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“Trejo is a story of survival, of power, of transformation, and ultimately, of love. Hollywood couldn’t have written a script this dramatic—this is the real-life rebirth of a man who wrote his own story in life and now finally shares it with us.”
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—Taylor Hackford, director and producer of Blood In, Blood Out
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For Maeve, Danielle, Gilbert, Danny Boy, Theo, and Sam. Family is everything.






To all the incarcerated men and women throughout the world, know that through God all things are possible. You cannot only make it out of your current circumstances, but you can know a freedom and happiness you never thought possible. You can’t even dream the kind of life you can have. I love you and I’m praying for you every day.








PROLOGUE

1949

Mary Carmen ran in our room yelling. She said, “I found a mudda cat!” Her sisters Coke; Coke’s twin, Toni; Salita; and I followed her to the alley. These were my cousins. We shared a room at my grandmother’s house, and we never rolled anywhere without each other.

I’ve always been in a gang of some sort, even if it was five- and six-year-old girls.

Lying next to a trash can in high grass was a dead cat with big tits. Mary Carmen was right. She was a mother cat.

A group of men stood outside a factory, smoking.

One of them said, “Get away from that thing. Can’t you see a dog got to it?”

Salita said, “We have to save her babies. Where are her babies?”

We searched through the grass and up the alley for kittens but couldn’t find any.

Coke had the idea to bury the cat and give her a proper funeral. We had to hurry because the evening was spreading out against the sky. We got a stick, pushed the cat onto a piece of plywood, and carried her to my grandmother’s backyard.

The ground was harder than I thought. After a few minutes of digging I wanted to quit.

“It’s probably deep enough.”

We slid the cat off the board and covered her with dirt. Just then, my dad burst out the back door.

“What the hell’s going on? If you kids don’t get in this house, I’m going to smack some asses.”

“A mudda cat died,” said Mary Carmen, but my dad had already disappeared back into the house. Blackie, our dog, slipped through the screen door and started pawing at the grave.

“No, Blackie, no!” I said.

We tied Blackie up to keep the mother cat safe. Salita made the sign of the cross and we started to pray.

Later that night my uncle Art came running into the house, his shirt torn and bloody. He said he’d gotten jumped in a bar off San Fernando Road. Without missing a beat, he and the rest of my uncles grabbed sticks and bats and ran out the door.

About an hour later the men of the family swaggered back into the house, bragging about how many people they’d fucked up. My grandma grabbed us kids and made us kneel with her in the corner of the living room to say the rosary. I watched out of the corner of my eye while our abuelito stomped around, pumping his fist, yelling about how macho we Trejos were. My uncles were laughing, passing beers, doing play-by-plays of what had gone down. My grandmother made us pray louder.

Looking at my cousins and me, kneeling in prayer for the second time that day, you’d never guess that every one of us would go to jail or prison. But we did. No matter how close to God my grandmother wanted us to be, we were already on a path. We were Trejos. If my family had a legacy, that was it.

And you’d never guess that the baddest of the bad—me—would make it out of the prison system and instead of dying in the street as a stone-cold junkie and killer, I’d end up being shot, stabbed, decapitated, blown up, hanged, flattened by an elevator, and disintegrated into a pool table until my eyeballs rolled into the pockets in a career that made me the most-killed actor in Hollywood history; that I’d meet presidents and have murals of my face painted on walls in different continents; that companies would want me as their spokesman because I was not only loved but trusted; and that I’d have an official day named after me in Los Angeles. Because the Danny Trejo who I was before I got clean and became a drug counselor, or before the world got to know me through my acting career, was no one anyone would want to paint or honor. Because back then, I was the Mexican you didn’t want to fuck with.






Part One [image: ] ESCAPE







Chapter 1 [image: ] SOLEDAD


1968

I felt like shit. I was high on heroin, pruno, reds, and whiskey.

I was three years into a ten-year stretch, which for a Mexican was more likely to be a twenty-year stretch, a life stretch, a death stretch.

I always figured I’d die in prison.

It was Cinco de Mayo 1968, in Soledad State Prison. To Mexicans, real Mexicans, Corazón Mexicans, Cinco de Mayo doesn’t mean the Mexican day of independence (it’s not); it doesn’t signify the day the Mexicans defeated the French at Puebla; it doesn’t even mean the fifth of May. Cinco de Mayo means “Get bail money ready.”

I was already inside, so no need for bail.

Mexicans had been planning a un chingón volar for weeks. Since I was running the gym next to the loading docks, I got my hands on all the contraband coming in: cigarettes, speed, heroin, even women’s underwear and makeup (if that was your thing). As long as you could pay for it, I could get it.

I ran the heroin bag, so I was well stocked. I also had hundreds of pills I collected from inmates who saved their meds and used them to pay gambling debts, traded them for contraband, or needed protection. I had a few pints of whiskey, two ounces of weed, and the batches of pruno we’d been making for weeks. A connect in the kitchen got us the raisins, oranges, sugar, and yeast to mix it with. We’d pour it into garbage bags, twist them tight, wrap them in T-shirts, and stash them in the heating vents. When it was ready, we’d strain it through tube socks.

We started early the day before and went all night. That next morning, I was settling in when the Captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. He announced we were having an outside activity that day: a local junior college baseball team would be playing a team of inmates in an exhibition game.

Bringing a group of civilians into a California prison on Cinco de Mayo is the stupidest fucking thing on earth you could do; over half the prison was already wasted. Plus, whenever there’s an outside activity it means extra guards, extra security, extra guns, extra everything.

After the announcement about the Cinco de Mayo ball game, we were ordered out of our cells. On the Yard, I held my face to the sun for a minute to let it touch me, but when I closed my eyes, I felt queasy. The pruno wasn’t sitting right. I took a spot on the bleachers along the third base line with Ray Pacheco and Henry Quijada, two old crime partners from my juvie days. Ray was incredibly strong, a hell of an athlete. We knew each other from when we played football in the street when we were thirteen, before Ray joined the White Fence gang. Henry was a tall, thin kid from Azusa. They were both housed in Ranier, another section within the prison.

