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				Surprise! Alex’s mother invited him to come for the Christmas holidays. Most years, he was ignored. This year he wanted some comfort and cheer, yet he couldn’t shake the dread. Confront his family again? What did Irene want? But she’s my mother. I have to go.
			

			
				Since his girlfriend had betrayed him, he needed his family. What should he do? Like his conniving ex, his mother wanted something. What?
			

			
				 
			

			
				“It’s stomach cancer,” Lucas, his brother, claimed when he arrived.
			

			
				Then why leave Irene to die alone in pain in her house with a caregiver instead of a hospital? Or better yet, at Lucas’s house with family? Worse, Alex was forbidden to stay at Irene’s house for the weeks of his visit, forced to take a costly short-term rental next door to his brother and drive back and forth to care for his mother.
			

			
				What the hell was Aimee, the hired caretaker, doing? Not much he could see, beyond flirting with Lucas when he came, which was often. The two sat up in the spare bedroom drinking and doing who knows what while Irene suffered in the next room. Alex could hear the middle-aged servant giggling like a teenager.
			

			
				By the third day, he had a clear idea of Irene’s condition. His mother was being starved, left in her own filth, and over-sedated. To top it off, if she truly had stomach cancer, her medications were wrong. He should know—top pharmaceutical salesman nine years running.
			

			
				He took on his mother’s personal care—bathing and dressing her, cooking her meals, feeding her, and cleaning the house while Aimee watched t.v.
			

			
				One morning over coffee on the patio in a patch of warm sun, Alex quizzed the caretaker.
			

			
				“I’m from Veracruz, a jarocha pure through,” she said, giggling, as though this was the greatest joke. “I live in the next block. Irene and I have known each other for years.”
			

			
				“You married? Kids?”
			

			
				“My husband took off after I caught him with my sister. Good riddance. I’ve had to work to support our daughter. He doesn’t send anything.” The woman minced a coy smile over her cup.
			

			
				Alex wasn’t interested. He felt manipulated—pitching for a raise? Aimee should be fired, not rewarded for her poor caretaking. Did Irene really have cancer? She wasn’t taking her medicine per instructions. He counted the number of pills in the containers and the dates the medications had been purchased. He’d call the prescribing doctor, a Dr. Lionel Fierro, on the 27th when he returned to work after Navidad. That is, if I still have a job.
			

			
				“Aimee, I’m concerned for my mother’s care. Have you any background in administering medications?”
			

			
				She stiffened, pulled away from the table, frowning, eyes defiant. “I do exactly what Lucas instructs me to do.”
			

			
				Nervous. Covering her tracks. Was Lucas involved? That she referred to him as Lucas, not Señor, troubled him too. That and the drinking in the spare room.
			

			
				“I’d like to see that, Aimee, and I’d like to watch you do things to learn how to take care of my mother on Navidad when you’ll be with your daughter. I don’t want you to worry I would make a mistake.” He smiled as sincerely as he could muster.
			

			
				Aimee’s voice belied her words. “Of course, Señor.” She checked her watch and continued like she’d won the upper hand. “Irene is due for her next injection soon and I always give her the cancer medicine before she naps.”
			

			
				She was lying. Oh, not about the order in which she administered the medicines, but her willingness to “teach” him was fake. Did the woman think placating him with a moment of compliance would make it okay she was not doing her job? Why does Lucas keep her on?
			

			
				When the cups were empty, Aimee cleared the coffee service to the kitchen and proceeded to make a soft-boiled egg and toast for Irene. When she was finished, she called Alex in from hanging out the laundry to dry on the line. They mounted the narrow stairs and entered Irene’s room.
			

			
				The shuttered room still smelled of unwashed bedding and body, old food, incontinence, and illness. The low wood-frame bed took up most of the floor with a chair placed by it facing a TV mounted on the wall, playing a telenovela at low volume. On the other side of the bed, a cabinet with several drawers held an array of medicine bottles, small paper cups, and syringes on a plastic tray, but the room was too dark to actually read the labels on the drugs. Alex pulled open the heavy curtains. Irene groaned, jerking her thin arm across her face.
			

			
				“Mother, does the light hurt your eyes?”
			

			
				She whispered something. Aimee slammed the breakfast tray on the bureau and snapped, “Your eyes will adjust. I’ve brought your eggs and toast.” She bent to haul the old woman to a semi-sitting position.
			

			
				Irene cried out in pain. Alex nudged Aimee aside. Gently he propped his mother upright with the bed pillows. “Are you comfortable now?”
			

			
				Her lips barely curved upwards as she uttered, “Thank you, Alex.”
			

			
				“Aimee, why don’t you prepare the medicines while I help Mother eat?”
			

			
				The woman edged around the bed to the bureau to count the pills into the paper cup.
			

			
				Alex took up the bowl of eggy toast and encouraged Irene to taste it. She swallowed several bites and waved her hands, croaking, “No more.”
			

			
				Not eating was a sure sign a patient was ready to go. He’d seen too many patients dying. But watching Aimee prepare Irene’s medication, he wondered if it might be drug poisoning, not cancer, killing her.
			

			
				Aimee set aside the cup to prepare the sedative. When she finished filling the syringe Alex was certain the woman was about to administer triple the dose a frail old lady required to rest comfortably.
			

			
				“Thanks, Aimee. You can leave the rest to me. I’ll help Mother take her pills, clean her up, and settle her back into bed before the sedative. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Mother?” Irene nodded. “Find those instructions for me,” he added.
			

			
				Aimee’s face took on a narrow-eyed, tight-lipped expression, but she shrugged and left the room.
			

			
				Once Irene was clean and settled into the pillows, he emptied the syringe into the toilet and dropped the needle into the medical waste container. Then he read the labels on the drugs, verified through the internet what each was for, and adjusted the paper cup for only those she should take with her meal. Four pills, not nine.
			

