MARIACHI
By Juan Villoro

Translated by Harry Morales

“Shall we do it?” Brenda asked. 

I saw her white hair, parted into two silky sections. I adore women with white hair. Brenda is 43 but her hair has been like that since she was 20. She likes to say that her first film shoot was to blame. She was in the Sonora desert as a production assistant and had to find 400 tarantulas for a terror genius. She succeeded, but she woke up with white hair. I suppose that in her case it’s genetic. In any case, she likes to see herself as a heroine of professionalism whose hair turned white because of the tarantulas. 

On the other hand, albinos don’t arouse me. I don’t want to explain the reasons why because once I see them in print I realize they’re not reasons. I’ve already had enough with the whole horse issue. No one has seen me mount one. I’m the only mariachi star who has never sat on a horse. The reporters watched 19 video clips before they realized this. When they asked me, I said: “I don’t like transportation that shits.” Very vulgar and very stupid. They published a photo of my silver-plated BMW and my 4x4 with zebra seat-covers. The Society for the Protection of Animals was ashamed of me. Furthermore, there’s a reporter who hates me and found a photo of me in Nairobi with a high-powered rifle. I didn’t kill any lions because I’m a lousy shot. But I was there, wearing a safari outfit. They accused me of being anti-Mexican for killing animals in Africa. 

I made the statement about horses after singing until three o’clock in the morning in an arena during the San Marcos Fair. I was headed to Irapuato two hours later. Does anyone know what it feels like to be fucked up and have to leave for Irapuato at dawn? I wanted to get into a jacuzzi and stop being a mariachi. That is what I should have said, or: “I hate being a mariachi, singing with a two-kilo hat on my head in shacks without electric light while being torn apart by swallowed resentment.” Instead of saying that, I talked about horses. 

I’m called El Gallito de Jojutla because my father is from Jojutla. They called me Gallito—little rooster—but I hate to wake up early. That trip to Irapuato was killing me, together with the many other things that were killing me. 

“Do you think that I could have become a neurophysiologist looking as good as I do?” Catalina asked me one night. I told her no so that I wouldn’t have to argue. She has the mentality of a porno screenwriter: she’s aroused by fantasizing that she’s a neurophysiologist stirring up temptation in the examination room. I didn’t tell her this either, but we made love with additional passion, as if we had to satisfy three voyeurs in the room. Then I asked her to bleach her hair white. 

Since I’ve known her, Cata has had blue, pink, and cherry colored hair. “Don’t be an idiot,” she replied, “there are no white tints.” Then I knew why I like young women with white hair: they’re a rare commodity. I told Cata this and she went back to talking like a porn writer: “What’s happening is that you want to fuck your mother.” 
This remark helped me greatly. It helped me to stop seeing my psychoanalyst. The doctor and Brenda shared the same opinion. I had gone to see him because I was fed up with being a mariachi. Before I lay down on the couch I made the mistake of looking at his chair; an inflatable ring was sitting on top of it. Perhaps it helps other patients to know that their doctor has hemorrhoids. Someone who suffers intimately can help others confess their horrors. But not me. 

I only continued my therapy because the psychoanalyst was a fan. He knew all of my songs (or the songs that I sing; I haven’t composed a single one) and thought it was very interesting that I was there, with my famous voice, saying that ranchera ballads were driving me to the edge. 

During that time an article was published that compared me to a bullfighter who’d had himself psychoanalyzed in order to conquer his fear of the bull ring. It described his most terrible goring: his intestines had spilled out onto the sand of the Plaza México bullring, he’d picked them up, and was able to run to the hospital. That afternoon he was dressed in purple and gold. The psychoanalysis helped him to return to the ring with the same outfit. 

My doctor flattered me in a ridiculous manner that delighted me. My concerts could fill the entire Estadio Azteca—including the field—and with my music I could make 130,000 souls drool. As for the doctor, he drooled even without my singing. 