We settled in to watch the game between the junior college and a team of inmates. I took in the fact there was no fence—only ten feet of air separated us from the junior college kids. We watched the teams warm up. A big, Mickey Mantle–looking white kid was playing third base. I remember thinking that he’d be a highly prized punk inside.

He was chomping on a big wad of gum.

Ray turned to me and said, “Man, I wish I had some chicle.”

Gum was special. We couldn’t get gum in prison. We certainly couldn’t get the sugary kind the college kid was chomping on.

Ray turned into a child. “I want gum.”

Ray’d come to Soledad from Atascadero, a full lockdown mental facility. Ray had brutally murdered his ex-girlfriend and her new boyfriend. He didn’t just murder them—the court found there were “special circumstances.” I don’t remember the particulars, but they were bad—the-kind-you-read-about-in-the-newspaper bad, the-recoil-in-shock kind of bad. To old-school Mexicans like Ray, there was no such thing as an ex-girlfriend—once you were his, you were his forever. The crime was so vicious, the court figured no one in their right mind could have done it, so he was found “guilty but insane.” In exchange for years of electroshock therapy and medical experiments, Ray got a reduced sentence of seven years.

The treatments only made him worse.

Back in Central, sometimes I’d sneak behind Ray and make zzzzhhhhhh sounds like he was being electrocuted to fuck with him. Normally he didn’t mind, but when I did it to him that morning, it was clear he wasn’t in the mood for fucking around.

The game started. I was exhausted. I felt like shit from the wine, weed, pills, and whiskey. The sun, which for a few seconds was comforting, felt like a magnifying glass aimed at my forehead. Everyone in my area was drunk, high, uncomfortable. I could feel something simmering. I recognized it; it was the desire for violence. Aggression and fear among the inmates released pheromones. Once they’re out, they’re out, and the air at that moment was full of them.

In the second inning, Ray yelled at the third baseman, “¡Dame chicle, pinchi güero!”

The kid pretended not to hear. He just pounded his fist into his mitt and kept chomping away. Chomp. Chomp. Chomp. He was like a cow chewing cud.

“You heard me, bitch! Throw me some gum!”

The kid didn’t turn. He just stared forward, pounding his fist into his mitt and chomping his gum. Out of the corner of his mouth, he said, “We’re not supposed to talk to you guys.”

“What?”

“We were told not to talk to the inmates.”

Chomp. Chomp.

With every chomp, Ray got crazier. A switch flipped behind his eyes. He was like a great white shark with its eyes rolled back. He was grinding his teeth and clenching his jaw like he was fighting demons. He was back chewing leather strips with hundreds of volts of electricity blasting through him, back in a straitjacket he’d worn for four months.

Ray was gone.

“Fuck you, bitch. We ain’t good enough to talk to?”

“We were told not to interact with you.”

I knew it was useless, but I tried to calm Ray. I told him every kind of bullshit I could think of.

“Don’t fuck with that kid, holmes, he knows karate,” I said. And: “They got a special sniper guarding that dude.”

I should have known better. Telling a loaded killer they can’t fuck with someone is a direct invitation to fuck with them.

The third baseman was scared shitless. Every inning, he drifted farther from third base and closer to second. It got to the point where the third baseman, the shortstop, and the second baseman were standing next to each other in the middle of the infield. None of them wanted to be there. They wanted to be with their girlfriends, driving their trucks, drinking beer, listening to country music on some canal bank, anywhere other than playing baseball with a bunch of thieves and killers in a prison. Whatever worst-case scenario they might have been briefed about concerning visiting a high-security prison was going down in real time—especially for the third baseman, who was getting shit from a stone-cold killer no more than twenty feet away.

I had to piss. I was afraid to leave Ray, but I was going to piss my pants. I told Ray to come with me, but he said no, he wanted to stay with Henry. I jammed to the bathroom, doing the weird hop-skip thing you do when you have to piss but can’t fully run. Standing at the urinal, I cussed myself for how much I had to pee. It felt like I had a gallon in my bladder. I was nauseous. The crowd outside sounded eerie. The air had changed. Things were electric.

I was hurrying back to the field when I saw Ray fly out of the stands and punch the third baseman in the face. At that moment, everything exploded. The only thing I can compare it to is when the baboons went crazy on Damien in the safari adventure park in The Omen, or when every dog in a dog park gets in a fight. In an instant a thousand animals were fighting for their lives.



I’d been locked up, in and out but mostly in, since 1956. In those twelve years, I put to use everything I learned from my uncle Gilbert about being incarcerated. The first time I got taken to Eastlake Juvenile Hall, I remember saying to myself, What did Gilbert teach me?

To stick with the Mexicans, first off. Secondly, find three or four specific homies who’d always have my back. Gilbert told me I’d develop instincts I never knew I had. I’d learn to master how to go to sleep in a chaotic tier full of people screaming and running around and learn to spring awake in an instant if someone stopped even for a moment in front of my cell. He taught me if someone was looking at me for just a second too long I’d have to respond with “What the fuck do you want?” Only six years older, Gilbert was my mentor. He ran every joint he’d been in. He taught me how to deal, steal, intimidate, how to spot weakness, when it was best to terrify, and when it was right to comfort. He taught me never to bully people weaker than me, but if I had to fight, the goal was to win.

The first time I got hauled off to a police station, I was ten. By twelve, I was a regular at juvenile hall. My parents sent me to live with relatives in Texas for a while to avoid getting locked up after I kicked some kid’s ass for squirting ink on me in art class. But at that point I was incorrigible. My stay in Texas didn’t last long. Even though my aunt Margaret and my uncle Rudy Cantú’s place was deep in the sticks, miles outside of San Antonio, I still found my way to the hopping night scene in La Colonia. My aunt and uncle, who were proper, religious people, realized they couldn’t control me, so they sent me back to Los Angeles.

