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  Avenging Assassins: Women and Power in Rosario Tijeras (1999) by Jorge Franco and La Reina del Sur (2002) by Arturo Pérez Reverte.
Pascale Baker, UCD

Narco/sicaresque novels with a female killer at their core are uncommon, indicative of society’s gendering of violence which marks female killers as deviant and the macho-posturing of narco-culture which marginalizes women. This article examines two narco-novels about female killers propelled into the drugs business to avenge violence, but who wield power very differently, according to their status in the cartel and the narrative strategies adopted. Rosario Tijeras’s violence is sexualized around her femme-fatale allure which undermines her agency, particularly as she is spoken for by an infatuated male narrator. Rosario, controlled by cartel bosses, exercises little control over her textual representation or her life. La Reina del Sur offers parallel narratives: from the perspective of the main character, Teresa Mendoza, and from a journalist who is researching her story for his novel. Teresa thus gains a measure of control over her narrative representation and her life and progresses to lead an international drugs network. These texts turn readers into detectives, not to find the killers, but to unravel the motivations of women in the drugs trade and to debate the ways they can exercise power in these violent hyper-masculine worlds which become, both in Spain and Mexico, an eternal crime scene, implicating law enforcement, local government and any other supposedly legitimate agency willing to be ‘bought’.

The two novels that form the focus of this chapter are Rosario Tijeras (1999) by Jorge Franco and La Reina del Sur [The Queen of the South] (2002) by Arturo Pérez Reverte. Both novels were hugely successful on publication, both critically and in terms of sales (Rivera Hernández 2012: 145, Lorenz 2011: 237) and led to an equally popular 2006 film adaptation in the case of Rosario Tijeras and a blockbuster Telemundo telenovela series in 2011 for La Reina del Sur.  Both texts served to foreground a relatively new genre in Latin American literature known as the sicaresca antioqueña (Colombian literature about the drugs trade and especially narco-assassins) and the narco-novela which does something similar for Mexico. These genres explore the cultures that have arisen around the drugs-trafficking business, in Medellín during the 1980s and 90s and in Sinaloa, Mexico mainly from the late 1990s onwards, through the lens of a central protagonist intimately involved in that trade. Clearly one of the most salient features of these novels, and which in part accounts for their popularity, is that both their central protagonists are women, in what critics agree is still a heavily male-dominated profession (Vergara-Mery 2005: 205, González Flores 2010: 290, Volpi 2013: 33, Wise 2012: 15, Solarte González 2013: 50). Furthermore it is one where macho codes of behaviour, characterized by ‘bravado, courage and ruthlessness’ and the ‘sexual subjugation of women’ are often the only acceptable form of masculinity on offer (Mosher and Sirkin 1984: 150). How these women, immediately marginalized by their gender, fare, trying to live by ‘men’s rules and a code of honour’ and their very different life experiences in and expectations of the drugs trade is of interest here (Virag 2004).  Rosario is a sicaria, or hitwoman, who is eventually gunned down herself, and a prostitute serving the big narco-bosses. Meanwhile, Teresa Mendoza, the heroine of La Reina, starts as a narco’s morra or trophy girlfriend, progressing to become a drug trafficker of marijuana across the Strait of Gibraltar before graduating to become the leading drugs boss in the Mediterranean, running a sophisticated global operation. Despite their contrasting fortunes, the two women share many important characteristics: both hail from desperately poor backgrounds; are described as mestizas (mixed race Spanish and indigenous) and both have suffered rape when young, with their bodies, as sites of violence and abuse, becoming literal crime scenes. Furthermore, both are catapulted into the narco-world by violence committed against them and their loved ones and for Teresa and Rosario their involvement in the trade stems largely from a desire to avenge these crimes. It is not therefore surprising that both novels, while belonging to the narco-novel/sicaresque genre, also adhere to the Bildungsroman form as an effective method of tracing a character’s progress through life at key moments of their development in the narco-cultures of Sinaloa, Medellín and southern Spain. 