			
				Aimee, of course, had not appeared with Lucas’s list. It was just as well. He helped Irene find a comfortable position and bent to kiss her cheek. She smiled.
			

			
				When Lucas showed up, Alex asked for the list of medications and doses. His brother stonewalled him, disappearing upstairs to drink with Aimee. He heard her shrill voice arguing with Lucas. And crept up the stairs to listen to the row.
			

			
				“Get him out of here, Lucas. He’s in my way. I can’t take care of your mother. He’s questioning everything I do. I can’t stand him.”
			

			
				Lucas shouted, “Shut up Aimee. You’ll wake up Mother. My brother will be go—” His voice lowered.
			

			
				Alex retreated to the bottom of the stairs.
			

			
				What was going on? Lucas was well aware of Alex’s training and jobs with pharmaceutical companies. Why should it bother him that Alex wanted to understand his mother’s diagnosis and treatment? The creeping feeling Irene had been mis-diagnosed and was receiving improper care overtook his thoughts to the point of obsession. It wasn’t so far-fetched that she had stomach cancer. His youngest brother had died of it a couple of years earlier. His father had died of it too. Both had worked at the nuclear plant; cancers were common in the area.
			

			
				But Alex and Lucas lived in Mexico City for much of their lives; Lucas moving to Veracruz as an adult where he worked at the nuclear plant as well. But not for much time. Was his family victim to radiation? Would Lucas eventually be diagnosed with stomach cancer?
			

			
				The powers that be claimed the plant was secure, radiation free—clean. But this was Mexico—Veracruz, with a notoriously corrupt government. He didn’t believe the claims. The only family member who never worked there, Alex, was the control group. The future would tell.
			

			
				 
			

			
				When Alex arrived one morning, there was no doubt about what was going on. The moaning he heard was not his mother’s. He kicked open the guestroom door and caught them—fucking like street dogs—liquor bottles strewn across the floor.
			

			
				Lucas reared up and roared obscenities as he hustled into his clothes and fled; Aimee screamed. Alex bent, scooped her clothing from the heap on the floor. “Get dressed and get out of here. You’re fired!” He tossed the clothes into her bare chest. “Cover yourself!”
			

			
				The woman wailed, “You’re not my jefe. I don’t need to do anything you say. Lucas says—”
			

			
				“I don’t care what Lucas says. I say, get out of this house and don’t come back.”
			

			
				Aimee, bawling, asked, “How will I take care of my girl?” while pulling on her clothes. Her hands shook.
			

			
				“I don’t care. Be glad I’m not going to the police.”
			

			
				The caretaker shoved past Alex. At the bottom of the stairs she shouted, “You’ll never get away with this, you stupid man. Lucas won’t let you. I’ll have what’s promised!”
			

			
				What was promised? Money? It was always about money, wasn’t it? He prepared Irene’s breakfast and carried it up to her room. She was sitting up in bed; some color had returned to her sallow cheeks.
			

			
				“Good morning, Mother. Hungry?”
			

			
				“What was all that shouting, Alex?”
			

			
				“I’m so sorry, did they wake you up?”
			

			
				“Who?”
			

			
				“Lucas and Aimee.”
			

			
				“Lucas! Lucas is here?” Her cheeks pinked.
			

			
				“No Mother, Lucas and I argued over the care Aimee gives you. I don’t think she is doing a good job. I fired her. Lucas left.”
			

			
				Irene’s voice dropped to barely a whisper. Alex had to lean down, his ear near her mouth, to hear. “Lucas promised to give Aimee my house.”
			

			
				Could it be true? He had taken her off most of the drugs and all the sedative. Her mind was clearer. He pondered the evidence as he cleaned the house, starting in the spare room, clearing away twenty-three brandy bottles and a bag of sex toys he found under the bed. He changed the sheets. He was probably going to spend the night.
			

			
				It was getting dark when he heard a commotion at the gate. Lucas and Aimee came in. She threw herself onto the couch, and Lucas marched to the table where Alex studied receipts for Irene’s medical visits and prescriptions for cancer medicines.
			

			
				“You have no authority to fire my employee, brother. You may leave now. We won’t need you tonight. Adios.”
			

			
				Alex grabbed his keys, slammed out of the house, clanging the gate behind him. His only solace was he’d disposed of all the unnecessary drugs and the sedative.
			

			
				On Christmas Day, Irene was feeling better and appeared happy to see him. She wanted to go downstairs. His mother was not dying, she was stronger, happier and alert as she settled into her chair. Heartened, he opened a streaming station of Christmas music for her.
			

			
				For lunch, she devoured a Christmas atole to go with the tamales and buñellos he picked up en route from his rental.
			

			
				“Alex, can you ever forgive me?”
			

			
				Alex’s stomach danced with butterflies at her words. She never spoke intimately with him. “For what, Mother?”
			

			
				“Get me a stool, would you?” she asked.
			

			
				He pulled up the footstool and lifted her legs onto it. He could feel the stiffness and began to rub each leg.
			

			
				Irene sighed in pleasure. “Thank you, my son. That feels lovely.”
			

			
				“I forgive you, but what for?” he asked again.
			

			
				Irene’s mouth pursed into a tight line. Eventually she said, “I need one hundred fifty thousand pesos. Your brother needs it.” She looked around the modest, poorly constructed government-built home Lucas had given her, waiting.
			

			
				Alex knew the house came through some double-dealing Lucas was involved in. He had been lucky with his deals, and he earned a good salary. “Why?” he asked. But he knew. It was always about the money with Lucas and his spendthrift wife Ana.
			

			
				“He needs money to pay his credit cards. You owe it to your family to help, Alex.”
			

