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Praise for Tijuana Straits


“A compelling little crucible of evil and nascent love, succeeding on the strength of its characters, the velocity of the plot, its location on la frontera, and the terrific surfing back story. . . . Nunn infuses the formula with enough energy, intelligence, and indignation to drive us to the last page in a single sitting. . . . The Miltonian arc of Nunn’s prose, the heroic metaphors, the vertiginous plunge of his sentences—long, dark, syntactical labyrinths—make Tijuana Straits thrilling to read. Clearly, part of the pleasure of this book is watching Nunn construct the story, so that when you’re a little more than halfway through and the characters are nearly upon one another, he puts a careful distance between them, driving expectations and anxiety higher. Like an uncut diamond, Tijuana Straits is all the more beautiful for its slight imperfections. . . . While Nunn obviously knows the landscape of lost dreams, his writing and storytelling stay well above the fray, so that in the end, when he creates moments so satisfying and wonderful, you’re left to hope that this book is being read out loud—by firelight or flashlight—somewhere on an open beach.”


—Los Angeles Times


“If there is a literature of surfing, Tijuana Straits is surely one of its classics.”


—The Washington Post Book World


“Tijuana Straits is darkly funny and deeply moving, horrifying and lyrical, profane and almost biblical.”


—Fort Myers News-Press


“Tijuana Straits is an uncommonly thoughtful thriller whose outrage over the environmental pillaging of the California coastline gives it a wicked undertow . . . a terrifically atmospheric chunk of prose, with any good writer’s panopticon gift for swooping in on a large event’s most visual traces.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Kem Nunn is an immensely talented writer whose baroque prose style [is] at times reminiscent of Cormac McCarthy.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“Kem Nunn is an accomplished storyteller and a first-rate writer. In Tijuana Straits he has sounded depths that are all too real; his quietly lyrical, terrifying, and utterly absorbing novel is a classic examination of people clinging to one of the world’s most potent frontiers, the darkly promising, often treacherous intersection of Mexico, California, and the Pacific Ocean. Nunn knows the subcultures and strategies through which people there survive and he has wrought a harrowing and moving story of unforgettable characters living, literally, on the edges.”


—Robert Stone


“His characters may be in dire straits, but his readers are comfortable in the hands of an exciting novelist working with fascinating material.”


—The Sunday Oregonian


“Nunn has a weird genius for villains. Like a great surfboard, form follows function in Kem Nunn’s book. As hell comes to the valley, the language follows.”


—The San Diego Union-Tribune


“Nunn is a different sort of artist altogether.”


—The Orange County Register


“Nunn lays down a crime-thriller plot and charges it with grisly violence, doomed love, an obsession with sin and redemption, and of course, the swell of the decade. . . . Nunn’s voice has become overtly literary; he’s clearly schooled himself in the more violent strains of American literature. . . . Add the SoCal surf lore and a satisfying dose of natural history and you’ve got a truly strange amalgam of a book, at once a heart-pounding gorefest and a disturbing look at the dark side of the California dream.”


—Outside


“Nunn shares with Carl Hiaasen a deep moral outrage and a flair for creating, in surrealistic fashion, exaggeratedly malevolent villains amid a stewing, toxic landscape. . . . There’s no denying his talent, and it comes shining through in the novel’s best passages—the climactic pulse-pounding race through the dunes, the near-mystical surfing scenes.”


—Booklist






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





For Lisa Marks, with love




In the margins of the community, at the gates of the cities, there stretched great zones . . . soliciting with strange incantations a new incarnation of evil . . .


—Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization


Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by this some have entertained angels without knowing it.


—Hebrews 13:2





PART ONE
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THE WOMAN appeared with the first light, struggling across the dunes, a figure from the Revelation. Fahey saw her from the beach. There was a pack of feral dogs loose in the valley and Fahey had been hunting them for the better part of three days, without success. To complicate matters, he’d attempted to work behind a little crystal meth and it had left him in a bad place. He supposed that buying in the parking lot of the Palm Avenue 7-Eleven from a kid with a head shaped like a peanut and a hoop through his nose had not been the best of ideas. He watched as the figure crested a dune then disappeared from sight, still too distant to be properly identified as a woman. From the beach she appeared as little more than a hole in the dawn, a spidery black cutout in the faint yellow light just now beginning to seep from the summit of Cerro Colorado on the Mexican side of the fence that cut the valley into halves, and Fahey took her for one more clueless pilgrim stumbling toward the river that would most likely mark the end of the road. She might weep in bewilderment upon its banks or drown in its toxic waters. In either case there was little he could do, for he’d accepted as his charge the protection of certain migratory birds, most notably the western snowy plover and light-footed clapper rail, and within this jurisdiction the ubiquitous pilgrim was hardly a concern. Still, on the morning in question, Fahey found his obduracy mitigated by a kind of relief. It was, he believed, helpful to share the dawn with someone whose prospects were at least as fucked up as his own.