Critical to the argument here, though, and within that Bildungsroman framework, are the contrasting narrative strategies employed, to relate these women’s stories and reflect the power they wield or fail to wield in the drugs business. Both women, while centre stage, are written about by male, middle-class narrators. There is the implied male journalist/sleuth in La Reina, tasked with unravelling the enigma behind the now legendary Teresa Mendoza, the Queen of the South, and the besotted but rejected admirer of Rosario, Antonio, a biased and unreliable narrator for that reason, who guides us through her life and his relationship with her and with Emilio, his best friend and Rosario’s lover in what becomes an increasingly twisted romantic triangle. Rosario remains trapped by Antonio’s limited and misogynistic portrayal of her, which focuses on her physical assets above all. Although her voice filters through from time to time, exposing the gaps and irregularities of his narration, overall she is silenced, fetishized as a femme fatale who finally succumbs to a bullet herself when her modus operandi of kissing her victims prior to shooting them is used on her: ‘a Rosario le pegaron un tiro a quemarropa mientras le daban un beso’ (1999: 5) [Rosario had been shot at point-blank range while she was being kissed] (trans. Rabassa 2004: 5).[footnoteRef:2] The novel begins with a crime scene: that of Rosario’s fatal shooting. Antonio brings his now dying object of obsession to hospital and the narrative then spools back through a series of analepses to Rosario’s earlier life in Medellín, her involvement in the drugs industry as a hired killer and prostitute to the bosses and the heady menage-a-trois with her upper-middle class followers Antonio and Emilio. Her death, announced at the end, is posited as inevitable, because life for assassins in Colombia during that period of intense violence in the early 1990s was expected to be short (Salazar 1992: 65, 122), but also because Rosario’s social status as a fatherless, illegitimate, violated woman of the comunas (poor, urban and often crime-ridden areas of Medellín) automatically condemned her, according to Antonio, to an early grave, ‘Rosario va a perder […] Rosario nació perdiendo, porque la violaron antes de tiempo’ (1999: 19) [Rosario will lose […] Rosario was born a loser, because she was raped before her time, p. 19]. [footnoteRef:3] In death, Rosario is emphatically silenced once and for all, and Antonio, who has so far tightly controlled her story and representation and perhaps may be partially or even wholly responsible for her fate, appears to have the last word, saying “eso es todo Rosario Tijeras” (165) [That’s all there is, Rosario Tijeras, p.171].[footnoteRef:4] [2:  All translations in this article are my own unless otherwise stated.
]  [3:  All translations into English from Rosario Tijeras are by Gregory Rabassa.
]  [4:  I refer here to Kristine Vanden Berghe’s intriguing theory (2015) that Antonio could likely be Rosario’s killer. Vanden Berghe posits that the novel can be viewed as a traditional crime novel/novela negra/ whodunnit if we examine it through the prism of the many gaps, silences and ellipses left by Antonio’s unreliable narration which never discusses who Rosario’s killer may be and why, after 3 years of not seeing her he suddenly encounters her at a disco, the scene of the shooting (2,5).] 


This certainly contrasts with the narrative progress and Teresa’s career success in La Reina del Sur. After the initial episode in which Teresa receives the phone call to warn her that her lover, Güero, has died at the hands of the cartel he double-crossed and that she must flee for her life, the narrative jumps forward to the present and Teresa narrating her life-story to the journalist/sleuth. The text then follows a similar temporal structure to Rosario Tijeras in using flashback and remembrances both from Teresa and others whom the journalist interviews, to take us through this narco-leader’s life and career ascent. While the text initially and dramatically announces the protagonist’s upcoming death and a future crime scene, ‘Sonó el teléfono y supo que la iban a matar’ (2002, 11: 1) [The telephone rang and she knew she was going to die] (trans. Hurley 2004: 11),[footnoteRef:5] we as readers quickly realize that this is not an inevitable outcome as in Rosario Tijeras, as we next see Teresa relating her history to the journalist twelve years after fleeing Sinaloa and going to Spain, before returning to avenge her enemies in Mexico for a final showdown. Furthermore, although her story is filtered through another character, we immediately see Teresa exercizing a measure of control over what she reveals about herself to the journalist “No leo libros” – dijo [I don’t read books]. He responds ‘supe que mentía, como sin duda había hecho infinidad de veces en los últimos años. Pero no quise parecer inoportuno, de modo que cambié el tema’ (2002: 15) [I knew she was lying as no doubt she had lied countless times over the past 12 years, but I didn’t want to insist, so I changed the subject, p.5]. Teresa is wary of how she is represented and so attempts to wrongfoot the narrator, rather as Antonio does to the reader through his misleading account of Rosario. The unnamed journalist, while admitting his obsession for his subject, does so in a way that is framed around professional interest and a desire to tell Teresa Mendoza’s story, piece by piece, which makes him a more reliable and unbiased source of information than Antonio ever could be about Rosario. Furthermore, as a seasoned journalist, in a metafictional aside, he states the impossibility of producing a wholly accurate picture, because he, like anyone else, will always project his own version of Teresa, who will never reveal everything: ‘yo sabía que la mujer delante de mí ya nunca sería la verdadera Teresa Mendoza, sino otra que la suplantaba, en parte creada por mí: aquella cuya historia había reconstruido tras rescatarla pieza por pieza, incompleta y contradictoria, de entre quienes la conocieron, odiaron o quisieron’ (16) [I knew that the woman sitting next to me would never be the real Teresa Mendoza, but another woman who was taking her place, and who was, at least in part, created by me. This was a woman whose history I had reconstructed piece by piece, incomplete and contradictory, from people who had known her, hated her and loved her, p. 6]. A little later in the interview Teresa again seeks to take control of the information flow about her life when she announces a close to proceedings, something which the narrator/ journalist readily accedes to: “Creo que es suficiente – dijo”. Parecía muy cansada. La prolongada charla, el tabaco, la botella de tequila (19)’ [“I think that’s enough” she said. She looked very tired. The long conversation, the tabacco, the bottle of tequila, p. 10-11]. [5:  All translations into English from The Queen of the South are by Andrew Hurley.] 


