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Gringo 
Town
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The big man stepped down from the bus and 
then stood peacefully still as a sea of laborers from 
the shanty towns flowed around him and then out 
towards the town in all directions like ripples from 
a stone.  This image, the idea that a Gringo had 
ridden into town on a chicken bus, caused Juan 
Carlos’ cigarette to drop out of his mouth.  “What 
the fuck is this?”  He asked aloud.  The boy shining 
his left shoe shrugged without looking up, his hands 
furiously working the shoe leather.  All Gringos 
took charters or licensed taxis from the capital.  A 
Gringo on a chicken bus was just asking for it, even 
a big gringo.  He might have been the first Gringo 
to ride a chicken bus in a decade, since an embassy 
worker had been murdered on one.  Juan Carlos, 
the Police Chief, took two steps backwards and 
sat on a bench, all in one motion as if he had been 
pushed, leaving the boy, still not looking up, with 
both his hands extended to where Juan Carlos’ left 
shoe had been, an incredulous scowl on his face.  
Juan Carlos felt he should question the man, but, 
for the life of him, he could not think of a single 
question.  His brain had somehow been frozen. 

When the other boys saw the gigantic Gringo, 
they immediately gathered their kits and raced 
one another across the street, perhaps assuming 
a larger Gringo meant a larger wallet, and then 
surrounded him until he was only visible from the 
waist up.  He didn’t smile.  The kids, good salesmen 
as they were, kids that were often told they would 
be rich if they could sell things, any things, in 
America, advised the big man as to the horrible 
condition of his shoes, fluent in all English which 
concerned their business.  Big shoes, one boy said, 
shaking his head as if he might not have enough 
polish for such gigantic shoes.  I can clean them, 
another boy said stepping in front of the first boy 
who was still shaking his head, I know boots.  Only 
brush, no polish.  I think you walked much in those 
boots.  You walk from America?  The man finally 
smiled, but only a little and in an odd way which 
caused several of the boys to take a step backwards, 
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and then he replied in surprisingly good Spanish 
that he liked dirty shoes.  Juan Carlos heard this, 
watched the man solemnly walk away, down Calle 
Parque towards the smaller hotels, the cheap ones, 
and decided he would call the Gringo, Dirty Shoes.

Juan Carlos started another cigarette and 
pondered what he had seen.  Since coming to 
Antigua, he had only known two types of Gringos.  
There were the students, of course, that came 
in groups to study Spanish, something referred 
to as immersion.  They were mostly harmless, 
except that they had led to the creation of several 
discotecas.  And then there were the tourists, 
always complaining that they should have gone to 
Mexico, somewhere with a beach,  or about the lack 
of English spoken.  Both types of Gringo seemed 
to think Antigua was some exotic zoo and that the 
locals were animals to be photographed.  Both had 
a great deal of money, a seemingly endless supply 
of dollars - the only reason for Juan Carlos and his 
special appointment in the first place.  “The dollars 
must flow,” they had told him when they hired him 
from the army.  They had repeated themselves 
several times to make certain he understood.  
“Whatever else happens, the dollars must flow.”  
They installed four ATM machines across from 
the park and gave him the best men, armed with 
shotguns, at least two of them standing guard at all 
times.  Gringos were able to access their incredible 
supply of dollars day and night.  More than one 
Gringo had commented to Juan Carlos that the 
row of money machines and guards made them 
think of a place in America called Vegas.  “The 
dollars must flow.”

But this man, Dirty Shoes, seemed to be a third 
type of Gringo all to himself and this bothered 
Juan Carlos because he did not know what to 
think about a third type of Gringo.  He considered 
himself clever, the distinction being very important 
to him, and did not enjoy feeling confused, as if his 
status as intelligent was a tenuous thing that could 
be revoked at any moment.  So, he began to ask 
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questions from the people that worked at those 
hotels, the hotels in the direction that Dirty Shoes 
had gone.  Dirty Shoes was not a hard man to 
describe, or track for that matter, and Juan Carlos 
soon learned that he had rented a room at Casa 
Cristina, paying for several months in advance, 
the room on the third floor with the grand view 
of the volcano.  Upon hearing this, Juan Carlos 
smiled.  He knew that El Gallo Loco, the demon 
rooster that lived on that side of town, would be 
tormenting him with its cries each morning.  No 
matter how long one lived in Antigua, one never 
became accustom to that lunatic rooster.  Clearly 
nobody really wanted him, the rooster, around 
anymore, but nobody knew exactly where it was 
or who owned it.  Perhaps the rooster sensed it 
was not popular with the people and instinctively 
stayed hidden to avoid being murdered.  Who 
knows?  Some even said it was a ghost.   