As if on cue, Fahey’s heart resumed hammering at an absurd rate. Earlier, at about that point when it was becoming clear the bargain-basement chemical intended to do him wrong, he’d considered seeking help. The thought, however, of actually presenting himself in the emergency room in San Ysidro, along with such theaters of humiliation as were bound to follow, was so appalling he’d abandoned the idea almost at once. One might, after all, have expected more from a man of Fahey’s age. But then one would have been disappointed.
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Fahey put the pilgrim from his mind and knelt to examine the tracks. To his great disappointment, the prints were diamond-shaped and spaced to suggest the short, even gait of coyotes as opposed to dogs. The dogs’ tracks would be rounder and farther apart. There would also be more of them. There were four dogs in the pack Fahey was hunting. He guessed the impressions before him to have been made by no more than two animals. He rose unsteadily in the soft sand. He’d glimpsed the tracks in his headlights from the opposite bank, then driven around for a closer look, slow going in the old valley’s predawn Stygian gloom, his clutch beginning to smoke as the truck churned through the long beach in approach to the mouth of the river. He stared after the tracks as they veered into the dunes before losing themselves in shadow. Fahey considered himself a competent tracker. That he had been chasing the same four dogs for the better part of a week did not speak positively for his state of mind or, by extension of that logic, portend well for the future.


He walked the short distance to his truck, a battered 1981 Toyota, nearly half as old as Fahey himself, of indiscernible color. The bed was a jumble of poorly maintained tools, a variety of traps, nets, and poles, remnants of a time when these sorts of outings had been what he’d done to earn a living. His preferred method of dealing with feral animals had always been to trap them and he’d hoped to catch one or more of the dogs in the same way. He had accordingly run two dozen cages and another half dozen leg holds. The leg hold traps were, strictly speaking, illegal in the state of California but Fahey was not anticipating complaints. The dogs were an unusually bad lot and Fahey could not remember any quite like them. Already they had mauled a border patrolman and wiped out a dozen of the least-tern nests. They had also killed an old female coyote that had managed to snare herself in one of the illegal traps.


Fahey took a bottle of water from the cooler near the tailgate in the bed of his truck. The drug had left his mouth dry as cotton. He uncapped the bottle and drank. At his back the lights of Imperial Beach still flickered above the grasses of the great saltwater estuary that formed the northwest corner of the valley. Before him, across a wide swath of land known as Border Field State Park, were the dark cliffs of the Mexican mesas, the lights of Las Playas de Tijuana, and the great rounded edge of the Tijuana bullring, which might, he thought, in the aqueous coastal airs, have passed for the mother ship of some extraterrestrial and conquering race, settled there to survey its holdings. East lay the bulk of the valley, still dark with shadow. To the west, however, a thundering Pacific had begun to catch fire in the early light as Fahey looked to the sea. He had begun to think about the coyote he had trapped and was trying not to. He studied glassy swell lines beyond crackling shore break and churning lines of white water, sweeping south toward the fence and the beaches beyond. The animal had tried unsuccessfully to chew off its own foot in an effort to escape its fate. Seeking to drive the image from his mind, Fahey called forth the admonition of Mother Maybelle Carter, to keep on the sunny side of life. Unhappily, his gaze swung south, toward the mesas and their blood-soaked canyons.


Fucking Mexico. For some it was still a slice of the Old West, all whores and cowboys. For Fahey it remained an unfathomable din of fear and corruption, the wellspring of barbarous histories, none more iniquitous than his own. Of course Fahey’s perception of the place ran to his youth, high school and the Island Express, when it had been his experience that only bad things happened south of the border. Subsequent experience had led to the revised conviction that only bad things happened pretty much everywhere. Still, the shit was always creepier in a foreign tongue, and he kept to his side of the valley, as familiar now as the face of a lover, though in point of fact Fahey had been without lovers for some time. Lovers, he had concluded, were like Mexico herself, little more than instruments of grief. Better to go it alone, on one’s own side of the fence, where at the very least, Fahey reasoned, one might hear them coming.


Returning the water bottle to the cooler in the bed of his truck, he took in a coloring sky, thick scrim of smog going crimson above the Mexican hills. The dogs he tracked were from over there, out of the canyons. He had glimpsed them just once, on the first day, running single file across the top of Spooner’s Mesa, three pit bull mixes and a border collie. He ran his traps that evening, found the coyote the next day. He had not seen the dogs since, nothing more than tracks in the sand, and for the last twenty-four hours even those had eluded him. Earlier in the week, when Bill Daniels from Fish and Game had come around to his trailer wanting to know if he would be willing to hunt some bad dogs for them, a one-time gig, like what he used to do before the job became federal, ruling out known drug runners and convicted felons, he had accepted for want of scratch, but in the last four days something had turned. Maybe it was the old coyote, half eaten, trapped by the leg hold Fahey himself had run. The hunt had gotten personal.
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He was about to get into the Toyota and drive away when several birds—too small to be anything but snowy plovers—rose suddenly from the sand near the base of the dunes, beating the air in frantic circles. He hadn’t known of any scrapings this far north on the beach and he went down to the wet sand, then walked along its edge, hoping for a better view of the birds’ nesting place, wondering at what might have spooked them when, to his great consternation, the clueless pilgrim he had all but forgotten about reappeared once more, not fifty yards from where he stood.