			
				Before Alex answered, Lucas and Ana breezed through the gate with arms full of wrapped gifts. He ignored them, asking, “Mother, I’m confused. Why should I forgive you?” He sure as hell wasn’t confused about the plea for money.
			

			
				As always, Irene lit up when Lucas entered the house. Lucas glowered at Alex. Ana shoved a box his way while Lucas announced, “With Mother doing so well now, Ana and I have decided we don’t need you here anymore. Go on back to Mexico, Alex. Merry Christmas.”
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 1
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				The Award
			

			
				Friday, March 27, 2020
			

			
				 
			

			
				Alex Deltoro chained up his motorcycle, pulled off his helmet, and shrugged his toned frame out of his leather jacket. He smoothed his unruly silver-streaked auburn curls into place, adjusted his blue striped tie, then trotted up the steps to push through the heavy doors into the foyer of La Mansion. A hostess greeted him, checked his helmet and jacket, brushing his arm as she directed him to the private room Laboratorios Salud Integrales booked for the annual product roll-out and awards dinner. He smiled. He may be fifty-three, but somebody thought he still had it.
			

			
				This year was special. The COVID pandemic raged across the world and their new antivirus was working miracles with patients in the trials. Alex grinned with pride. In part, it was his project making the extensive trials possible. He was certain he was going to be acknowledged—and not fired for his indiscretion with the traitorous Avelina.
			

			
				He paused in the doorway, embarrassed by the unusual rush of self-pride and accomplishment. How could he feel on top of the world when the last he heard from his mother was a whispered, “She’s trying to kill me.”
			

			
				Guilt for leaving on Christmas day washed over him—again—and worry cast its shadow. It had been days; he couldn’t reach anyone in the family.
			

			
				Director Ivan Castellanos Palacios waved him to an empty stool, shouting “Alex, over here.”
			

			
				Alex squeezed through the gathering crowd of lab techs at the end of the bar, greeted several by name, and eased onto the stool Ivan held for him.
			

			
				“Glad you could make it. Have a drink?” Ivan said.
			

			
				Mustering some enthusiasm, Alex said, “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything, jefe. We’ve done it. What are you all drinking?” he asked, eyeing the row of seated executives chatting among themselves. The head of the virology department looked up and nodded toward Alex. He tipped up his chin and smiled. The bar was littered with shot glasses and a dark bottle inscribed in blue: Casa Dragones Añejo. A fine sipping tequila.
			

			
				Ivan grabbed the bottle and called for another round. The bartender scurried over, swept aside the dirty shot glasses, and set a fresh one in front of each man, then brimmed them with the golden liquid.
			

			
				The director turned, raised his glass, and shouted over the din, “To Laboratorios Salud Integrales and our new antiviral! We’re gonna beat that COVID dragon!”
			

			
				“To LSI and Viru-out!” chorused the crowd. Ivan and some shot back their drinks. Others raised their glasses in the air, cheering.
			

			
				The tequila went down around him like water, but Alex ordered a whisky neat with a mineral water chaser. Shots weren’t his thing. He could see some of the employees already showing signs of inebriation. He planned to stay sober to give the obligatory dreaded speech. He swiveled on his stool then leaned back against the bar to watch the excited crowd. The bar was packed with LSI employees, most in their party best, especially the women. Ivan had given the entire company the afternoon off to get ready.
			

			
				Alex felt blessed to have been hired by LSI. Even after a decade, he was excited to go to work every day. Castellanos was an excellent director—caring, humane, inspiring. He maintained an encouraging atmosphere of innovation, excellence, and family within his company. People who wanted to work hard and rise up the ranks were offered every opportunity to do so, and each contributor received deserved praise. Better yet, the pay was excellent and the raises regular.
			

			
				Alex was no novice. He’d worked his way up through several pharmaceutical manufacturers, starting as a junior salesman to reach his current position as Director of Sales and Promotion. Public heath was his passion; he cared about people—like his mother alone in the Port of Veracruz. Why hadn’t she called him back? Why hadn’t he brought her here to Mexico in December? His stomach tanked along with his good spirits. The entire family had shut him out. He took a gulp of the whisky and let the burn relax his tense muscles. Not tonight güey, he told himself. It’s my night.
			

			
				“Well hello, Alex. So nice to see you again,” a voice crooned into his ear.
			

			
				He spun to the right, recognition sending his nerves through the ceiling. Avelina Fogle. He frowned. What the hell was that bitch doing at LSI’s annual product roll-out and awards dinner? She’d been fired for stealing company secrets.
			

			
				“Avelina. I’m surprised you’d show your face here.”
			

			
				She fluttered her fake eyelashes over her smirk. “So nice to see you too, Alex.” She turned to a burly man wearing a bespoke navy suit with a school tie. “I believe you know my novio, Jesus Bonillo?”
			

			
				Bonillo held out his hand to shake.
			

			
				Chingao. The evening had barely started, and it was already going to shit. “Yeah, we are acquainted. Chucho, ’sup?” He did not offer his hand and the man dropped his, turning away.
			

			
				Avelina crowded in closer, laughing. In his ear, she said, “You can’t stand I dumped your wimpy ass for a real man, can you?”
			