Juan Carlos, clever as he insisted he was, began 
drinking his afternoon whiskey in the corner 
bar across from Casa Cristina and, indeed, soon 
enough, Dirty Shoes walked right in and sat down 
next to him, making Juan Carlos very pleased with 
himself.  He said his name was William, that he 
was from a small town in the Texas and an artist, 
although he had not been painting for long.  He had 
started less than a year ago and then had entered 
some of his paintings into a local contest where 
they had been graded as horrible and not even 
allowed to be included in the show.  He had left 
town the following week and come to Antigua, to 
paint.  Before becoming a painter, he had worked at 
a plant and that is what he appeared to be to Juan 
Carlos - a man who had worked with his hands for 
a living and been a smelly mess most of the time, 
not an artist.  He also looked more than forty, but 
had an obvious immaturity about him that made 
Juan Carlos think less of him, think that he was not 
a strong man, regardless of his size.  He felt less 
worried about this third type of gringo after that.  

“You like our rooster?”  Juan Carlos asked Dirty 

Shoes, joking with him.
“That is the loudest animal I have ever heard in 

my life.”
“Many tourists have offered me cash for the head 

of that rooster.  If I ever see him, I may finally kill 
him, make myself a crazy-rooster soup.  I am tired 
of the complaints…  Have you not been around 
roosters, William?”

“I have been around roosters all my life.  But I 
have never heard anything like that.  How can such 
a small animal cry so loud?”

“It is a Latino rooster,” Juan Carlos said.  Dirty 
Shoes nodded as if this explained everything.

Dirty Shoes hired a guide to help him master 
Spanish and learn the town.  But instead of going 
to the American-owned schools, which had many 
educated, professional-type women, he found 
a poor, indigenous man named Jose, a man that 
was considered a drunk and a loser among his 
own people.  And Jose could not speak a word of 
English or even read or write in his own language.  
But Juan Carlos thought Jose was not such a bad 
choice, agreeing with others that said he knew the 
town better than anyone.  It seemed reasonable 
for a Gringo to want such a wretched servant to 
show him around, buy his groceries, take verbal 
abuse when he, the master, was in a bad mood.  
But when Juan Carlos saw that Jose and Dirty 
Shoes became close, actual friends, he became 
worried again, worried for a reason he could not 
explain to himself.  And then many other locals 
quickly became friends with Dirty Shoes as well, as 
if Dirty Shoes was Guatemaltecan, which he most 
certainly was not.  

The woman who managed the only brothel, 
who had been raped before having ten years, who 
had been sent to the orphanage by her mother 
soon after, who had had her first husband sell 
her into prostitution before she hired someone 
to kill him, told Juan Carlos, “He is a sad little boy 
in the body of a giant man.”  When she told him 
this, Juan Carlos sensed her deep compassion for 
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Dirty Shoes, and he thought he understood it.  The 
affection Latinas have for men is not very deep at 
all, a convenience mostly.  But their love for their 
little boys is something else, something infinite.  
He suspected that Dirty Shoes was this woman’s 
sad little boy.  Maybe she had lost one once.  He 
was told by his network of informants that the pair 
would sleep together often, but that there was 
never sex exchanged, only secrets.

