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Stay in this part of the castle, wife,

and do not be afraid when you see me fight;

with the help of God and His Holy Mother

I feel stronger of heart because you are here.

El Cantar de Mio Cid

Author note: For the purposes of this story, 10 Mexican pesos = 1 US dollar
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“The next step is to follow the money,” said Eduardo “Eddo” Cortez Castillo.

“That’s quite some story, Eduardo.” Across the table, César Bernal Paz gave his head a bemused shake as if collusion between Mexico’s Minister of Public Security and the elusive leader of the country’s most notorious drug cartel was a remote and amusing concept. 

“There’s enough evidence for a warrant.” Eddo felt his scalp prickle under the brown hair he kept as short as a general’s. 

“Really,” Bernal Paz said absently. He sliced into the arrachera steak on his plate and put a morsel into his mouth.

Eddo reached inside his Brooks Brothers suit jacket, took out a folded document from the inner pocket, and placed it on the starched tablecloth between the two place settings.

Bernal Paz eyed the heavy ivory paper and embossed black border. “Secreto, eh?” 

The two men were in a private corner of arguably the most exclusive restaurant in Mexico City. The Sanborn’s restaurant on the top of the historic Casa de Azulejos near the huge Zocalo square was the lunchtime bastion of Mexico’s power elite. The staff was unfailingly discreet, the atmosphere was dim and elegant, and more deals and careers were made and broken there than in the president’s office in Los Pinos. 

“The warrant is for the central bank to report all of Hugo’s financial transactions for the past year, including money transferred out of the country,” Eddo said quietly. 

Bernal Paz blinked in astonishment, his steak momentarily forgotten. “No. No.” He hastily wiped his lips with his napkin. “Honestly, Eduardo. I can see now why you’ve been telling me all this. But as senior governor, I cannot let the central bank become involved in some petty rivalry between you and your superior.”

“This is not personal, Don César,” Eddo said in all truth. “I hold Hugo de la Madrid Acosta in very high regard. I hope this investigation proves to be nothing. But we need the truth.”

“Yes, of course.” Bernal Paz raised white eyebrows. He was an aristocratic man who clung to the elegant manners and rigid societal rules of those few who controlled the country’s money and had complete faith in their right to do so. He wore a fitted Italian pinstripe suit and a discreet designer tie with matching pocket square. “But you have to see it from my point of view. You are investigating your own minister. Very awkward.”

“The warrant is signed by Judge Arturo Romero,” Eddo countered. The problem was that the warrant was Secret. Only a handful of people knew of its existence. Mexico’s legal system was so arcane that if Bernal Paz refused to comply there wasn’t anybody who had the knowledge and legal authority to compel him, including the president.

“You know him. Not just for this.” Bernal Paz made it a statement, not a question.

“My professor in law school.”

“Yes. I recall your father saying that.” The older man leaned back in his overstuffed chair. “I suppose now you’ll tell me that if Judge Romero wins the presidency you’re in the administration.”

Eddo raised his wine glass in a mock toast. “Attorney General.”

“Will you be the youngest?”

“I’m already past 40.” Eddo said. “Probably not.”

Bernal Paz smiled back magnanimously. “I lose track of the years, Eduardo. To me, you’ll always be a boy playing fútbol. Running like the wind with the eyes of an angel.” He wagged a finger at Eddo. “You should be on television.”

Eddo nodded his acceptance of the compliment even as he indicated the document on the table. “Arturo asked that you personally oversee the warrant.”

“And when he gets to be president Judge Romero will remember warmly those who were his friends before the election?” Before Eddo could reply, Bernal Paz reached out with a forefinger and slid the warrant toward Eddo’s plate of salmon. “But Romero might not even get the party nomination now that Lorena’s decided to run.”

Eddo suppressed a grimace. Mexico’s First Lady Lorena Lopez de Betancourt had tried very hard to upstage her husband ever since Fernando Betancourt had been elected president. Her latest antic was to announce that she wanted to be president when her husband’s term expired.

“You don’t think she’ll get the nomination?” Bernal Paz polished off his steak. The older man’s relief that they were no longer talking about the warrant was palpable.

“She has no financial backing.” Eddo slid the warrant back to Bernal Paz’s side of the table. “Can you get me the information within two weeks?”

“Really, Eduardo.” Bernal Paz sounded like a stern schoolmaster speaking to a wayward pupil. “The central bank cannot be involved in dirty politics.”

