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I.

Vargas is a man you would recognize even if you had never met him, because the white suit gives him away before his face does. Fifty-three years old, silver starting to win the argument at his temples, standing in the Plaza de los Mariachis like a man waiting for a bus that stopped running years ago.

The plaza does not look like much anymore. The gutters hold more trash than they used to, and nobody has bothered to sweep it into anything resembling a pile. A woman sells pills off a plastic chair near the corner, and nobody stops her, because there is nobody left with the energy to mind. The bars that used to spill music into the street are mostly boarded now, or half-boarded, the kind of boarded that says the owner has not decided whether to give up completely.

Vargas has been standing here since four in the afternoon. He is not looking for a fight, and he is not looking for trouble. Busco trabajo, he would say if anyone asked, though nobody asks anymore. He is looking for someone, anyone, willing to pay him to sing.

Above him, carved into stone that has gone soft and gray with age, stands a statue of a mariachi, guitarrón slung across his back like it weighs nothing. Beneath the statue is a shrine to San Judas Tadeo, patron saint of lost causes, candles burned down to puddles of wax that nobody replaces anymore. Vargas has never been a religious man, not really, but he touches the base of that shrine every day out of a habit he can no longer explain and would not try to. Por si acaso, he tells himself. Just in case.

He hears the car before he sees it. An old sedan, engine running rough, pulling along the edge of the plaza the way people do when they are trying to get rid of something without looking at it too long.

The door opens. A boy climbs out, maybe fourteen, maybe fifteen, dragging an instrument case that is too big for his arm and too heavy for his frame. He does not get a chance to say anything, does not get a chance to turn around, before the car pulls away and leaves him standing there in the settling dust with nothing but the case and the plaza and the sound of the city behind him.

Vargas watches the boy from across the square, and something in his chest folds in on itself, quiet, the way old paper folds instead of tears. Ahí vas tú, he thinks. There you go.

He has seen this before. He has been this before.

Vargas does not remember deciding to remember. It happens the way it happens now, in his fifties, old rooms pulling their doors open without bothering to knock first.

II.

You are fifteen, and you do not know a single cara in this plaza.

The man who drove you here did not wait for you to turn around before he pulled away, and you understood, somewhere underneath the fear, that this was the point. Your father had told you as much — "Así se hacen los hombres," he said, this is how men are made — and his father had told him the same thing, once, in this same square, probably standing on this same stretch of stone.

The case in your hand holds your abuelo's violin, and it is the only thing in the world that belongs to you.

The plaza back then is not the plaza Vargas remembers standing in years later, quiet and half-swept and forgotten. Back then it is full. Ten, twelve men to a group, suits sharp and pressed, sombreros angled just right, every one of them waiting the same way you are waiting, except they know how to wait and you do not.

El viejo, an old man with a mustache gone entirely white, walks the edge of the groups like he owns the plaza, because in a way, he does. He is the kind of man who does not raise his voice, because he has never needed to. If you are good, he pays you. If you are not, he says nothing at all. He simply finds a piece of queso from somewhere and tucks it into the pocket of your jacket, and by the time you find it, you already know what it means, and so does everyone else who sees you carrying it home. Le pusieron el queso. They gave him the cheese. It is the plaza's cruelest kind of sentence, and everyone understands it without a single word spoken.

You do not know this yet. You only know that nobody has looked at you since you arrived, and the case in your hand is getting heavier by the minute, and somewhere behind you, a trumpet cuts through the air so clean it makes your ribs hurt. Alguien toca bonito, you think. Somebody plays beautifully. You wonder if you will ever play that way, or if you will simply be a boy standing in a plaza holding his grandfather's violin like a question nobody wants to answer.

You open the case anyway. Because your grandfather did. Because your father did. Because there is nothing else to do with a boy who has been left in a plaza except wait and see qué tiene — what he's made of.

III.

Three weeks pass before anyone lets you play a full song.

Before that, you carry cases. You fetch water. You stand at the edge of groups that do not invite you closer, and you learn the plaza's names the way a new dog learns a house — by accident, by staying out of the way, by getting kicked once or twice before you understand where the walls are. El Chapo Reyes, not the other one, the trumpet player with the gold tooth. Los Hermanos Ibarra, who never speak to anyone but each other. El viejo, who everyone calls jefe to his face and something else behind his back.

You sleep some nights at your tío's house across the city, when he remembers to leave the door open. Other nights you sleep in the plaza itself, curled against the base of the shrine, your abuelo's violin held against your chest like it might get cold without you. San Judas watches over lost causes, your grandfather used to say, half-joking, and you did not understand the joke until you were the lost cause sleeping at his feet.