Another interesting feature of the journalist’s narration in La Reina del Sur is that, between the reportage, it gives the sensation of actually putting forth the subject, Teresa’s, innermost thoughts, although it is narrated in the third person. This illusory effect is testament to the skill of the author/narrator. We feel as if we are entering Teresa’s consciousness at key points in the narrative, such as when she is raped by Gato Fierros after Güero’s death and recalls her ability to disassociate herself from the violence of the scene, to pull out an even more phallic object, her gun, to shoot him, re-order the crime with herself as aggressor, and escape the crime scene which should have led to her death: 
‘Esto no está pasando a mí, pensó. O quizá no llegó a pensar nada, sino que se limitó a observar, pasiva a esa otra Teresa Mendoza que pensaba en su lugar. El caso es que, cuando se dio cuenta, ella o la otra mujer a la que espiaba había cerrado los dedos en torno a la culata de la pistola’ (40-41) [This is not happening to me, she thought. Or maybe she never really thought anything, but instead just observed passively, while that other Teresa Mendoza thought in her place. Whatever – before she became conscious of it, her or the other woman’s fingers had closed around the butt of the pistol, p.36]. 
This psychological disassociation from her body as crime scene is a crucial survival mechanism, but also a way to reduce guilt and will prove useful whether Teresa is on the receiving end or committing/ordering crimes as a cartel leader herself. The disassociative technique is used by Teresa time and again when she encounters what she terms ‘la Situación’: a life or death moment, of which there are many in the drugs-trafficking industry. The text effectively switches over to Teresa’s voice and approximates to her subjective viewpoint at times of great danger, tenderness or drama. Another example of this occurs much later in the novel, after her release from prison in Spain, when with her cellmate friend, Patti, she attempts to sell back to Oleg Yasikov, a Russian mafioso, a stash of his cocaine that had been hidden years earlier. This is a potentially explosive crime scene, one which could yield great profits or prove lethal for the protagonist. Unsurprisingly, Yasikov is not persuaded and both women’s lives are endangered until Teresa coolly proffers a better deal, an effective entry into the hashish market based on her previous experience of trafficking the drug with Santiago Fisterra. Once again she dissociates from the situation to survive: 
‘Hay algo más – improvisó – Hachís […] Conozco esa chamba. Y ustedes no tienen hachís. Yasikov parecía un poco desconcertado. […] En su interior el camino se ordenaba con extraña claridad. Una puerta abierta a pronto, y aquella mujer silenciosa, la otra que a veces se parecía a ella, observándola desde el umbral’ (282). [“There’s something else”, she improvised. “Hash”[…] “I know that business and I know you people don’t have hash”. Yasikov looked a little disconcerted […] Inside her, the road laid itself out with uncanny clarity. A door opened and that silent woman, the one who sometimes resembled her, was watching her from the threshold, p.318-319]. 
This narratorial sleight of hand, in which we as readers have access to her thoughts, gives Teresa agency as well as establishing reader understanding and even empathy for her. We learn how she manages and overcomes stress that would destroy most, to turn events to her advantage in the ultra-violent world of international drugs trafficking. In such scenes we become aware of her skills as an analytical business planner and can chart the development of her character: from dependent morra to equal partner with Santiago Fisterra to cartel queen responsible for a sophisticated marijuana transportation operation that encompasses multiple crime scenes, but which seeks to veil them behind supposedly legitimate transporters, engineers, accountants and lawyers and a shell company named Transer Naga.  

