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  Chapter One


  MEET PEDRO


  DONT GET me wrong!


  You can have Mexico. You can have the whole goddam place with my best wishes an just what you like to do with it when you have got it is your business. MeI do not want any part of
  it not even the lump of sandstone that is in my boot or the alkali dust that is jumpin around the back of my tonsils right now.


  Was that sugar at Matehuala right or was she? Im tellin you that that babe was talkin plenty sense when she said that Americanos wasnt doin themselves any good
  around here since theres been the trouble over the oil. Anyhow she was only half right.


  Nobody has ever done any good for themselves around this dump except Mexicanos an the only time a Mex ever gives you anything is when hes dyin an dont want it.
  I reckon that some of these guys are so mean they wouldnt even spend a week-end.


  MeI am prejudiced. I would rather stick around with a bad-tempered tiger than get on the wrong bias of one of these knife-throwin palookas; I would rather four-flush a team of wild
  alligators outa their lunch-pail than try an tell a Mexican momma that I was tired of her geography an did not wish to play any more.


  On the other side of the estancia some guy in a pair of tight trousers an a funny hat is handin out a spiel to some dame about what a first-class
  bull-fighter he usta be one time. By the look on the dames face I reckon she has heard this one before an would not like it even if it was good.


  Maybe shes his wife. If she is then all I can say is she is a durn bad picker. MeI would have married the bull.


  I order myself another glass of tequila an when the waiter brings it I open up a little polite conversation. He tells me that I speak the lingo very nicely an I proceed to
  tell him how my father was a Mexican on his mothers side of the family an a lotta other punk on the same line. We flirt around with each other considerably for quite a while. Finally
  this guy begins to get confidential. He tells me how he is sick of carryin drinks around this dump an wants to marry a dame, but that he cant make the grade because he has no
  jack. I tell him that life can get that way but that maybe if he can do a little quiet thinkin I might slip him ten dollarsAmerican.


  I tell him that I am an Americano who is kickin around lookin for a ranch that I wanta buy for some people way back in New York, an he says that he reckons that any
  Americanos who wanta buy a ranch in Mexico the way things are breakin like they are in this dump now, must be nuts. But then he says that he reckons that Americanos are nuts anyhow.


  While he is talkin this guy is lookin at me with a sorta faraway look in his eye. I put my hand in my pocket an I take out my roll an I start peelin off the
  bills. He looks sorta interested.


  I ask him if he knows some guy called Pedro Dominguez. He says he aint certain, but he might be able to think around it some time an let me know. I slip him the money an he
  says he does know a guy called Pedro Dominguez an that this bozo is liable to blow in durin the evening.


  Which is the way I thought it was goin to be.


  It is as hot as hell. Away down the dirt road towards the mesa some guy is playin one of them wailing Mexican fan-dangles that give me that twilight feelin. Everythin
  around here is so damn depressin that I reckon it would be a relief if you started dyin.


  There is an old bozo with only one hand sittin away in the corner tryin to squeeze salt an lemon inta his tequila. He has taken one or two long looks at me an
  I begin gettin a bit hot under the collar an wonderin whether somebody has got wise to me around here.


  Such dames as there are in this dump are sundried an scrawny. When a Mexican dame is good she is good, but when she is bad I would rather look at a movie I have seen seven times before.
  There is somethin sorta antagonistic about em. If you dont wanta play ball they hate you an if you do they see you get what is comin to you an that is
  usually a right royal raspberry.


  This waiter guy is still standin there lookin out through the door. Away on the adobe wall on the other side of the room I can see a lizard crawlin.


  I take another look at the waiter an I reckon that he looks like a lizard too. He has got pale sorta disinterested eyes that wouldnt change for the better even if he was
  watchin you being fried on a wood fire. I reckon it might even make him laugh.


  I light a cigarette.


  I tell him that I reckon that he is a very intelligent guy an that since he has been able to remember about Dominguez maybe he can remember some dame who I reckon is livin around
  this dump some place, a dame called Fernanda Martinas.