			
				“Excuse me, Avelina, they’re calling us to the dining room. Take care,” he intoned in a patronizing voice as he pushed past her into the crowd. Jesus Cristo. How had he ever been attracted to that woman? A self-serving painted doll with a heart of stone and criminal greed. Bonillo would find out what Avelina Fogel was about when she made off with his clients and company secrets. He had to hand it to Ivan—Alex should have been fired for his lapse in judgement. He was the king of picking the wrong women; Avelina was kicked out of LSI—and his house—before the holidays. He changed his passwords then notified his contacts she was no longer representing the company or him. She should have been prosecuted, but Ivan was right, the press would have been disastrous for the company.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Director’s personal assistant greeted Alex at the door to the private dining room and pointed out his seat at the head table between the Director of Development and the head of Marketing. He sat down, ordered another whisky as the waiter passed by with a tray of tempting mini huitlacoche quesadillas, and watched the LSI staff stream into the room. The table was positioned in front of a narrow riser with a lectern and two microphones. A small table loaded with plaques and envelopes sat next to it. Behind the lectern on the wall, hung a banner touting LSI and the new antiviral drug, Viru-Out. A clutch of capsule-shaped helium filled balloons floated overhead in a rainbow of colors. Alex’s drink arrived and he settled in to endure the evening.
			

			
				“Good to see you, Alex. I’d hoped to talk to you,” Abramov from Marketing greeted him. “I hear you’re having a huge success with your trials, and sales are skyrocketing through your network. I want to create a campaign featuring you and your foundation’s work. Interested?”
			

			
				“I’m flattered, Levi. We do our best. Because of Margarita,” he elbowed the Development director, “Viru-Out is helping hundreds of low-income COVID patients beat this damned virus. And provide the necessary trials. We should include her—”
			

			
				“Good evening gentlemen. Include me in what?” Margarita interrupted.
			

			
				“Hola, Directora, I was just suggesting to Alex we run a campaign on the foundation and your efforts to get LSI products into the hands of the needy. It would make an excellent marketing tool. Especially now that Viru-Out is proving safe and effective.”
			

			
				Alex asked, “What’s your idea? A video? I’d be happy to talk to you. Margarita?” He turned to her, eyebrows raised—and choked on the skewered shrimp he was nibbling. There she was again, taking a chair at the next table. Avelina, staring at him with an air of triumph. She winked, then threw a mincing smile his way.
			

			
				Alex coughed. Turned away. “Sorry, shrimp down the wrong pipe.”
			

			
				Margarita patted his back. “Okay?”
			

			
				“Okay,” he lied.
			

			
				Surreptitiously he watched Avelina and Chucho Bonilla chatting up the guests as the table filled. What the hell were they doing at the LSI product launch?
			

			
				“Camarones al diablo. Shall I schedule a couple of meetings to interview you?” the marketing director asked, an expectant smile below his trim mustache.
			

			
				We should go do it right now. Anything to get away from that bitch. He turned Margarita and said, “Shall we do it?”
			

			
				“Of course. Say, isn’t that your ex with the owner of Aplicaciones Farmaceuticos? Bonillo? Wasn’t she fired four months ago? What are they doing here?”
			

			
				Abramov cut in. “I don’t remember her. But he’s competition and ruthless. I don’t much like his methods. How do you know him Margarita?”
			

			
				“Long story, long ago. Let’s say my opinion is similar to yours. You know him, Alex?”
			

			
				“No, not really. Avelina introduced us at a party once. He pestered me for info on our products and access to Ivan and the board. Looks like he got what he wanted.”
			

			
				“You’re better off without her, Alex. She had a sneaky side and acted as though she were entitled to more than anyone else when she worked under me. I would have fired if you hadn’t gotten her,” Margarita said.
			

			
				“I don’t miss her, but I’m missing some videos that walked out around the time she did. It wasn’t enough to call the authorities, but—”
			

			
				The waiter interrupted the conversation. “Excuse me, folks. The buffet is ready when you are.” He recited the menu, then asked, “May I bring you anything to drink?”
			

			
				After jotting down the drink orders, the waiter moved on to re-count the menu to the newcomers. The room had filled to capacity. It looked to Alex as if the entire company had turned out, even the janitorial team.
			

			
				“Let’s get some food while it’s hot off the grill,” Margarita said.
			

			
				Eventually, a pretty waitress came around with trays of delicious looking dessert assortments. Alex resisted the urge to try both the flan de coco and cajeta crepas.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Alex and Levi were in an intense conversation on the merits of social media marketing versus traditional print advertising when Ivan strode to the lectern and shouted, “Bienvenido to our tenth annual awards dinner!”
			

			
				The crowd, except Avelina and Bonilla, cheered, hooted and shouted encouragement. Ivan patted down the air with his hands. Someone yelled, “Let him talk!” Someone else tapped a water glass with a fork.
			

			
				Finally, Ivan commanded, “Quiet down! Quiet down, we have a special guest, and we don’t want to give him the impression we are a herd of hyenas.” The group laughed and settled.
			

			
				“Before I introduce this year’s award winners, let me pat our collective back on the incredible job Laboratorios Salud Integrales has done with our new antivirus, Viru-Out.” He quoted some statistics collected through the trials on efficacy combatting COVID and the steady rise in sales as the pandemic swelled. “If our analysts’ projections are anywhere near their expectations for sales, every employee of LSI will receive a fat holiday bonus come December. And we can thank the teams that made this happen.”
			

			
				Ivan gave a short history of the development lab’s discovery of compounds that in tests killed viruses, and Margarita’s expert leadership in bringing the new drug to human trials. “Alex, escort Margarita up here,” he shouted.
			

			
				Alex jumped to his feet and offered his arm. Ivan welcomed her with a hug and a hearty gracias. He thanked her staff then handed over one of the plaques and a fat envelope “for Margarita and the team”.
			

			
				Alex stood back waiting to hand her down from the stage.
			