The day everything changes starts like every other day. Hot, the kind of hot that makes the stone plaza shimmer by ten in the morning. El Chapo Reyes' group is short a violin — the boy who usually plays has gone to Tijuana for a wedding, or a funeral, nobody is quite sure which, and nobody much cares, because a gap is a gap and someone has to fill it.

"Tú," el jefe says, pointing at you without looking at you directly, the way a man points at a tool he is deciding whether to trust. "Sabes tocar 'Cielito Lindo'?"

Do you know how to play it. Every violin player in Mexico knows how to play it. Your grandfather taught it to you before you could tie your own shoes, humming the melody into your ear at night until it became something closer to a heartbeat than a song.

"Sí," you say, and your voice comes out smaller than you meant it to.

You do not remember walking to your spot in the group. You remember your hands finding the strings the way hands find things they have touched a thousand times, muscle before memory, memory before thought. You remember El Chapo Reyes' trumpet coming in late, testing you, seeing if the new boy will lose his place. You do not lose your place.

Something happens in the second verse that you will spend years trying to explain to people who were not there. The sound stops being separate — your violin, the trumpet, the guitarrón thumping underneath all of it like a second heart — and becomes one thing, moving the way water moves, without asking permission from the ground it crosses.

A few feet away, another group has stopped playing. Los Hermanos Ibarra, who never speak to anyone, are standing with their instruments lowered, listening. One of the brothers says something to the other, too quiet for you to hear, but you see the older one nod, slow, like a man agreeing to something he did not expect to agree to.

Se paró a escuchar. He stopped to listen. That is what the plaza says about a player worth hearing — not that he is good, not that he is skilled, but that he stopped a stranger mid-note and made him listen. It is the only currency that matters here, and for one afternoon, under a sun hot enough to bend the air, you have earned some.

El jefe does not smile. El jefe never smiles. But he does not reach into his pocket for a piece of cheese either, and by the end of that day, you understand that this — the absence of the queso, the small silence where punishment usually lives — is the closest thing to praise the plaza has to offer a boy like you.

That night you sleep at the base of the shrine again, but it feels different. Menos solo. Less alone. You do not yet know that this feeling will visit you fewer and fewer times as the years pass, that plazas like this one are already starting to empty in ways nobody in 1988 has noticed yet. You only know that tonight, for the first time since the car pulled away and left you standing in the dust, you played something, and someone stopped to listen, and for now, that is enough.

IV.

Almost forty years sit between that afternoon and this one, and Vargas has spent most of them right here, watching the space between shrink.

The groups went from twelve to ten, and nobody noticed. From ten to eight, and a few people noticed but said nothing. From eight to five or six, and everyone noticed, because by then there was no one left to fill the empty spots even if a man wanted to. People carry memory sticks now, little speakers that fit in a shirt pocket, and a memory stick does not ask to be paid, does not need a place to sleep, does not require a plaza at all. El género se está muriendo, Vargas has said more than once, to no one in particular. The genre is dying. He has said it so many times that it no longer feels like a sentence so much as a fact of weather.

But he is not thinking about any of that now. He is thinking about the boy standing near the shrine, exactly where the car left him hours ago, still holding that case like letting go of it might make the abandonment official.

The afternoon turns into evening. The evening turns, the way it always does on nights like this one, into something electric. Tonight Mexico plays Korea, and somewhere in the city a whole country is getting ready to either celebrate or mourn, and the plaza — half-dead, half-forgotten — is about to remember, for a few hours, exactly what it was built for.

V.

The night Mexico beats Korea, Guadalajara does not sleep, and neither does the plaza.

I feel it before I see it — the city changes texture on nights like this, the air gets thicker with noise, and somewhere underneath the noise you can hear the particular sound of a country remembering itself. Ya ganamos, someone keeps shouting, over and over, like saying it enough times will make it truer. By the time the final whistle blows, the streets are already full. Men climb onto the tops of trash trucks like they were built for standing on. Somebody is breathing fire near the corner, and nobody thinks to ask why or how, because tonight the rules are different. A boy no older than ten runs past me waving a flag twice his size, screaming ¡Viva México! into the night like it is the only sentence he knows.

I am not thinking about the plaza yet. I am thinking about my feet, and the walk ahead of me, and how a man my age has no business being swept along by a crowd this large. But the crowd does not care what business I have. It carries me the way a current carries a man who has stopped fighting it, past the barricades, past the corner store with its metal shutter half down, toward the plaza, because that is where a crowd like this has always gone, even now, even with the plaza half of what it used to be.

By the time I reach it, la comunión has already started.

People are paying. That is the first thing I notice, the thing that stops me at the edge of the square like a man walking into water colder than he expected. People are paying for music again. Cabracha Garcia has three groups of strangers around him, all of them singing along to something they half remember from their fathers' radios, and he is grinning the grin of a man who has just been reminded why he never quit.

