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Chapter	1
Puerto	Vallarta,	Jalisco,	México,	1995

No	one	seemed	to	notice	two	gringos	rattling	their	way	through	the	suburb	of
Palo	Seco	in	the	pre-dawn	hours.	We	crossed	the	bridge	at	the	north	end	of	the
community	and	glanced	down	at	the	polluted	stream	where	a	tanker	truck	was
sucking	up	water	for	those	hotels	in	Vallarta	who	refused	to	pay	for	city	water.
The	suspect	liquid	ended	up	in	hotel	cisterns	who	advertised	‘purified	water’
but	everyone	living	in	the	city	knew	better.	Meanwhile,	we	hoped	the	tourists
staying	in	these	places	did	not	come	down	with	hepatitis,	or	worse.	This	was
the	 lesson	 making	 a	 visit	 to	 a	 third	 world	 country	 versus	 living	 in	 one
altogether	different.	You	simply	did	not	know	what	it	was	all	about	until	you
had	been	there	for	a	couple	of	years.

We	 bounced	 on	 the	 cobblestone	 streets	 of	 El	 Pitillal,	 a	 downscale
neighborhood	 that,	 even	 in	 poverty,	 managed	 to	 support	 a	 thriving	 plaza
surrounded	by	shops.	It	was	certainly	different	today	and	Ann	picked	right	up
on	 it.	 “Tony,	 it’s	 five	 in	 the	morning	 and	 the	 place	 is	 filled	 with	men	 still
drinking.”	It	was	part	of	the	growing	lawlessness	turning	the	family	culture	of
Puerto	Vallarta	upside	down.

“Yeah	and	you	can	bet,	by	noon,	these	guys	will	be	out	of	control	looking
for	 another	 day	 of	 trouble.”	 I	 turned	 at	 the	 ornate	 Catholic	 Church	 as	 the
cobblestones	 deteriorated	 into	 loose	 rocks	 and	 potholes.	 I	 grimaced	 at	 the
‘speed	 bumps	 ahead’	 graphic	 because	 we	 were	 already	 crawling	 along,
bouncing	from	one	hole	to	another.	I	was	also	dodging	the	garbage	and	trash
everywhere,	 along	 with	 the	 scrawny,	 pathetic	 dogs	 that	 were	 browsing
systematically	through	the	mess.	It	was	not	just	law	and	order	taking	a	hit;	it
was	also	the	sanitation	workers,	road	crews	and	most	of	 the	police	who	had
given	 up	 their	 jobs	 in	 favor	 of	 beer	 and	 trouble.	 Vallarta	 was	 becoming
increasingly	dangerous	and	uninhabitable;	Ann	and	I	were	finally	going	to	do
something	about	it.

Our	 objective	 was	 the	 non-commercial	 airport	 exit	 from	 the	 main
highway.	 From	 that	 point,	 the	 US	 Consulate	 had	 plotted	 a	 circuitous	 route
along	a	dirt	road	to	the	runway.	Ann	had	resisted	the	idea	of	leaving	for	three
days	 but	 here	 we	 were	 mere	 minutes	 from	 her	 departure,	 about	 to	 meet	 a
group	 of	 women	 for	 a	 secret	 Air	 Force	 C-130	 flight.	 Ann	 loved	 Vallarta,
despite	 the	 problems	 she	 characterized	 as	 ‘temporary’.	 You	 could	 hardly
blame	 her.	 About	 thirty	 years	 ago,	 as	 young	 lovers,	 we	 had	 escaped	 the



Congo,	 she	as	 a	nurse	 in	Elisabethville	 and	me	as	a	very	young	mercenary.
The	 intervening	 years	 had	 been	 completely	 normal,	 raising	 our	 daughter,
running	 a	 business	 and	 Ann	 continuing	 her	 nursing	 profession.	 Moving	 to
Vallarta	had	seemed	a	dream	retirement	and,	indeed,	it	was	for	several	years.
Now,	history	seemed	to	be	repeating	itself	and	we	accepted	it	with	bitterness.
“Why	can’t	we	just	lock	ourselves	in	our	place	for	a	few	weeks	and	see	if	this
thing	doesn’t	blow	over.”

Exasperated,	I	said,	“Love,	the	answer	is	no.	If	the	US	Government	finally
has	its	act	 together	and	believes	it	 is	 time	to	get	out	of	 this	place,	 it	 is	good
enough	for	us.	Christ,	it’s	taken	three	weeks	to	get	them	into	gear,	so	let’s	not
screw	 it	 up	 now.”	 There	 had	 already	 been	 three	 of	 these	 C-130	 flights,	 I
wondered	 how	 long	 they	would	 continue	 before	 the	 airport	 was	 physically
closed.	I	was	not	surprised	Ann	was	resisting	leaving	because	she	did	not	take
well	to	anyone	bossing	her	around.