My mother died when I was two years old. It’s an essential piece of information for understanding why I can cry on command. Thinking about a photo of me with her is enough. I’m dressed in a sailor suit and she’s hugging me and smiling for the man who will be driving the Buick, with her in it, when it overturns. My father drank half a bottle of tequila at the ranch where they went for dinner. I don’t remember the burial, but they say that he threw himself wailing into the grave. He introduced me to ranchera music. He also gave me this photo that helps me to cry. In it my mother is smiling, in love with the man who is going to take her to a party. Outside the picture is my father, who operates the camera with blissful ignorance. 

It’s obvious that I would like to have my mother back, but furthermore I like women with white hair. I made the mistake of telling the psychoanalyst the theory that Cata extracted from the magazine Contenido: “You’re oedipal, that’s why you don’t like albinos and why you love a mother with white hair.” The doctor asked me for more details about Cata. If there is one thing I can’t disagree with her about it’s that she’s extremely attractive. The doctor became aroused and stopped praising me. I went to my last session dressed as a mariachi because I was coming from a concert in Los Angeles. He asked for my tri-colored bowtie as a gift. Is there any point in recounting the intimate details of your life with a fan? 

Catalina had also been in therapy. It helped her to “internalize her extreme attractiveness.” According to her, she could have been many things—almost all frightening—thanks to her body. Whereas, in my case, I could only have been a mariachi. I have a good voice, the face of a forsaken peasant, and the eyes of a brave man who knows how to cry. Furthermore, I’m from here. Once, I dreamed that I was asked: “Are you Mexican?” “Yes,” I said, “but I wouldn’t want to be again.” This response, which in reality would have had me killed, thrilled everyone in my dream. 

My father had me record my first album when I was 16 years old. I dropped out of school and didn’t look for another job. I had become much too successful to become an industrial designer. 

I met Catalina the same way I met my previous girlfriends: she told my agent that she was available for me. Leo told me that Cata had blue hair and I thought that maybe she could bleach it white. We started dating. I tried to convince her to bleach her hair, but she didn’t want to. Anyway, women with white hair are inimitable. 

The truth is that I’ve come across very few young women with white hair. I saw one in Paris, in the VIP lounge of the airport, but I froze like an idiot. Then there was Rosa, who was 28, had beautiful white hair and a navel with a diamond inlay that I only noticed because of the bathing suits she wore. I fell so hard for her that I didn’t care that she said “jaletin” instead of gelatin. She ignored me. She detested ranchera music and wanted a blond boyfriend. 

When a reporter asked me what was my greatest desire, I said to travel into outer space in the space shuttle Columbia. I didn’t talk about women. 

Then I met Brenda. She was born in Guadalajara but she lives in Spain. She went there to get away from the mariachis and was now returning with a vengeance. Brenda came looking for me because Chus Ferrer, a brilliant movie producer I didn’t know anything about, was in love with me and wanted me in his next film at any cost. 

Brenda and Catalina became great friends, and they discovered that they hated the same directors for ruining their lives—Brenda’s as a producer and Cata’s as an eternally aspiring character actress. 

“For her age, Brenda has a pretty figure, don’t you think?” Cata remarked. “I’ll have to check it out next time,” I replied. 

I had already noticed. Catalina thought that Brenda was old. “Pretty figure” is her way of praising a nun for being thin. 

I only like movies about spaceships and children who lose their parents. I didn’t want to meet a gay genius who was in love with a mariachi who, unfortunately, was me. I read the screenplay so that Catalina would stop pestering me. Actually, I was only handed excerpts containing those scenes in which I would appear. “Woody Allen does the same thing,” Catalina explained. “The actors find out what the movie is about in the theater. It’s like life: you only see your scenes and you miss the bigger picture.” This last idea seemed so accurate that I suspected Brenda had shared it with her. 

I suppose that Catalina was hoping to get a role. ”What are your scenes like?” she asked me repeatedly. I read them at the worst possible time. My flight to El Salvador was cancelled because of a hurricane so I had to go in a private jet. In the midst of the turbulence over Central America, the role seemed very easy. My character replied “Awesome!” to everything and allowed himself to be idolized by a gang of Catalan bikers. 

