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SiluiaMoreno-Garc'ia J

a con. He a]rvays got them out o{'lroubie, got theur a warrl meal attd a

nen'place,

[{e hacl his father's secluctive c1'es. but he'cl bceu sparecl his wit. This

flarv. this lack of a certain spark. a certairt critnitral talent, had not strr.rck

hinr as tragic urrtil he'cl hacl to battle tlie world on his orvn. But after

tlrree ycars rrou, without his father, he rvas ruclclerless, harcllv able to re-

nrain afloat.

FIe lutotted his tie and smttothed it, peerirlg in the urirror" He in-

spcctecl liis face rvith care , attuuecl to the nost mininral flarv that might

mar his appearallce. When he rvas tr't'errtv" his hair had startecl to graY

prenraturely, ancl at twenty-nine, his temples \ryere lrow streaked a lush

silver. Othenyise, tinre rn.as beittg kind to hinr: bhe silver servecl to err^

hance his features. Yet horv long u'ould that last? He looked at his hair-

line., at his glearning eyes, and renrembered the jaundiced skin of his

father during his last, painful da,vs.

FIe r,vasn't old. Not -vet. Not fr r a long time,

Quicktv lie firrishecl gettilrg dressed" There was uo need for pollrp

and ceremony that afternoort. He ll'as meeting with N{ois6s. Neverthe-

less, he u,as in the habit of dressing u'e11. of good groomirrg, of fine c<l-

iogues and shirts cut to ht his frame. It had been inculcated in hinr by his

olcl rnan. It was a costume he clorrned to play his 1tart.

He went clon'n the narrow stairs artd crossed tire interior patio of the

house with quick, deterrnined stcps. He rvas trYiug to avoid ellcoullter-

ing Don P6rrfilo, the ov,ner of the rat-infested lodging house. But, as

nsual, the bastard u.as hiding behind his door and strollecl into the

cor.rrtyarcl carrving a battered \\,ateringi cau at the exact molrlent he rvas

about to reach the front entrance.

"Yru have more letters, Mr. Linares," the man grumhled. He wore a

shirt that had been u'hite at sotne point in time but was no\\- a palc yel-

lon,. His teeth matched the shirt: the,v were the yellow of dirtv urinals.

"They arrived a ferv rninutes a15o."

"Thanks for letting rne know," he said, t\rping his hat in greeting'

" o'l got them right her

back pocket and producir

eh? Three days ago you g(

tant, no?"
otl suppose sor" he rep.

know everyone's businesr

the mail of the residents.

To conceal his identin'

of Ulises Linares as a ruur

in other towns he was oth

Don Pdnfilo held the l,

rent was due yesterday.." h

"You must forgive me.

have the rent tomorro$'.'

Don Pdnfilo frowned.

Soon, Ulises was strolling

ing with cars, buses, and

looked like Paris, his fath

one of the greatwonders c

buried, pointing at picturr

He bought a paper and

the letters into his pocker

Lady Baltimore, for he u:
and couldn't spare the frr

A grubby beggar stretc

ing him. For a few second

sleep, into a strained face .

dirt. He did not have a coi

sight ofmisery.

When he reached the

packed, filled with its ur

American tourists. Bor-. th
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Siloia Moreno-Garcia l

and everyone was fascinatecl l:y them. 'Ihere tvas gringo fever in the air.

anel all because ,rf the war. Vtuug wolrell were wicle-eyed at the thought

of the GIs fighting irr Europe. atttl yotrtrg llelr were proudl,v talking

ahout how fuIexicals rnust.join the fral lotock orlt thc tee th of a ferv

Nazis. This cnthusiasnr even hacl fashionable youttrs wing red-rvhite-

arrd-blue flags to their vehicles to shorv lrow nruch they careci for their

northern neighbors.

Yet not long ago, the Gerruans liad held the hearts of sonre of these

dazzlcd men and wolllen. More tlran orre socialite hatl flown swastikas

together with the Mexicatt flag ol the antcnnas of their cars, and the es-

te enrecl scholar Jos6 Vasctlncelos u'rote n Timiin. about the virtues of

FIitler.

Ulises couldn't understand rvhat thev'd seen in that rotten bastarcl.