As with Rosario Tijeras, Teresa Mendoza can acquire the characteristics of a femme fatale and projects an aura of mystery once she attains a profile as a leading trafficker on the Costa del Sol. This image is reflected by the popular press who trail her, desperate for a close-up ‘Esta mujer peligrosa controla tal y cual. Mejicana multimillonaria y discreta, oscuro pasado, turbio presente. Bella y enigmática […] aquel reportaje convirtió a Teresa en leyenda: una mujer en un mundo de hombres duros’ (363) [This dangerous woman controls this and that. Reclusive multimillionaire Mexican, shadowy past, shady present. Beautiful and enigmatic […] The newspaper reports turned Teresa into a legend:  a woman thriving in a world of dangerous men, pp. 413-414]. As is often noted, (López de Abiada and López Bernasocchi 2009: 156, Pobutsky 2010: 577, Vanden Berghe 2015: 14), Rosario Tijeras is regularly described in similar femme fatale terms, both by Antonio who declares ‘caí en su trampa, una sola noche con Rosario muriéndose de amor’ (9) [I fell into her trap, one single night with Rosario, dying with love, p. 9] and in the barrios, a reputation she herself relishes asking “Contame parcero, qué más dicen de mí?’’ [“Tell me, my friend, what else are they saying about me?”]. To this question Antonio begins a list of her deadly achievements: “Que has matado a doscientos, que tenés muelas de oro, que cobras un millón de pesos por polvo” (72) [“That you’ve killed two hundred people, that you’ve got molars made of gold, that you charge a million pesos for sex”, p.74]. While neither novel approaches the action from the traditional angle of the ‘crime scene’, as there is little police detection at the scenes of violence, in effect the crime-ridden settings of Culiacán, the Costa del Sol and Medellín constitute a ‘crime scene’ in themselves, with both women at various times appearing to dominate the territory in which the crimes unfold. Still, however much freedom and immunity from detection Rosario seems to have at each crime scene, she is never able to escape the rigid archetype of ‘the glamorous and exotic women who is known as a heartless seductress’ and eventually falls victim to the violence that she has practised (Marambio and Rinka 2010: 171, 577). Teresa Mendoza, however, becomes much more than that through the narrative’s willingness to enter her interior world, her emotions, motivations, hopes and fears. In contrast to Rosario, who is always presented as youthful and winsome, including in death, beauty is not the first thing people note about Teresa of whom it is said ‘no era hermosa pero era singular’ (19) [she was not beautiful, but she was striking p. 10]. Teresa is also allowed to age and evolve from an early twenties narco’s morra to a businesswoman in her mid-thirties who dresses professionally to progress at work, not to attract attention at the scene of the crime, which inevitably occurs with Rosario, dressed provocatively, brandishing her gun and often shouting and laughing as she exits the crime scene. Pérez Reverte himself has spoken in an interview of his efforts to write in La Reina del Sur as if ‘from the heart of a woman’: ‘El enigma de esta novela es el corazón de una mujer. En novelas anteriores me había ido acercando poco a poco, ahora lo he contado desde dentro’ (Quoted online in Mora, 2002) [The enigma of this novel is the heart of a woman.   In previous novels I was heading towards this, but now I have told the story from a female viewpoint]. Not all readers will believe that he has achieved this successfully, and some may protest the significance of a man writing a woman, but the novel crystallizes an intent to reveal life from the perspective of Teresa, as well as from others who have known her. 
This is not afforded to the character of Rosario, who, mediated by Antonio, falls into what Laura Sjoberg and Caron Gentry term the ‘whore narrative’ where women who kill, itself an interruption of traditional gender stereotypes, are portrayed as aberrant and their violence linked to sexual deviance. As Sjoberg/Gentry state ‘this reduces women to their sexuality and obscures investigation of their actual motives’ (2008: 6). Certainly, this model would seem to fit the portrayal we get of Rosario, who kills after seducing her victims, seems to derive a vengeful pleasure and empowerment from these acts and who also doubles as a prostitute to the big narco-bosses. This is a feature also noted by Xochitl E. Shuro who states that in Rosario Tijeras ‘the association of violence with eroticism is immediately apparent’ (2005). The author of the novel, José Franco, claims that vengeance is Rosario’s main motivation after suffering rape and an abusive upbringing, with her young body becoming a symbolic and troubling crime scene. For Franco, Rosario and others like her ‘no realizan esta actividad por el dinero sino por rabia, por tratar de vengar su condición o porque uno de sus seres queridos fue asesinado’ [ they don’t undertake such activities for money, but out of rage and to try to avenge their own condition or the fact that