Experiencing	a	‘mandatory	evacuation’	twice	in	a	lifetime	was	too	much.
Still,	she	knew	she	had	to	go	and	quickly	bounced	back	to	the	reality	of	the
situation.	 The	 main	 airport	 buildings	 were	 clearly	 visible	 and	 Ann	 gave	 a
running	commentary	on	the	surroundings.	She	was	genuinely	shocked.	“The
entire	 airport	 terminal	 is	 completely	 covered	 with	 graffiti	 and	 men	 are
sleeping	all	over	the	lawn.”	Then,	back	to	the	issue	at	hand,	Ann	said	“Cross
over	the	highway	at	the	corner.”	I	lurched	across	the	highway	and	found	the
dirt	road	I	was	to	follow	to	an	overturned	Nissan	pickup,	marking	a	gap	in	the
barbed	wire	fence	onto	the	runway.

“I’ll	 take	 your	 word	 for	 the	 terminal	 and	 the	 graffiti,”	 I	 said,	 while
dodging	bottles	and	cans	littering	the	road.	We	had	been	to	this	airport	dozens
of	times;	meeting	friends,	taking	side	trips	or	just	enjoying	margaritas,	while
watching	 the	planes	come	and	go.	 It	had	been	a	 friendly	place	with	 tourists
beginning	their	Mexican	vacations	and	looking	forward	to	nothing	but	warm
beaches,	good	food	and	a	little	relaxation.	There	was	no	doubt	all	of	that	was
in	the	past.	The	place	was	a	mess	and	the	entire	town	was	beginning	to	look
like	a	junkyard.

I	slowed	to	a	stop	by	the	wrecked	pickup	and	pulled	my	Xeroxed	map	out
of	 my	 shirt	 pocket.	 It	 had	 a	 red	 ‘73’	 marked	 on	 it,	 which	 was	 a	 junior
bureaucrat’s	idea	of	how	to	eliminate	a	counterfeit	map	that	might	allow	some
kind	of	infiltration	into	the	government’s	plan.	I	thought	with	detail	like	that,
he	would	probably	go	far	in	the	State	Department.	The	map	was	also	Ann’s
ticket	for	the	C-130,	so	maybe	they	had	a	point.	This	was	where	we	were	to
meet	the	air	force	plane	before	sunrise.	The	Consulate	had	figured	this	would
be	the	best	time	to	avoid	any	kind	of	conflict	with	the	local	authorities,	such
as	they	were;	they	were	probably	correct,	given	the	number	of	people	we	had



encountered	 sleeping	 off	 their	 excesses	 in	 parked	 cars	 or	 on	 the	 lawn.	 I
thought	the	only	thing	working	here	was	the	Corona	beer	factory.

We	 crossed	 through	 the	 fence	 and	 continued	 down	 the	 access	 road	 and
Ann	began	her	 ‘Let’s	wait	 it	out’	 speech	again	and	 I	 said,	“Maybe	 it	would
work	but	just	in	case	you	have	forgotten,	take	a	look	at	that	airliner	over	there
one	more	time.”	Everyone	in	Vallarta	knew	about	the	American	Airlines	MD
80,	 which	 had	 been	 the	 daily	 shuttle	 to	 Dallas.	 Clearly	 visible	 on	 the
commercial	 tarmac	was	 this	 sleek	 plane,	which	was	 now	 resting	 on	 its	 left
wing	 and	 right	 landing	 gear.	 Four	 days	 ago,	 a	 disgruntled	 airport	 employee
had	driven	his	catering	truck	into	the	plane,	collapsing	the	landing	gear.	For
the	driver	it	was	not	the	perfect	crime.	He	was	still	in	the	cab	of	the	crushed
truck,	now	compressed	 to	a	height	of	about	eighteen	 inches	and	a	swarm	of
bugs	and	flies	noted	his	exact	 location.	 It	appeared	his	actions	were	 just	 the
tip	 of	 the	 iceberg.	 The	 airport	 had	 become	 the	 natural	 place	 to	 mug
unsuspecting	 tourists	 and	 even	 some	 of	 the	 cab	 drivers	 were	 hijacking
passengers	 to	 remote	 neighborhoods	 where	 their	 friends	 relieved	 them	 of
cameras,	cash	and	jewelry.	Because	of	the	sabotaged	MD	80	and	the	growing
crime	wave,	all	commercial	traffic	into	Vallarta	had	stopped.	The	C-130	was
now	the	only	way	out	of	town.