Perhaps the thought of lucrative Gertnatt contracts had mudclled their

senses. Who knewP What a miserable. tulllecessarY war this was; cveli

fi orn afal its vioie nce spooke cl him.

War and war efforts arrd hirn withotrt a ProPer con to pull, having trr

order coffee and cake at tlte loucl, overprice d Laclv Baltirlore . He tvould

have never picked this spr:t lbr a ureeting. He liked nrore anonvmous

place s, a lhrkish restaurant down Correo Mavor or a discreet tea parlol'

tucked away in La R<lma.

He vyas a.hle to navigate the narrclw nlaze of tables, walking past

wornen wlio dyed their cigarettes recl with their lipstick as they smokecl

ancl paused to take sips of their criffe e, past a small group of high school

stuclelts gigglirrg in the ir blue-ancl-green unifbrms, past the blond heads

of frrreigners irr shorts and sandals u'ho looked like thev had wandered

in from a beach rather than the stre ets of Mexico Citl'.

At last, he found art eurptl, talrle ancl sat down with a sigh of relief,

orc[ere cl a coffee, and ttrtfolcled the new'sltaper he'cl been carryitrg under

his arm. He ignored the flront page u,ith its heacllines about war-he'd

woken up late ancl had not had a bite yet; he coulcl not reacl awful news

on an empty stomach. The

Country Club, "Ladies' Ti

tas" where the elites dress

players who visited exclusi

newspaper.

How he loved to look

glamorous middle-aged r,+'o

ing their refinement with

after he'd feasted upon th

headlines that spoke of tht

tary Club and their garden

and begin reading.

He knew Mois6s woulr

work with him. One letter

from the one in Veracruz. '

his pen between his fingers

The woman from Veraci

guesthouse but was vagur

mentioned a niece who liv

his finances, assured her ht

eight. He regularly aged h

cumstances necessitated- r

black and shaved clean *tr
let the silver return to his t

might need to pretend to b

In his defense, women

from Veracruz had initialh-

she was in fact turning fort

The woman from Mon,

fibbed about his age, thoul

ing and loving children bec
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Silaia Moreno-Garcia

six, and four. He thought she offered more solid possibilities tharr the

wonlarr frorn \reracruz, but he was struck with a superstitious fear about

bilking a rvidorv again.

After all. Corrrelia Aguirre had been a rl'idor',', ancl look r.vhere that

had got him. He'd hacl to rLrII out of Jalisco with harely a suitcase

elutched betlveert his sweaty palrns. And she'd been a Iine mark too!

\\"ealth,vl Gullible! If it hadn't been for her sons, he rvould have securecl

a snrall fortune.

Or rnal'be not. His father had always cautioned hin to go lbr tlte small

Lons. rle\-er the big orres. Sntall ancl steadv. you could build a nest egg.

L)i'crrurse. there rvas no nesI egg lcfl now. Not after it had beerr drained

cln irr liis father's illrress. Alone, he'ci done rvhat he could. Alone. he

had zerr-rcd in on the u'idow Aguirre and lost.

''\\-hat al'e \.otr cloing here, tucked in the col'rrerP Ycru can't see the

irrett\- girls ri'alking by," Mois6s said as he pulled over a chair and

ploppecl himself clown u'ithout cerenony.

\lois6s wore a striped shirt arrd too much Vaseline in his hair. He was

a qigolo'rvho made his money contring tottrists. He'd sweep a wornan off

her fe e t rvith a ferv wcll-placed lines, thert nake offw'ith cash or.jelvelry',

promptly removing an,v real diamorrds or rubies from their settings and

selling thetu at obscure shops in La Lagunilla.

Mois6s took offhis surrglasscs and tossed them on the table. "How

are you?"

"Fine," Ulises nruttered. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. "Here'

Haye a look." he said, without bothering with more chatter, eager to

sirnpli. seal the bargain and get the hell out of the coffee shop.

He took the camera from his shoulder bag and handecl it to Mois6s.

X,{ois6s turned it between his hancls, exarnirring it.