Dirty Shoes had stopped speaking English the 
moment he had stepped down off the chicken bus 
and passed through the arch, the lone structure 
to survive the earthquakes, entering Antigua.  The 
tourists, arriving in charter busses, reminding Juan 
Carlos of the world-war-two movies he had seen, 
would quickly approach Dirty Shoes, him looking 
like an ally and a man that obviously knew Antigua 
well, evident by the reverent way the locals saluted 
him and the shoe shine boys chased after him, not 
for a quick buck but for his company.  But he would 
have nothing to do with tourists, responding in 
Spanish that he no entieno ingles.   Ni una palabra.  
Indeed Dirty Shoes went to great lengths to avoid 
his fellow Americans and Juan Carlos could see 
his face become twisted with torment whenever 
English was spoken near him, as if something 
horrible that had been chasing him had caught 
him.  It was his first hint that something was boiling 
deep within Dirty Shoes.  And then an American 
businessman walked into Dirty Shoes’ favorite cafe, 
a quiet place on the edge of town that few tourists 
found.  They said the man was shouting into a cell 
phone and shouting at the young waiter at the 
same time, for what Juan Carlos was never told.  
Dirty Shoes slapped him three times across the 
face, loosening two of his teeth, and then stomped 
on his phone like it was a scorpion. 

Juan Carlos took pride in the fact that he had 
been hired by the President himself, hired to put a 
stop to locals robbing and beating Gringos.  And he 
was a man famous for the fact that he got his job 
done,... regardless.  But he became confused and 

more than struggled with the question of what to 
do with Gringos beating on other Gringos.  It had 
never been discussed.  Nevertheless, something 
had to be done.  He found Dirty Shoes in his room 
the next morning, working on a painting of a girl that 
he recognized as a waitress.  Juan Carlos was so 
struck by the intensity of the image, he forgot why 
he was there for a moment.  Somebody’s suffering 
was screaming at him from that canvas.  The girl’s?  
Dirty Shoes’?  He didn’t know.  Somebody’s.  He 
had heard a drunken painter say once before that 
an artist that had not suffered was like a pill without 
medicine in it.  If you get any benefit from it, it is 
most likely just an accident.  Juan Carlos had not 
understood this thing until that moment.

“You can’t beat tourists, William.”
Dirty Shoes remained quiet, seemingly absorbed 

in his work.
“They will leave and take their dollars with them 

and the town will suffer, suffer like before.  You 
don’t want your friends to suffer like that.  Do you?”

“What about the ones that really need it?”  
“One beaten tourist with the internet is like a 

hundred.  This is my life, William.  My whole life.  
I have a family.  I am responsible.  What you did 
yesterday pushed me backwards.”

“Can we not have one place without that type 
of idiot?  A man that tries to eat a sandwich while 
talking into a telephone?  Not one place for me?”

“And just who the hell are you, William?  That you 
get to have a place all to yourself?  Who cares what 
you want?”

“You should pass a law that they cannot talk on 
their phones in restaurants, the way people cannot 
smoke.  The way the rest of the culture is preserved.  
It does not make sense that the buildings must 
maintain the culture but tourists may do as they 
please.  Dignity is dignity.  If it is preserved by not 
building modern, ugly apartments, then it is also 
preserved by not allowing modern, ugly behavior.”

“Why are you trying to have a debate with me, 
William?  There is no debate to have.  There is 
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no sense to make.  There is no reason they 
are rich and we are poor.  Is there?  But if we 
get some of their dollars, we can feed our kids 
and maybe send them to school.  Let them do 
what they want.  Let them act like fools.  Their 
dollars might save our children from misery.  It 
is a good trade.”  Juan Carlos had become a bit 
emotional despite himself.  He did not want to 
reason with Dirty Shoes, or anyone else for that 
matter, certainly not about maintaining dignity.  
You can win all the arguments you want.  In the 
end, there must be food.  Dirty Shoes seemed 
surprised by his passion.

“I understand you, Juan Carlos.  I like you.”
That was all he said.  Juan Carlos had though 

that that was the end of the matter.
Juan Carlos began to drink with Dirty Shoes 

often and began to understand that some 
sort of spell had been cast upon him.  At first, 
he assumed it was the faces of the women 
that were haunting him, since that was all he 
painted.  And while he did not see what the 
fuss was all about, he enjoyed listening to Dirty 
Shoes explain the complexity of the color, the 
earthy brown tones with a tint of red that most 
described as kissed by the sun but Dirty Shoes 
said was the hue of glowing red lava.  Dirty Shoes 
would go on and on about the steep curves and 
the thrusting bone structure of the women’s 
faces.  He said the Mayan face was some 
absurd form of aerodynamic evolution.  Soon 
enough, the women of Antigua were posing in 
the park, in-profile, as if they had collectively 
lost their minds, as if they had come to believe 
Dirty Shoes, that they were indeed beautiful, 
beautiful like no other women on the planet.  
Dirty Shoes searched the town for women that 
had this shape, these sloping, glowing qualities, 
exaggerated in themselves. And then he painted 
them.  Never nude.  When they asked how 
much he would pay, he told them, whatever you 
want.  His money was soon gone. 