Someone hands me a guitar that is not mine. I do not ask whose it is. There is a woman crying two feet away, mascara down to her jaw, telling the man next to her, esta es mi canción, la de mi boda — this is my song, from my wedding — would somebody please play it again.

So I play it again.

I do not remember deciding to sing. It happens the way it always happened, back when I was young enough that singing and breathing were not two separate things. My voice goes up over the crowd, and for a moment — just a moment, the kind that does not last but also somehow never fully leaves you — I am not a man standing in a half-dead plaza waiting for scraps. Soy joven otra vez. I am seventeen. I am thirty. I am every age I have ever been, all at once, because the plaza has a way of doing that to a person, on the nights it remembers what it is for.

It is somewhere in the middle of the second song that I see him.

The boy. Still standing near the shrine, exactly where the car left him hours ago, like he has not moved, like moving might mean admitting nobody is coming back for him. He is watching me the way I once watched the old men — mirándome como se mira a un santo, like a man looks at a saint, trying to memorize something he is afraid he will never see again.

I finish the song. The crowd does not care that I have stopped paying attention to them; there are other mariachis, other songs, the night has more than enough music to go around. But I am already walking, past Cabracha Garcia, past the tequila and the flags and the fire, toward the shrine, toward the boy who has been waiting all night for someone — alguien, quien sea — to notice he is still there.

VI.

I cross the plaza slower than I mean to. Maybe some part of me is still deciding what to say, even though I have had almost forty years to prepare for this exact walk and never once thought to use them that way.

The boy sees me coming before I reach him. He straightens up the way you straighten when you are trying to look like you have not been standing in one place for six hours, like you have not been crying, like a stranger in a white suit walking toward you is not the most significant thing that has happened to you all night. Se hace el fuerte, I think. He is making himself strong. I remember doing the same thing, in this same spot, for a man whose face I can no longer fully recall but whose silence I have never forgotten.

"¿Cómo te llamas?" I ask him. What is your name.

"Emilio," he says, and it comes out smaller than he means it to, the way mine did, all those years ago, answering el jefe about a song I already knew by heart.

I look down at the case in his hands. Too big for his arm. Too heavy for his frame. Some things about this plaza, it seems, do not change no matter how empty the bars get around it.

"¿Qué traes ahí?" I ask. What do you have in there.

He opens it before I finish asking, like he has been waiting all night for someone to want to know. A trumpet, dented along one side, clearly older than he is, clearly loved by someone before him. "Era de mi papá," he tells me. It was my father's.

I do not ask where his father is now. Some questions a boy answers with his eyes instead of his mouth, and Emilio's eyes have already answered it twice since I started talking to him.

Behind us, the plaza is still alive with the last of the night — Cabracha Garcia has found a fourth crowd somewhere, and a group of women near the fountain are singing something slow and a little off-key, the kind of off-key that only happens when people are singing because they mean it, not because they are good at it. San Judas watches all of it from his corner, wax pooling at his feet, patron saint of exactly this — of things that should have died a long time ago and have not quite managed it yet.

I think about el jefe. I think about the queso he never had to put in my pocket, and the years it took me to understand that his silence had been its own kind of gift. I think about how a tradition can be cruel and still be love, the way a father can be hard on a son because softness never taught anyone to survive a plaza like this one.

Then I think about Emilio, standing here at fifteen with a dead man's trumpet and no one in the world telling him what note to play first.

"Ven," I say. Come.

He follows me toward the middle of the plaza, where the noise is thickest, where three groups have half-merged into something looser and louder than any single group could be on its own. I do not test him the way I was tested. I do not stand back and wait to see if he sinks. Instead I put a hand on his shoulder, light, the way I wish someone had done for me, and I say the only true thing I have to offer a boy in his position.

"Tócala como si fuera la última vez." Play it like it's the last time.

Because for this plaza, most nights, it very well might be.

Emilio lifts the trumpet to his lips. His hands are shaking, but they know where to go, the way hands do when a father has spent years pressing them into the right shape without either of them fully realizing it was a lesson. The first note comes out thin, unsure, searching for the group's key. The second note finds it.

Nobody stops to listen — not the way they stopped for me, back in 1988, back when the plaza still had that kind of hunger in it. But nobody has to stop, not tonight. Tonight the whole plaza is already listening, is already full, is already, for a handful of hours, exactly what it used to be.

Menos solo, I think, watching him play. Less alone.

I stay beside him until the song ends, and when it does, I do not walk away. I have spent thirty-eight years since that first afternoon learning most of what this plaza has to teach, and none of it, not one single lesson, told me that a boy needed to sink completely before he could learn to swim.

San Judas can keep his lost causes. Tonight, at least, I intend to keep this one.
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