I wasn’t scared of being busted, I wasn’t scared of being locked up, and when a kid loses fear of consequences, that’s when society has lost them. Halfway through tenth grade, I was sent to North Hollywood High School, my fifth school in a year. I’d been kicked out of four others for fighting. I had caused excitement in the last three because, as the only Mexican, I was a novelty. Not only was I Latino, I wore yellow-and-white Sir Guy shirts with matching vests and pleated khakis. If I wore Levi’s, they were ironed with Folsom cuffs. I was sharp, I was clean. I stood out. At North Hollywood, Barbara D., a beautiful Italian girl who was the homecoming queen, loved me. I loved her back. One day, she saw me sitting on a bench in the quad and looked alarmed.

“You can’t sit there, Danny, that’s the Caballeros’ bench.” I thought, What the fuck? They got a bench? For that matter, who the fuck are the Caballeros, and why would they call themselves a Spanish name?

A big, goofy white dude and a smaller guy walked up. The big guy got puffy. He said, “Are you going to get off the Caballeros’ bench, or am I going to have to take you off?”

If he’d just said, “That’s the Caballeros’ bench,” I might have gotten up and left. But because he challenged me, I stood on the bench and kicked him in the throat.

“Take me off this bench now, bitch.”

The guy started choking. Then the little one said the magic words: “Just wait till after school, beaner.”

Big mistake. The trigger wasn’t beaner. It was the “wait till after school” part. Normal high schoolers are worried about getting in trouble, real trouble. I didn’t have that problem. I was the kind of Mexican who couldn’t wait until after school. The whole day, my rage kept growing. The final bell couldn’t come fast enough. I positioned myself outside the school gates. The throat-kick guy and five of his Caballero friends showed up with the whole school behind them, ready for the show. This was good. I was ready to introduce them to a level of violence that wasn’t even on their radar.

It was like a scene of out the movie Grease, except they were stuck in PG mode, and I was rated X. As soon as the leader opened his mouth, I grabbed him by his neck and took a chunk out of his face with my teeth. People gasped. I saw two girls cover their faces. No one in North Hollywood High School was ready for me. That Caballero certainly wasn’t.

While the guy flailed around, screaming, I jammed to Leonard’s Burger Shop across the street, jumped the counter, grabbed a cleaver, and ran back out on the street. I was going to take out the whole school if I had to. Leonard came running out of the restaurant with a cleaver of his own and took up a spot beside me. I faced off against a ring of what seemed like every kid at North Hollywood High. No one dared take a step toward me. That’s the power of crazy, that’s the power of being willing to go to a place unimaginable to your foes. But that kind of power comes with a cost—by exercising it, you reveal to the world the only place you belong is a state penitentiary.

I took what Gilbert taught me to heart. I didn’t fight to gain respect. I fought to win. I took a sick pleasure in it. I respected people who showed me respect, but if they didn’t, I wanted whoever fucked with me to wake up years in the future, when they were old and walking with a cane, to look at their faces in the mirror, see the deep, ugly scars, and remember the huge mistake they made one afternoon long ago when they messed with Danny Trejo.



When a riot goes down, everybody knows what to do: survive and go after your enemies. Mexicans jumped Blacks; whites stood back-to-back, squaring off, trying to fight a path back to their own; Blacks were swinging on whites and Mexicans. Aryans, Blacks, Mexicans, all executing hit orders that had been in the pipeline for months. I was dropping motherfuckers. I’d throw a left, bam. A right, bam. A left, right, left, right. I had no fear. There was no time for that. If fear ever creeped in, I turned it to rage immediately. It was adrenaline-fueled. If a child’s trapped under a car and his mother’s stuck in fear, the kid’s screwed; if she turns it to rage, she lifts that car.

I had car-lifting strength. Mack Truck–lifting strength.

In my periphery, I saw sissies running for safety at the edge of the Yard. I don’t mean sissy as a derogatory term, because it isn’t in the pen. We shared time with everyone and everyone had value. The homosexuals pooled money, kept their books stacked, paid for protection, looked after the homosexual guys coming in, and had all the intel. Taking care of gay inmates meant a hundred eyes had your back. Baseball players swung bats to keep inmates from killing them. Dudes threw trash cans, rocks, whatever they could grab. I remember having a rock or a chunk of concrete, but it’s a blur.

The noise was inhuman.

I was back-to-back with Ray, slugging it out with anyone who rolled up, when I saw Captain Rogers, one of the head bulls, pointing at us. He was signaling the gun tower to shoot. Ray and I took off, swerving in different directions. Like a couple of rodeo clowns, we ended up running into each other, knocking each other down.

Flat on the ground, facedown, we laced our fingers behind the backs of our heads. Ray turned into a little kid again. He was terrified.

“Danny, don’t let them hurt me.”

Captain Rogers ran up and said, “Trejo, did you get him?” I guessed he was asking if I took Ray out to stop him from running. I didn’t know how to answer, so I said, “Yeah.”

The guards pulled us to our feet and hauled us off.

Out of the over one thousand prisoners involved in the riot that day, they singled out only Henry, Ray, and me. It was alleged that I threw the rock that hit a guard named Lieutenant Gibbons in the head. Everyone saw Ray assault a free person. Henry was charged with kicking Coach Stalmeyer in the testicles and causing them to rupture. All capital crimes.

We were looking at the death penalty.

What can change in an instant? Todo.

It wasn’t totally a surprise. Whether it was juvie, camp, Tracy, YTS, Wayside, Chino, Vacaville, San Quentin, Folsom, anywhere I’d been locked up, I never expected I’d get out alive. I knew I’d be in prison until I was dead. I just didn’t know when, how, or where.

I guessed it was there. Soledad.

Most teachers I had said, “He has real potential.” Or more precisely, they’d say, “He has enormous potential if he would just change.” Even parole officers said I had incredible potential.

In the hole, I thought, What the fuck is potential?

Just when I had things going right in Soledad, everything changed. I was going to die and it was going to be the gas chamber. That it was in the hands of the state was something I couldn’t wrap my mind around. I knew I was a fighter and could go out fighting, but when they walked me to my death, how would I act?

Would I be brave?

Henry yelled from down the hall, “They’re going to top us, Danny! They’re going to kill us good!”

There’s a movie from the 1930s called Angels with Dirty Faces. James Cagney plays Rocky, a straight-up gangster who gets involved in a shoot-out with the police. When he’s surrounded, he yells, “Come and get me, coppers!”