One night, after half a bottle of whiskey, Dirty 
Shoes told Juan Carlos that before coming to 
Antigua, he could have counted the number of 
days he had truly been happy on the fingers of one 
hand.  He told him that he had made more friends 
inside a few months than he had made in forty 
years in America.  Juan Carlos believed him.  And 
then, perhaps inspired by Dirty Shoes’ candidness 
and the idea of sharing his own secrets, Juan 
Carlos, slurring his words, told Dirty Shoes that he 
had tortured men before.  He put one of his palms 
flat on the bar.  “A hammer on a hand,” he told 
Dirty Shoes.  And then he took his other hand and 
pounded the first hand.  “Whack!”  Juan Carlos then 
looked at Dirty Shoes and was surprised that he did 
not appear to be startled at such a confession, that 
he had destroyed the hands of men with a hammer.  
Dirty Shoes, seemingly unimpressed, took another 
sip of whiskey.  

“They would scream so loud!”  Juan Carlos added, 
needing some sort of reaction from Dirty Shoes.

“That is one type of torture,” Dirty Shoes 
conceded.  “But there is another.  The type 
that sneaks up on you day-by-day, over years, 
eventually engulfing you completely, but so quietly 
that you do not even know you are being tortured.  
It is far worse.  It is horrific.  And usually there is no 
screaming.”

Dirty Shoes had surprised Juan Carlos - that he 
had bested him in a tough-talking contest, and 
once again he became confused on the subject of 
the third type of Gringo.  He awkwardly excused 
himself, stumbled home and passed out in the 
bed without undressing.  He had nightmares of 
being tortured in the manner that Dirty Shoes had 
described.   

Then Dirty Shoes found a girl in the park on a late 
afternoon, a girl from one of the better zones of 
the capital, not a poor girl.  Her face danced in the 
twilight like it was a reflection in a pool of water.  
Even Juan Carlos, who often told Dirty Shoes a 
face is a face here, was struck by the beauty and 
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uniqueness of this face.  Dirty Shoes dropped to 
his knees and begged her to let him paint her face.  
She declined and Dirty Shoes chased her through 
the entire town, all the way back to the market and 
the busses returning to the capitol, where she was 
from.  Had he not tripped and fell, he would surely 
have followed her all the way back to her house.  
It was quite the spectacle, that gigantic monster 
chasing that petite beauty, and all the town talked 
about for days.  A woman had been hounded 
through the streets of the town.  Had Dirty Shoes 
been a local, Juan Carlos would have locked him 
up for a week.  It was not good for Gringo women 
to see another woman, any other woman, being 
chased about it such a manner.  But he shrugged 
this off without much worry.  He knew he should 
have done something, but the woman’s face had 
indeed been stunning.  Dirty Shoes had had a 
point.  After several more trips to his room and 
looking at his work further, Juan Carlos came to 
the conclusion that it was actually the smiles of the 
indigenous people that was inspiring Dirty Shoes 
to paint.  Sunrisas.  They were a group of people 
that struggled to feed themselves most days, that 
suffered as much as was possible in one lifetime, and 
yet never lost their brilliant smiles.  Dirty Shoes said 
the smiles of those poverty-stricken Mayans were 
so ferocious that they rivaled the sun in intensity.  
This dynamic, this ability to smile regardless of the 
circumstances, seemed to be Dirty Shoes’ new 
life’s work.  But he never said so directly. 