their loved ones were murdered] (quoted in Garavito 2006: 50). Examples of such violence, vengeful yet sexualized, can be discerned, as Sjoberg/Gentry comment, as far back as Bible stories and Greek mythology (8). This has led several critics to infer the creation of Rosario as emblematic of a long history where, during times of social upheaval and when ‘traditional’ gender values are threatened, ‘the women is placed as ‘the taker of life’ (Shuru 2005), ‘la destructora or devoradora’ ‘la diosa de la muerte’ and ‘la Madre Terrible’ (Garavito 2006: 63-64) [the destroyer, devourer, the ‘goddess of death’ and the ‘terrible mother’]. In Rosario Tijeras this development can be viewed as the devastating result of the displacement in the comunas of the cult of the Virgin Mary and her benign protective influence by the destructive forces of the sicariato, the hired killing machine, which annihilates the city and replaces life with constant death (Garavito 2006: 48). In this analysis, the entire city of Medellín evolves into a nightmarish crime scene, generated by the rise of the sicariato. This environment produces monsters, such as the killer woman, in a patriarchal power structure that ultimately devalues women as nurturers and life givers. This mythological/religious reading is fittingly applied by Antonio who implies that the dying Rosario emanates from hell, describing her blood as ‘tan caliente y tan llena de veneno […] Dios no tuvo nada que ver en su creación’ (11) [Blood so hot and full of poison […] God had nothing to do with her creation p.11].  As noted by Ana María Mutis, the mediation of Rosario through Antonio approximates very closely to Laura Mulvey’s reading of women in narrative cinema who exist purely to satisfy the male gaze (2009: 214). This is especially relevant when Rosario lies dying, as the protagonist’s body, riddled with bullets and now itself the site of a crime, is described in voyeuristic detail by Antonio ‘aun moribunda se veía hermosa, fatalmente divina se desangraba cuando la entraron a cirugía’ (5) [Even as she lay dying she looked beautiful, fatally divine. She was losing blood as they wheeled her into the operating room p.5]. As Shuru comments, ‘the circumstances of the attack (being simultaneously shot and kissed), make Rosario’s body the simultaneous site of violence and sexuality’ (2004, online). In essence, Rosario’s body has always been a site of crime and suffering, from the moment she was first raped as a child, a crime which was revisited on her teenage body and which spurred her on to take revenge with the scissors after which she is named. Despite attempting to avenge herself on her attackers, Rosario, as a slum dweller, is condemned never to escape the self-perpetuating crime scene of the comuna. She is subjected to its horrors, enacts them herself, partly to avenge violence committed against her, but also in the service of the big bosses, and is doomed to fall prey to the same violence in circumstances which are never adequately explained by the narrator. In this formulation, Rosario can only ever exist as Antonio’s other, as a sum of his desires and fears, and the narration can never give her psychological depth or agency to speak in her own words and on her own terms, to break out of the crime scene. 
The image of Rosario as a vengeful goddess of death, femme fatale and ultimate lust object is broken several times, as her voice attempts to penetrate Antonio’s omniscient narration. ‘No soy la que pensás que soy’ [I’m not who you think I am] Rosario announces one day and although Antonio admits that he only half knew her and that ‘hubiera querido conocerla toda’ (10) [I would have liked to have known her completely, p. 10], his actions and most of the story belie that. Anytime the realisation that Rosario ‘no era un sueño sino una realidad’ (37) [wasn’t a dream but something real, pp. 37-38] is made evident, Antonio reverts to his previous assumptions about her as a wounded but deadly seductress. The inability to escape the controlling prejudices of a flawed narrative viewpoint projected by a privileged protagonist onto a more marginalized character is one of the primary ways in which the sicaresque genre departs from its predecessor, the sixteenth-century picaresque. While both genres relate the vicissitudes of a young rogue, the picaresque was normally related in autobiographical format wherein ‘the pícaro is the centre of his own world, creates himself, and is his own justification’ (Dunn in Mutis 2009: 208). This does not happen when another narrator takes charge of the storytelling as often happens in the sicaresque, which thus affects ‘the genre’s capacity to present social reality from the perspective of the marginalised’ (Mutis 2009: 215). Furthermore, in the picaresque the central protagonist usually undergoes ‘a moral transformation’, and decides to renounce their life of crime, while this option is rarely available in the infinitely more violent sicaresque, leaving the sicario destined to die, one of the many narratorial confines imposed by a more educated privileged narrator.