He could see now that she was a woman. A mane of black hair held aloft by offshore winds flew like a pennant in the direction of the sea. To his horror, Fahey watched as she raised a hand and started toward him, setting a path that would lead directly into that part of the beach from which the birds had risen. Fahey raised both hands and pushed them toward her in what he imagined as some internationally recognizable signal to stop and go back. The woman came on. Fahey shouted into the wind, repeating the signal several times. Still the pilgrim stumbled toward him, toward the delicate nests that would house the even more delicate eggs. The plovers rose high above the dunes then dropped in unison, swooping toward the woman. It was the bird’s nature to defecate upon approaching predators. The woman threw up her arms and began to run, still in Fahey’s direction. Fahey cursed, ran to his truck and reached inside, going for that narrow space between the seat and the rear wall of the cab, banging his hand against the door jamb with enough force to peel a strip of skin from his knuckles, but managing to extract the short-barreled shotgun he housed there, pointed the weapon toward that place where the sky met the sea and discharged a round.


The blast seemed to get the woman’s attention. She sank to her knees, her hands upon her ears, then rose and stumbled back the way she had come, vanishing among the dunes. Fahey stood wheezing on the beach. He had not fired a weapon in some time and he found that doing so just now seemed to have aggravated his condition. His heart thundered erratically in the hollow of his chest, as meanwhile, the plovers, driven to even greater levels of panic at the sound of his gun, widened their circles above the beach, the morning made horrible with their cries.


Fahey wiped at his brow with the sleeve of his shirt, bent forward to retrieve the spent casing, and was surprised to find it dancing away upon an eddy of swirling white water. He splashed after it, snatched it from the sea, stuffed it dripping into the pocket of his shirt, then stood to gaze upon the crashing waves, remembering the phase of the moon and the tide it would engender, only to be reminded in turn of a time when such prompts would have been wholly unnecessary for he would have known the tide and the swell with it, as a matter of course. And for just that instant, sea water seeping into his socks, gun held loosely in the crook of an arm, was thoroughly transported . . . and beheld the boy, not yet sixteen, hunkered at the foot of these selfsame dunes, and the old Dakota Badlander right there beside him, surfboards like graven images of wood and fiberglass set before them, tail blocks sunk into the very sand upon which Fahey now stood, and the boy watching, as the old man waves toward the sea with a stick held at the end of one long arm corded with muscle, burnt by the sun, then uses the stick to trace in the sand the route they will follow and the lineups they will use to find their way among the shifting peaks that stretch into the ocean for as far as the eye can see, wave crests capped by tongues of flame as the mist of feathering lips flies before the light of an approaching sunrise . . . and this when the light was still pure, before the smog, before the fence at the heart of the valley, before the shit had hit the fan.


At which point a faint cry issued from the dunes in which the pilgrim had vanished—the present visited upon Fahey once more, in all its fine clarity. Raising the gun, he slogged onto the dry sand to stand looking into the folds of a dune. It was Fahey’s philosophy, in a general sort of way, to leave what pilgrims he happened to cross paths with to their own devices and he was inclined to do so now. He took it as something like the Prime Directive from those early episodes of Star Trek he’d watched as a boy. Alien life forms were simply too foreign to be adequately known. Interfering was to invite consequences that were sure to be unforeseen, possibly dire. The Prime Directive now called for him to go to his truck and drive away. Fahey remained where he was. He could not have said why. An image presented itself to his mind’s eye—that of a slender young woman, his figure of the Revelation, a shapely arm raised above ragged clothes in what could only be interpreted as a gesture of supplication. Pilgrims generally ran at the approach of Americans, particularly those in uniform. This one had actually tried to get Fahey’s attention and he saw once more that mane of hair, held fluttering upon the wind, black as the wing of a bird. His eyes searched the dunes into which she had fled and which, along this particular two-mile stretch of sand separating Las Playas de Tijuana from the town of Imperial Beach, were quite shallow. But there was no further sign of the pilgrim. The beach was silent, save for the crack of the shore break and the cries of the birds that continued to circle.


Odd, he thought, that the birds had not yet returned to their nests, as if they now sensed some new danger. He scanned the beach in both directions but found nothing. Perhaps it was his presence to which the creatures objected. “I’m here to help,” Fahey told them. But the plovers maintained their frantic patterns.


He continued to stand facing the dunes. It was of course quite possible that the woman would return to the beach, that she still posed some threat to the nesting birds. The plovers were tiny creatures, no larger than a child’s fist. Their method of self-defense, as the woman had discovered, was to take to the sky, then dive bomb the offending predator, most often a coyote or fox, shitting in unison till the enemy fled in what Fahey could only imagine as some state of profound disgust. The strategy had apparently worked well enough when the birds numbered into the hundreds. For the last few years, however, the plover had occupied a place on California’s endangered species list. To date—and they were already well into the mating season—no more than a dozen of the small egg-bearing nests, little more than shallow scrapings in the sand, had been found and half of those already lost to the dogs Fahey tracked. But now, here at the mouth of the river, he had found a few more of the birds, clearly protecting what might at least be two, possibly three, nests, and it was incumbent upon him to defend them as best he could, be it from marauding animals or clueless pilgrims, hence Fahey’s indecision. Or at least that was what he told himself, moving now in what he deemed to be a wide enough circle to avoid the nests, but angling toward the fold in the dunes through which the young woman had vanished. He was either looking out for the birds or violating his own Prime Directive. Fahey took it as one of life’s little lessons that people were rarely doing what they claimed to be doing, even when that claim was made to none but themselves.