The next week a few hippie gringos arrived and 
wandered around town.  Juan Carlos did not 
approve of Gringos without money.  It seemed 
illogical to him.  It did not make sense for poor 
foreigners to come to Antigua to be poor, bringing 
sand to the beach so to speak.  Those skinny kids 
started playing American folk music in the park, 
Bob Dylan they said, and Dirty Shoes, possibly still 
mourning not being able to paint the most beautiful 
woman he had ever seen,  beat them both with his 
fists and smashed their guitars into fire wood.  No 

English, they said he screamed at them.  No English!  
Juan Carlos was furious with him and arrested him 
within an hour of the incident, without saying one 
word to him.  Dirty Shoes remained silent too, 
perhaps ashamed of himself and his inability to 
control himself.  In his mind, Juan Carlos knew it 
was time to do something definitive.  Dirty Shoes 
was a man walking down the street with his fists 
clenched.  Nobody was going to unclench his fists 
or turn him around.  This was something Juan 
Carlos knew about.  He had been a specialist on 
this type of man in the army, the type of man that 
tried to start revolutions.  There was no solution to 
these type of men except to put them in jail forever 
or kill them.  And he had done both.  But he was 
not sure if he needed permission to do these things 
to a Gringo and where exactly he would ask for that 
permission.  Surely it was a very complicated thing.

Dirty Shoes did not like being locked up one bit, 
shoving himself into the corner of the holding cell 
with his arms wrapped tightly around his body as if 
he were freezing, but it was warm, not cold.  Juan 
Carlos did not know what to think, what to do.  So 
he let him rot there.  None of his visitors that first 
day seemed to be able to soothe his spirit.  It was 
not until the woman who ran the brothel came in, 
that Dirty Shoes returned from hell.  She looked 
into Dirty Shoes’ swollen, sad face and started to 
cry herself.  She reached through the bars and put 
her hands tightly on his cheeks, one on each side.  
You are not alone, she said.  She kept repeating 
it.  You are not alone.  You have a family now and 
you will never be alone again.  Te quiero mucho.  
Te quiero mucho, mucho.  This continued for an 
hour, her telling him that he was not alone and that 
she loved him.  Juan Carlos heard him call her by 
name, Karina, a name he assumed was her true 
name, a name even he did not know, a name he 
was sure was only disclosed to Dirty Shoes inside 
the darkness of his tiny, third-floor room while they 
lay in bed together, in the still time just before the 
rooster sounded its demon cries.  Dime un secreto, 
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he imagined him telling her.  Karina...  Me llamo 
Karina.  Then she left and Dirty Shoes stood in 
the sunshine that entered his cell from the high-
posted window, apparently with renewed strength.  
Juan Carlos wanted to know what type of voodoo 
that had been that had told a desperate man the 
exact thing he needed to hear to heal his wounds.  
He wondered how much suffering a person had to 
endure before they could possess those abilities.  
After this, Juan Carlos let him go.  He thought the 
man had surely learned his lesson this time.  Te 
quiero mucho, she had told him.  Juan Carlos had 
believed her.

Juan Carlos did not hear a word about Dirty 
Shoes for weeks, making it a point to stay away 
from his side of town.  He did not want to drink 
with him any more.  He did not want him to think 
everything had been repaired between them.  He 
did not want to fill out any more embassy reports 
for beaten American nationals.  But when he heard 
the girl with no arms had been humiliated by a 
group of American students, brought to tears with 
jokes that were sexual in nature, he immediately 
left to find Dirty Shoes before he tore the town 
apart like a gorilla.  Surely the treatment must have 
been horrible to bring a girl without arms to tears, 
but it was not a crime.  Juan Carlos, confronted 
with the town’s fury, insisted he would have dealt 
with a crime.  He would not allow Americans to 
do anything they wanted.  But the girl had asked 
the boys for money.  Perhaps the boys had been 
confused or drunk.  What did they expect him to 
do?  Shoot them?  Put them in jail for telling bad 
jokes?  If there had been a crime, he would have 
done something to those boys.  When he could not 
find Dirty Shoes, he had the boys followed by two 
of his men.  He was certain Dirty Shoes was wanting 
to beat them and stomp on whatever pieces of 
them had offended his good friend, the girl with no 
arms.  He did not have to wait long.  That night the 
disco was struck by two flaming fire cocktails with 
the boys and another dozen Americans inside.  