“Ministers of the government cannot be permitted to join the cartels.” Eddo kept his voice low, although the effort was nearly killing him. He wanted to jump up and shout, make Bernal Paz see how critical it was that they have the banking records, squeeze the old man by the throat until the numbers popped out of his ears. 

“All the evidence you have so far is circumstantial.” Bernal Paz made a dismissive gesture with his fork. “The land his son supposedly bought from El Toro—.”

“Reynoldo de la Madrid is 14 years old, Don César,” Eddo interrupted. The sale of a large tract of desert land from a man using cartel boss El Toro’s Christian name to one Reynoldo de la Madrid had been recorded by the town clerk of Anahuac, a small town south of Nuevo Laredo, and reported by a local cop. “Some teenager in the most expensive private Catholic school in the country, with bodyguards around him even at the Santa Fe shopping mall, is not making his own deals with cartels.” 

“Eduardo, you don’t understand.” Bernal Paz pursed his lips and pushed the warrant back across the table. “I would like the central bank to help, but getting this type of information is very difficult. It cannot be done and that is final.”

“It’s all on computers,” he countered. “No doubt you have a good systems administrator who can get it done.”

Bernal Paz frowned. “Listen to me, Eduardo. Hugo is a powerful man. If he finds out he’ll bring down the bank.

“The bank is an institution,” Eddo pointed out. “It will survive. 

Bernal Paz shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “No. You ask too much.” 

“So we’re too afraid to save our country?” Eddo pressed, leaning forward. “What will you leave your grandchildren? A country that’s just a playground of violence for the cartels?” 

“Eduardito, that’s enough,” Bernal Paz scolded. 

The childhood nickname was a warning sign and Eddo knew it was time to give Bernal Paz some space. He sat back in his chair and signaled to the waitress. She deftly removed their plates and brought coffee.

“My father always said if I needed anything I should come to you,” Eddo said after awhile. He poured some cream into his coffee and stirred it. “That’s why he always kept the Marca Cortez money in the Banco de Vieja Puebla.”

“Marca Cortez and Banco de Vieja Puebla go back together for more than 200 years.” Bernal Paz loaded his coffee with sugar and looked at Eddo meaningfully. “This is what matters in Mexico. Family. History. Tradition. Not your silly secret warrants.” 

The words were thick with significance. Eddo didn’t reply but again let the silence draw out, watching the older man sit impassively across the table, reproof etched on his patrician features. Bernal Paz’s refusal to conduct the bank investigation had nothing to do with his fear for the central bank or even, really, of Hugo de la Madrid Acosta. No, it was Eddo’s insolence in growing up and attaining a position of power over not only his elders but his peers in Mexico’s highest social class, the criollos who could still claim a pure Spanish bloodline. Tradition meant preserving the social order and Eddo was threatening to upset it. What he was doing simply wasn’t done by one of their own.

“Marca Cortez values the relationship with Banco de Vieja Puebla, of course.” Eddo sipped some coffee. The caffeine hit his stomach and set it alight. “I still sit on the board of directors and Uncle Bernardo and I speak frequently.”

“And Octavio oversees Marca Cortez’s financial interests just the way I did when I headed the bank.”

Eddo carefully centered his cup in its saucer. “I’m just a little concerned that Octavio might be, ah, how shall I say . . . distracted.”

Bernal Paz frowned, the white eyebrows dipping toward his nose.

“Three months ago a certain Señorita Vida Sandoval Arnez bore Octavio fine twin boys,” Eddo continued softly. “They live in a fine new house in Cuernavaca that Octavio bought at a cost of three times his annual salary from the bank. He’s a frequent visitor. Of course, it must be heartbreaking to be away from Elena and the children so much. And his duties at the bank.” 

Tension hung in the air, stretched by silence. “How do you know this?” Bernal Paz finally asked.

“Octavio’s private life is between him and Elena,” Eddo replied. “But a bank with a distracted director is not a safe place for Marca Cortez.”

To the old man’s credit he didn’t flinch. They both knew that if Eddo recommended it, his uncle Bernardo Cortez, Marca Cortez’s chairman, would move the company’s money elsewhere. Banco de Vieja Puebla would collapse and the Bernal family fortunes along with it.

A muscle in Bernal Paz’s jaw bunched. “How long have you been director of the Ministry of Public Security’s Office of Special Investigations?”