He climbed a dune then worked his way along the top, its summit crested with a sparse covering of ice plant, till he had come to that place where her footprints were plainly visible in the sandy hollow below. The prints led from the beach to the valley, sunk deep across a narrow salt pan still damp in the early light before vanishing into a small stand of mule fat and sandbar willow that grew near the bank of the river, where it curved away to the south.


A second decision was now called for. Finding her among the dunes would have been one thing. To follow her beneath the trees was another. The thicket into which she’d vanished was something of an aberration, as the greater part of these riparian woodlands lay farther east at the heart of the floodplain. Between this thicket and the bulk of the forest was cordgrass and brackish marsh and all of it, both woods and marshland alike, cut by such footpaths as the uncounted feet of migrants and smugglers had worn there over decades of use. And though he knew the valley, and the trails with it, he was loath to go where he could not see what waited. Or perhaps his very knowing was what brought him up short, that and the dubious nature of his enterprise. For who could say with certainty that the woman was not the bait in some elaborate and malevolent scheme?


A plover rose high into the air above Fahey’s head before falling away toward the sea. At almost the same instant a naval helicopter broke from the training field at the edge of Imperial Beach in the northeast corner of the valley, rising above the marshes in gross mimicry of its tiny counterpart, then chugging northward, the length of the town, whose residents were encouraged to think of such disturbances as the sounds of freedom. He watched as the huge ship beat lazily at the sky then veered seaward before reaching the more affluent homes of Coronado Island, a community in which the sounds of freedom were less than welcome. He waited till the helicopter was gone, heard in its absence the frantic cry of a bird, the distant thunder of big surf, the rattle of his own heart. He was reminded of a father’s lamentations, a man he had scarcely known: “Foolishness is tied up in the heart of a boy. The rod of discipline is what will drive it from him.” He came off the dune in the direction of the valley—the direction taken by the woman, moving laterally so as to control the speed of his descent, skirting the salt pan so as to save his boots, entering at last among the trees, where he had not gone twenty feet before finding her . . . huddled near the base of a metal sign posted to warn potential bathers of polluted water, as if the reek of raw sewage rising from the river itself would not have been enough.
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“Please,” she said. And her English was quite perfect. “I need your help.”


It was not the greeting he had expected and Fahey, days at a time without human intercourse, was still considering a response when he saw the woman’s eyes tick to a spot somewhere beyond his left shoulder, even as the cry of one more plover split the morning, and he felt it then, knew without seeing what had frightened the birds, beyond the approach of the woman or the report of the gun, and turned, and saw the dogs—three pit bull mixes and a border collie, the pack of murderers he’d glimpsed on Spooner’s Mesa, the same that had eluded him now for the better part of a week, all four of them, hunkered like gargoyles in the slatted shadows of the trees, the river at their backs.
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THE SHOTGUN held five rounds. Fahey had wasted one trying to scare the woman away from the birds. He watched now as one of the pit bulls, a no-neck brute with dull eyes and a dirty white diamond shape beneath its throat, dropped to its stomach. Two more dogs hunkered down as well. The collie remained standing, a short distance behind the others, shifting its weight, skittish, the weakest of the pack.


Fahey, who had not been called upon to hit a moving target for more than a year, took a step closer to the woman. He hooked a thumb into the gun strap slung over his shoulder and very slowly allowed the strap to slide down his arm, at the same time, bringing the gun to bear. He spoke to the woman without looking at her.


“Can you walk?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” she said.


He could scarcely hear above the rush of blood in his ears. The prospect of bringing down the four dogs with four shells for a man in Fahey’s delicate state was a daunting proposition. Nor were the conditions in his favor. The rising sun had yet to penetrate the willows and the trees were even thicker near the water, the muddy bank upon which the dogs waited dark with shadow, the entire setting shot through with a musty green light, together with the reek of whatever it was that flowed from the mesas of Tijuana with their myriad of polluting, foreign-owned factories, from her hills and canyons where the huddled masses waited.


Fahey felt a pain in his left wrist. It snaked its way up his arm and into his jaw. Christ, he thought, I’m having a heart attack. He appeared to be viewing the animals before him from within the confines of a Lava lamp. Still, it was his belief that the dogs would be reluctant to charge two adult humans. He believed that if he could get the woman to her feet, that if they moved slowly, they might back toward the beach, where his truck was waiting. With luck, perhaps, the dogs might follow at a distance. With real luck, Fahey thought, he might even get a shot at them from the safety of his cab. The woman, however, was slow in rising. Fahey slid his eyes in her direction, in time to see that she was favoring an ankle. When she tried to put weight on it, the ankle gave way altogether. She let out a little gasp then sank to the ground. Fahey made a lateral movement, put out a hand to steady her. She took him by the wrist in an icy grip, surprising in its strength, but she was already going down and Fahey, caught off balance, shuffled to keep his footing. All things considered, he imagined it an unfortunate display, and when he looked again, the dogs were coming.