None	of	 this	had	much	of	an	 impact	on	Ann.	She	started	all	over	again,
“Why	can’t	I	just	wait	and	go	with	you?”

“You	know	 the	 answer	 to	 that.	We	have	 all	 agreed	 the	women	and	kids
would	 go	 first.	 I	might	 be	 on	 the	 next	 flight	 out.”	 The	women,	 along	with
some	very	old	men	had	drawn	lots	for	the	seats	and	it	was	now	Ann’s	turn	on
the	 fourth	 flight	 to	 Guadalajara.	 The	 idea	 was	 to	 shuttle	 Americans,
Canadians	and	other	nationals	over	the	mountains	to	a	secure	airstrip	where	a
larger	plane	would	take	them	on	to	the	States.	Of	course,	Ann	knew	all	of	this
and	her	 resistance	was	 just	 adding	 another	 layer	 of	 bile	 in	my	 stomach.	As
much	as	I	hated	the	separation,	I	just	wanted	this	done.

The	 road	 swerved	 into	 a	 swampy	 area	 paralleling	 the	 runway	 and,	 after
about	 a	 quarter	 mile,	 there	 was	 a	 young	 man	 we	 recognized	 from	 the
Consulate	with	an	orange	flag.	I	slowed	to	a	crawl	then	stopped.	He	looked	at
our	map,	 crossed	 #73	 off	 on	 a	 clipboard	 and	 flagged	 us	 on	 to	 the	 runway.
Maybe	 they	 had	 a	 system,	 after	 all,	 but	 it	 was	 hard	 to	 imagine	 anything-
approaching	 efficiency	 after	 all	 the	 delays,	 false	 starts	 and	 misinformation
coming	 out	 of	 the	 Consulate.	 How	 long	 could	 clandestine	 C-130s	 keep
landing	 at	 dawn	 before	 the	 runway	 was	 physically	 closed?	 Nothing	 made
much	sense	as	the	country	began	slipping	into	anarchy.

Parked	along	the	fence	was	a	small	fleet	of	private	cars	and	I	noticed	two
other	vehicles	following	us	through	the	fence	and	on	to	the	asphalt.	I	parked



and	turned	off	the	tired	little	motor	and	turned	to	Ann,	held	her	tight	and	said,
“It	will	be	over	in	a	few	minutes	and	I’ll	see	you	by	the	end	of	the	week.”

Ann	began	crying,	“Oh,	Tony,	this	is	our	home.	Our	lives	are	all	caught	up
in	 this	crazy	place.”	I	knew	she	was	 thinking	about	another	crazy	place	and
our	 far	more	dangerous	exodus	 from	Africa.	That	was	years	ago	but	now	 it
seemed	to	be	a	current	event.

“Let’s	 put	 first	 things	 first.	 Let’s	 salvage	 our	 hides	 and	 worry	 about	 a
retirement	place	 later,”	I	said.	She	drew	closer	and	we	kissed	and	held	each
other.	“Now	that’s	the	Ann	I	love,”	I	whispered.	“It’s	5:20.	Let’s	get	you	out
of	here.”

We	 walked	 toward	 a	 growing	 crowd	 of	 people	 and	 I	 knew	 about	 75
expatriates	had	reservations	but	there	were	double	that	number	on	the	tarmac
as	men	delivered	 their	wives	 and	kids	 as	well	 as	 a	 few	men	who	were	 just
curious.	We	were	surprised	to	see	Mike	Genard	and	we	walked	over	to	him.
“What	 the	 hell	 are	 you	 doing	 here?”	 I	 asked,	 knowing	 he	was	 a	 confirmed
bachelor	ever	since	his	wife	had	died	years	ago.

“Oh,	I	drove	out	with	Ed	Betts	to	see	what’s	going	on.”

“Jeez,”	 said	 Ann,	 “what	 a	 morbid	 curiosity.	 Do	 you	 two	 suppose	 you
could	take	care	of	each	other?”

“Good	idea,”	I	said.	“In	fact,	why	don’t	you	just	move	into	our	place	until
we	leave?”

“It	sounds	great	 to	me.	We	can	 talk	about	Bakersfield	and	 the	drag	strip
until	 the	 beer	 puts	 us	 to	 sleep.”	 Mike	 did	 not	 actually	 have	 a	 house	 and
usually	managed	to	‘house	sit’	for	part	timers.	“How’s	your	cerveza	supply?”
That	was	vintage	Mike,	a	kind	of	free	spirit,	thinking	of	fun	times.	It	would	be
good	to	have	him	around	and	I	needed	a	little	levity.