“Over four years,” Eddo said. “I was the first official sworn in after the election.”

“Four years.” Bernal Paz’s voice trembled with anger. “In all that time you’ve been concealed. Lurking in the shadows. Oh, you’ve caught some people and made a few statements. But even when you were seeing that blonde television woman no one knew who you were.”

Eddo nodded once in acknowledgment. For the year they’d dated he’d managed to stay on the periphery of Elsa’s fame. She’d hated his reserve and avoidance of the limelight right up to the day they’d agreed to go their separate ways. 

“This is not what your father wanted for you.” Bernal Paz jabbed a finger into the air at Eddo. “You were a disappointment. He wanted you to take over Marca Cortez. To be its lifeblood the way he was. Instead you run off to that fancy norteamericano college. Let Romero fill your head with crazy ideas in law school and then you threw away all that education by joining up with the police. You were with scum and you’ve become just the same.” Spittle flew from a corner of his mouth. “Never marrying, never carrying on the Cortez name. You wipe your feet on tradition, Eduardito. And now this. You’re the man who lifts skirts to see the shit underneath.”

Eddo pushed the warrant back to Bernal Paz’s side of the table. “Two weeks. Whatever you find send to the office at Marca Cortez.”

Bernal Paz snatched up the warrant and stuffed it into the inside pocket of his superbly tailored suit jacket, his face tight with suppressed fury. “I do this only because when I pray for the repose of your father’s soul, I can say that when his son asked for help and invoked his name, I gave him the help he asked for.”

Eddo nodded.

Bernal Paz pushed out his chair and stood. The man was older, more frail than when he’d entered the restaurant two hours before. Eddo stood up, too, and at that moment their status and power were equal. 

“Mark my words, Eduardito.” Bernal Paz’s voice was so low Eddo had to strain to hear. “Hugo de la Madrid Acosta is a powerful man. He’ll learn of this investigation and when he does, you’re a dead man. A dead man.”

Eddo met Bernal Paz’s eyes. “Maybe I already am.”

“Two weeks,” Bernal Paz spat. “And you will not be welcome in my house again.”

The old man stalked out of the restaurant, acknowledging no one although he probably knew most of the patrons.

Eddo sat down. A wave of nausea hit him and he had to lift his chin and gulp air to prevent the searing bile from coming up.

“Señor?”

The waitress in her elaborate pleated paper gown smiled at him inquiringly as she lifted away the remains of the meal. “A postre, señor? I could show you the dessert tray.” 

“No, thank you,” Eddo said hoarsely. A sugar rush was the last thing he ever needed. “A brandy, please.”

The waitress brought a balloon glass and Eddo sipped the brandy, listening to the hum of unspoken deals and the slick murmur of political wheels being greased. The nausea passed, leaving his body churning with tension and residual adrenaline. The exchange with Bernal Paz had been a hell of a way to end the week, especially given his lack of sleep. He was dealing with the pressure of the investigation with his usual prescription of running and working out, but it was turning him into a chronic insomniac.

At least tomorrow was Saturday, the day when he’d go to La Marquesa, the big area of scrubby parkland between Mexico City and Toluca. He’d played fútbol there every Saturday since his earliest police days. 

That’s when he’d run and run until he was nothing more than two feet and a pair of lungs, until he coughed blood and stank of sweat and forgot for an hour or two everything that he was and what he had to do and the people who’d get hurt along the way. 
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Three votive candles burned in front of Our Lady of Guadalupe. There was no one else in the living room to see the tiny flames shiver in the draft as Luz de Maria Alba Mora shut the front door. 

In the cheap reproduction painting, prominently displayed in a wrought iron easel on top of a weathered wood cabinet, the Virgin wore a green robe decorated with stars just like when She’d appeared to San Juan Diego in 1531. The picture was draped with rosaries, silk flowers, and a black ribbon marking the day 13 years ago when Luz’s father and grandfather had been struck by a bus and the world had changed forever. 

“I’m home,” Luz called. She put down the backpack containing her sketchpad and the pay-as-you-go Amigo cell phone that was just for emergencies.

“In here.” Luz’s mother’s voice filtered through the doorless archway to the kitchen.

Luz peeled off the sweatshirt she wore over a tee shirt and jeans then found her mother behind the ironing board. More than a dozen crisp men’s dress shirts hung on a clothes rack wedged between the board and the scrubbed pine kitchen table. 