Fahey wrested his hand from the woman’s frozen grasp, sank to one knee, and began to shoot. The dogs came in low and fast, bouncing like hailstones, tongues on fire, trailing drool. Fahey took them head on. In the end, he supposed, it was a question of time. The last of the pit bulls went down not ten feet from where he knelt. Had the collie been as eager for blood his time would have run out and she would have reached him before he could fire again. As it was, Fahey found her standing maybe thirty feet away, circling, spooked, wild-eyed in the silence that followed in the wake of the shooting, the loss of the pack. This time he took aim, shot, and missed. The animal stared in dumb wonder then made for the river, yipping plaintively, a tiny plover in hot pursuit.


Fahey lurched to his feet, light-headed, sucking wind. He stared at the gun in his hand, as full of dumb wonder as the dog itself. The dead pit bulls were staggered across the ground in the order he had shot them, gaping holes already drawing flies. Fahey stared into the shadow of the willows after the departed dog then turned to the woman. He found her shivering on the ground, covered in the ragged canvas tarp she had apparently acquired somewhere in the course of her journey, for he was at this point imagining that she had come to him by way of Yogurt Canyon—a popular route of passage whose entrance to the valley was near the beach and so named for the frozen yogurt stand that stood at its head in Las Playas de Tijuana on the other side of the fence.


“It’s okay,” Fahey told her. “It’s okay now.” It occurred to him that he was speaking as much to himself as to the pilgrim before him.


The woman pulled the tarp from her head, brought herself to one elbow, and looked around. He could see now that she had been badly beaten. There were fresh bruises on one side of her face together with a collection of tiny cuts still oozing blood. Beneath the tarp were the remains of a sweater, a dirty pair of jeans and a single Nike running shoe. The clothes were wet, caked with sand. The woman continued to shiver in the cool light. He supposed that she had been the victim of bandits. Perhaps there had been others in her party, now dead or scattered. He wondered how far she had come and if the bandits were still in the neighborhood. Bandits in the valley might be from either side of the fence, though most often they were comprised of gang members from the neighboring towns of San Ysidro and Chula Vista. The shotgun in his hand was now empty. His truck remained unattended on the beach, subject to both miscreants and a rising tide. Fahey consulted a watch then went to his haunches at the woman’s side.


“You want to try again?”


The woman threw a frightened look across one shoulder in the direction of the country from which she had come then tried to stand. Fahey rose with her. Standing, she was a head shorter than Fahey, slight and dark. He watched as she worked with her tarp, rolling it about her head and shoulders, holding it to her chest. The article was long enough to trail on the ground and done up in it she was once again the biblical figure he had glimpsed from the beach, a daughter of Lot at the edge of the plain. He waited till she had arranged the material to her satisfaction then turned to the dunes. The woman responded by fainting dead away. She went to the sand amid the folds of her tarp much like a collapsing circus tent, the maneuver accomplished in total silence.


Fahey looked on, aghast, at the entrance to the trees. The blood was still pounding in his temples but having survived the dogs he was beginning to believe that he would probably outlast the drugs as well. He had, after all, outlasted them in the past. Having arrived at this observation, others followed in its wake. He had been two days without sleep. Back at the ranch his windrows would be in need of water. The dogs he had killed would have to be delivered to Fish and Game to fetch their bounty, then taken to the animal shelter for disposal. Fahey considered the rag heap before him. On the one hand she had led him to the dogs, albeit unwittingly. On the other hand she might well be involving him in some drama, the likes of which he’d spent most of his life trying to avoid. He supposed it was no less than one should expect, in violation of the Prime Directive.


He stood amid the buzz of insects, the reek of the river, the sunlight finding its way among the branches to warm his shoulders, a victim yet again of his own vicissitudes. The second helicopter of the morning could be heard above the willows, pounding the sky, and it occurred to him that if he lingered here much longer he might well be forced to explain himself. At the very least he might expect a visit from any border patrolmen close enough to have heard the shots. Fahey knew a number of the officers by name and could show good cause to be here. Still, he was not anxious to make conversation in his present condition. He could imagine his appearance—the ruddy, sweat-streaked face of an amphetamine junkie, days without sleep. God knew what his pupils looked like. Fahey was not generally liked. And still there was the pilgrim to consider. She was not your run-of-the-mill pilgrim. Her English was far too good. Perhaps she was not even illegal, just some woman taken by bandits while walking in the valley. He looked down on the pitiful pile at his feet. She was obviously going nowhere under her own power. In the end, he gathered her to his chest as one might collect a pile of dirty laundry and staggered from the willows, through the dunes and back to the beach, where the plovers were waiting.
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She rode by his side like a sleeping child as Fahey nursed the old truck through the soft sand at the foot of the dunes, the river mouth at their backs, a late south swell pounding like cannon fire along steeply banked beaches as empty as the moon. Seabirds scattered at their approach. A flock of white pelicans rose awkwardly into the blue before soaring on snowy wings tipped with black. Offshore, a number of dolphins were at play among the waves, primordial shapes suspended in translucent faces—such were the wonders of the Tijuana River Valley, where sights and sounds all but obliterated from the southern half of the state might yet be found—God’s script, written among the detritus of two countries.


The Toyota’s clutch was smoking once more by the time they reached the mouth of Monument Road at the edge of Border Field State Park. Above them loomed the Tijuana bullring and its attendant lighthouse, a bleached shinbone set before the morning, and beyond these the red-tiled roofs and gaudy pastels of Las Playas, one of the city’s few high-rent districts, home to her businessmen and drug lords. Fahey turned inland here, driving now in the shade of the mesas, where the great steel fence rode the hills like an amusement park ride.