Suddenly,	 the	whine	of	 turbo	engines	 almost	directly	 above	us	drowned
out	 any	discussion	 as	we	 looked	up	 to	 see	 a	 camouflaged	plane	only	 about
thirty	 feet	 above	 us.	 “Christ,”	 I	 said,	 “That	 was	 sure	 as	 hell	 quick”	 as	 we
heard	the	squeal	of	rubber	on	concrete.	This	was	the	real	deal.	Ann	clutched
my	 arm	 akin	 to	 a	 tourniquet	 but	 it	 was	 impossible	 to	 comfort	 her	 in	 this
unnatural	situation.	I	just	put	my	arm	around	her	as	tight	as	I	could.	We	had
talked	about	evacuations	and	the	like	because	they	seemed	to	be	a	subject	in
just	 about	 every	 Sunday	 paper	 but	 this	 was	 supposed	 to	 happen	 in	 some
malaria-ridden	African	piss-hole;	not	here	and,	surely,	not	for	us.

The	 C-130	 pulled	 around	 in	 a	 semicircle	 and	 taxied	 back	 toward	 us,	 a
single	landing	light	guiding	it	toward	the	standing	group.	In	seconds,	the	two
inboard	 engines	 were	 shut	 down	 and	 the	 rear-loading	 ramp	 dropped	 to	 the



pavement.	 Four	 Army	 guys	 in	 camouflaged	 fatigues	 holding	 M-16	 rifles
stepped	 onto	 the	 concrete	 and	 one	 had	 a	 bullhorn.	 “Line	 up	 and	 have	 your
passes	 ready,”	 he	 shouted	 above	 the	whine	 of	 the	 outboard	 engines.	 “Move
quickly.”	he	said.

“Let’s	get	you	in	line,	Ann,”	I	said,	as	we	joined	the	queue.

“Passengers	only,”	squawked	the	bullhorn.

I	 could	 see	 the	 first	 women	 already	 disappearing	 into	 the	 maw	 of	 the
cargo	plane	and	it	was	clear	there	would	be	no	drinks	or	dinners	on	this	flight.
It	was	pure	military,	complete	with	canvas	seats.	“Good	bye,	babe,”	releasing
my	 hand,	 as	 some	 of	 her	 friends	 pulled	 at	 her.	 “I’ll	 see	 you	 in	 a	 couple	 of
days,”	I	hollered	above	the	whine	of	the	engines.	Ann	shrugged	off	the	people
urging	 her	 on	 to	 the	 plane	 and	 stepped	 back,	 embracing	me.	All	 at	 once,	 I
realized	we	were	standing	there	all	alone	and	I	pushed	her	to	the	cargo	ramp
and	 one	 of	 the	 Army	 men	 helped	 her	 in.	 It	 was	 all	 over	 in	 seconds.	 Ann
disappeared	 into	 the	 plane,	 the	 ramp	 raised	 and	 all	 four	 engines	 revved,
creating	a	cool	gale	as	it	 turned	around,	 lining	up	on	the	runway	toward	the
bay,	away	from	any	conflict,	accelerating	fast.	In	the	lightening	sky	and,	in	an
unbelievably	 short	 distance,	 the	 C-130	 was	 airborne,	 turning	 low	 over	 the
ocean	and	 then	banking	 toward	 the	mountains	and	Guadalajara,	as	 it	gained
altitude.	We	all	stood	there	like	100	wooden	Indians,	tracking	the	plane.

Then	an	authoritative	voice	broke	 the	spell,	 shouting,	“Let’s	get	 the	hell
out	of	here.”

We	 knew	 there	 was	 almost	 certain	 danger	 as	 the	 noise	 from	 the	 plane
taking	off	probably	had	awakened	hundreds	of	men,	many	of	them	armed	and
hung	over	so	we	re-focused	our	attention	on	placing	some	distance	between
the	airport	and	ourselves.	I	looked	up	one	more	time	and	saw	the	fuzzy	shape
of	the	plane	in	the	rising	sun.	It	was	heading	east	at	about	4,000	feet	toward
the	Sierra	Madres.	Well,	 I	 thought,	one	down,	one	 to	go.	At	 the	 time,	 I	was
feeling	no	particular	fear	but	anger	was	welling	up	in	me	because	of	the	sheer
inconvenience	and	stupidity	of	what	was	happening.	I	did	not	know	what	was
next.	If	I	had,	the	inconvenience	issue	would	have	shifted	to	fear.