As well as Antonio’s middle class-influenced perspective of Rosario, the accuracy of his presentation of his relationship with her must be called into question. Aaron Lorenz (2011) has, between the gaps and inaccuracies of the novel, attempted to decipher Rosario’s ironic fugitive voice calling our attention to the problems with the narration and her untold story. Her ironic voice, calling out Antonio and Emilio’s careless ignorance of her real back-story and undermining the ‘conventional bourgeois love story’ of unrequited desire that Antonio attempts to rationalize (Lorenz, 2011: 242) is evident in various textual clues. There are Rosario’s rages at her companions, denouncing them as ‘maricas’ [fags], and her constant disappearances to service the sexual needs of the ‘duros de los duros’ [the toughest of the tough], the big cartel bosses to whom she is beholden. These disappearances strengthen the positioning of Medellín as a city and scene of multiple crimes, committed by those low on the hierarchy, like Rosario up to and including those wielding real power, like the bosses. In fact, Lorenz perceives, through Antonio’s use of euphemisms, an attempt to veil her participation in the sex trade and instead persuade the reader that Rosario simply possesses an endless capacity for ‘random violence’ as a killer seductress. Yet this ‘exaggerates her agency and ignores her participation in the lower echelons of long-established clientelist networks’ (2011: 242). Rosario participates in the operation of the city as an eternal crime scene, but she does not create the overarching criminal networks that make this possible. Instead, she lives at the mercy of the bosses who do and admits that her house and luxuries could be confiscated by them at any time, “todo esto es prestado y el día menos pensado me lo quitan”’ (1999: 151) [“this is all on loan and when I least expect it they’ll take it away from me”, p. 157]. 
She attempts to strike out independently by proposing a new business deal in the industry using her contacts and incorporating Emilio and Antonio as partners. However, she is rebuffed by an indignant Emilio who underlines the yawning class gap between them when he states “te equivocaste de socios, acórdate de que nosotros somos gente decente” (152) [“You picked the wrong partners. We’re decent people, remember?”, p. 158]. With this they consign her to further exploitation at the hands of the narcos and underline her powerlessness. Far from the ‘special relationship’ that Antonio claims to have with Rosario, scenes such as these prove that, as Solarte Gonzalez states, ‘el narco-tráfico en Colombia logra conectar a las clases altas y bajas de la sociedad, pero no mezclarlas (2013: 79) [drug trafficking in Colombia connects the upper and lower classes but it doesn’t mix them together].[footnoteRef:6] While the two classes socialize in the nightclubs and bars where Rosario, Antonio and Emilio meet, and which become common crime scenes in the novel, they do so rather superficially. The killings that take place there seem only to affect those involved in the drugs trade, or those from the comuna, and a police or law-enforcement presence seems conspicuous by its absence. As Antonio notes of the newly rich drug traffickers: ‘eran arriesgados, temerarios, se hacían respetar, eran lo que nosotros no fuimos pero en el fondo siempre quisimos ser’ (24) [They took risks, were bold, and made themselves respected, they were what we weren’t but underneath it all had always wanted to be, p. 24]. Yet despite the apparent glamour of the drugs trade, for the more privileged characters, such as the narrator, there is always an escape route away from the scene of the crime, while there can be no escape up the class hierarchy for Rosario out of the comuna.  Antonio and Emilio are not going to risk their positions of safety to help her, but rather will experience the thrills of the drugs business and its associated crime scenes vicariously through her. Rosario’s exaggerated aggression mimics that associated with the narco-world. As the novel progresses it becomes clear that this aggression is also a survival posture of a relatively powerless woman in a deadly patriarchal world and that Rosario is playing at being tough. Her vulnerability is revealed through her disappearances, her addiction to drugs, and her psychologically-disturbed behaviour of binge eating after killing, none of which Antonio seems keen to probe or help her resolve (Wise 2: 26). [6:  Alonso Salazar also comments on this in Born to Die in Medellín. As he explains: ‘everything in Medellín aims to separate, not to integrate […] The result is a split and scattered city […] In Colombia there are dual systems of education and personal ethical development. The formal one includes school, church, catechism and civic education […] The other, which is far more effective, is that of daily life. Here, actions that go against the Christian catechism are both possible and accepted’ (1992: 116-17).] 