His intention was to deliver her to the emergency room at the hospital in San Ysidro. Later, he would return for the dogs. The road was of hard-packed dirt and he’d just hit third gear for the first time since leaving the river when the woman opened an eye. “Where are you taking me?” she asked.


“For help,” Fahey said.


There followed a moment of silence, and then the woman’s fingers on his arm, as cold as they had been on the beach. He could feel the chill through the fabric of his shirt. Christ, he thought, she must be frozen to the bone.


“That won’t work,” the pilgrim told him.


Fahey glanced in her direction. She made for a somewhat alarming spectacle—one eye swollen nearly shut, the skin mottled and blackened around it, the white part gone to a rosy red. The other eye was wide with fear. It occurred to him that she was perhaps deranged.


“I need time,” she whispered, “time . . . time to think.” Her head rocked back against the seat then rolled from side to side. “Time to think,” she repeated.


“You need help.”


“No, no. I’m okay. Really. If you send me back, I’m done.”


To Fahey’s consternation, the woman began to weep. “You don’t know,” she told him, then lapsed into Spanish.


What little command Fahey’d once had of the language was now almost nonexistent but it seemed to him that she was talking about the devil. He heard the words “el diablo,” followed by some reference to the Mesa de Otay, but when he asked for a translation, she would only repeat what she had said, before slipping into some manner of unconsciousness once more.


So, Fahey thought, his first instinct had been correct. She was indeed from across the line, in hot flight from some devil in the mesa—a predicament to which he was not altogether unsympathetic. He drove on. To shelter this woman, if indeed she was illegal, was to invite calamity. Found in Fahey’s custody, she would surely place him at the mercy of his enemies. Yet he was suddenly spent to the core, believing that at this precise moment he hadn’t the strength to drive her much farther, even if he wanted to, certainly not as far as the hospital in San Ysidro, where he would be forced to negotiate morning traffic at the height of its mad stampede to the border. He would probably have done better in leaving her to the dunes, and still could, he supposed, indulging in ruthless speculation, but he made no move to stop or turn around. Nor did he push on with his original plan, which would have called for following his present course in an easterly direction, to a juncture with the San Diego Freeway. He turned instead upon a narrow strip of pitted asphalt marked as Hollister Drive. The road carried him away from the border and when he’d used it to cross the river he turned once more into the heart of the valley, in the direction of the sea.


He drove on dirt roads again here, and these without names, coming shortly to an opening cut among wild radishes grown ten feet tall on either side and the road itself so rutted and strewn with silt and debris one would have been hard-pressed to call it by that name. Yet he turned down it all the same, little more by now than spasm and sweat, coming at last upon the rusting chain-link fence that marked the edge of his holdings and beyond the fence, his windrows, in their narrow black lines among cast-off appliances, rusted farming gear, plows and harvesters. And beyond even that his vats of worm tea percolating in the sun and a fence made of old surfboards, tail blocks sunk into the earth and set before his trailer like the faded shields of a lost people, and finally the house itself, which seemed of late to have been taken over by a hive of ill-tempered bees—in short, everything Fahey owned in the world, circled like wagons for what could only be taken as some proverbial last stand.


Fahey stopped at the fence. He glanced once more at the woman beside him, sleeping fitfully, her hands balled into tiny fists clutched to her chest, then slid from behind the wheel to pass through the morning’s heat. His own dogs were there to greet him, a pair of mongrels he’d acquired since returning to the valley, some kind of terrier mix he called Jack, and Wrinkles, an ancient hound nearly too old to stand. When he’d unlocked the gate he returned to the truck and drove inside, the terrier yapping at his tires. He parked before the ancient yellow trailer listing on blocks amid a stand of cottonwoods and poisonous oleander sown by his father before him then proceeded to sit there, astonished at what the morning had wrought, at his own reckless behavior. “My God,” he said aloud, “what have I done?” His eyes were fixed on the old bumper sticker pasted to the stern of his trailer—white letters on a field of black, pitted by the years, the sun and rain. Fahey wiped at his eyes, scratched raw as though the lids were filled with sand, staring at the sticker as if seeing it for the first time, as if he himself had not been the moron who’d put it there, in another life, on a day more rosy than the present. THERE’S NOTHING, the battered letters proclaimed, A DAY OF SURFING WON’T FIX.
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HER NAME was Magdalena Rivera. She came from Tijuana, Mexico. More precisely, she came from the colonia Cartolandia at the gates of the border. It was a place that no longer existed. The Zona del Río, the brightest and shiniest of the new Tijuana, had been built upon the bones of its inhabitants. A mother she could scarcely recall had been drowned there in the name of progress and it was for her that she’d taken up the cross. And now it had gotten her into trouble.


She watched with one good eye this man who had claimed her, saw him amid dust and a rising heat—what she could only assume to be the onslaught of fever. She watched as he opened the chain-link gate that had scared her at first but which she could now see was far too corroded with rust and grit to be anything official so maybe he was really going to help after all. He was going to help or he was like the men one read about, on the walls of post offices, an abductor of women, an ax murderer, or a rapist. In which case she would be done for, done for on the American side of the fence as surely as she would be done for in Tijuana, should they send her back, without benefit of the amparo she could only guess had been claimed by a malevolent sea.