			
				“Of course we couldn’t have done it without the development team, but even a miracle drug can’t sell itself. I thought this guy was a nut case when he approached me to start a foundation to serve the needs of our nation. I wasn’t buying his Boy Scout attitude. LSI didn’t need a do-gooder, we needed trials and positive proof Viru-Out would work. A lot of money poured into developing it. For the patent, we needed proof it worked—and didn’t kill anyone in the process.” The audience laughed. “Listen, I said, you do your magic with sales and keep us afloat. We’re not giving anything away, not until we’re the Pfizer of Mexico. But this dumb-ass kept hammering away at me. Then Margarita came at me. And before you know it, the crazy scheme was making sense. I want you all to honor our very own crazy man, Alex Deltoro. A bull in the ring. For the tenth year, Alex’s team receives the award for the year’s top sales. But that’s not all. I finally listened to his cockamamy idea, and folks, Mr. Alex Deltoro’s do-good heart has created a system to get medicine free of charge to the most in-need in exchange for participating in our trials, and he has boosted sales of our drugs to the very doctors who care for these people in the government run IMSS and ISSST hospitals, not to mention the free clinics across our city and beyond. With COVID, we have thousands of patients in trials and we’re winning the battle against the virus, and our competition! Come over here, Alex,” he said.
			

			
				Margarita hugged him. Alex stepped to the lectern. Ivan took his wrist and raised his arm in a gesture of winning. “You deserve this man. Thank you from LSI.” He handed Alex one of the plaques and two envelopes. “One for Sales Team of the Year and the rest for Highest Contributor to the Company. Alex, a plaque doesn’t say it clearly enough. We are impressed with your dedication, drive, loyalty, innovation and know-how. I, and the Board, want you to step into the Director of Operations position when Zugasti retires in May. Congratulations, Deltoro!”
			

			
				The employees went wild. Avelina glared daggers at him. What was that about?
			

			
				Ivan handed him the mic; Alex pulled Margarita next to him to acknowledge her participation in the foundation’s, and the antiviral’s, success. “I’m grateful to LSI, a company that values innovation and hard work. Ten years ago, I came in as part of the sales team hoping to do well enough to help my family. I never thought I’d receive such an honor. Thank you!”
			

			
				“So, you’ll take the job?” Ivan asked, winking.
			

			
				“You’re the boss, I can’t say no,” Alex quipped back to chuckles across the room.
			

			
				The men shook hands; the audience applauded as Alex returned to his seat.
			

			
				Ivan called up the other department heads and introduced each to the room. The heads reported on their 2020 projects and 2019 outcomes, awarding envelopes to each department team member of the year.
			

			
				As the last award recipient returned to her table, Ivan called Jesus Bonillo to the podium. Alex’s chilis en nogadas turned to cement in his stomach. What the hell? He shot a side-glance at Avelina. The gloating look on his ex-protege cum lover’s face burned him up. Suddenly, he understood how people could be pushed to murder.
			

			
				He turned back to the stage as Ivan introduced Bonillo, “. . . Director of Aplicaciones Farmaceuticos, formerly our biggest competitor in the antivirus market, now our co-collaborator. LSI has just signed a contract with AF to co-develop a version of Viru-Out for children. We’ll market the two together and beat this deadly virus!”
			

			
				Bonillo grinned and the men shook hands. Alex couldn’t listen to his speech. He knew where the formulations came from. Stolen from LSI by Avelina. He ordered a third whisky.
			

			
				Champagne corks popped, waiters circulated with brimming flutes, attendees milled and chatted. The music changed to some popular dance tunes and the party kicked into gear. Alex gazed at the exit longing for his soft bed and the cuddly kitten who had adopted him, both waiting at home. And someone to answer his call to Veracruz.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 2
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				The Call
			

			
				Saturday, March 28, 2020
			

			
				 
			

			
				Between too much whisky and the shock and shame of Avelina and Bonillo attending the dinner, the motorcycle ride home was a blur—a miracle he’d made it at all. Driving in Mexico City was crazy enough without adding alcohol and anger. But that was water under the bridge.
			

			
				Shouldn’t he be walking on clouds after his success? He may have been roasted first, but a $50,000 peso award, another rung higher on the corporate ladder—a directorship with a 35% raise were nothing to scoff at. He was going to run the department and there wouldn’t be any leaks. He would control that.
			

			
				So why was he so upset? Because still no communications from either his mother or the family. Was she still alive? Surely Lucas would let him know if she’d died. Or maybe she’d gone into remission? Why wouldn’t anyone communicate with him? He’d called Lucas, his sister-in-law, and his niece, Morticia. All ignored him. Hadn’t it always been like this? He was the outsider. He’d always be the outsider with the Deltoros, and his pattern had been to run the other way. Yet this was his mother; he had to keep trying. He dialed again. The line rang and rang and rang.
			

			
				By now, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, and someone was trying to jackhammer his skull. He got up to swallow four aspirins, refilling his glass from the five-gallon bottle on the kitchen counter to swill them down. He should go to bed; he could still catch the eleven o’clock news. Maybe he’d see himself being recognized. A news crew had been in the room at the beginning of the ceremony. He flicked on the TV and dialed into the local station, planting himself in the leather easy chair with the control in his hand.
			

			
				In several minutes a business newscaster announced Laboratorios Salud Integral’s big roll out and showed a short clip of the director’s speech. The newscast barely mentioned Alex’s promotion. The announcer cut to another story, announcing Aplicaciónes Farmaceuticos new antiviral and rolled a short interview with that pendejo Jesus Bonilla. Alex turned it up. Bonilla claimed his new miracle drug would save the lives of thousands of Mexican children with COVID, and he owed it all to his head of development, Avelina Fogle. The final shot showed the two of them smirking at Alex right through the airwaves.
			

			
				Not even a mention of the joint project with LSI. He thought back several years when Bonilla had come to LSI to apply for a job. Alex had disliked him upon meeting. Something untrustworthy about him convinced Ivan to pass over Bonilla for Levi. How did Bonilla get the capital to take over Aplicaciónes Farmaceuticos, anyway?
			