“Hola, niña.” Maria Mora was a small, plump woman with tired eyes, a ruddy complexion, and short permed hair. She set the iron on its heel as Luz stretched across the board so the two women could exchange kisses. “Was the bus ride all right? Did anyone bother you?”

“Nobody bothered me, Mama,” Luz said. She’d learned how to take care of herself long ago but her mother asked the same question every time she came home. “Everything was fine and the bus even got in a little earlier than usual.”

“Good, good,” Maria said and took up the iron again. Her brown polyester dress was as old as the kitchen’s chipped yellow and blue tiles. “The children are still at school and your sister’s at the church for the ladies craft afternoon.” 

“Poor Father Santiago,” Luz said. She turned on the single cold water tap, found the bar of naptha soap, and washed her face and hands, getting rid of the stink of diesel fuel, worn vinyl, and unwashed passengers. “I don’t know how he stands all their chatter.”

“They’re planning the oferta for the Day of the Dead,” Maria said.

“Every woman there is going to have a different plan,” Luz said with a wry smile. 

Maria chuckled.

Luz dug her pay envelope out of the front pocket of her jeans where it had been safe from the pickpockets that roam bus stations. She opened the jar kept on the counter for household money. Only a few pesos left this week. Working as a muchacha planta—a live-in housemaid—earned Luz time off every other weekend and Wednesday afternoons and paid 5000 pesos a month. It was good money but it was never quite enough.

“You keep some to do your hair,” Maria said, lifting her chin at the jar even as she kept the iron moving over the cotton shirt on the board. “You should have done it the last time you were home.” 

“I know,” Luz said. “But the weekends go by so fast.” Like so many women of mestizo heritage—the mix of conquering Spanish and defeated indio that made up the majority of café-skinned Mexicans—Luz wore her hair long and permed with bangs curved into a bubble over dark brown eyes. But the perm and the bangs had grown out and lately her head was just a mass of hairpins trying to keep everything in place. 

“We have to go to the mercado, too,” Maria said. “The girls need new shoes. Those two grow out of everything.”

Luz put 300 pesos for a new perm in her jeans pocket, dropped the rest of the money in the jar, and opened the cupboard to find an aspirin. The four hour bus ride from Mexico City to the small town of Soledad de Doblado on the outskirts of Veracruz was a huge descent in elevation and she had the usual headache. Of course, everyone had headaches in October when the summer rains gave way to the dry season and sinus pressure fluctuated like crazy. She washed down the aspirin with water from the garrafon, the big bottled water dispenser on the counter, and looked at her mother. “I saw the candles,” she said leadingly.

Maria pressed the shirt cuffs, the last step in a professional ironing job. “We got some good news.”

“Really?” Luz raised her eyebrows. “What sort of good news?”

Maria smiled. “You can wait,” she said. “We’ll sit and have some coffee and then I’ll tell you all about it.”

“I’ll keep ironing while you make the coffee,” Luz offered. The dry cleaner’s bag at her mother’s feet was still half full; she’d obviously gotten a late start on the 40 shirts she ironed daily for 2 pesos each. Luz took the finished shirt from her mother, hung it on the big rack, flipped a plastic shroud over it and stapled the dry cleaner’s coupon to the plastic. 

Puffing with exertion, Maria squeezed herself out of the corner between the rack and the ironing board. Luz swiveled her hips and slipped easily into the tight space. Rather than Maria’s soft stockiness, Luz had inherited her late father’s height and lithe build, along with his high cheekbones and wide mouth. She spread a new shirt over the board. 

“I’ll make coffee with milk the way you like it.” Maria filled the coffee maker’s glass carafe with water from the dispenser. 

Luz felt her headache lift as her mother bustled around the small kitchen, heating milk in a battered saucepan and finding the right glasses for café veracruzana. Obviously a celebration was at hand. Maybe Juan Pablo had won Student of the Quarter again.

The coffeemaker gave a final gurgle as Luz finished her third shirt. She unplugged the iron and sat at the table across from her mother. Maria set a glass of coffee and hot milk in front of her and Luz sipped appreciatively. 

“Your sister is pregnant,” Maria said and put three heaping spoonfuls of sugar in her own glass. 

Luz nearly choked on her coffee. “Lupe?” 

“You only have one sister,” Maria said.

“She can’t be pregnant,” Luz sputtered. “She’s a widow with two small daughters.”