“What did you think about the kiss scene?” Catalina asked. I couldn’t remember it. She explained that I was going to “French kiss” a “really filthy biker.” It seemed like a fantastic idea to her: “You’re going to be the first mariachi without complexes; a symbol of the new Mexicans.” “The new Mexicans kiss bikers?” I asked. Cata’s eyes were inflamed: “Aren’t you sick and tired of being so typical? Chus’s movie is going to catapult you towards a different public. If you continue to be the way you are, in time you’re only going to have an audience in Central America.” 
I didn’t respond because at that moment a Formula 1 race was starting and I wanted to watch Schumacher. Schumacher’s life isn’t like Woody Allen’s screenplays: he knows where the finish line is. I was quite touched that Schumacher would donate so much money for the tsunami victims, but Cata said: “You know why he’s giving so much dough? I’m sure he’s ashamed of dipping into the tourist sex trade over there.” There are moments like this: A man like Schumacher can accelerate to 350 kilometers an hour, he can win and win and win, he can donate a fortune and nevertheless be treated this way—and in my own bed, no less. I spotted the riding whip I bring onstage to deflect the flowers my fans toss at me. I made the mistake of lifting it up and saying: “I forbid you to say that about my idol!” At that moment, Cata saw my gay and sadomasochistic potential. “Does it turn out that you have an idol now?” she said smiling, as if begging for the first lash of my whip. “I’m going straight to hell,” I said, and went down to the kitchen to prepare myself a sandwich. 

That night I dreamed that I was driving a Ferrari and running over cowboy hats and leaving them flat, flat. 

My life was being wrecked. The worst of my records, containing the ranchera compositions of the Sinaloan Alejandro Ramón, had just turned platinum and the tickets to my concerts in Bellas Artes with the Sinfónica Nacional had all sold out. My face occupied four square meters of a poster in Alameda. I couldn’t care less about all of that. I’m a star—sorry to say it again—and I have no complaints about that, but I’ve never made a decision in my life. My father chose to kill my mother, cry a lot, and turn me into a mariachi. Everything else was automatic. Women look for me through my agent. I travel on a private jet when a commercial airplane can’t take off. Turbulence. I depend on it. What would I like? To be in the stratosphere, looking at the Earth as if it were just a blue bubble in which there are no sombreros. 

This was my state of mind when Brenda called from Barcelona. I thought about her hair while she was saying: “Chus is crazy about you. He put off buying his house in Lanzarote to wait until he heard from you. He wants you to let your nails grow long like a vamp. A sissy detail that’s really a little cheap. Would being a mariachi vamp bother you? You would look cute. You also really turn me on, but I suppose that Cata has already told you.” I was very aroused that someone from Guadalajara could talk that way. I jacked off after I hung up, without having to open the Lord magazine that I keep in the bathroom. Later, while I was watching cartoons, I thought about the last part of our conversation: “I suppose that Cata has already told you.” What did she have to tell me? Why hadn’t she? 

Minutes later, Cata arrived to reiterate how well it would suit me to be an unbiased mariachi (an absolute contradiction, because to be a mariachi is to personify a national bias). I didn’t want to talk about that. Instead, I asked: “What did you talk to Brenda about?” “Everything. It’s incredible how young she looks for her age. No one would think that she’s 43.” “What does she say about me?” “I don’t think you want to know.” “I don’t care.” “She’s tried to discourage Chus from hiring you. You seem too naïve for a sophisticated role and she says that Chus has a hard on for you and she tells him not to think with his penis.” “She tells him that?” “That’s how Spaniards talk!” “Brenda is from Guadalajara!” “She’s been in Spain for years and defines herself as a fugitive from the mariachis. Maybe that’s why she doesn’t like them.” 

I paused and relayed to Cata what had just happened: “Brenda spoke to me a while ago. She said that I turn her on.” Cata responded like a stone angel: “I tell you, she’s very professional; she’d do anything for Chus.” 

I wanted to argue with her because I had just masturbated and I didn’t feel like making love. But I couldn’t think of a way to offend her while she was opening her blouse. When she lowered my pants I thought about Schumacher, a kilometer killer. I swear on my dead mother that this didn’t arouse me, but it pumped me up. We screwed—I had started to use the word “screw”—for three hours, which was a little less time than a Formula 1 race. 