I	 followed	 several	 cars	 to	 the	 end	 of	 the	 runway	 then	 drove	 through	 an
opening	in	the	fence	onto	a	muddy	road,	supposedly	leading	to	the	highway
back	into	town.	Mike	was	riding	with	Ed	Betts	in	Ed’s	brand	new	green	VW
Beetle.	There	were	mud	puddles	everywhere	and	cars	were	dodging	them	like
a	county	fair	bumper-car	ride.	I	was	bouncing	along,	making	good	progress	in
my	rusty	Renault	when,	ahead	of	me,	Ed’s	VW	suddenly	dropped	about	12”
and	 instantly	 stopped.	 From	 the	 rear,	 it	 looked	 comical,	 this	 small	 car
dropping	 to	 its	 floorboards.	Then	 I	 realized	what	had	appeared	 to	be	a	mud



puddle	 was	 actually	 a	 major	 hole.	 His	 engine	 immediately	 flooded	 with	 a
wisp	of	steam	rising	through	the	engine	compartment.	The	car	was	obviously
going	nowhere	without	a	tow	truck.	In	no	doubt,	Ed	was	freaking	out	because
he	was	so	proud	of	that	new	car.	The	joke	around	our	neighborhood	was	he
had	bought	an	entire	case	of	wax	at	the	Super	Mercado.	I	circled	the	puddle
and	 yelled,	 “Come	 on	with	me.	You	 can	 get	 the	 car	 later.”	 Ed	 got	 out	 and
looked	unbelieving	at	his	 car	 stuck	deep	 in	 the	hole.	As	disappointed	 as	he
was,	it	was	clear	the	car	was	not	moving	so	he	and	Mike	locked	the	doors	and
hopped	into	my	car.	Mike	was	in	the	passenger	seat	and	Ed	was	in	the	middle
of	the	back	seat.	I	think	he	realized	his	car	was	gone	forever.





Chapter	2
Meet	Manuel

Manuel	Ramirez	awakened	to	the	jostling	of	Raul	Ortiz,	his	new	friend.	They
were	 encamped	 on	 a	 sandy	 area	 next	 to	 the	Rosita	Hotel,	 one	 of	Vallarta’s
oldest	resorts,	located	at	the	north	end	of	the	malecon.	Manuel	sat	up,	rubbing
his	head,	which	was	throbbing	from	‘La	Familia’s’	party	having	gone	on	most
of	 the	 night.	 This	 was	 a	 party	 celebrating	 success	 by	 rifling	 three	 condo
complexes	 along	 with	 endless	 tequila	 shooters.	 There	 were	 so	 few	 honest
police	 left	 in	 town,	 thefts	 had	 become	 virtual	 shopping	 trips.	 The	 proceeds
had	 been	 impressive,	 including	 stereos,	 TVs,	 VCRs,	 jewelry	 and	 even	 an
expensive	Omega	watch	 left	behind	by	panicking	gringos.	The	booty	easily
sold	 on	 the	 thriving	 black	 market	 with	 the	 cash	 divided	 among	 the	 eight
family	members.

Despite	 the	 enthusiasm	 of	 his	 new	 friends	 over	 their	 pending	 riches,
Manuel	remained	a	very	bitter	and	confused	young	man.	He	managed	to	put
up	a	fake	bravado	with	his	new	acquaintances	but	he	was	out	of	place	and	he
knew	it.	After	struggling	for	years,	he	was	finally	equipped	with	a	degree	in
accounting	 from	Guadalajara	 University,	 having	 worked	 his	 way	 up	 to	 the
lead	accountant	at	a	local	car	dealership.	Only	one	year	ago,	life	looked	rosy
and	 full	 of	 opportunities.	 He	 and	 his	 wife,	 Guadalupe,	 or	 Lupita,	 as	 he
affectionately	called	her,	had	met	three	years	ago	on	an	outing	to	Las	Palmas.
They	had	bought	a	small	house	in	the	Colonial	Versailles	neighborhood.	Most
of	Mexico’s	financial	innovations	were	United	States	copies	and	Manuel	had
taken	advantage	of	the	new	variable	rate	mortgages,	requiring	very	little	cash
and	 having	 an	 artificially	 small	 monthly	 payment	 for	 the	 initial	 years.
Because	 of	 his	 job,	 he	 had	 obtained	 an	 attractive	 lease	 on	 a	 brand-new
automobile,	 which,	 despite	 the	mud	 puddles,	 dirt	 and	 dust,	 was	 detailed	 to
perfection	 every	 Sunday	 morning.	 Life	 seemed	 good	 and	 infinite	 and
whatever	made	 things	 comfortable	 in	 the	near	 term	was	 the	most	 important
thing	to	Manuel.	After	all,	they	had	years	to	plan	for	a	family	and	security.