Teresa Mendoza does not display such symptoms and is better able to manage the considerable stress of working within such a lethal business, once she gains control of it. However, on her way up, her body also becomes a site of violent crime as she is raped several times in Culiacán, and then by el Gato Fierros, ‘A Teresa ya la habían violado otras veces antes de ser mujer del Güero Dávila: a los quince años entre varios chavos en Las Gotas, y luego el hombre que la puso a trabajar de cambiadora en la calle Juárez’ (38) [Teresa had been raped other times: at fifteen, by several of the boys in Las Siete Gotas, and then by the man who’d put her to work on Calle Juárez, p. 33]. In escaping from Gato Fierros, by turning a gun on him, she experiences open hostility: the godfather Epifanio Vargas warns her that if he lets a woman get away from cartel justice he will be a laughing stock, ‘la risa de todo Sinaloa’ (69). In fact, Mexico, and in particular, Culiacán, rather like Medellín, is presented as an ongoing crime scene from the start ‘la novel reactiva un imaginario especial en el que México se percibe como violento, bárbaro y salvaje, a través de la estigmatización de Culiacán como una ciudad cartel’ (Rivera Hernández 2012: 146) [the novel reactivates a particular idea of Mexico as a violent, barbarous, savage place, through stigmatising Culiacán as a cartel city]. Teresa could easily become swallowed up by this criminal milieu but escapes through Vargas’s supposed mercy. He lets her go, ironically, on the assumption that as a mere morra (gangster’s moll) she will never threaten him in the power structure, something that Teresa disproves at the end of the text when she avenges Güero’s death in a final shoot-out. Here again the narrative returns to Mexico as an implacably corrupted crime scene and one where crime and political power are aligned in Epifanio Vargas, a former narco, who is launching a bid for high political office and who has implicated judges, business people, the police, the Church, military generals and others in the process. Teresa is aware that this state of affairs has become standardized for Mexico and states that ‘Lo normal en México es que quienes se roban el país lo guarden todo para ellos … el PRI pasó setenta años haciéndolo’ (469) [Usually in Mexico, people steal from the state and keep it all for themselves… the PRI did that for 70 years, p. 540]. Furthermore, state corruption is a model which she exploits to maximum potential on the Costa del Sol where bribery and pay-offs reign in most legitimate agencies, enabling her drug transportation business to flourish. There is clearly another, more legitimate Costa del Sol, that is, minimally, evident here too, but the novel chooses to focus more on the capacity for corruption in high places. This, it is clear, has been standard practice on the Costa del Sol long before the arrival of Teresa, as we learn of the dismissal for corruption of the head of the organized crime unit for the Costa del Sol, Nino Juárez, as well as the ease with which Teresa ‘buys’ many other ‘legitimate’ entities: judges, journalists, lawyers, politicians and police for example. There are a few individuals who are not corrupted, such as police chief, Captain Víctor Castro, but they are relatively few and ultimately inconsequential to the narrative.
Before becoming a narco-boss, though, in Spain, as in Mexico, Teresa has struggled to be taken seriously as a woman operating on the crime scene Costa del Sol. Santiago Fisterra’s associates dismiss her as an equal partner in the marijuana smuggling operation established with him, and Teresa is belitted as simply  ‘ella’ (170) [she, p.191], ‘la zorra’ (173) [the slut, p.194] or,  ‘la tía’ (173) [the skirt, p. 194]. Once she gains power in the business, Teresa invokes the same rules of engagement that worked in crime scene Mexico: violence. However, this violence is unleashed only when necessary, to exact revenge, such as on Vargas, responsible for Güero’s death, and on Cañabota, the customs agent who led Santiago to his death.  Teresa kills to gain respect in a man’s world and to prove that she can be decisive when the need arises, such as dealing with betrayal. Teresa ties up loose threads, and so genuine threats such as Gato Fierro, who is hunting her down, and her lover and accountant, Teo, who is betraying her to the authorities, must be neutralized. Teresa manages to become inured to causing death, by switching off emotionally and, wherever possible, forges alliances (Vásquez Mejías 2016: 210) such as with Pote, formerly of a rival cartel but who is co-opted to become a loyal bodyguard. While her use of violence is brutal it is never applied excessively, so she rejects killing the families of those who have wronged her, unlike her male Mexican rivals. In this, the narration shows her learning from other crime scenes and successful narco-bosses such as Batman Güemes, who counsels “cuando se vive torcido no hay otra que trabajar derecho” (55) [when you live crooked, you’ve got no choice but to work straight, p.54]. Furthermore, having experienced the horror of being the victim at various narco-related crime scenes, Teresa distances herself from the violent aspect of the business and employs a team of sicarios to manage it for her. 
While her distance from violence and literal crime scenes somewhat protects Teresa from the more unpalatable elements of the business, it does not do so completely and the text, offering deeper access to her psychology than occurs with Rosario Tijeras, reveals her to be mentally scarred by her experiences. Teresa relates to Oleg Yasikov that she never chose this life, which she dislikes “estoy enferma de algo que hace tiempo renuncié a comprender […] Son doce años que llevo así. Todo el tiempo disimulo y callo” (482) [“I’m sick with something that I refused to try to understand a long time ago […] I’ve lived for twelve years like this. All the time pretending and not talking” p. 553]. No matter how high Teresa has climbed in the drugs business she faces similar issues to Rosario Tijeras, lower down in the hierarchy, in that the wealth, power and riches obtained from it form a kind of Faustian pact offset by an insecure future, problematic personal relationships and the ever-present threat of death or imprisonment (González Flores 2010: 291).