I ended my concert in Bellas Artes with “I Forgot Again.” When I arrived at the stanza “in the same city and with the same people...,” I spotted the reporter who hates me in the first row. Every year on my birthday he publishes an article in which he confirms my homosexuality. His main argument is that I’ve reached another birthday without getting married. A mariachi should reproduce like a thoroughbred stud. I thought about the biker I would have to French kiss; I looked at the reporter, and then I knew that he would be the only one who would write that I’m a fag. The rest would talk about how virile it is to kiss another man because the screenplay requires it. 

The shoot was a nightmare. Chus Ferrer explained to me that Fassbinder had forced his main actress to lick the set’s floor. Chus wasn’t as big a bastard; he was satisfied with smearing trash on me in order to “neutralize my ego.” It was a little better for me than it was for the lighting technicians; at them he would scream: “Dirty union pigs!” Meanwhile, he would grab my ass whenever he could. 

I had to wait such a long time on the set that I became fond of Nintendo. Brenda, too, seemed more and more attractive. One night we went to dinner at a sidewalk café. Luckily, Catalina smoked hashish and fell asleep on top of her plate. Brenda told me that her life had been “very turbulent.” Now she led a solitary existence, which was necessary in order to satisfy the production whims of Chus Ferrer. “You’re the latest one,” Brenda said, looking into my eyes; “how difficult it was for me to convince you!” “I’m not an actor, Brenda,” I said, pausing, and then added: “I also don’t want to be a mariachi.” “What do you want?” she asked, smiling in a fascinating manner. I liked that she didn’t say: “What do you want to be?” And she seemed to hint: “What do you want now?” Brenda was smoking a little cigar. I looked at her white hair, sighed in the way that only a mariachi who has filled stadiums can sigh, and didn’t say anything. 

One afternoon a porn star visited the set. “He has his penis insured for a million euros,” Catalina told me. Brenda was alongside and remarked: “A Chance for Millions.” She explained that this had been the slogan of the National Lottery in Mexico in the sixties. “You remember some really old trivia,” said Cata. Although Catalina’s comment was offensive, she and Brenda happily went to dinner with the porn star. I remained for the French kiss scene. 

The actor playing the role of the Catalan biker was much shorter than me, so they had to position him on top of a small bench. He had taken ginseng pills for the scene. Since I had already conquered my biases, that seemed like a pretty lame gesture. 

For four weeks of filming I was paid the amount I receive for one concert at a ranch in Mexico. 

On the return flight we were served tomato salad and Cata told me about the porn star’s trick of the trade: he eats a lot of tomatoes because it improves the taste of semen. The actresses are grateful to him. This intrigued me. Did this type of courtesy really exist in porno? I ate the tomato on my plate and on hers, but when we arrived in Mexico she said that she was exhausted and didn’t want to suck me off. 
The movie was called “Mariachi Baby Blues.” I was invited to the premiere in Madrid and as I was walking on the red carpet I saw a guy with his hands extended, as if he was using a measuring stick. In Mexico this gesture would have been obscene. It was also obscene in Spain, but I only learned this when I saw the movie. There was a scene in which the biker was approaching me to touch my penis and an enormous, impressively erect member appeared. I thought that the porn star must have come to the set for that reason. Brenda corrected my misconception: “It’s a prosthesis. Does it bother you that the public thinks that’s your penis?” 

What can a person who turns into a genital phenomenon overnight do? During the party following the premiere, the queen of tabloid journalism said to me: “What shameless audacity!” Brenda told me about famous people who had been surprised on nude beaches and had penises as long as firehoses. “But at least those penises are theirs,” I protested. She looked at me as if she were imagining the size of my penis, being let down by it, but out of kindness not saying anything. I wanted to caress her hair and cry on the back of her neck. But at that moment Catalina arrived with glasses of champagne. I left the party quickly and walked along the streets of Madrid until dawn. 