Along with Luz, Lupe had left school when their father died but had been too shy to work as a muchacha. She’d married young and been widowed a few years later. Still shy, she crocheted placemats and bowl covers for the tourists at the handicrafts mercado. 

“She’s pregnant,” Maria said. “I said I’d tell you before she got home.”

“Is she sure?” Luz searched for other possibilities. “Maybe she’s got the flu. Ate something that upset her stomach.”

“She’s sure,” Maria replied. “She’s already been to the clinic. They made her buy some vitamins.”

Luz blinked. “That’s why there wasn’t anything in the money jar.”

Maria nodded. “The vitamins cost almost 200 pesos.” 

Self-pity hit hard as Luz stared into her glass of café veracruzana. Lupe was pregnant and soon there would be another mouth to feed and Lupe had two beautiful children already and Luz would never have any. 

“I lit the candles,” Maria continued. “For her to stay healthy. Twenty-six is old to be having babies.”

And 29 is ancient. Tears pricked the back of Luz’s eyes as she wrestled with feelings she thought she’d crushed long ago. She’d never married and never had a child in a country where the majority of girls of her social class were mothers before their eighteenth birthday, married or not. “Madre de Dios,” Luz said harshly. “This was your good news?”

“Babies are always good news, Luz.” 

“This is not the right time,” Luz said. “Juan Pablo graduates from school this year. How are we going to send him to college with all the costs for a baby?”

“You know there’s no money for college, Luz.” Maria’s voice was flat. “There never was. Your brother will get a job.”

“No,” Luz snapped, although she knew her mother was right. College cost a fortune, but it was one of Luz’s dreams that Juan Pablo would go. He was brilliant. “We haven’t scrimped and saved to put him through Colegio Santa Catalina just so he can end up working on the docks in Veracruz.”

“He’ll be all right,” Maria said.

“And I want Martina and Sophia to go to Santa Catalina,” Luz said stubbornly. “That neighborhood school isn’t teaching them anything.”

“The tuition for Santa Catalina is 1800 pesos a month,” Maria said. “Double for two. We can’t afford to send them and you know it. They can stay where they are for 400 pesos a month. When Juan Pablo graduates and we’re not paying his tuition things will be easier.”

“There’s no room in this house for any more people,” Luz went on, unable to stop herself. Maria’s bedroom was off the living room. Two other bedrooms and the only bathroom were upstairs. When she came home Luz slept on the floor in the room she’d shared with her sister when they were girls, but which was now used by Lupe and her daughters. “We’re cramped enough as it is.”

“Luz de Maria.” Maria banged her spoon on the table. “What do you expect your sister to do? Get herself cut up by some back street butcher?”

Her mother’s words stung. Luz slumped in her chair. Abortions were forbidden by the Catholic Church. And illegal in Mexico. “Of course not,” she mumbled. “Does Juan Pablo know?”

“Yes. She told us both last week when she came back from the clinic.”

“And Martina and Sophia?” Luz drank some more coffee. An unhappy acceptance settled into her bones. “How is she going to tell the girls they’ll be getting a new brother or sister?”

“She said heaven was sending them a new baby.”

“Madre de Dios,” Luz swore softly. “Heaven had nothing to do with this. Who’s the father?” 

“She won’t say.”

“What do you mean, she won’t say?” Luz looked at her mother in irritated surprise. “Somebody has to provide for this baby, not just Lupe.” And me.

“She won’t say,” Maria repeated.

“Did you ask?” Luz asked, appalled that her mother was willing to let Lupe keep such a secret. “Make her say.”

Maria shook her head. “She doesn’t want to.”

The front door creaked. There was a rush of childish chatter and then Lupe and her daughters came into the kitchen. The little girls squealed with delight to see Tía Luz and Luz’s heart gave another lurch of self pity as she hugged and kissed both of them. Martina and Sophia were 5- and 7-year-old miniatures of Lupe, short and solid and sweet tempered. They wore their school uniforms; navy jumpers and white blouses. After they climbed all over their aunt, Lupe made them go upstairs and change. They did as they were told without argument, leaving the three women alone in the kitchen.

“Mama?” Lupe’s soft brown eyes flickered with nerves. 

Maria nodded and poured another glass of coffee and hot milk.

“She told me,” Luz said as guilt churned her stomach into slurry. She hugged her sister. “How are you?” 