The building burned to the ground in a few hours.  
If it had not been for luck, Juan Carlos would have 
had to explain dead American kids for the rest of 
eternity.  He would have been destroyed along with 
the town.  A town like Antigua does not recover 
from dead American kids in the street.    

Juan Carlos had no idea what to do with Dirty 
Shoes.  He did not want to arrest him for defending 
the honor of a local girl, a young, indigenous girl 
without arms, against Gringos.  More importantly, 
he knew his bosses in the capital would prefer he 
hung himself rather than to make them endure 
such a thing, potentially start another much bigger 
fire.  The troubles with the indigenous people, 
which Juan Carlos had handled for them in the 
army, were just beginning to be forgotten.  Such a 
thing would not be wise in that it might open those 
wounds.  He knew all this without thinking about it 
too much.  He either had to kill Dirty Shoes or let 
him continue to do as he pleased, which would in-
turn eventually destroy everything else.  After a day 
lost in deep thought, he went to the church on the 
matter.  The priest understood the dire situation 
he was inside, and agreed that he could not kill a 
Gringo, even one as illogical as Dirty Shoes. 

The father lit a cigarette and with the flash of 
light Juan Carlos could see the deep wrinkles on 
his neck.  “This gringo?  He is clearly loco.”

“Clearly.”
“Then he belongs in the sanatorium.”
The father offered him a cigarette at this and he 

accepted, his hand a bit unsteady.  The sanatorium 
was a place on the other side of murder.  Juan 
Carlos understood this.  But there was much 
less paperwork involved,…none actually.  He 
immediately realized the simplicity of the solution, 
but the father must have sensed his hesitance.  “He 
is not Guatemaltecan, Juan Carlos.  Remember 
that.  He may believe he is, but he is not.  The man 
is a Gringo.  It is not a sin for you to save your family 
from an outsider that is threatening to destroy the 
entire town.  If you believe he is crazy, then he 
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belongs in the sanatorium.  It is a simple matter.”
They found Dirty Shoes that night.  Maybe he 

was crazy.  Maybe he was not.  But he could not 
be allowed to continue on his path of destruction 
and he must have known this too.  He stood his 
ground in the shadows, his shirt splattered with 
fresh paint from some intense work of art that he 
must have been finishing in his room.  He seemed 
ready to be punished and did not object when they 
approached him.  But however calm he was, Juan 
Carlos knew he could not have been prepared for 
what was waiting for him.  How could anyone be 
prepared for such a thing?  The sanatorium was not 
a place from where he was ever going to emerge 
from again.  It was a place for him to lose whatever 
final threads were holding him together and for him 
to be forgotten for all time.  The day Juan Carlos 
helped process Dirty Shoes into the sanatorium 
and then looked into his face at the moment he 
realized where he was, when he first heard the wild 
laughter and the horrid screams, when he saw that 
Dirty Shoes realized what his future would be, Juan 
Carlos knew he would have nightmares for the 
remainder of his own life.   

Juan Carlos would never go to see him.  But he 
heard whispers that he stayed in the corner of his 
cell and refused to speak, eat or move.  He imagined 
it was similar to the behavior he had witnessed in 
the holding cell.  He assumed he had visitors, but he 
never asked about them.  He wanted to forget.  Then 
somebody found the rooster, moved it to the other 
side of town, near the sanatorium, and then lost it 
again.  Or maybe the rooster moved itself.  Who 
knows what is in the heart of such bizarre animals?  
Regardless, the rooster would then torment the 
other side of town, including Juan Carlos, for the 
rest of its days.  Soon after, he received a note from 
the director of the sanatorium saying that Dirty 
Shoes wanted his paints.  He agreed to this.  He 
sent a man that very afternoon to return Dirty 
Shoes’ canvases and paints to him.  He was able to 
sleep better for a few nights after that, at least until 

three, when the rooster started up. 
Jose was killed on a Sunday afternoon.  Everyone 

knew when he was going to go after his friend.  He 
had been telling everyone for several weeks that 
he would rescue Dirty Shoes and then escape onto 
the volcano with him.  Of course, Juan Carlos knew 
Jose was going to keep his appointment and that 
he would be forced to kill him.  What else did the 
man have to offer but his loyalty?  