  He grins. He says it is a very funny thing, but this Seora Martinas comes an sings in this estancia about eleven oclock, an when she comes around Dominguez is
  usually somewhere in the neighbourhood. He says that Dominguez is a very tough guy when he wants to get that way, an that he has a certain idea in his head that he is not very partial to
  other guys hangin around this Martinas dame. I tell him that I reckon some guys are funny that way, an he says yes he has always thought that himself.


  I wonder about this waiter. I am wonderin if he is easin through that side door to go shootin off his trap to the fat boss I saw when I come in. I was tipped off that the
  boss wasnt so bad but everybody in this place is a durn liar an wouldnt even tell himself the truth even if he was paid for it.


  I sit there lookin through the doorway, out across the patio, wonderin why it is I always have to pull this sorta job. Why the hell dont I get the jobs around New York.


  Maybe youve known women in Mexico. Theyre either good or theyre lousy, an theyre usually lousy. Even if their curves are swell they got acid
  temperaments. Maybe thats through eatin hot tamales. Anyhow a speed cop once told me that its dangerous to park on a curve.


  Guys keep blowin in, an occasionally a dame. They sit down an they order drinks. One or two of em look at me, but they dont sorta take much notice. If they do
  they look as if they dont like me very much, but then Mexicans never like anybody.


  After about ten minutes the boss comes over to me. He is a fat guy an a snappy dresser. He has got a silver shirt cord on an a big black sombrero. The waistband of his trousers is
  nearly cuttin him in half, an his belly is hangin over the top of it. I dont like this guy very much.


  Seor, he says, you ask about Dominguez. Maybe I can help you.


  Maybe you can, I tell him, an maybe you cant.


  I am gettin sick of these guys. I learned a long time ago when I first started to play around here that it pays you to be polite to Mexicans, but there are moments when I get sick of
  bein polite. This is one of em.


  Seor, he says . . .


  He sorta spreads his hands. I can see that the palms of em are sweatin an that his nails are dirty. His fingers are like claws.


  I do not intrude myself into things that do not concern me, Seor, he says, but I have noticed that when people come here asking about Dominguez there is always a
  little trouble.


  He spreads his hands again.


  I do not want trouble in this place, Seor, he says.


  I look at him.


  Why dont you take your weight off your feet an sit down, Fatty? I tell him. I suppose what youre tryin to tell me is that somebody wants to get
  Dominguez over the State Line. I reckon hes just another of them goddam bandits you keep around here. Maybe, I go on, blowin a big smoke ring, he was the guy who cut the
  throat of that United States mail carrier over the New Mexico Line three weeks ago. I reckon you Mexicans are doin pretty good these days. When your Government isnt pinchin
  somebodys oil wells you just go in for individual stick-ups.


  I signal to the waiter an tell him to bring me some rye if hes got it.


  If it will ease your mind any, I say to the boss, I have not come around here to pull any rough stuff with this Dominguez guy. I just wanta talk to him. There aint a
  law against that, is there? I believe you can talk to people even in Tampapa.


  He smiles sorta polite.


  Of course, Seor, he says. People can say what they like. I only tell you that the Government people do not like this Dominguez very much. He makes some trouble now
  and again. He likes to begin small revolutions. Sometimes he is a little successful. That is all.


  He sits down. When the waiter comes back with my rye he has brought a drink for him. It looks as if this bozo is keen to talk to me. We sit there lookin at each other.


  Looky, I tell him, Im a curious sorta feller. Maybe Im a bit interested in these guys whove been tryin to talk to Dominguez. Maybe itd be
  worth while my slippin you a little something if you could tell me about them.


  That is very nice of you, Seor, he says, but I do not know. All I say is that I do not want any trouble in this place.


  He takes another long look at me an then he picks up his drink an scrams. I watch him walkin across the floor an I think I would like to hand him a kick in the seat
  of those tight pants of his that would make him wonder if it wasnt his birthday.


  Then I look away towards the doorway an just then the Martinas dame comes in. I havent ever seen this baby before but I heard about herplenty, an I sorta sense this
  is her. Its got to be her anyhow.


  She is what the doctor ordered all right. If I wasnt so tired of suckin in Mexican dust, frijoles an rot-gut tequila I would get excited maybe.