The sky started to turn yellow when I passed by the Parque del Retiro. A man was holding five very long leashes attached to Eskimo dogs. He had a cut on his face and was wearing cheap clothing. I would have given anything not to have any other obligation than to walk the dogs of rich people. The dogs’ blue eyes seemed sad, as if they wanted me to take them away and knew that I was incapable of doing so. 

I was so tired when I returned to the Hotel Palace that I was hardly surprised that Cata wasn’t in the suite. 

The next day, all of Madrid was talking about my “shameless audacity.” I thought about committing suicide but it seemed like a bad idea to do it in Spain. I would mount a horse for the first time and blow my brains out in the Mexican countryside. 

When I landed in Mexico City—without news from Catalina—I knew that the country adored me in a very strange way. Leo handed me a folder with tributes from the press for working in independent cinema. The words “manliness” and “virility” were repeated as often as “cinema in its purest form” and “total cinema.” According to me, “Mariachi Baby Blues” is a story within a story within a story, where everyone ends up doing what they didn’t want to do in the beginning and is very happy that way. This seemed very important to the critics. 

My next concert—in the Auditorio Nacional, no less —was tremendous: the audience carried penis-shaped balloons. I had turned into the stud stallion of the country. They started to call me El Gallito Inglés—the English Cock—and a female fan club adopted the name El Club de Gallinas. 

Catalina had predicted that the movie was going to turn me into a cult actor. I tried to locate her to remind her of this, but she was still in Spain. I received offers to appear nude everywhere. My agent tripled his salary and invited me to see his new house—a mansion in Pedregal, where there was a priest—which was twice the size of mine. There was a mass to bless the house and Leo thanked God for bringing us together. Afterwards, he asked me to accompany him to the garden. He told me that Vanessa Obregón wanted to meet me. Leo’s ambition is limitless; it would serve him for me to date the sexy bombshell singer of “Música Grupera.” But I couldn’t be with a woman without letting her down, or without having to explain the absurd situation the movie had led me into. I gave thousands of interviews during which no one believed that I wasn’t proud of my penis. I was declared the sexiest Latino by a Los Angeles magazine, the sexiest bisexual by an Amsterdam magazine and the most unexpected sexiest man by a New York magazine. But still, I couldn’t lower my pants without feeling diminished. 

Catalina finally returned from Spain to humiliate me with her new life: she was the porn star’s girlfriend. She told me this in a restaurant where she had the nerve to order tomato salad. I thought about the porno king’s diet, but I barely had time to distract myself with this nuisance because Cata asked me for a fortune in “separation costs.” I gave it to her so that she wouldn’t blab to the press about my penis. 

I went to see Leo at two o’clock in the morning. He met me in the room that he calls the “study” because it houses an encyclopedia. His bare feet caressed a puma skin rug as I spoke. He was wearing a dragon-print robe, like an actor playing the role of a sleazy agent. I talked to him about Cata’s extortion. “Consider it an investment,” he told me. This calmed me a little, but I was worn-out. I couldn’t even masturbate. A plumber took the Lord magazine that I kept in the bathroom and I didn’t miss it. 

Leo continued to pull strings. The limousine that arrived to take me to the Latino MTV gala had earlier picked up a spectacular mulatta who was sitting in the back seat smiling. Leo had hired her to accompany me to the ceremony and add to my sexual legend. I liked talking to her— she knew about atrocities that had happened during Salvadoran guerilla warfare—but I didn’t try anything else because she was looking at me with eyes like rulers. 

I returned to psychoanalysis. I said that Catalina was happy because of a real giant penis and I was unhappy because of an imaginary giant penis. Could life be so basic? The doctor said that this was the case with 90% of his patients. I didn’t want to continue to be in such a commonplace situation. 

My fame is a very powerful drug. I need that which I hate. I toured everywhere, threw sombreros into the bleachers, kneeled to sing “The Disobedient Son,” recorded an album with a hip-hop group. One afternoon, in Oaxaca’s main square, I sat down on a wicker chair and listened to the marimba for a long time. I drank two mescals, no one recognized me, and I thought I was happy. I saw the blue sky and the white vapor trail of an airplane. I thought about Brenda and called her on my cell phone. 

