Fidel guided me up the hillside behind our house, up the ridge along the trails where we sometimes rode horses. Coffee grew all around us, and we came upon a little clearing with a target I had never known was there—the outline of a man’s head and torso with the circles like the inside of a tree trunk. Occasionally I had heard gunshots up the hill while growing up and had assumed the jefes and hired guards target-practiced, but I had never before envisioned where this might occur. The target sagged, a bit crooked on display against a scrap of plywood and riddled with bullet holes. Fidel removed his 9mm from the holster at his waist and removed the clip. Approximately twenty bullets rested inside; he plucked some out and dropped them into my hand for examination. Then he showed me how to load the clip. 

He stepped up and fired a few shots, each sound a crack echoing over the valley below. He stood with a firm stance and grip, yet the quick way he marked the target and landed the bullets in the center of the shadow’s chest revealed a side of Fidel I had never known. Yet this was Fidel, the man who drove me to and from school every day, who I had to shout at to wake up from the driver’s seat where he had fallen asleep with his newspaper on his lap. Could he have been the disguised voice on the other end of the phone the other night, delivering the threats at my father’s demand? He fired another round, and I held my breath until he had finished. He turned to me and shrugged; his lip pouted out in an exaggerated expression that I knew was supposed to make me relax. “Not too bad,” he said. “Your turn.” 

This time I loaded the clip, a feat which I struggled to accomplish. The bullets were slippery, the case tight, the smooth gun more cumbersome than I expected. He adjusted my grip and instructed me on how to line up my sights. My first shot flew way off and didn’t even hit the target, but the gun’s kick back filled me with terror and power. My next clipped the white border of the figure. But my third hit the right shoulder. I fired a half dozen more shots. Some flew this way and that but a few hit the target. One pierced straight through the heart. 

Fidel praised me, and I felt proud even though this didn’t feel quite right. Papi knew what he was talking about with his comment about guns killing people, and that he didn’t want me to get any silly ideas influenced by watching too many movies. We loaded the clip again. Fidel practiced his shots rapid fire, his shooting second nature. I wondered about him, his military—or paramilitary—past. The paramilitaries were famous for carrying out the dirty work the military wanted done but didn’t want to be associated with—the slaughter and displacement of civilians in the rural, guerilla-controlled areas of Colombia, namely. And I recalled the comments he had made about my father. Manuel’s promise lingered in my mind, too. I wanted more concrete information about Papi that could be reconfirmed from other sources. 

“You were a captain, right?” I asked Fidel. “Did you ever kill anyone?” 

Fidel nodded, staring at the ground as he loaded more bullets. 

“Who?” I asked. “Guerillas?” 

“Some FARCs,” he said. “In the mountains.” 

“What does that feel like,” I said. “To kill someone?” 

He pressed the gun into my hand and it felt even heavier this time, like the phone in my hand after the threat two nights before. He said, “You feel like you are God.” I swallowed hard; the wind kicked up along the ridge and blew a piece of my hair across my eyes. I brushed the strands away and looked down across the slopes of coffee to our fields bought with blood money, the tiny figures of workers planting the fallow earth. “You see what God sees every second of every day,” he continued. “To see the life leave someone is just as beautiful and gruesome as a woman giving birth.” 

I looked at him and the glint of sunlight reflected in the crucifix around his neck. “So you don’t feel bad?” I asked. “As far as it being a sin?” 

“I don’t think it’s a sin if you’re following orders,” he said. He shrugged. “At first it felt like nothing. I wanted revenge. I had a wife and two kids. The FARC took over our village, and they were killed in the fighting.” Fidel clutched his arms to himself. “But then it felt like ripping open a wound every time. After awhile, I felt sick about it. That’s how your father and I got to know each other. Our troop had come through here, remember?” I nodded. My palm heated the metal, and the gun was growing damp and slippery. “One night I told him about it, and he offered me a job as soon as I could get out. He’s a good man, more than you know.” 

Fidel’s regard for my father reminded me of my conversation with Inez; I trusted her opinions more. “But my father,” I began, not knowing what I wanted to ask. “Guerillas killed his parents, you know that?” 

“Por supuesto,” he said. “Your father and I have exchanged much in confidence.” 

“What can you tell me about his past?” I asked. “I want to know more about what happened with my mother and my grandparents.” 

Fidel glanced at me, then looked away. “Ask someone else,” he said. “Now are you going to shoot or what?” 

We shot a few more rounds, and I managed to land more shots across the chest and shoulders of the target than in the white area or amongst the coffee shrubs. By the end, the cutout resembled more of a sieve than a shadowed person, the outer edge of the figure jagged and torn. We picked our way down the stony trail. I was surprised at my exhaustion, how the gun had drained all of my concentration. I told Fidel about this. “Shooting is a meditation,” he said. “When you don’t shoot to kill.” 

For a few more moments, we trudged along in silence. Then he said, “Your father went sort of crazy after he lost your mother,” he said. “I know that for awhile he was a very different man than the person you know—bitter, enraged. The guerillas that killed your grandparents, it was no random kidnapping and execution. The FARC abducted them because your father had become their enemy.” 

“But that was years ago, wasn’t it?” I asked. A light-headedness fogged over me; I swallowed and realized I was thirsty. The shock mixed with my sleep-deprivation and the roller-coaster of shooting the gun so that I had trouble forming my thoughts. “Who would threaten to hurt me now?” 

Fidel said nothing. We neared the end of the trail behind our house, and followed it along the fence of saplings with barbed wire strung between until we reached the gate to the paddock, now deserted, the horses out to pasture. Unlatching the gate, Fidel said, “Your father takes measures to protect the both of you, but he has certain enemies.” He adjusted the handle of the 9mm in the holster, resting his fingers on the top. “And because he has enemies, so do you.”