Juan Carlos was not a spiritual man, but when 
Jose appeared on the hill, in the shadow of the 
volcano, an ancient pistol drawn against a small 
army, he asked God to please turn away and then 
he gave the order.  That final image of Jose made 
Juan Carlos think of a meteor, some rock of nothing 
that travels for ages through space, but then, at the 
end, at the last little bit of time, bursts into flames, 
alive at last for the last little bit. 

He was sure Dirty Shoes had heard the gunshots 
and knew his friend was killed.  He might have gone 
to talk to him, but he was not well and worried the 
sanatorium might take him too.  Besides, after 
weeks inside, he doubted he would even recognize 
Dirty Shoes.  He had killed a dozen men with his 
own hands, but watching Jose crawl with his last 
breath destroyed a great big piece of Juan Carlos, 
a piece he did not even realize was there.  When it 
was gone, he mourned it.  He wanted it back.  

Dirty Shoes died within the year, from pneumonia.  
The few dozen paintings of the Mayan girls and 
women that he had completed in this short time 
were so powerful that they immediately brought 
tears to anyone’s eyes that dared look upon them, 
Juan Carlos included.  He stood in the middle of 
Dirty Shoes’ cell and viewed them soon after his 
body was removed, listening to the screams of the 
lunatics, screams that must have tortured Dirty 
Shoes each day, echoing inside his cell and inside 
his mind as he painted.  His paintings drove a knife 
into Juan Carlos’ chest.  They gashed him open 
and he bled out onto the hard stone floor.  He 
dropped to his knees and cried, but knew better 
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than to ask for forgiveness because he would have 
done it all again.  It had had to be done.  He gave 
them, the paintings, to the town gallery and the 
moment they put a few of them in their window, 
within a day at least, there were so many Gringos in 
front of that window that it threatened to destroy 
the economy on the other side of town.  They 
immediately realized what they had and then they, 
the director of the sanitarium, Juan Carlos and the 
gallery owner, took an afternoon to decide the real 
price of the work and who would get what percent. 

However, before sunrise the next morning, a few 
hundred locals had assembled outside the gallery 
and effectively stopped the sale of any more 
paintings.  While Juan Carlos had heard this type of 
thing is very common in America, Antigua is inside a 
third-world country and he had never heard of any 
such protests in a third-world country that did not 
boil down to food and water.  They are paintings, 
he yelled at them.  Stupid paintings.  But they 
would not budge.  It was then that Karina stepped 
in front of them and he quickly understood that 
she was their leader and, looking at her face, that 
he was never going to beat her.  Her face was the 
most dangerous thing he had ever seen.  He had 
killed her sad little boy.  So, he gave them what they 
wanted.  Dirty Shoes’ paintings were given to the 
town and they would never be for sale.  He even 
had to chase down the few that had been sold and 

confiscate them from Gringos that did not want to 
let them go, a humiliation he paid as penance for 
what he had done to the genius that had created 
them.

This turned out to be a grand stroke of good luck, 
for which Juan Carlos would be given the credit.  
Dirty Shoes’ paintings were an economic boom 
like no other.  People came from everywhere to 
see the paintings that evoked such emotion from 
whoever dared look upon them.  And not just 
Gringos, South Americans and Spaniards filled 
Antigua’s stone streets and hotels to capacity and 
then beyond.  The town had to install two more 
ATM machines.  Much of his work was eventually 
transferred to the capital and even loaned to other 
latin capitals:  Mexico City, Lima, Caracas.  But 
the masterpieces, the ones he had done in the 
sanatorium, remained in the Gallery of Antigua, 
and there they will be for eternity, or until the next 
earthquake.  Juan Carlos is there every day.  He 
listens to the Gringos who, in a bizarre fashion, 
ask questions out-loud to nobody in particular, in 
disbelief at what they are seeing, crying softly to 
themselves as they feel the fingers of Dirty Shoes’ 
pain wrap around their throats.  And when they 
ask God, or whoever, how it is possible that a man 
was able to inject such passion and pain and love 
into a painting, Juan Carlos always answers them.  
“Because he was a Latino rooster.” ¤
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“Who knows?  
Some even said it 
was a ghost.”  