			
				 
			

			
				The alarm shrilled. Seven a.m. Alex’s head still pounded. Champagne had never agreed with him—and mixed with whisky. Was he stupid? He was too old to party late and work all day anymore—about thirty years too old. He whacked the snooze button and rolled over to catch another half hour of sleep before he had to get up. A muffled yowl followed by sharp pricks to his side sent him flying out of bed. After cleaning the scratches with hydrogen peroxide and choking down three more aspirins, he padded to the bodega to scoop a quarter cup of kitten food into Daisi’s bowl.
			

			
				Damn, the kitten wasn’t even his. Daisi showed up on the doorstep one day and made herself at home. He didn’t want a pet. He didn’t have enough time to take care of a cat, but the little creature was too skinny and needed care—yeah, his middle name: Caregiver.
			

			
				He put on the kettle and ground his Frijoles Mayos coffee beans. While he waited for the water to boil, he checked his messages. Nothing. He’d try again after his Foundation gig at the IMSS—always a depressing stop on his rounds. Noisy, dirty, and many of the staff uncooperative. At least the chief of Virology worked well with him.
			

			
				The new anti-viral was combating COVID, but tired and hung-over, he questioned his efforts as he poured the steaming water over the grounds and plunged them to the bottom of the French carafe. His success with landing a government contract for Viru-Out—for any drug—was wasted effort. The AMLO government wasn’t interested in saving lives. Worrying about sales was futile.
			

			
				Just like worrying about his mother.
			

			
				Why doesn’t she return my call?
			

			
				Now Lucas, he was another story. Alex’s brother had been doted on; he could do no wrong. His mother thought the sun rose and set on his older brother. The pinche drunk. Alex poured a dollop of milk into his hot coffee. He knew his thought train was headed for a crash, or at least a side spur. Thinking of his family would not improve his day. But he couldn’t stop.
			

			
				The sun shone on the patio. Small white bells bloomed amid dark green sword-like leaves in a large Talavera pot. The neighborhood was quiet this early on a Saturday morning and he’d placed a small iron table in the sunniest corner. A moment of warm peace and vitamin D would help banish his dark thoughts. He carried his coffee out and sat down. Daisi followed him, jumping onto the other chair to groom. They sat companionably until he finished his cup and went back to the kitchen for a refill.
			

			
				The gloom of the house cast its shadow over his tenuous mood improvement. He caught a look at himself in the mirror near the entrance to the kitchen. Haggard, tired, old. The circles under his eyes turned his usual sea blue irises into the color of storm clouds over slate. A bit like Lucas’s after one of his all-too-often benders. Alex pictured how much Lucas looked like their mother. He looked like his father, so much so there could be no question of whose child he was. But the question nagged: was Irene his mother? Last December Irene had almost admitted she wasn’t. He’d brought her a series of a new cancer medicine, and she responded well; for once she obviously felt kindly toward him. She wanted to talk. Yet, as soon as Irene showed an interest in Alex, Lucas and Ana sent him home.
			

			
				They were up to something and wanted to keep Alex from finding out. Maybe it had to do with the inheritance.
			

			
				He pondered this as he stirred a spoonful of sugar into his third coffee. He didn’t even know if there was anything to inherit. But what point was there to thinking about all of these things? He’d try Irene again after his shower.
			

			
				The phone rang as he dried off. He grabbed it from the edge of the sink and answered. A low, scratchy-sounding voice cut in and out with the poor signal in the bathroom. He stepped into the hall near the router.
			

			
				“Hello? I can’t hear you. Who is it?”
			

			
				“Help me, Alex. She’s trying to kill me.” The line went dead.
			

			
				Who? What? It sounded sort of like his mother. What was going on? He checked the number. Blocked. Hit redial. Rang once and ended. He dialed Ana. Dread descended upon him. What if? No, they wouldn’t...it was too terrible to consider.
			

			
				The phone rang and rang. Lucas didn’t answer either. Frustrated, Alex filled Daisi’s water bowl, checked that the upstairs window was cracked open enough that she could get out, and grabbed his helmet. The rush of wind on the motorcycle always made him feel better. He’d forget about his family. Move on. Get ready to step up into top management of his company.
			

			
				The nagging message dogged him.
			

			
				What if it were true?
			

			
				What if he didn’t respond?
			

			
				What if they really were trying to kill Irene?
			

			
				If only he knew how to reach a neighbor.
			

			
				Oh God, I’ll never be able to live with myself if I don’t go to Veracruz.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 3
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				The Mission
			

			
				Traffic was light between Naucalpan and Tlalnepantla. The wind banished the dregs of whisky from his brain, but not his worry. Alex rechecked his mental task-list for the day at the IMSS Hospital General de Zona #51. He knew it well and looked forward to his talk with the jefa de pabellon, unit manager, Doctor Milagros Bondad.
			

			
				Dr. Milagros, a great supporter of Alex’s work, was a virus specialist trained in the U.S., and in charge of the COVID unit. She not only arranged for a high percentage of the patients for the Viru-Out trials; she kept meticulous notes, complying with all the regulations. Best, her private practice actively purchased LSI’s medicines and entered patients into trials. He owed her a lot as one of the first doctors to sign on to his foundation’s mission.
			

			
				The Satellite towers blurred by. Traffic picked up as Alex approached the exits for the big shopping centers. He slowed down anticipating his Santa Monica exit. Five minutes.
			

			
				He had time to stop and pick up two drinks to go. Dr. Milagros loved her chai lattes. He needed more jet fuel.
			