  She has got a walk on her that only goes with a good Spanish family with just a touch of Indian somewhere along the line to keep the book right. She has everythin. A smooth, light coffee
  skin an hair like black velvet. She knows how to get it dressed too an she never got that last water wave around this dump. She has that sorta figure that makes you wonder whether you
  aint usin your imagination a trifle too much an she puts her little feet on the ground in a sorta decided way that tells you shes got that little somethin called
  poise one hundred per cent.


  She is wearing a silk frock cut low an a red Mexican shawl pulled tight around her an a white sombrero. She holds her head right up an she looks around the place like it was
  an antheap.


  What the hell. Maybe this job is goin to have some redeemin features after all. . . .


  She walks straight across the room an she plants herself down at a table on the left of the platform where the band work. When she sits down she just lets the whole world know that she
  aint chary about showin her ankles. I reckon she thinks theyre good an that maybe the male customers will be liable to buy another drink if they see some ankle first. I
  think they are good too.


  After a coupla minutes the band comes in. I look at these three bozos an I try an think of some words that will describe em. I once heard some guy say that another guy looked
  like a depraved scarecrow. I reckon that that is what this band looks like. They sit down an pick up their guitars an look around with that sorta dead pan look that always comes on to
  a Mexicanos puss when hes goin to do a job of work. Then they start playin. They play a thin reedy tune without any life in it, a tune that makes me sick. I think of Ben
  Bernies band, and, boy, do I wish I was back in New York?


  O.K. Well, things have started now. Two or three guys get up and start dancin. It is as hot as hell. They just loop around holdin the women as if they was goin to lose
  em. I notice that nobody asks the Martinas dame if she would like to wrestle to music.


  I light another cigarette. When I look up I see the waiter lookin towards the doorway. He looks towards the doorway an then he looks at me an then he grins. I reckon he is
  tellin me that this is Dominguez. Everybody screws round, sorta uncomfortable. Dominguez comes in an he stands in the doorway looking around. He sees the Martinas dame. He grins.


  He is a tall thin feller, very well dressed in black with silver lacins down the side of his breeches, a bull-fighters shirt an tie, an a sombrero with silver cords.
  He has a long thin face an a nose that juts out. He has a thin mouth an big white teeth. He has got nothin on his hip but there is a bulge inside the left-hand breast of his
  jacket. I reckon this bozo is carryin the usual mother of pearl handled .32 snub gun with a short barrel that all these punks carry around here.


  The band decides to stop playin. I call the waiter an buy myself another drink, although I am tellin myself that I am drinkin plenty too much especially for a guy who
  has gotta keep his wits goin. When he brings the drink over, the band begins playin again. The Martinas dame gets up an begins to sing. She has got a funny high voice but not
  unpleasant an she hands out the usual wail about her lover in the mountains, the sorta morbid near-hot number that sounds so damn miserable that it makes the Mexicans happy to listen to it.
  When she finishes everybody claps. They think it is good.


  I just sit where I am an do nothin. Dominguez is lookin around the room. He is smilin, sorta appreciatin the applause that the dame is gettin. I suppose
  he thought that some of it was for him. Then he goes over to her table an he sits down. She looks at him an grins. Then she looks at the band an starts talkin to him,
  pointin to the band platform. He grins some more. He looks round. Boy, I knew it, this guy is goin to sing. He walks up to the band platform an he grabs a guitar off one of the
  bozos there an turns around an starts singing a song.


  Maybe youve heard of it. It is a song called Sombrero an if youre in Mexico you can put your shirt on one thing. It doesnt matter how small a goddam dump is
  where you are, you can bet your last years shoe-ties that some dame or guy is goin to get up an sing Sombrero at any moment. When he finishes this song everybody gives
  him the big hand.


  I reckon that maybe it is time I started somethin. I walk over across the floor to his table.


  Very nice, Seor, I tell him. Its a good number but its sorta old-fashioned. Maybe I can sing for you.


  I put out my hand an I take the guitar off the table. He looks at me. His eyes are cold. Way on the other side of the room I can see the fat boss lookin worried. Maybe hell
  have something else to worry him in a minute.


  I give myself a quiet ad lib on the guitar, an I start playin a hot number. Then I break inta a little Spanish song that some dame taught me one time in Parral. This song is
  all about how a dame never knows whats waitin round the corner an that even if she thinks shes in love with the guy shes got, well, she can still be wrong. You
  know, it was just one of those.


