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                                     Ferrying Dreamers To The Other Side

  
First I look at you. I study you. Then I know whether or not you're going to cross to the other side.
  
When people arrive, they're afraid. If I see that you've just stepped off the bus and I ask if you want to get to the other side, you're not going to say yes. You're uncertain. You'll think to yourself, "Who is this guy? Is he a criminal? A policeman?” So you'll tell me. "No, I am not going to cross. I'm just here to visit some relatives." Now, when a lot of pateros hear this, they'll just walk away. Not me. I say, “You know what? Whatever you want to do, my job is to cross people over to the other side, and I won't charge you a nickel until we get there."
  
I just keep talking. I don't stop. It's the patero who talks the best that gets the most people. I say, "It doesn't matter to me if you've got no money. All you need is a telephone number of someone over there, a relative or someone else who can pay your way. Here, I'll cover your food and lodging. I'll give you a place to sleep and everything. I won't charge you a penny until we've crossed over. Do you have the number of someone on the other?'
  
Then you'll look at me and say, "Okay, I want to cross. How much do you charge?"
          "Six hundred dollars from here to Houston. Everyone charges the same. But listen, we can't talk here. It's dangerous with all these police. I live just one block away. Let's go to my house. You can wash up. I'll buy you something to eat, and we can talk some more."
  
Then you follow me, see, and we keep talking. Once you're at my house, you're mine. That's how it works. Before we cross the border, you give, the telephone number of someone on the other side, and we call. If they say. "We don't have any money" or "we don't know him," that's it; there's no deal. That's how we arrange things.
  
We put you up in a hotel until we've gathered ten, twelve, or fifteen people. Sometimes it takes two or three days. We don't carry just two or three people across. It isn't worth it. We need at least eight, because we never work alone. We usually cross over with three or four pateros. When we've got everyone together, we tell them, “At four o'clock we're going to cross the river. You'll have to leave your suitcases here. This isn't a vacation. You're going to cross with just a shirt and a pair of pants. Okay?"
  
Then we say, "If they catch us, don't tell them who is carrying you across. If they ask who helped you cross or which one's the coyote, you just say, 'Nobody's carrying us across. We're all just looking for work.' That way, if Immigration finds us, they'll just send us back across the border, back to Matamoros. They won't jail us and we'll cross over again. If Immigration catches us, they'll ask for our names. We'll give them fake names, and if they catch us again, we'll give them different names. They never remember us."
 
Once we've talked this over and everyone understands, we take a taxi that drops us off close to the river. On the Mexican side, the police patrol the river on horseback. If they see us, they'll come over to check us out.
   "Listen, we're just going over to Brownsville to earn a little money."
"Okay, just give us a little something so we can buy a drink.
  
So we give them a little money, and they let us pass. If we're caught by the police who know we're pateros, we're screwed. They'll make us pay them one, two, maybe three hundred dollars. If we don't pay them, they'll arrest us for some crime we've never committed. They won't just charge us with being pateros. They'll charge us with assault and really screw us. We have to work with them. After we give them their mordida, they'll let us pass.
  
Then we go on the river. We take off our clothes and put them in a bag. We get in the water and cross the river naked. If we crossed wearing clothes, when we got to the other side we'd be wet and people would notice. If La Migra sees that, they'll say, "Look there goes another wetback," and they'll nail you.
  
Sometimes we cross people who don't know how to swim. We buy inner tubes and put people inside. They get nervous, but I tell them, "Don't worry if you can't swim. Just hold on tight to one of my feet." They'll grab on to my foot, and I'll swim across the river using my hands. It's about thirty feet across, but when the water's high, the current gets strong. If you know what you're doing, it's easy, but if not, it can be dangerous. Lots of people drown.
  
On the American side of the river, there are bandits who carry knives and guns. They'll wait for you and catch you as you get out of the water, naked. They'll tear open your bag looking for money. They'll check your socks and shoes. They look everywhere. If you've got good boots, nice pants, or a decent shirt, they'll steal them. Sometimes they take everything. Other times they beat you up or threaten you with knives. That's happened to me many times. I've got knife wound on my leg, another one over there, and another here. Look at all these scars. Look at how they've sliced me up.
  
Once we've crossed the river, we walk calmly into Brownsville. Then we call up some friends who drive taxis. We put five people in each taxi and carry them to a hotel. We get one room for everybody. The next day, around three or four in the morning, we wake everyone up. We divide the group between three cars. That way if the police or Immigration stop us on the way, they'll only catch one group and the other two will make it through to Houston. We lose less money if we split up, because when they catch you, they arrest the driver, confiscate the car, and send everyone back to the other side.
  
Before we get to the Immigration checkpoint, we get out of the car and let the driver continue north. The drivers have their papers, so they can pass through the checkpoint. Then we walk into the countryside. It is dark, but we know where we're going. There are power lines that we use to guide us. We go on together, walking and walking, for five or six hours. There are lots of rattlesnakes, and you can die if they bite you. We walk on through the brush until we get to a place to rest. Then one person––only one​​––goes out to the road to see if the drivers are there yet. When they arrive, we get back in the cars, and we go to Houston.
  
Then we drive to a special house. Our boss meets us there. We gather everyone into the house, park the cars, close the door, and then start calling the phone numbers, one by one. "Okay, we've got your nephew here"––or your son, your brother, whoever. Come on over with the money." They come over and pay us. We give them the person, and off they go. There's times when they don't want to pay or when they only have three or four hundred dollars. Sometimes they'll give us rings, watches, or bracelets. If they don't have anyone who can pay and nothing to give us, we take the people back to Matamoros. If there's someone who'll buy the people off of us, we sell them.
  
Our boss collects the money, and when everyone's gone he divides it up. He takes his cut and everyone else gets a share. Then we go to the best bar in Houston and get drunk. We take a lot of chances on the road––the police might catch us, Immigration might send us back. Who knows? We might drown in the river or someone might kill us. So we celebrate to make up for everything we've gone through. We drink and drink until the table is covered with beer bottles. We have girls on all sides of us, sitting on our laps, dancing. We have a great time. Nothing but pateros and women. There in that bar, for one night, we're all kings.
  
I know that what I do is illegal, but it's man who invented these laws, not God. It's the American government that doesn't want us to pass people to the other side. They don't want us to be with you, the gringos. I'm not doing anything wrong. I'm not robbing, beating, or killing anyone. I'm not working against God. Where these people are from, they earn so little they can't even support their families. So even though what I d is illegal, in the end it's actually good. I'm helping people to better themselves, to realize their dreams.
  
I'm ready for whatever might happen. If today or tomorrow they kill me, or a snake bites me, or they crush the life out of me, my kids will have money in the bank. Every day, I risk my life for my family. It's an adventure being a patero, a beautiful life––to know the road, to cross the river. If tomorrow something were to happen to me, who cares? In the end, every man suffers for the life he leads.
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