After he’s arrested, his crew in the neighborhood says, “He’s going to spit in those coppers’ eyes!”

But when Rocky’s sentenced to death, he cries like a bitch. On the way to the electric chair he weeps and begs for mercy. The next day, his gang reads in the newspaper that he died a yellow-bellied coward.

The message to me was clear: Don’t be a bitch when you die.

Just a year later, George Jackson would write about the O Wing in Soledad: “The strongest hold out for no more than a couple of weeks… When a white con leaves here, he’s ruined for life. No black leaves Max Row walking.” But O Wing wasn’t even the max, not close, certainly not in terms of punishment and degradation. X Wing was, and X Wing was where Henry, Ray, and I were. O Wing, comparatively, was a cakewalk, and we dreamed of going there someday. I sat on the naked iron bed. I was sick, detoxing off pills and alcohol. I was freezing. On the wall across from me, someone had written Fuck God in shit.

I said, “God, if You’re there, me, Henry, and Ray will be alright. If You’re not, we’re fucked.”






Chapter 2 [image: ] NINETY DAYS OF FREEDOM


1965

Soledad was, for me, the current link in a chain of lockups. I had ended up there only ninety days after I got out of Youth Training School, a prison in Chino that was unofficially known as “Gladiator School.” There are prep schools in America that prepare students for the best colleges, and that’s what YTS was for kids like me: it prepared us to fill the pens in California.

I was twenty-one years old when I was released from YTS in 1965. They gave me a bus ticket home and some cash. At a liquor store next to the Greyhound bus terminal in Ontario, California, I bought two bottles of Ripple.

Before the internet, Greyhound bus stations were the dark web of their day—they were where hustlers and hookers and runaways, pimps with cool street names, soldiers on leave, and prisoners fresh from the pen all mixed together in a place you could pay a dime to watch TV for a fifteen-minute chunk. Until I was in my thirties, I didn’t even know proper wine came with a cork. Ripple wine was made without grapes and came with a screw top. I took those two short dogs on the Greyhound with me and crouched down in my seat to drink them as fast as I could. A sign above me read: “Drinking alcohol on this bus is a violation of the civil code—punishable by a fine, imprisonment, or both.” I laughed and cracked open the other bottle.

When we pulled into downtown LA, I stepped off the bus and I heard a whistle. A sketchy-looking Mexican asked me, “¿Qué quieres?”

I said, “What do you got?”

“It’s good.”

Every dealer says what they’ve got is good. A dealer never says, “It’s actually shit cut with lactose.”

“Do you have an outfit?”

He nodded, and we went down an alley and shot up.

Bam. When it hit me, the boogeyman was gone. The boogeyman was that feeling of regret about the past and fear about the future. Like a lot of addicts, I was full of myself while at the same time exploding with self-hatred. I’d feel remorse, then fear, then anger in that order and sometimes I’d move through the first two in less than a second. My anger turned outward, to blame. I would blame outside people, places, and things for the fucked-up state I found myself in, never once taking a hard look at myself and taking responsibility for the situation I was in. All of these conflicting feelings would overwhelm me and that’s where heroin stepped in. Heroin was my escape hatch. It had been ever since I first used it, at twelve, to avoid the anger in my house.

My state jacket transformed into a cashmere coat—I was floating off the ground. That was a Friday, and I made it home five days later with a black eye. My mother said, “What happened, mijo?” I had no idea. I took off again, and a couple of weeks later ended up at the house of an old partner of mine from the neighborhood, Frank Russo. As kids, Frank and I had been in a gang we called the Ulans. We prided ourselves on having all been kicked out of other gangs for being too wild. Then we’d been at YTS together a couple of rounds earlier.



At YTS, Frank had attended meetings for a twelve-step group to help with his drinking problem. He knew I was a drunk and an addict. To be honest, I knew it, too; I just didn’t care. Frank suggested I join him at the meetings, but he did it in a way he knew would get my interest.

“They have broads there, Danny.” For a teenager who’d been cooped up in YTS for a while, that was intriguing.

“Really?”

“Yeah, outsiders come to the meetings.”

I went straight into my counselor’s office and wrote down that I had a problem with drugs and alcohol and wanted to attend meetings. That move would turn out to be a blessing and a curse, but at first all I saw was the curse. First of all, it was now on my jacket that I had a problem with drugs (the specific wording was something like “Inmate expresses he has acute alcohol and narcotics issues requiring counseling”), and your jacket stays with you for your entire journey through the prison system and with parole officers on the outside. I didn’t know it at the time, but just because I wanted to see women, I opened myself to years of extra testing and forced meeting attendance. Second, I went to that first meeting and while there were indeed two women there, they were two one-hundred-year-old women. I could’ve kicked Frank’s ass.



I’d stayed on the wide and not-so-straight path, but Frank had stayed clean and sober since those first meetings in YTS. Now he looked at me and shook his head.

“Jesus, Danny, you look like shit. What have you been doing?”

“Mostly alcohol.”

“Man, let’s get you cleaned up and go to a meeting. Oh shit,” he said.

“What?”

“You’re still wearing your state-issued brogans. Anyone who’s done time is gonna know just where you came from.”

I’d been in touch with Frank before I got released. He said he’d have everything ready for me when I got back to the Valley. In the old days that usually meant a crash pad, a broad, a gun, and a car, but Frank was all about recovery now. What he meant in 1965 was that he’d have a directory of twelve-step meetings and a Big Book. Part of me was jealous of how Frank could be so committed to sobriety. I knew twelve-step programs worked; I knew they worked for OGs like Jhonnie Harris; I just didn’t want to work them. But I knew if I started using again, I’d go back to prison. More immediately, hitting meetings was a condition of my parole.

“You have to give me a ride home so I can change.”

I changed into the prison-issued khakis they gave me when I got out—they were all I had. Frank and I went to a meeting, and afterward I checked into some Fed-contracted halfway house my parole officer had assigned me. He knew I had beef with my parents and thought it was better for me to live under supervision. It was a condition of my parole. The place wasn’t too bad. We had roommates and a ten o’clock curfew on the weekends, which was fine. I was used to restrictions, and besides, compared to prison, curfew was nothing.