Despite	the	easy	money,	Mexico’s	economy	was	rotten.	Manuel	wished	he
had	been	more	astute,	particularly	given	his	financial	training	and	education;
especially	so	today,	given	his	hopeless	status	in	the	gutters	of	Vallarta.	While
it	was	difficult	to	correlate	individual	problems	with	national	issues	on	a	day-
to-day	 basis,	 there	was,	 in	 fact,	 a	 direct	 connection.	The	 personal	 problems
surfaced	 just	 days	 after	 President	 Zedillo	 took	 office	 in	 1992.	 Zedillo,	 the
latest	in	an	uninterrupted	string	of	PRI	party	presidents,	dating	back	sixty-four



years	 to	 the	 revolution,	 had	 come	 to	 power	 under	 unusual	 and	 mysterious
circumstances.	The	initial	party	nominee	scheduled	to	succeed	Carlos	Salinas
de	 Gotari	 had	 been	 Donald	 Colosio,	 assassinated	 in	 Tijuana,	 during	 the
campaign.	 An	 investigation	 ensued—managed,	 of	 course,	 by	 the	 PRI.
Amazingly,	there	were	no	arrests	even	though	the	shooting	occurred	in	broad
daylight.	Many	Mexicans	believed	the	motive	for	the	Colosio	murder	was	his
apparent	 commitment	 to	massive	 political	 reform	 and,	 while	 never	 proven,
this	theory	seemed	well	founded.	Moreover,	incredibly,	it	was	widely	believed
Colosio’s	own	political	party	actually	managed	the	assassination.

Until	 1979,	 the	 PRI	 had	 won	 every	 state	 and	 had	 a	 lock	 on	 national
elections.	Despite	massive	election	fraud,	their	power	began	to	slip,	with	the
opposition	 PAN	 now	 holding	 governorships	 in	 the	 states	 of	 Jalisco,	 which
included	Puerto	Vallarta,	as	well	as	Baja	Sur,	Chihuahua	and	Guanajuato.	The
old	PRI	was	 in	no	mood	 for	 further	erosion	of	 their	power,	vowing	 to	 fight
further	 reforms.	The	PRI’s	solution	was	 to	 replace	Colosio	with	a	candidate
who	 could	 be	 ‘managed’,	 which	 was	 how	 Ernesto	 Zedillo	 came	 to	 power
from	nowhere,	despite	the	stink	of	the	assassination	and	corruption;	ascending
to	 the	 Presidency.	 Zedillo	was	 a	Harvard	 educated	 economist	 but	 he	was	 a
political	 neophyte.	A	whimsical	 sort	 of	 person,	 a	 kind	 of	 nerdy	 bureaucrat,
who	party	interests	thought	would	be	a	good	puppet.	It	was	questionable	if	the
victory	was	worth	the	price	ultimately	paid	by	the	establishment.

As	it	turned	out,	Zedillo	fooled	them	all.	Being	trained	in	financial	affairs
and	breaking	through	all	party	interests,	he	quickly	determined	Salinas’	actual
legacy	was	a	vastly	over	valued	peso,	masked	by	a	few	cosmetic	reforms	that
now	seemed	laughable.	Salinas	had	introduced	‘the	new	peso’,	which	dropped
three	 zeros	 off	 the	 old	 peso.	 The	 old	 peso,	 selling	 at	 3000	 to	 the	 dollar
changed	 immediately	 to	 3:1,	 giving	 the	 illusion	 the	 peso	 was	 now	 more
valuable.	Actually,	the	only	difference	was	the	color	of	the	ink	and	the	printed
numbers.	Even	Manuel,	sitting	at	his	desk	in	the	car	dealership,	could	see	the
entire	 system	 was	 out-of-synch	 with	 sound	 financial	 principles.	 As	 an
example,	a	person	could	buy	a	product	in	the	United	States	for	half	the	price
of	the	same	item	in	Mexico;	yet,	Mexicans	made	the	product	in	Mexico.	It	did
not	make	any	sense.	The	peso	was	a	joke.