			
				The first order of the day was to deliver the coffee and go over the results of the past month. The second was to spread the news about the Viru-Out launch and his promotion. He planned to drop by all the doctors tending COVID patients and invite them to assemble in the patio for lunch—six feet apart—to spread the word of the drug’s success. Milagros would come. She wasn’t one of those skinny women who ate half a lettuce leaf and shoved the plate away. She loved to eat and talk about medicine. Her lovely apple-cheeked face always lit up when Alex suggested a lunch meeting. Today would be no different, he wagered, although the pandemic was creating an untenable schedule for medical staff. The hospitals were full to overflowing and the staffs overworked.
			

			
				Next Alex planned to make the rounds of the patients and assess who might qualify to receive Viru-Out. He would lend a hand to anyone needing extra help while he was there. It satisfied him to help out, knowing he was making people’s lives better. Some had suggested he attend medical school, but that ship had sailed.
			

			
				Several horns blasted; Alex swerved around a snarl and pulled into a small space between two Suburbans outside the Multiplaza Arboledos.
			

			
				He yanked off his helmet, secured it to his sample case and chained the case and bike to a streetlamp with a special chain designed to need a giant metal cutter to break—he’d lost one motorcycle to thieves, and had learned his lesson.
			

			
				Business was brisk inside the coffee shop although the line was short. Most of the tables were occupied with people wearing masks, working on laptops, tablets, and phones. People at few tables actually talked; the constant staring at devices irritated Alex. He loved to talk, share ideas, and get to know people. A rousing debate on most any topic energized him. His penchant for talk was the secret to his success as a salesperson.
			

			
				He eyed the pastry case.
			

			
				“Buenos dias, may I take your order?” asked a pretty morena when he reached the counter.
			

			
				“Please. I’d like an Americano with cream and a chai latte, both grande to go.” He glanced at a delicious looking cake in the case and asked, “What’s the cake?”
			

			
				“Walnut with cream filling and mocha frosting. Want a slice?”
			

			
				“Absolutely! Make it two packaged separately. Thanks. And can the barista write Viru-Out on the chai?”
			

			
				“Maybe,” the girl answered then called, “Luci, can you write something special on a chai latte?”
			

			
				“Depends on what he wants. Can you write it down for me, Señor?”
			

			
				Alex jotted the drug name onto a paper napkin and pushed his debit card under the reader.
			

			
				“Thanks, have a great day,” he said as he dropped a twenty-peso note into the tip jar. The girl grinned.
			

			
				The chai latte looked perfect with Viru-Out in cream on top. The barista had even managed a heart around the words after Alex explained what it was. He packed the bag of coffees and cake into his saddlebag, freed the bike, and roared out of the movie plaza, arriving at the hospital parking lot with exactly enough time to get to his meeting.
			

			
				He felt energized. Visiting Dr. Milagros tended to have that effect on him. Her ample curves and her brightly flamboyant style of dressing turned him on, but it was her brilliant mind that was the real attraction. Too bad she was married. That seemed to be his luck—the good ones didn’t need him—unlike his ex-wife and a string of losers and takers like Avelina Fogel.
			

			
				Alex strode through the wide entry to the hospital astounded by the miserable conditions that greeted him. The lobby had been turned into a COVID ward, or so it appeared. Beds were everywhere with patients coughing or gasping for air. People and staff milled about, many unmasked. He added a second mask over his N95 respirator and took the broad stairs to the second floor. But it was worse; crammed with beds, gurneys, and cots filled by men, women, and children struggling to breathe. Struggling to live. Some as waxy pale as cadavers. Surely the hospital was removing the deceased. He skirted his way through the mishmash of patients to Milagros’s office and knocked. Ten o’clock. Right on time. As if it mattered in this hell hole.
			

			
				The doctor let him in and quickly shut the door against the din of coughs, moaning, beeping machines, crying, calls for help, and harried nursing staff trying to do their job. The misery weighed on Alex. His case containing twenty-four free courses of Viru-Out— laughable.
			

			
				“Hijole, Milagros, I had no idea. . .” He handed over her bag of coffee and cake. “You look like you need this.”
			

			
				“Thanks.” She peeked into the bag, removing her drink and prying off the top, then slipping off her mask. The writing had begun to melt into the hot liquid, but she smiled. “Viru-Out. If only we had enough for everyone. And what’s this? Cake?” Her dark eyes lit up for a short moment.
			

			
				“Walnut cake with creme and mocha. I couldn’t resist. I can’t believe the change since last month. It’s like purgatory.” He moved a pile of clean masks from the visitor chair to the corner of the file-laden desk and sat down to open his Honey Coffee bag.
			

			
				“It’s rough, Alex. No one believed in February how virulent COVID 19 is. People refused to wear masks and stay home. The government is trying to educate the populace, but it’s a disaster. People are losing their jobs, people with cash can’t find necessities because the stores are sold out, others are starting to go hungry. There’s no vaccination and no immunity. The kids go to school, and in a week the entire family is sick. The very young and very old are dying at alarming rates. I don’t know what to do. My team pleaded with the governing board to invest in the best chance we have of saving lives and shortening the duration of the virus, your Viru-Out, but IMSS just won’t do it. We’re running out of medicines. We’re out of beds. I’m so angry I could spit.” She sipped her chai latte and drooped into her chair.
			

			
				“Alex, I’m tired. My staff is tired. All of the staff is tired. And the Director and his top staff don’t even come to help. Already we’re losing nurses and doctors to the virus, or they’re quitting before they catch it.” She took a bite of the cake. “Mmmm, delicious.”
			

			
				“I’m free all day, Milagros. Put me to work. I have twenty-four fourteen-day courses of Viru-Out. We’ve just rolled it out onto the market. We’ve made some improvements in efficacy since the last batch. Of course, we still need to assess, but the big trials have proven the drug works. It’s not a cure, but it’s attacking the virus directly. As you know from the last trial, it’s shortening the length and severity of the illness for otherwise healthy adults. We are starting development of a version for children, but so far, we haven’t made inroads,” he said between bites. “This final formulation addresses some of the contraindications from the last batch.”
			