Frank had studied auto body repair at YTS and taken his skills to a guy we all used to work for in our teens, Frank Carlisi. Carlisi was a constant in all our lives. A bit of a gangster who had a huge heart for other gangsters, Carlisi hired us when we got out of jail or prison without any questions asked. We were lucky to have Carlisi. Most places won’t look at you if you have a record. POs are always hassling ex-cons about getting jobs, but it’s tough when no one will hire you.

Carlisi had expanded his wrecking yard to include a shop where Frank Russo could do auto bodywork. I worked with Frank at Carlisi’s and promised him and Carlisi I’d get my shit together. Frank and I would sand cars, Bondo them up, and paint them, and at night we’d go to meetings.

Now that I was out and going to meetings, I asked Frank what I should do about Laura, the wife who had divorced me while I was in prison.



The last time I’d gotten out of prison, in ’62, I went to Frank’s house to see him and meet the girlfriend he had written me about when I was in the joint. But what really got my attention was his girlfriend’s younger sister. Laura was wearing a short skirt. Her hair was long and red. She was tall, slender, and breathtakingly gorgeous. She sat on the other side of the living room and kept staring at me. I’d catch her eye, and she’d look away and smile. It was absolutely love at first sight for me. For both of us. I said, “Come on over here.”

She got up and crossed the room. She was like a vision. I said, “Sit on my lap.” She was only eighteen. So was I, but I’d already been through so much that I felt old. Laura liked that. Laura liked rebels, bad guys, tough guys, ex-cons. Being attracted to bad guys is one thing. Living with one is a completely different story.

Laura and I got serious real fast. Her parents hated Mexicans and convicts and they certainly hated the fact their youngest daughter was dating someone who was both, so they kicked her out of the house. She had nowhere to go, so we decided to get married. We had the wedding in the backyard of my parents’ house. A lot of people came, and it was a nice affair. There was plenty of beer, tacos, and tamales. She looked beautiful. She was the kind of woman who would walk away and my friends, aunts, cousins, and uncles would all give me this look like, “How’d you score that, ese?”

I was sitting on top of the world. I had this beautiful wife and good job. I was working for the famous developer Saul Pick, building the first concrete geodesic roof in the world for the Cinerama Dome. I was making big cash working concrete and big cash selling bennies to all the workers. Since the heat was on us to work around the clock to get the roof built, I dealt bennies (amphetamines) to help people to stay up, then reds (Seconal, barbiturates) for them to crash out.

But just a few months into our marriage, Laura came home from her job answering phones at some electrical company and found broads on the couch and drugs all over the apartment. She had that look on her face, that look of deep hurt. I’d seen it before, and I’d see it again. There it was, and then the trembling lip that someone gets right before they cry. I didn’t care. I honestly didn’t, because, to me, women’s feelings didn’t rate. It’s a terrible thing to say and it’s embarrassing to admit, but that’s the truth about how I felt at the time.

The bad-boy appeal diminishes when the person is actually bad. It’s all very sexy and mysterious until you have to deal with the reality. Laura left in tears and went to her sister and Frank’s place for the night. Frank was my best friend, but he knew if I was using, the tears weren’t going to stop. It would go downhill from there.

The women Laura caught on my couch were Rita and Donna, a couple of wild girls from the Valley who were down for anything. Laura wasn’t as gangster as I think she might have thought she was when we first met. Rita and Donna were.

I left my marriage to Laura for prison the night I told Rita to drive me over to my cousin Ponchee’s house. Ponchee was my cousin by marriage. He was married to my cousin Mary Carmen (who we’d nicknamed “Muddacat” ever since that day in the alley), and I had them selling weed for me. I’d delivered them two kilos, and they were supposed to have a big payday waiting. Rita stayed out in the street, and I went up on the porch. As soon as I knocked, the door swung open. It was Officer Mullins, a North Hollywood narcotics officer I’d crossed paths with before.

I jumped over the railing and ran around the side of the house, where a big cop grabbed me and stuck a pistol under my chin.

“Move, Trejo, and I’ll blow your fucking brains out!”

“Fuck you.” I was fronting like I wasn’t scared, but my legs were jelly. I knew the game was up.

The cop pulled me up on the porch, and I saw Rita burning off down the block. Inside the house, Officer Mullins was standing by the door; another cop was standing next to Ponchee; and Mary’s five kids were sitting on the floor crying. There was a pile of weed on the coffee table and bundles of cash.

Ponchee said, “Les dije que es mío, no digas nada. Les dije que es mío.” He was saying he’d told them it was his and I shouldn’t say anything.

Mullins nodded toward the kids on the floor. “What you going to do here, Trejo?”

“Fuck you,” I said. “It’s mine. It’s all mine.”

Ponchee said, “¡No, es mío!”

“Fuck them, Ponchee,” I said. “I’ll get probation.”

All the cops laughed because they knew that was bullshit. I had already violated probation. I was looking at way more than six months. I was looking at years. I was smiling and bobbing my head like it was all no big deal, but my soul was crushed.

I was cuffed and led outside. “That was the right thing you did back there, Danny,” Officer Mullins said. “The right thing.” I think Mullins was relieved he didn’t have to process everyone, especially the children. We both knew if Ponchee and Mary Carmen were arrested, the kids would be placed in homes or juvenile hall.

I was booked at the North Hollywood Police Department before being taken to County. I was with some other dudes in a holding cell, a couple of drunks they’d pulled off the streets. Things were pretty sleepy when we heard this loud screech and a car crashed into the back door of the police station. The door came right off the hinges. It was Rita and Donna. Those gangsters tried to break me out. They had no idea I was locked up in a cell and had no way of getting to the door.

Like I said, a couple of gangsters.

Some cops went outside in the alley and saw the driver had taken off. The car was stolen and there was no way to trace it. They laughed at the absurdity of it.

“Friends of yours, Trejo?”