At	a	personal	level,	Manuel	was	caught	up	in	his	own	out-of-control	life
to	 worry	 much	 about	 the	 national	 scene;	 a	 subject	 which	 could	 have	 used
more	 worrying.	 Manuel	 and	 Lupita	 would	 quickly	 discover,	 along	 with
millions	 of	 other	Mexicans,	 the	 only	 reforms	Salinas	 had	made	were	 to	 his
own	bank	accounts.	Manuel’s	specific	reality	came	crashing	down	around	him
when	the	new	peso	floated	on	the	international	market,	sinking	to	a	new	low
with	 no	 end	 in	 sight.	 The	 immediate	 effect	 of	 the	 devaluation	was	 soaring



prices	 and	 interest	 rates.	 Manuel’s	 eight	 percent	 interest	 mortgage	 rose	 to
twenty-three	percent,	almost	tripling	his	payment	before	he	just	gave	up	and
returned	 the	 keys	 to	 the	 bank.	 With	 escalating	 prices	 and	 record-setting
unemployment,	Mexicans	could	not	afford	cars	and	the	dealership	drastically
cut	back.	Manuel’s	job	was	eliminated,	his	shiny	new	car	repossessed	and	he
and	Lupita	moved	into	a	rented	room.	As	their	small	savings	evaporated	and,
with	no	sign	of	a	new	job,	they	agreed	she	should	move	back	with	her	parents
on	 their	 farm	 in	Las	 Palmas,	 a	 small	 town	 in	 the	 foothills	 about	 thirty-five
kilometers	east	of	Vallarta.	As	it	turned	out,	he	had	not	only	lost	his	job,	his
home	and	 those	 soft,	 beautiful	moments	with	Lupita	but	his	 self-respect,	 as
well.	 As	 he	 put	 her	 on	 the	 blue	 Medina	 bus	 to	 Las	 Palmas,	 he	 knew	 her
parents	would	regard	him	as	a	failure.	He	was	ashamed	to	visit	her	and	sent
what	little	money	he	had	in	the	mail.	Most	importantly,	the	longer	he	stayed
away,	 the	more	difficult	 it	became	 to	mend	 the	relationship	with	Lupita	and
her	family.

Manuel	might	have	survived	the	growing	depression	and	brought	his	wife
back	to	Vallarta	but	he	went	from	joblessness	to	bitterness	as	he	observed	the
Americans	 and	 Canadians	 buying	 practically	 everything	 in	 sight	 with	 their
strong	 dollars.	 The	 gringos	 came	 to	 Mexico	 to	 spend	 the	 winter	 in	 their
condos	but	went	on	spending	sprees,	buying	cars,	electronic	goodies,	furniture
and	 even	 Mexican	 women.	 The	 fact	 that	 Mexicans	 were	 simultaneously
losing	their	cars,	their	jobs	and,	in	Manuel’s	case,	his	wife,	was	just	too	much
for	 him	 to	 take.	 The	 Americans	 had	 not	 created	 the	 problem	 but	 the
fundamental	 unfairness	 of	 it	 all	 created	 a	mental	 block	 for	Manuel	when	 it
came	to	the	gringos.

While	 the	 foreigners	 were	 taking	 advantage	 of	 their	 financial	 windfall,
Manuel	 became	 an	 easy	 target	 for	 opportunists	 of	 a	 deadlier	 variety,	 who
operated	 in	 many	Mexican	 locations,	 particularly	 where	 there	 was	 a	 direct
interface	with	Americans	and	that	meant	resort	towns.

Shantytowns	 began	 to	 spring	 up	 around	 the	 already	 ragged	 suburbs	 and
men	who	had	worn	 ties	 to	work	 just	 a	 few	weeks	ago	were	now	 turning	 to
lawlessness,	 just	 to	 feed	 themselves.	Additionally,	 opportunists	 representing
long	 submerged	 political	 or	 criminal	 movements	 capitalized	 on	 the	 crisis.
Recruiting	was	not	difficult.	Some	of	the	groups	relied	more	on	AK-47s	and
M-1	carbines	than	ideology	but	they	were	all	having	success.	The	irony	was	it
was	difficult	to	fail.	Here	was	Mexico’s	economy	sinking	every	day,	while	the
marginal	 societal	 characters	were	 emerging	 as	 success	 stories.	Logic	would
say	this	could	not	go	on	forever	but	these	forces	were	not	thinking	of	forever.
True,	 some	 were	 advocating	 permanent,	 fundamental	 change,	 adopting
political	 agendas,	 institutionalizing	 the	 transfer	 of	wealth	 from	 the	 haves	 to



the	 have-nots;	 but,	 ultimately,	 these	 groups,	 sophisticated	 as	 they	 were,
eventually	 were	 the	 most	 dangerous	 of	 all.	 Manuel	 was	 somewhere	 in
between	 these	 philosophies.	 He	 agreed	 some	 laws	 were	 wrong	 but,	 then
again,	did	not	 every	 country	have	 imperfect	 laws?	His	goal	was	 a	 return	 to
normalcy.	Reforms	should	take	place	but	not	in	this	chaotic	fashion.	If	anyone
could	look	ahead	five	years,	Zedillo’s	strategies	would	eventually	solve	many
problems;	 however,	 no	 one	 had	 a	 crystal	 ball	 and,	 now,	 everyone	 was
suffering.	 With	 all	 of	 the	 fancy	 economic	 theories	 advanced,	 Manuel’s
personal	and	pragmatic	short-term	objective	was	basic;	get	off	the	beach	and
into	a	clean	bed.