  All the time I am singin I am givin this Martinas dame the once over. I sling some hot lingerin looks at her that woulda burned through a battleship, but she just
  aint playin. She looks at me with a sorta superior little grin. Her eyes are quite steady, they dont flicker or move. While I am singin I get to thinkin that this
  baby would probably spray you with a machine gun with one hand an pick roses with the other. She is that sorta dame.


  I finish the song, an I hand the guitar back to Dominguez. He is still smilin but he is only smilin with his lips. His eyes are like a coupla icebergs. He waves his hand
  towards a chair on the other side of the table.


  Sit down, Seor, he says. It is a great pleasure to hear a Spanish song sung with such feeling by an Americano.


  An how did you know I was an Americano? I crack at him, in English. I reckon I speak this lingo well enough to get by without bein recognised as an American
  citizen. But maybe somebody told you.


  He laughs. I can see that this guy understands what I am sayin as well as I do myself. But he answers in the best San Luis Potosi.


  The waiter, Seor, he says. He was waiting outside for me. He told me that an interesting strangeran Americano was here.


  He digs around in his breeches pockets and pulls out a coupla long cigarros. He gives me one an lights it for me. All the time he is keepin his eyes on mine.


  He signals over to the waiter an orders some drinks. I reckon that this bozo is comin out with something in a minute so I dont say anything. I just look around the place as
  if I was interested in watchin that dead pan crowd.


  An somehow I get the idea that the whole damn lot of em are watchin Dominguez an me. Maybe they think that they might see some fun. Well, maybe they are goin
  to be right!


  When the guy brings the drinks Dominguez sits back an draws on his cigar. When I look at him I see a grin in his eye.


  I have not the honour of knowing the Seors name, he says. My own unworthy name is Pedro Dominguezpossibly you have heard of it? This lady who honours
  me with her presence is the Seora Fernanda Martinas.


  I get up an make a little bow to the Martinas. While I am doin it I see a sorta laugh come inta her eye.


  I get to thinkin that this Martinas dame has got a mouth that is pretty swell. Her lips are nice and not thick like most of the women around these parts, an she uses a good
  lipstick. I haveta pull myself back to the job in hand because I am lookin at her too hard thinkin that I could put in some overtime on a mouth like that one.


  My names Hellup, I tell Dominguez. Wyle T. Hellup. Im down from Las Lunas, New Mexico, an Im lookin for a ranch around here some place for
  some New York friends of mine.


  She laughs. He joins in.


  Your friends must be very foolish, Seor Hellup, she says. To buy a ranch in this district is madness. Perhaps you saw some of the cattle as you came over the
  country.


  I nod.


  I reckon theyre mad, too, I say. But when people make up their minds I just dont argue with em.


  Dominguez nods his head.


  Seor, he says. Heaven forbid that I should suggest that you are a prevaricator of the truth, but you must think that we are very foolish if you really think that we
  believe that fable about the ranch. The little fairy story that you have already told the waiter!


  I start thinkin quick.


  For a minute I get the jitters. I wonder if I have made a mistake, but then I reckon I cant have made one. There cant be two Pedro Dominguez an maybe this palooka has got
  some reason for doin it this way. I think Ill play it along his way an see what happens.


  I dont understand you, Seor, I tell him.


  He spreads his hands.


  Two or three times, he says very softly, people come here to Tampapa. They tell all sorts of amusing stories about why they are here, what they are going to do.


  He looks like a rattlesnake an I can see one side of his thin mouth twitchin.


  Usually these people are interested in one of two things, he says. One thing is oil and the other is silver. They do not tell us that . . . oh no . . . it is always that
  they are seeking to buy a ranch or some such fable.


  Only last week, he goes on, there was a foolish young man who said that his name was Lariat. He got himself into a little trouble here with the policeI am afraid that
  I had something to do with that. It was perhaps unfortunate that he was shot whilst attempting to escape from the jail in Tampapa. We have a jaila remote and somewhat hot place, and he would
  have been better advised to stay there and commune with himself in peace and solitude. But no, he must attempt to escape instead of securing the services of our esteemed and clever lawyer Estorado
  who, I have no doubt, would have got him out and awayfor a consideration.