It was all pretty funny, but that arrest was why I was sent to YTS. Not surprisingly, while I was there, Laura served me with divorce papers. I used them to keep score when I played dominoes. It was an act of bullshit bravado. I didn’t want to be one of those suckers with an old lady on the outside. I didn’t want to wait for letters and cards that might or might not come. I didn’t want to feel that hurt.

Now that I’d served that three-year sentence and was out and going to meetings, I asked Frank to ask his girlfriend if I should make amends to Laura. Frank said, “The best amends you can make that poor girl, Danny, is to stay as far away from her as possible.” So that’s what I did.

This time I did alright for twenty-nine days. I remember it being twenty-nine because I was a day away from a thirty-day chip. A few weeks into going to meetings with Frank, I felt better. I wanted to be better. Being sober wasn’t just something I was doing to please my PO; I desperately wanted to stay the fuck out of jail. I knew if I got fucked up, I’d be back doing crime. But knowing what the stakes are doesn’t mean you’ll do the right thing. And bad decisions were brewing inside me. When Frank took me to a Friday-night meeting in Burbank, I was in a foul mood.

This old guy started to speak. “I drank alcohol for fifty years…” Already, he’d lost me. I was twenty-one years old. I was an armed robber, a bad motherfucker. If this guy drank for fifty years, I still had decades to go. He went on about how he started with beer, and moved to harder liquor, bourbon and whiskey, and ended up in his sixties drinking wine in an alley.

Fuck this, I thought, I started drinking wine in an alley.

He said, “If you want what we have…” He talked about having a car, a boat, a house, and a cabin in Mammoth. I was really confused. What the hell did a woolly mammoth have to do with anything? I looked at his old lady, literally an old lady of about seventy-five, and I sure as fuck didn’t want any of that.

The next guy shared. He started with, “I drank for sixty years…”

That was enough for me. I said to Frank, “Listen, I might have a problem with alcohol, but if these guys are alcoholics, I’m definitely not a fucking alcoholic. I’m a dope fiend.” This is a classic dope fiend argument. We think heroin is our only problem, but give us a few beers and the heroin we promised we’d never touch again suddenly seems like a good idea.

Frank said, “Danny, be careful, it sounds like you might be setting yourself up for ‘experimental’ drinking.”

I took what he said as a suggestion that I experiment with some drinking.

So I split.

I went by a bowling alley that was near my halfway house, hoping there might be some broads there. I was twenty-one; I’d been locked up for almost three years and was looking for anything. I waited around for about half an hour, but there wasn’t anybody in there except middle-aged motherfuckers with their spouses.

I went out front to a taco stand to get myself something to eat, and I saw it—the Retreat bar. I hadn’t been to a bar in years. I went in and sat. The bartender asked if I wanted something to drink. I asked for a Coke. I remember the thick, old-school Coca-Cola glass it was served in. It was frosty cold. The bartender smiled. He knew me. At that point, every Mexican in the Valley knew me. When you’re a high school kid who gets kicked out of school for tearing off a kid’s face with your teeth, then later maims a sailor with a broken beer bottle, you get a reputation.

I was working on my second Coke when an older lady came in the bar. She must have been in her sixties. She wandered to the pool table looking lost. She couldn’t even figure out that you had to put a quarter in the table to start a game.

“You need help?”

“Would you mind?”

I’d busted out of the meeting after listening to the old dudes, but now it didn’t matter if she was sixty. When you’re a vato and a lady shows up around a pool table, all of a sudden you become Willie Mosconi or Minnesota Fats. Then I asked the fucked-up, slippery-slope question: “Can I get you a drink?”

“I’ll take a beer, thank you.”

I whistled. “Hey, bartender, get the lady a beer.” He nodded and then said, “Danny, would you like a…” and he made a swirly move with his finger that I immediately knew was sign language for soda pop. I was enraged. Here I was, a bad motherfucker, an armed robber, a maimer, and this asshole was making a swirly finger like I was a little kid.

“Get me a beer, too.”

I don’t remember the pool game. Turns out, when you’re an addict, there’s no such thing as experimental drinking. For someone like me, one is too many and a thousand is never enough.

The next thing I knew, the bartender announced last call.

I looked up at the clock. It was a quarter to two in the morning. I was supposed to be back at the halfway house by ten. Fuck, I thought, this is definitely a parole violation.

The broad was gone. I went up to the bartender and ordered a couple of shots and a six-pack of beer to go. He looked at me like I was a wild animal. Because I was.

I walked down the street. A ’59 Impala, white and red with a B&M Hydramatic transmission, burned a U in front of me and crashed into the curb. The driver yelled my name. “Trejo! Trejo!” I stumbled over to the passenger side and saw that it was a dude named Dennis I knew from around the Valley. Dennis had only been a youngster when I’d gone away; he was still only about eighteen now. He was a skinny, pretty, blond white boy who looked like he could be in the Beach Boys, but right now he was in a panic.

“The cops are after me. I just spilled a jar of reds.”

A jar holds a thousand Seconals. I hopped in the car and immediately grabbed a fistful of reds and started stuffing them in my mouth. Dennis did the same. He asked me for a beer and we washed the reds down with Budweiser.

“Dennis, I don’t see no cops.”

“They’re after me, I know it.”

We took off. That was a Saturday morning around two thirty. I woke up when Dennis’s car crashed into a tree in North Hollywood Park at dawn on Sunday. I’d lost a whole day. The experimental drinking phase had officially failed.

Dennis was freaking out. “Grab the guns, grab the guns!” I saw two revolvers in the back seat and reached for them. “Not those,” said Dennis. “The guns in the trunk!” I grabbed his keys and went around the back of the car. No one was up yet except for the birds, chirping away. It was a beautiful morning, and I felt dark as a devil. Opening the trunk, I saw two sawed-off shotguns, a machine gun, and a hand grenade.

I thought, This is definitely a violation. We scooped up the guns and whatever was left in the jar of reds and headed down Magnolia. We were looking for Richard Berry’s house. Richard was the big heroin dealer in the Valley at that time. Dennis suggested we trade the guns for heroin.