Manuel	rubbed	his	eyes	and	blinked	in	the	rising	sun.	Four	hours	of	sleep
on	a	beach	and	waking	up	in	yesterday’s	clothes	was	not	his	 idea	of	a	good
time.	Still,	he	thought,	despite	political	philosophies,	things	are	beginning	to
turn	 around.	 Two	 weeks	 ago,	 gringos	 were	 practically	 buying	 Mexico	 but
now,	 worrying	 about	 the	 spiraling	 crime	 problem,	 they	 are	 not	 so	 sure	 the
peso	 devaluation	was	 a	 good	 idea.	After	 the	 airport	 employee	wrecked	 the
American	 Airlines	 jet	 and	 closed	 the	 airport,	 many	 foreigners	 were
temporarily	 stuck	 in	 Vallarta.	 Unfortunately,	 making	 the	 Americans	 as
miserable	as	the	Mexicans	was	not	going	to	help	Manuel	or	anyone	else	but
that	 was	 a	 point	 escaping	 most	 Mexicans.	 Manuel,	 cynical	 because	 of	 his
circumstances,	rationalized	equality	in	terms	of	misery,	somehow,	equated	to
justice.	 His	 current	 needs	 constantly	 competed	 between	 his	 strong	 set	 of
ethics	 and	 the	 emotional	 satisfaction	 of	 getting	 even.	 Today,	 ‘getting	 even’
had	the	upper	hand	as	he	stripped	to	his	shorts	and	washed	in	the	garden	hose
by	 the	 Rosita.	 Yes,	 he	 thought,	 if	 only	 that	 truck	 driver	 at	 the	 airport	 had
survived	 rather	 than	 being	 squashed	 under	 a	Rolls	Royce	 engine,	 he	would
have	received	a	medal.	In	any	case,	if	today	was	anything	like	the	last	several
days,	 they	could	now	prey	on	 the	gringos,	 at	will.	The	cool	water	began	 to
clear	up	the	tequila	haze	and	his	synapses	were,	once	again,	connecting	as	he
began	to	look	for	another	profitable	day.	Manuel’s	constant	dilemma	was	the
competing	 values—personal	 enrichment	 vs.	 his	 conscience.	 He	 even
visualized	the	possibility	of	gathering	money	with	this	gang	then	reconciling
with	his	wife,	in	some	kind	of	legitimate	venture.	For	now,	that	seemed	a	long
way	away	and	an	empty	stomach	tended	to	justify	simple	action.	Actually,	the
reason	 there	 was	 no	 jobs	 in	 this	 tourist	 city	 was	 there	 were	 no	 tourists.
Nevertheless,	 he	 could	 usually	 push	 Mexico’s	 larger,	 almost	 terminal,
contradictions	out	of	his	mind.

Raul	Hernandez,	another	new	friend,	was	not	so	concerned	with	personal
hygiene	and	urged	Manuel	to	hurry	up.	Raul	and	Manuel	were	to	relieve	the
other	team	at	the	roadblock	at	6	o’clock	in	the	morning	on	Avenida	Mexico,



the	main	highway	heading	 into	 town.	 “C’mon,	Manuel,	 get	your	 clothes	on
and	let’s	get	over	there.”

“All	right,	all	right,	in	a	second,”	said	Manuel,	buttoning	his	stained	shirt
then	picking	up	his	M-1	carbine.	He	pushed	a	loaded	15	round	magazine	into
the	rifle,	as	he	followed	Raul	around	to	the	front	of	the	Rosita.	As	bitter	as	he
was,	 he	 did	 not	 actually	want	 to	 hurt	 anyone.	Taking	 televisions	 is	 difficult
enough	 but	 guns	 are	 something	 else.	 Still,	 why	 would	 anyone	 take	 you
seriously	if	you	staffed	a	roadblock	without	a	gun?	As	he	walked	toward	the
street	with	Raul,	he	noticed	 the	sun	was	 just	peeking	above	 the	hills	behind
Vallarta.	 It	was	 already	hot	 and	humid.	The	 rains	 should	 start	 any	day	now
and	that	should	cool	things	down	in	the	afternoon.	He	thought	of	his	wife	on
the	farm	and	he	knew	her	family	needed	rain	for	their	crops.	He	tingled	when
he	thought	of	Lupita	and	wondered	if	he	would	ever	be	a	husband	again.
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