  I get it. I give him a grin that is half a sneer.


  You dont say, I tell him. An what am I supposed to do? Am I supposed to get down an kiss your lily white hand because you aint tryin to
  frame me inta your lousy jail?


  I lean across the table.


  Listen, Dominguez, I tell him. I heard plenty about you. Youre the local bad man with bells on, aint you? You think youre a god on wheels, but to me
  youre just another Mexican punk!


  This guy is good. He dont lose his temper. He just sits there playin with the stem of his glass.


  I am not going to quarrel with you, Seor, he says. The Rurales patrol will be here at any moment and if I were to lose my temper and deal with you as I would do, I
  might find myself sharing the same cell for the night, and that would not please me. I have no doubt that I shall find other opportunities for meeting you under more favourable
  circumstances.


  He looks over to the doorway. I screw around an I see standin over there, a Rurales police lieutenant an three troopers.


  O.K. Here we go!


  I lean across the table.


  Listen, Dominguez, I tell him. Im wise to you. Maybe youll try an get me ironed out, but you wont get away with it. Itd take more than a
  lousy dago like you an that cheap skirt you got stickin around with you I throw a sneer in the direction of Fernanda. MeI think that you are just another
  love-child. . . .


  He slams me. He busts me a straight one in the puss that knocks me sideways. I jump up, grab the tequila bottle an try a quick shot with it. I miss him an the liquor goes
  all over Fernanda who is sittin there with a dead white pan shriekin for somebody or somethin to strike me dead for the honour of the Martinas family.


  As Dominguez sticks his hand inside his shirt for the gun I bust him a mean one an go over the table on top of him.


  Around me I can hear a hell of a lot of noise an yellin, an the next thing I know is that two of the Rurales have got hold of me an the lieutenant an the other
  one are grabbin Dominguez. Everybody is bawlin an shoutin at once. I can hear the waiter an the fat boss an the rest of em all tellin
  forty-nine different versions of what really broke, an away above it all I can hear Fernanda shriekin that I called her a cheap so-an-so.


  The lieutenanta dirty little palooko with a three days growth of beardputs up his hand an the noise stops.


  Seors, he says, you will both go to the jail. It is quite some way away. You will have a long walk and ample time to consider your position.


  They take Dominguez an me outside an tie our hands behind us with a trooper holdin a length of rope to lead us on. They then get on their horses an start off down the
  road, with the horses hoofs kickin up the dust in our mouths.


  Dominguez has still got the end of his cigarro hanging out of his mouth an he is bleedin from a cut over the eye that he won when I hit him.


  I look over my shoulder. Standin in the doorway watchin us is Fernanda. Her white sombrero shows up in the crowd of dead pans.


  Adios, Americano, she calls out. I hope you die of jail fever!


  It is midnight when they chuck us in the can at Tampapa. When the guy closes the door of the stone cell Dominguez goes an sits on the wooden bench against the rear
  wall.


  I stand at the door looking between the bars of the iron gratin as the jailer moves away.


  When he has gone I turn around and look at Dominguez. He has put his feet up on the bench an he has got another cigarro out of his pocket. He is smokin nice and quiet as if he
  hasnt got a care in the world.


  I go over to him.


  So what? I says.


  He looks up at me an laughs. When you look at him this Dominguez has not got such a bad sorta pan after all. It looks like the kinda face that meant to be kind but sorta got deflected in
  youth if you get me.


  It was the only way, Seor Hellup, he says. Here we can talk. Outside if we talk everybody looks, everybody suspects. Besides I am not at all popular in this district
  at the moment. I am glad that you realised what I was about, but I think it was unnecessary to call my poor Fernanda that very rude name.


  He shrugs his shoulders sorta sad.


  Forget it, I tell him. It just sorta came inta my head an I said it.


  I go over to the door an take another look. Everything is quiet. I go back to him.


  O.K., I tell him. Supposin you talk first. An talk plenty, Dominguez. Because the more you talk the more you get.


  He knocks the ash off his cigar. The moonlight is comin through the bars of the window way up on the other side of the cell, fallin on his face. Is this guy goin to give the
  truth or is he?
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