"What clo vou thinkP"

Nlois6s rattled offa figure. When Ulises protestecl, Mois6s laughed.
ttNow, now) vou know'how'it goes. Hot goocls-"

ttlt's not stolen. It's rmne

Mois6s looked at him in r

It was true. The camera I

"Then why not pawn itD'

"It's all the same, isn't it

I'm too busy to be hagglinl

truthwas he was trying to lir

Monte de Piedad or any of

a little paranoid.

There were scant threads

another name there and sI

hadn't been able to collect a

his haste he'd left behind in

him to an address in Iztaprl

rent whereabouts: he'd usr

rooming house where he no

old room upon his returtr tc

But it was unlikely anvor

make that connection, and

enough in their content. Tl
simple greetings from fir-e

seaside vacation to try to im

He was safe. Perhaps.

Mois6s raised an eyebrou

but he pulled several bills ft

"I could use a guy like s

you speak English."

French too. His father h
included languages. He lran

ing sure he didn't gron, up t,

hood. His father had rnade
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t0 Silaia Moreno-Garcia

*,ill and srnarts. It rvas hard to picture his father grorving up in a disrual

vecindad. though that r,vas y,here he'cl started his life. an uncouth no-

body r.l,ho rnarraged to escape his past. At le ast for a rvhile.

Ulises knew r,vhere the vr<rrk Moisds ofibred led: nowhere. Ancl there

r,vas sourething seedv about th<-rse operations, about the rnen who en-

trapped thc unr,vary- tourists. FIe thouglrt the business of lonely hearts

le tters was clearrer. Mc,re digniiied" Ifhe pla,vecl well. he didn't even have

to lirck his target. In Mois6s's line ofbusine ss) the fucking was llecessary.

An essential con)ponerlt. The stteakittg out of the loonr in the middle of

the night, without making any rroise., u.ith a $,oman's pearls ancl her

clrarrge purse tucked in one 's pocket. slruck hirn as obscene.

It was cheap. He and his thther hacl worke cl the small cons, but they

had never been cheap. Yet here he was, aucl if he didrft tread r:arefulll',

he nright winel up a beggar on the stree t like the one he 'd bunrped into

that rnolnirg.

"I thought vou alreacly had boys rvorkirrg for -vou. 'I-hat fellow with

the curly hair; anci the other: <)ne -"
"DaviclP lle's retired.')

Doubtful, The police hacl likely caught hirn. That was the tnruble

with licing the guy with thc stickv fingers. He rvas the one the cops went

after rvith their nightsticks.

"What arc ),ou going to do. then?" Moisds asked, and his expre ssioll

strtrck Lllises as a tad rnocking. Srilcle .;\s if Mois6s were thinking,What

rn ak,es \ort so ruurJt, bettcr tha.rL tts?

He bade Mois6s a curl goocikrye and stepped out of the coffee shop.

IJe took his time walking back to the guesthouse. pausing to look for-

lorrrly across the street at the barrk wliere his father had once rented a

safety-deposit box ancl kept his valuables. All of that had been solcl.

C)nce hc nearccl the guesthouse he cluickenecl his steps, tliinking he

rnight be able to evade cletection. No use. Ne ar the staircase he bumpe d

intt'r l)otr Pdrrfilo, who srniled his yellow smile at him.

"I droppecl a telegrarn trrderneath,vour cloor," his lancllorcl said.

. *Thankyou. I swear I'll lu
ttYou make sure of that. It

Tenants always in artears, an,

o'I know, sir, I know."

By the time lllises slipped

night had fallen. He was rere;

Itwas another of the drills Pn

As if German bombers realh-

with Mexico City. Unlikelli a:

through his head, and the ir

lodged behind his eyelids latt

Europe, turning palaces intc

abundant as wildfl owers.

He thought about Mois6s

and lay on the bed, his right 1

while he smoked his second

\Mhy had he been stupid?

She had three sons, after all.

didn't appreciate that a vour

she'd bought him cufflinls a

If only she'd signed the p:

seemed interested in his busi

him a sizable check as a de1

one ofher sons for advice. a

scheme came tumbling dour

When the widowAguirre

ment in Acapulco, she'd pn
blamed for that. He hadn't e

had been her sons, badgerin

edge with their questions anr

ward, there was nothing to d

He took another puffof h
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