Richard gave us enough to keep us high for a few days with some left over to sell. We grabbed a motel room, stashed the drugs and the guns we hadn’t traded, and went back to the park. To my astonishment, the car was still there, smashed up against the tree. Dennis turned it over and stuck it in reverse. The good news was it was still running. The bad news was it was still running. We had wheels to continue our spree. We went to the motel, got the guns, and started an epic forty-five-day run of dealing, stealing, and drugging.

A lot went down in a month and a half—we crashed at cheap, eight-dollar-a-night joints like The Pink and The Rose. We weren’t alone. I knew all the broads working the streets and a lot of them stayed with us for drugs and sex. There were scared faces, wasted faces, empty faces. Dennis and I robbed a Big Boy restaurant, a White Front (which was the Best Buy of the day), and other stores; we ripped off dealers, we burned people on drug deals and told them where we were staying, daring them to come find us. I pulled three robberies using the grenade that Dennis had in his trunk. I got the idea from something I’d heard at a meeting in YTS. A guy confessed that he used to go into banks and pull the pin on a grenade he stole from his brother who was in the Army. I said that sounded like a good idea to Jhonnie Harris. Jhonnie was a sober ex-con who’d done serious stretches at Quentin. He came to meetings in the joint to try and help out younger people. Jhonnie’s only response to the grenade scheme was to say, “Danny, the only thing that’s going to beat you to San Quentin are the lights on the bus.” I thought he meant it as a compliment.

Dennis kept saying, “I can’t believe I’m with Trejo!” like I was his idol. He stood up in a motel room full of broads, grabbed a gun, and said, “We’ll hold court in the streets! They’ll have to kill us!” It was embarrassing. Dennis was never meant to be a robber. He became one with me. I felt like I was living in that cartoon Chester and Spike, where the little dog (Chester) cruises around with a big dog (Spike) and bothers him, kisses his ass, and gets smacked around. Dennis was Chester, a yapping shit talker. Our journey only had two possible outcomes—jail or death. When I was fucked up, I’d tell Dennis what would happen to him in the joint in the most graphic terms. I terrified him. Dennis had never been to prison.

“But not if we’re in there together, right, Danny?”

This is where I was most evil.

“The guy who pretends to be your best friend is the one that gets you first.” And that’s how I set myself up for what happened next.

Part of me didn’t give a shit if we held court in the street and died in a hail of gunfire. I hated myself. I was on a train heading off a cliff with no idea how to get off. I hated my life. I would never have killed myself intentionally, but if I shot too much dope or got shot in the street by the cops, I wouldn’t have cared. I was going to ride out this run until it found its natural end.

That didn’t take long.

One day, Dennis came back to the motel and told me he’d set up a huge score for us. He’d found a buyer who wanted four ounces of pure dope. But we didn’t have four ounces of dope.

“Do your parents have sugar?”

“I’m sure they do.”

“Are they home?”

I grabbed some balloons and a funnel and we drove to Dennis’s parents’ house. Dennis was from an upper-middle-class family. They had a nice house with nice furniture. The walls were covered with pictures of family picnics and graduation ceremonies. Dennis was only a couple of years removed from being the cute, kind high school student holding the family dog in a picture on the wall. I grabbed a box of sugar, mixed it with lactose powder, and poured out four cartoonishly huge balloons.

“How much are we getting?”

“Fifteen hundred an ounce.”

Something about it felt wrong, but the money was too good. We drove to the spot and two dudes were sitting in a car. The bad feeling came back.

I said, “I don’t like this.”

Dennis looked hurt. “He’s a righteous dude.” He was put out that I dared question his judgment. He was proud of the deal.

When we got in the other car to do the deal, I slid behind the driver. The scene was tense. Tense as fuck. Three of us in that car were gripping hard, something Dennis didn’t register. He was smiling. The guy behind the wheel wouldn’t look at me.

“Do you have the drugs?” The dude directed the question to me. I didn’t say anything. I had no expression on my face. I just looked forward. Dennis seemed confused by my demeanor. He handed the man the balloons. The driver turned to me and shoved a wad of money in my direction. The second he looked at me, I knew he knew I knew he was a cop. He gestured again with the money. I didn’t move.

“Take it.”

Dennis said, “Danny, take the money.” It was too late to stop this train. Dennis was using names. It wasn’t like it would have been too hard to figure out who I was, but the whole situation was fucked. Still, I didn’t move. Frustrated, Dennis grabbed the money. My mind was churning through a hundred calculations on how fucked up this was.

When we got out, Dennis was upset. I think he expected me to be grateful or impressed by the size of the deal. “What was that all about?”

“Your guy’s a narc, Dennis. That was a setup.”

“No, trust me, trust me. He’s a righteous dude.”

I had Dennis drop me off at Johnny’s, a diner on the corner of Magnolia and Laurel Canyon. There was a waitress there who was a friend of mine. From grilling her about the joint while deciding whether to rob the place, I knew the owner kept a ton of cash in a big safe in the office. Now I handed her my half of the deal. “I need you to switch this money for me.” She looked at the roll in shock. Three thousand dollars was a ton of money in 1965.

“Danny, I don’t know if I can.”

I knew she had access to the safe. “Please, I really need you to do this.”

She disappeared into the back. When she returned, she handed me a manila envelope. “Don’t tell anyone I did this.”

“You’re an angel.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

She asked me to stay and have something to eat, but I had things to do. A friend picked me up and we went by the motel, where I grabbed the guns and four thousand dollars I had stashed there. I took it all to my parents’ house, where years earlier I’d dug a hole near the fountain in the backyard as a stash spot, and buried the lot: the money, the shotgun, the machine gun, and the hand grenade.

I didn’t know what to do. I could’ve split town—certainly the neighborhood. Just hit the road to lie low somewhere. If a bust was coming, I certainly didn’t want it to go down at my parents’ house, so I went back to the motel. I was exhausted, burnt-out from running and gunning. My body was tired, and my soul was sick. Dennis pulled up. The second he did, cars flew into the parking lot from all directions. Federal agents with guns drawn screamed, “Get down! Hands on your heads!” Dennis dropped immediately. I rolled under a car. Agents reached under one side to grab me, and I rolled to the other. Back and forth. Feet kicked at me.

