed in my throat. “You know how I feel about that dust bowl. Why? What’s going on?”


A long pause. “Are you sitting down?”


Oh no.


“Honey, just tell me.”


“I’m pregnant.”


The lump expanded into a boulder. I didn’t ask if it was mine; I didn’t have to. The time line fit. A month earlier my great-grandmother Laurencia, matriarch of my family and one of my favorite people on the planet, had died. I went back to El Paso for the funeral and stayed with Missy. We already know how I feel about condoms.


“I’m here for you,” I said. “We’ll figure this out.”


We chatted some more about everything but her lump. It didn’t matter, though—my decision was made. I loved Alabama. I had a million friends there. My mom and sister lived just up the road, and my stepdad, who’d adopted and helped raised me, wasn’t too far away, either. It was great to be home. My job wasn’t exactly filling my pockets with cash, but my quality of life made up for it: fishing, hiking, college football Saturdays, cookouts with buddies, and the occasional alumni party at my old frat house. I couldn’t afford to bring Missy, pregnant, and her daughter to Alabama on sixteen hundred dollars a month. Hell, it would have been tough on double my salary. But an abortion was out of the question, and I couldn’t bear the thought of having a child and not being a part of its life.


So back to Hell Paso it was.


Over the next few months, saving money proved next to impossible. My salvation came in the form of the forty paid sick days I received when I was hired. When I quit, that extra thousand dollars would be a godsend.


Everyone called me a fool for going back, but unlike them I saw the big picture: I had to pay the piper. This was about my child, not me.


“Told you not to mess with single mothers,” said Kip, my biological father. “Now you’re stuck, and if she ever wants to get rid of you, all she has to do is accuse you of molesting her daughter.”


So much for encouragement. Kip was a real joy. An attorney full of trepidation, he saw nothing but tragedy and despair behind every door. Being around him made me realize that attorneys never build anything of their own. They tear things down or rubber-stamp the legitimate work of others. Funnily enough, Kip’s son, my half brother, said the same damn thing his father said.


The twenty-one-hour trip back to El Paso was the shortest drive of my life. I was scared to death, focusing more on getting a job and explaining the situation to Missy’s parents than the endless highway. Too many questions, too few answers.


[image: image]


As I walked through Missy’s front door, my eyes bulged at how big she had grown in the seven months since I last saw her. I gave her a huge hug, careful not to squeeze too hard. She put my hand on her belly. “Feel him kick. He’s an active one.”


“Wow!” I swelled with pride as the baby thumped beneath my hand. “What have your parents said?”


Her smile withered. “They’re not talking to me.”


“What a piece of work.”


“Stop.”


I always thought that vessels of the Lord were supposed to be beacons of goodness, catalysts for people to commune with their maker or some shit like that. Missy’s parents were Christian pastors at a Spanish church, but apparently, they hadn’t read that sermon. If I’d wanted to be judged and surrounded by negativity, I would have stayed put with Kip.


“Don’t worry, things will be good in no time,” I lied.


“I’ve got bad news. They cut my hours at work ’cause I’ve been sick with the baby and the bills are behind.”


The lump in my throat came back—and it brought friends. “How much?”


“Nine hundred dollars.”


Bye-bye, thousand-dollar cushion.


The next day, bright and early, I shot over to Jake’s house. It still sucked to be back in El Paso, but I was looking forward to seeing him. If nothing else, one of his crazy Guess what I did now! tales would lift my spirits.


“What’s up, champ?” he said, fist-bumping me.


“I need to use your computer.”


“Don’t get lost on the porno sites.”


Jake’s house was a zoo, people coming and going all the time. His wife, Sandra—a skinny, pretty Filipino girl he’d met while stationed in Hawaii—worked a lot; she liked to stay busy and have her own money. More leisure than labor, Jake farted around most of the time. Personal electronics weren’t as common then as they are today, but their house teemed with them: cell phones, laptops, satellite television, big-screen TVs, dedicated Internet … he had it all. I didn’t have any of it, not even a computer. Before, when I’d needed web access, I’d used the school’s computer lab. Since I was no longer a student, that luxury vanished.


I blasted out cover letters and résumés while Jake worked in the yard—if you could call it that. He came inside, put on a porn channel for few minutes, made cheesy comments, then went back outside for a bit, repeating the routine for hours.


When noon rolled around, he fired up a joint. After a voluminous puff, he said, “You know what time it is, don’t you?”


I knew damn well what time it was in Jake’s world. “Yeah.”
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