			
				“Come on, it’s time for my rounds. Walk with me. I’ve selected forty-eight potential recipients from my patient load.” She rose, slipped her arms into her lab coat, secured her mask, and hung her stethoscope around her neck. Grabbing her medical bag, she ushered Alex through the door locking it while he put on his mask.
			

			
				“You need to lock your door?”
			

			
				“If I didn’t, I’d return to find five new patients on my desk.” Her chuckle sounded more like a groan.
			

			
				They walked to the nurses’ station to collect patient charts for the people the doctor had chosen to see first. Alex detailed the current contraindications as they entered the ward.
			

			
				“Yours and other trials show negative reactions to Viru-Out in patients with hypertension, hepatitis, especially C, diabetes, and kidney disease. Also, alcoholic patients and all the patients with advanced COVID, have shown more severe symptoms. I’m not sure why the alcoholics have adverse reactions. Maybe you understand that. We don’t really have much data on it, in part because the alcoholics won’t always own up to being alcoholic. The last group is the group most in need of Viru-Out—those over seventy.”
			

			
				Milagros paused at the bed of a woman breathing through a ventilator then flipped open the top chart. “Mariella Espinosa, twenty-three, student, and my usual waitress at Honey Coffee. She does not drink, is in perfect health, other than COVID, and qualifies financially for the trial.”
			

			
				“She’s on a ventilator.”
			

			
				“Does it matter?”
			

			
				“No, not really. She could have a long life if we can beat this plague. I’ll add her to the list.”
			

			
				The next ten qualifying patients ranged in aged between thirty-two and sixty-seven. Five on ventilators, and the rest laboring for breath. All with high temperatures. But none with other medical complications. Alex added them to the list.
			

			
				As they proceeded through the overcrowded ward, he stopped to help patients drink water. He covered others in the cool room, and he spoke gently to many.
			

			
				Finally, Dr, Milagros said, “That’s half. It’s my shift lunchtime. Shall we round up the others and invite everyone to the cafeteria? They’ll want to hear about your success with Viru-Out. Several of them have people fitting your criteria, too. Our private practices are overwhelmed. We could all use it, if not for the good of our patients, then for lightening our loads.” She giggled. “Did I say that out loud?”
			

			
				Alex laughed. “I hear you, Milagros. I’m appalled at how rapidly this is spreading. I’m in and out of hospitals every week, but this is by far the worst I’ve seen. I’ll beg more courses off Ivan Castellanos. Hundreds more. We’ll buy it. The foundation has donors. We’ll do something.”
			

			
				It was true. He understood her feelings. Seeing first-hand the awful situation in IMSS #51 and multiplying it by how many IMSS hospitals in the country? Not to mention all the other hospitals, clinics, and health centers, made him realize that this wasn’t just a serious outbreak. In one month, the outbreak had exploded into the pandemic newscasters described in other countries.
			

			
				 
			

			
				For all the misery, lunch was a reasonably jovial affair. Besides Milagros, five doctors with patients in his trials, and one new doctora, Purita Ayala her nametag said, attended.
			

			
				Alex picked up the tab for the meals he carried from the cafeteria and made his pitch. Doctor Purita asked a lot of questions. Alex and the doctors enjoyed a rousing discussion of the pros and cons of Viru-Out and several of the drugs the hospital administered. Laboratorios Salud Integral won the competition, but it didn’t make any difference, IMSS was a government hospital with a low budget and lower interest in actually healing its patients, especially under the MORENA government. IMSS wouldn’t buy Viru-Out, no matter how effective it was. Doctor Purita said she’d be willing to give it a try.
			

			
				“Thank you, Doctora. I’ll come to your office when Dr. Milagros and I finish rounds. You’ll still be here in about three hours?”
			

			
				“Of course, Señor Deltoro. I think I live here now. I didn’t know when I received my license to practice before the holidays I’d be working fifteen hours a day.”
			

			
				“Fifteen? When do you sleep?” one of the other doctors asked.
			

			
				“On my feet, I think,” she replied. The group laughed. “I drink a lot of coffee,” she said, tipping her cup toward the group. Everyone agreed.
			

			
				Back on rounds, Alex and Milagros discovered three of her patients had died while they were at lunch. The lighter atmosphere generated at the luncheon table darkened. Alex felt a heavy weight descending onto his shoulders.
			

			
				“It’s been like this every day since I last saw you, Alex. You’re doing so much, but none of us can do enough. Millions will die from COVID. Mark my words.”
			

			
				They had identified five more candidates and initiated treatment. These might live, but what about the hundreds more dying in front of his eyes?
			

			
				“Go help Purita. She’s just starting out. Get in with her and you’ll have her as a customer for the rest of your career. She’s an excellent doctor. Stanford in California, top of her class, interned at the UC Med Center in San Francisco, and took her residency at the famous Mayo Clinic in infectious diseases.”
			

			
				“With that background, why on earth is she working at an IMSS?”
			

			
				“She’s like you, a caregiver. She really cares and money isn’t her objective. I interviewed her for hire. She’s dedicated. But she’s green. Go give her a hand.”
			

			
				They shook hands. Alex thanked the doctora, saying he’d be in touch soon, that he would move mountains to get more antivirus to her patients, then made his way to the next floor to doctor Purita’s ward.
			

			
				He found the young woman slumped over her desk in a cat nap. She woke when he knocked.
			

			
				It was a repeat of his meeting in Milagros’ office, but with more questions and note taking on the part of Purita. She had already assessed her patients for good fits and had their charts stacked neatly on the desk. They read through each and agreed on the five who would have
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