I yelled, “Come and get me, motherfuckers!”

Finally, an agent kneeled right next to me and stuck his gun at my face. “I got you, motherfucker.”

“Yeah, you got me.” Two agents pulled me from under the car and beat the shit out of me.

“Where’s my money, motherfucker?” The agent who had been sitting in the front of the car when the deal went down was in my face.

“It’s in my pocket.”

He rifled through my pocket and found five hundred dollars I’d kept. But when he saw the denominations, he knew it wasn’t his money. His case was in danger. “Where’s my money?” he yelled.

I was thrown in the back of a brand-new blue Buick Riviera with beige carpet. I remember it was beige because I bled all over it. They beat my ass all the way to the Federal Building downtown.

Each punch was followed by another. “Where’s my money?”

For years, I had nightmares in which that agent screamed at me, demanding to know where his money was. I’d wake up in the pen yelling, “Your mom has it, bitch!”
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The Feds were in a bind. They didn’t have the deal money. I hadn’t touched the drugs or the money in the car when the deal went down. And when they tested the balloons, the stuff came back as pure granulated sugar. To cover their asses, the Feds kicked me back to the police department. If this had happened today, they wouldn’t have had a case. There are laws against “silver platter” busts where the Feds hand a case under their jurisdiction to the state. They tried to explain this away by saying local law enforcement agents were in on the bust, even though that wasn’t the case.

So I was back in LA County Jail. Dennis was, too, but we were kept apart. One day, the guard came in and said, “Trejo, you have visitors, and they’re fine!” I went into the visiting area and saw two women. They were stunning and dressed in killer style. It was my birth mother, Dolores Rivera King, and my sister, Dyhan. I hadn’t seen them since I was three and had an accident in a tub we used as a barrio swimming pool in my mother’s backyard. The way my sister remembers it, it was fairly innocent—I fell and sprained my arm. But when my father heard about the accident, he went crazy. He threatened my mother’s husband, told my mother he’d kill her if she ever tried to see me again, and took me to Burbank to live with my grandparents.

My dad had bad-mouthed my birth mom so much when I was a little kid, I truly believed she was a monster. The fact that she had an affair with my father while she was married to a man who was off fighting the Second World War condemned her in my whole family’s eyes. Back then, people didn’t understand that when you shame the parent, you shame the child. Over time, it was easiest to just stop thinking about her. But now she was in LA County Jail, visiting me.

My birth mother and Dyhan said they’d read about my crime in the paper. My sister was impressed. She said, “I didn’t know I had a brother who was a gangster!”

I know this is hard to believe, but my mother was beautiful, and she looked just like me. It was like looking in a mirror. They were the women in my life who hadn’t been in my life. But we didn’t get into any of that—we didn’t talk about the past, what happened, what was lost. I didn’t find out that my father had threatened my mother to stay away from me until Dyhan told me years later. That day in County, I was just happy to see them. Having people care about me and visit me in jail meant everything. It gave me hope.

After I said goodbye, I headed back to my cell through a wave of catcalls about how hot my visitors were.

The case had been thrown out of court twice already. The DA only had three shots to secure a conviction of Dennis and me, or our case had to be dropped. The first two times we were going to trial I passed Dennis on my way to the attorney’s room. He was heading out as I was heading in. I said, “Keep it together. We got this beat. Hold tough, holmes.”

He nodded and made a fist.

The third time I went to the attorney’s room, I didn’t pass Dennis. I knew what that meant. He’d flipped.

The day of the trial came, and I was brought into court cuffed. They stood me next to Dennis and I looked down at his hands. No cuffs.

He said, “Danny, I have to plead guilty to bunko sales. They said they’d only give you sixty days if I plead guilty.”

“Dennis, we have this thing beat. This is their last chance to get us or the case gets thrown out forever. Don’t listen to them. They can’t promise you shit, Dennis. I can’t get sixty days. I violated parole. Don’t you fucking get it? Fuck these motherfuckers.”

He couldn’t look at me. “Danny, either you plead guilty with me, or I’m going to testify that you sold heroin to an undercover police officer.”

Their case, which had been so leaky, was now airtight. “I’ll get you, Dennis.”

“Danny, please understand. You know what they’ll do to me in there. You know I can’t handle time.”

I thought of all his showboating in front of broads about how we’d “hold court in the streets.” His tough talk and his “I’m with Trejo” shit. But then I remembered what I had told him about what happened to pretty boys like him in prison, how deeply that had scared him. We had it beat, but he was rightfully terrified, the way 99.9 percent of people are when they are faced with hard time. He didn’t grow up with prison as an expected outcome and an uncle who groomed him to succeed there. For those who hadn’t grown up going to juvie and knowing the system, going to prison was like going to Indonesia, and guys like Dennis knew nothing of Indonesia.

I may have caused my own downfall, but I was still furious. I wasn’t thinking that I was stealing, cheating, dealing, and otherwise living a life of crime. I was just pissed Dennis had pulled us into this deal, didn’t have the balls and sense to try and fight it, and was snitching on me.

The judge ordered the bailiff to remove my cuffs for the proceedings.

“But Your Honor—” said the bailiff. He’d seen Dennis and me having a heated conversation and wasn’t sure I should be unleashed.

“Don’t contradict me, son. Remove the defendant’s handcuffs!” As soon as he did, I went after Dennis.

I was sentenced to ten years.

I wasn’t sent directly to Soledad. I was lucky. At Chino, in the Guidance Center, the classification committee saw my past history with the Ding Crew and assigned me to a Conservation Camp. I was going to get to fight fires again.



The Conservation Camps were part of a program set up by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection to give youth offenders a chance to do meaningful work—fighting fires while serving their sentences. During my first three-year stretch, back when I’d maimed a sailor in tenth grade, I’d been sent to Camp Glenn Rockey in San Dimas. It sits high on a mountain overlooking the Pomona Valley. There are summer camps in the area, and to us kids from the city, that’s kind of what Glenn Rockey felt like. There were pine trees, a fence, cabins with cells for lockdown, and a Smokey Bear watchtower for the guards. To me, after Eastlake, Camp Glenn Rockey felt free.
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