She waited as he finished with the gate then returned to the truck, a tall, broad-shouldered man, though apparently engaged in some losing struggle with gravity. She was reminded of the homeless she passed each day, on both sides of the border, for his hair and beard were tangled and unkempt and he had about him that permanently sunburned complexion she had come to associate with denizens of the street. All things considered, she could not take comfort in the sight. Her mind tilted toward the dark side. She was too exhausted for flight. She saw him as in a dream. This was where she had come, she thought, to this place, to this man. Whatever happened next would have to be left to karma. There was nothing more to be done, the light already playing tricks with her mind, carrying her like the current that had taken her from the beach, through realms of shadow and light, as if the sun were passing among clouds, though in point of fact, the sky was blameless and cobalt blue, reminding her of the desert, the orphanage in Mexicali, the Sisters of the Benediction . . .
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It had begun routinely enough—the night that had brought her to this apparent hallucination without end. She had taken a light meal on the deck of her apartment overlooking Las Playas then driven across town to the Mesa de Otay, where the residents of Colonia Vista Nueva were holding a candlelight vigil for a six-year-old child who had died of lead poisoning.


The drive had taken her through the Zona del Río, past the new cultural center, the banks, and American-style shopping centers with their fast-food franchises and decorative palms. As always, she had tried to imagine the place as it used to be, before Burger King and Ronald McDonald. The Scientologists said you had it in you to recall everything, clear to the womb if you did it right. Magdalena had spent the first two years of her life here. One might have thought she would have had more to remember now, inching her way through rush-hour traffic, caught among the absurd asphalt circles and bronze effigies that marked the Boulevard de Héroes. But as always, she came up short, which made her melancholy, filling her with nostalgia for a history beyond her reach—Cartolandia on the eve of destruction, the place of her birth.


The Americans called it Cardboardland. It had been the first thing you saw, crossing the border—a shantytown of cardboard boxes, makeshift houses, and abandoned cars. Yet Cartolandia had its own employment center, its own food cooperative and health clinic. Its history was no less colorful than its appearance, born of subversion, often violent, its first incarnation an organized invasion by veterans of the Mexican Revolution, in protest of foreign-owned land and lack of jobs.


The ensuing struggle for the Tijuana floodplain seesawed back and forth over the decades that followed. Eventually, however, a consortium of businessmen and politicians eager for development was successful in persuading the Mexican government to reclaim the land as a national resource, to label the residents as squatters, even though many had purchased their lots through the Ministry of Agriculture or paid rent to the local banks. Residents responded by staging protests, filing petitions. And then came an El Niño winter of particular ferocity and with it the rains. There were rumors in Cartolandia that the opposition was planning to open the floodgates of the Rodríguez Dam. Some residents fled, others stayed to fight. On the twenty-ninth of January, the government issued a statement denying the rumors. On the thirtieth of January, the floodgates were opened. A hundred people drowned that night, Magdalena’s mother and grandmother among them. Magdalena was found at dawn, on a set of box springs with the family dog, and raised by the Sisters of the Benediction in Mexicali. She was lucky. The orphanage was a good one. The mother superior took a special interest in her, arranging for her to attend the Catholic grammar School in Calexico, orchestrating transportation, providing her with the gift of English, and yet a price had been exacted. For six years she’d been driven back and forth, across the border. There had been little chance for friendships with her classmates outside of the school. She came from another country in the company of nuns, and these made of her a curiosity, a child set apart. By the time she entered junior high school in Mexicali she’d been more proficient in English than in Spanish. By time she finished high school she was accomplished in both, a marketable skill. It made the other things possible. She now worked for an attorney in Tijuana while going to school part time, taking night classes in environmental law at the Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, situated on the Mesa de Otay, within sight of the banks and shopping centers of the Zona del Río, the new Tijuana. It was what she had wanted. Each day was a reminder here, each commute a trip in time, a consorting with ghosts.
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The sky had begun to color by the time she reached the mesas. The factories were changing shifts and she fell in behind a convoy of buses, which were ubiquitous. Day and night they chugged in and out of the mesas like so many gigantic blue insects with their loads of workers, from the colonias to the factories and back again. She sometimes thought of the foreign-owned factories as the parts of some monstrous organism dropped from the heavens, settling its tentacles into the arid ground, reaching deep into the heart of her country. With the advent of NAFTA, the monster had grown stronger and fatter, with more factories, more pollution, greater abuse of the workers—the very things she had come to fight, in her mother’s name, in the name of the planet. She thumped the steering wheel with the butt of her hand, blowing her horn. The buses made no attempt to let her by. They lumbered on. Magdalena looked at her watch. She honked a few more times just for the hell of it then settled back, resigned, inhaling exhaust. It was all too perfect. While the buses fouled the road in their efforts to feed the monster, she rushed to join the residents of Vista Nueva in mourning what the monster had wrought.


The community in question occupied a tract of land at the foot of the mesa. Above it hunkered the remains of Reciclaje Integral, a deserted smelting and battery recycling plant. For years the residents of Vista Nueva had reported skin ulcers, respiratory ailments, birth defects. A number of children had died. Magdalena was proud to have had a part in getting the factory shut down. It was her first year at the university and the attorney she worked for was handling the case. And the case was going well.