“You took too long,” was her first comment. Why hadn’t I called her earlier? I didn’t have to pretend with her. I asked her to come and see me. “I have a life, Julián,” she said in an exasperated tone. But she pronounced my name in a way I’ve never heard before. She wouldn’t be going anywhere for me. I cancelled my tour to Bajío. 

I spent three dreadful days in Barcelona without seeing her. Brenda was “tied up” with a shoot. We finally met in a restaurant which seemed designed for Japanese people of the future. 

”Want to know how well I know you?” she said, and I thought that she was quoting a ranchera. I laughed, just to react, and she looked into my eyes. She knew the date of my mother’s death, the name of my ex-psychoanalyst, my desire to be in orbit, and had admired me since, as she phrased it, “time immemorial.” It all started when she saw me sweating on a Telemundo broadcast. She had gone to tremendous lengths in order to snag me: she convinced Chus to hire me, wrote all my dialogue in the screenplay, introduced Cata to the porn star, and planned the fake penis scene, all in order to turn my life upside down. “I know who you are, and I have white hair,” she said, smiling. “Maybe you think I’m manipulative. I’m a producer, which is almost the same thing: I produced our meeting in the first place.” I looked at her eyes, which were irritated by the late nights of filming. I was a clumsy mariachi and said: “I am a clumsy mariachi.” “I already know that,” Brenda said, and caressed my hand. 

Then she told me why she loved me. Her history was horrible. It justified her hatred of Guadalajara, the mariachi, tequila, Mexican tradition and customs. I promised not to tell anyone about it. I can only say that she had lived to escape that history until she realized that she didn’t have any more history to escape from. I was her “return ticket home.” 
I thought we would sleep together that night but she still had a pending production. “I don’t want to meddle in your work, but you have to clear up the penis situation,” said Brenda. “The penis isn’t my work: you people fabricated it!” I replied. “That, we did invent,” Brenda continued. “It’s a staple of European cinema. I had forgotten what a penis could do in Mexico. I don’t want to go out with a man attached to a penis.” “I’m not attached to a penis, mine is small,” I said. “How small?” Brenda asked, interested. “Average small. See for yourself,” I replied. 

Then Brenda wanted me to acknowledge her moral principles: “All of your fans have to see it,” she said. “Have the courage to be average.” “I’m not average, I’m El Gallito de Jojutla; my records are even sold in pharmacies!” “You have to do it. I’m fed up with this phallocentric world.” “But will you really love my penis?” “Your average small penis?” Brenda replied. She lowered her hand to my zipper, but didn’t touch me.  “What do you want me to do?” I asked her. 

Brenda had a plan. She always had a plan. I would appear in another movie, a savage critique of the celebrity world, and do a full-frontal nude scene. My public would see a stripped down and authentic version of me. When I asked who would direct the movie, I got another surprise. “I will,” Brenda responded. “I’m calling it ‘Guadalajara’.” 

Brenda again didn’t give me the complete screenplay to read. The scenes in which I was to appear are strange, but that doesn’t mean anything; the movies that I think are strange win awards. One afternoon, during a break in the shooting, I entered her trailer and asked her: “What do you think will happen to me after ‘Guadalajara’?” “Do you really care?” she responded. 

Brenda had sacrificed like no one else to be with me. If I were to hug her at that moment I would break down and cry. I felt scared to be weak when I touched her, but I was more scared that she would never want to touch me. I had learned something from Cata: the body has parts that are not platonic. “Are you going to sleep with me?” I asked. “We’re missing one last scene,” she replied, stroking her hair. 

She cleared the set to film me nude. The excused workers left in a bad mood because catering had just arrived with the food. Brenda positioned me next to a table which gave off a rich smell of sausages. She remained in front of me for a moment. She looked at me in a way that I can’t forget, as if we were about to cross a river. Positioning herself behind the camera, she smiled and said what we were both waiting for: “Shall we do it?” 

On the buffet table there was a big plate of salad. I was thirty centimeters away from it. Life is chaos, but it holds secrets. Before lowering my pants I ate a tomato. 