Despite the burdens that Teresa admits to in running a drugs transportation business, unlike Rosario Tijeras, hemmed in by Antonio’s narration and the rigid class structure of Medellín, she can and does cross race and class barriers to exercise power in the international drugs trade in Spain, while still maintaining her mexicanidad. Her nostalgia for Mexico is evidenced through certain cultural referents that she keeps close by: the music of the narcocorrido, or contemporary drugs ballad, which frames each chapter; Mexican cuisine and Mexican novels, which are the means by which Teresa educates herself; as well as mexicanismos, informal words and phrases from her home country. Teresa transforms on the Costa del Sol from an immigrant and little valued sudaca, [Latin American trash], to ‘la Mexicana’ and ‘La Reina del Sur’, who may be part of an overarching crime scene associated with drugs, but is high up in its power structure. As Álvaro Vergara-Mery notes, she becomes part of the fabric of Spanish society, learning to exploit and take advantage of the opportunities such a society offers (2005: 206). With economic success and power in the drugs trade comes social acceptance into the higher echelons of Spanish society. Thus Teresa ‘escapa el proceso típico de depuración y de espanolización de lo americano’ (206) [escapes the typical process of refinement, that is becoming less Latin American and more Spanish] and proudly displays her mexicanidad. The host culture she encounters, of southern Spain, becomes altered by her impact on it, just as she changes over time through contact with life on the frontera. In so doing, Teresa exits the space of the other, and charts her own course, out of the scene of the crime, while Rosario Tijeras becomes trapped within it and the barbaric subculture which sustains it. As numerous critics note, (Lippman 2005: 21, Routon 2007: 289, 292, Gonzalez Flores 2010: 286, Franz, Alonso Marks and Zamora-Lara 2004: 65), Teresa is afforded this malleability and flexibility via the globalized, shifting international milieu of the novel which crosses regional and national boundaries and cultures, reflecting the reality of the drugs trade and contemporary emigration trends. Dosinda García Alvite sees the processes of transculturation occurring within the novel between the Strait of Gibraltar, Mexico and the rest of Europe, an interchange of goods, capital and cultural practices where people from many nations: Russia, Italy, Mexico, Spain and Morocco, inter alia, mingle, influence and change society though contact with each other in the narcotics industry. As she states, ‘La Reina del Sur es un producto transcultural e histórico que muestra la capacidad de invención que la globalización puede alimentar’ (2006: 85) [The Queen of the South is a transcultural and historical product that reveals the capacity for invention afforded by globalisation].

While the international perspective of La Reina del Sur presents possibilities for reinvention and advancement, Rosario Tijeras exists only in the closed social and political world of Medellín, in a rigidly-defined class hierarchy from which she cannot escape. The city, the ultimate crime scene, is personified and acquires parallel characteristics to Rosario herself. As Antonio comments of his uneasy relationship with his home town, ‘es una relación de amor y odio con sentimientos más por una mujer que por una ciudad’ (95) [It’s a love-hate relationship, with feelings more like those for a woman than for a city, p.99]. On the one hand the city appears inviting and romantic with its twinkling lights clinging to the hillsides, on the other it is the scene of endless violence and horror which consumes its poorest inhabitants, like a beautiful monster ‘a pesar de haberla matado muchas veces, Medellín siempre termina ganando’ (95) [in spite of having killed it many times, Medellín always comes out on top, p. 99] (López de Abiada and López Bernasocchi 2009: 148).  What Antonio typically neglects to mention, is that only those with the class connections, such as himself and Emilio, can ever hope to exit this world safely (Goodbody, 2008: 443).
As with earlier Latin American bandit narratives that feature women rebels such as Doña Bárbara by Venezuelan Rómulo Gallegos (1929), neither woman in these novels continue in their deadly line of work. Critics see the death of Rosario Tijeras as the restoration of male middle-class order in the narrative and in Medellín, while the femme fatale, the subaltern marginalized subject, is silenced and destroyed and the crime scenes of the comuna are placed at a distance (Villoria 87-88: 2011, Shuru, 2005, Van den Berghe 2015: 16). Rosario has avenged herself multiple times, but she has now become another statistic at yet another crime scene in what will likely remain an unsolved case. Teresa Mendoza also exits the industry, having completed her avenging cycle on Epifanio Vargas and extricated herself from the Culiacán crime scene where her journey began. Where she goes and what she does is not disclosed, but we are told that she is pregnant, a more conventional ending and a more traditional one, in the sense of gender, for a female protagonist than the life of the drugs trade. Teresa’s departure is at least an active choice rather than one dictated by outside forces, and her character is always a step ahead. Having defeated Vargas on her return to Mexico, she is acutely aware of the fact that ‘pocos narcos se jubilan’ (56) [not many narcos retire, p. 55]. Teresa, who has taken back control of her narrative and her life, may just be one of the lucky ones able to put the crime scenes of her past into the shadows, rather than be consumed by them. As readers who have watched her rise to power and, tacitly encouraged by the text, supported her all along, we are hoping that she is.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]