When it became apparent that charges would be brought against him in a Mexican court, however, the owner, an American, simply filed for bankruptcy in Mexico, left the factory as it stood, and withdrew across the border, where he continued to prosper. Magdalena had never seen him face-to-face, only in pictures—a middle-aged man with silver hair. His name was Conrad Hunter. He lived in a million-dollar house somewhere in San Diego County while his deserted plant continued to poison the residents of Vista Nueva. And of course the government of her own country, always a friend of business, did not think it their job to pursue the culprit, or to clean up the mess he had left behind.


In tears, she had gone to the attorney she worked for, a woman by the name of Carlotta. They had taken coffee on the little patio behind the office, sitting together in wrought-iron chairs as the sun crossed a corner of sky.


“There’s a story to make you crazy in every quarter of the city,” Carlotta had told her, “on every block.”


“Right,” Magdalena had said. “But what about this guy Hunter? We’re just going to sit here?”


“We are appealing to the CEC.”


The CEC was a secretariat of NAFTA: the Commission for Environmental Cooperation. The point of the appeal, as Magdalena understood it, was to expose the CEC as little more than a toothless lion. It was an exercise. She said as much to Carlotta.


“A necessary exercise,” Carlotta said.


“But still an exercise.”


Carlotta had arranged her fingers like the peaked roof of a tiny church then looked at Magdalena across their tips. “There is a point of American law,” she said. “It’s called Minimum Contact. It goes something like this: If we could establish a connection between this guy in San Diego and some other business here, in Mexico, it might be possible to go after him over there, bring charges against him in the States.”


“Then why . . .”


“Because it’s a difficult thing to prove. It’s time consuming. You need some kind of paper trail that will stand up in court.”


Magdalena had asked for the job.


“You got it,” Carlotta told her. “If you can build a case against Mr. Hunter, great. If you can’t, remember this: Reciclaje Integral is not the only game in town. So look around. Find me a case. Any case. If we can prosecute just one of these people, we’ve got a precedent to go after more.”


And that was the beginning of Magdalena’s files. She called them the Dolores Rivera files, in honor of her mother. The project became her obsession. There were a dozen sites like Reciclaje Integral just along the highway that led from Tijuana to Tecate—foreign-owned, toxic, and abandoned, and God knew how many more scattered throughout the country. She began with the collection of factual reports, one for each of the sites. She made lists of the sites’ owners then set about searching for any ties to Mexico, any at all. The process was both time consuming and expensive, expensive because any search done through a public agency, such as the Registry for Property and Commerce, had to be paid for and this she did from her own pocket. She also collected old case files, curious about repeat offenders, and on occasion, original inspection reports. She took some pride in the acquisition of the original reports, as each could only be gotten from the person who’d written it. The reports were simple and to the point. They named names. Once a case was filed and put into the system, the reports were copied, and there was always the chance that they might be compromised. If the complaint for which the report had been written never made it into the system, the reports were often discarded, or otherwise lost. This made of the originals an invaluable source from which to acquire the names of offenders, so that these in turn might be compared to other names from other sources, both now and in the future. And so it went. Her files grew to fill an entire room, in offices already pressed for space. After eighteen months, the files represented as complete a picture of environmental and labor abuses along the Mexico-California border as one was likely to find. By sheer volume they were unique. In their assemblage of original inspection reports they were irreplaceable. Taken altogether they were an exceptional resource. Everyone said so. Yet the children of Vista Nueva continued to suffer.


Then something happened. Someone had broken into Carlotta’s offices, destroying computers, ransacking files. An attempt had been made to burn them out. The fire department had been quick. Still, much had been lost. Magdalena had taken her remaining files and moved them into hiding. Every case Carlotta handled was potentially dangerous. Any case involving environmental wrongdoing in Mexico would by its nature involve governmental corruption. The laws were on the books. People were simply paid to look the other way. Everyone had an agenda. Every case generated new enemies, potential suspects. They would both, Carlotta warned her, have to be very careful. The older woman was worried. Magdalena had seen it in her face. Magdalena was ecstatic, caught on the wave of some adrenaline high. She was convinced that whoever had broken into the offices had been after something in her files. Word of their existence had gotten out. The enemy had been engaged. It was her reason for being, the reason she had come home, back to Tijuana, the scene of her mother’s murder.
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It was dark when she finally reached the old factory and her thoughts shifted from the case against Reciclaje Integral to other events that had transpired here during the past weeks: Three young women, all factory workers, had been murdered on the dirt pathways that led from the factories to the colonias below. The women had been raped, strangled, and mutilated, then left among the weeds and refuse that cluttered the hillsides—a common-enough crime along the Mexican border, where the women worked in the factories and the men loitered, unemployed, and the gangs ruled the streets. In this case however, Magdalena had known one of the victims. She had interviewed the woman when they’d first begun the case against the plant, had known her as a sister in arms, and now felt both violated and diminished by her passing. She supposed it was how one ought to feel, about any such crime. And yet the world was so full of death. If one were to feel violated and diminished by each there were be little of oneself left to go around. She judged it a risk of her chosen profession, in a land where the murdered factory girl and the dead boy whose vigil she’d come to attend were but two sides of the same coin—the price her country seemed more than happy to pay in its slow ascension to the lights.
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