“I’m fine, just fine.” Lupe smiled timidly. She took after Maria and was smaller and plumper than Luz. Her hair was short and permed and she wore a plain polyester skirt and blouse. She sat down with her glass and added sugar. “They do this quick little test now at the clinic.” 

“When are you due?” Luz asked. She went behind the ironing board again and attacked another shirt. 

“May,” Lupe said happily. “We can have the baptism before Juan Pablo’s graduation.”

“Won’t that be nice,” Maria said, watching Luz.

“Nice,” Luz agreed, calculating swiftly. She couldn’t recall anything significant happening in August. “Early May or late May?”

“May tenth.” Lupe smiled. “Maybe it will be a boy this time.”

And what will his name be? Mexicans took the names of both parents’ fathers. Luz’s own name was the combination of Alba, her paternal grandfather’s name, and Mora, the name of her mother’s father. The paternal name always came first and was always used, although some more progressive Mexicans were dropping the everyday use of the second name. Luz’s employer Señora Vega used both names, and added the name of her husband’s father as well, preceded by “de,” something usually only done by upper class people. 

“Who’s the father, Lupe?” Luz asked.

Her question was met with silence.

It was truly the first time she could remember that Lupe had hidden anything from her and Luz was suddenly frightened. She slammed down the iron, ran around the table, and grabbed Lupe by the shoulders. “Did he rape you?” 

“No, Luz.” Lupe shook her head. “He’s . . . it’s . . . it’s good.”

“So you have a boyfriend?” Luz asked in surprise.

“It’s nice, but it’s not like that.” Lupe squirmed out of Luz’s grasp. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

“Why won’t you tell us, Lupe?” Luz pressed.

“Luz,” Maria said warningly.

“He should know first,” Lupe said.

“Look, Lupe.” Luz folded her arms, determined to find out what horny macho had done this to her sister. “You can’t—.”

“I knew you wouldn’t be happy about this, Luz,” Lupe cut in, her voice still soft and timid. “That’s why I asked Mama to tell you. You’re the one with the important job. You can draw and paint and remember what you read and make decisions. Juan Pablo’s smart and good at everything. But being a mother is what I’m good at.” She held up her hands in a gesture of supplication. “I’ve wanted another baby for so long, Luz.”

Luz stared at her sister. She hadn’t realized that Lupe wanted anything. Since her husband’s death Lupe had seemed content with her daughters and her needlework. And Luz had her own lost dreams to cry over. 

Lupe gazed back; untroubled, at peace. 

“I’m glad for you,” Luz managed. She bent again and hugged Lupe.

“You’re the best sister in the world, Luz.” Lupe hugged back hard. 

“Hardly.” Luz closed her eyes and felt unutterably sad. 

Lupe sniffed and broke the hug. “Wouldn’t trade you for another brother.”

The old joke broke the tension. Luz turned back to the ironing board. Lupe got out her crochet basket and lifted out a piece of half-finished lace.

“If the new baby is a boy,” Luz said, determined to sound cheerful. “Juan Pablo can teach him how to play fútbol and chase girls.” She finished the shirt and handed it to Maria who slipped it into a plastic shroud and attached the coupon.

The three women fell into the familiar comfort of each other’s company while they worked. They talked about Juan Pablo, on whom they all doted, and Luz described the latest happenings in her employer’s house. There was Marisol the cook to talk about, plus Hector the chauffeur, Raul the old gardener, and of course Rosa, the harebrained other maid with whom Luz shared an attic bedroom. Señor Vega and his latest girlfriend always provided good grist for the story mill, as did Señora Vega and the society events she attended and the unbelievable clothes she wore to them. Luz talked, too, about the three Vega children who all went to the bilingual Colegio Americano, the most expensive school in Mexico City. 

It was her twice-monthly unfolding of the drama of the Vega household, those people who lived in that other world. Luz usually made it sound like a telenovela, but this time she knew her voice was a little flat.
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Watching the news on Saturday night with Juan Pablo was the highlight of Luz’s weekends in Soledad de Doblado. 

Maria heaved herself off the sofa when Sabado Gigante, the popular variety show, ended. “Time for bed,” she said to Martina and Sofia. Lupe yawned and followed them all upstairs. Tío grunted something and disappeared into the kitchen. Luz heard the back door open and shut.

Tío was not really anyone’s tío, or uncle, but they had always called him that. Luz’s father and grandfather had taken him in years ago as their young apprentice in the ironworking business. When they died, Tío had simply stayed on, living as before in the small shed in the back yard near the now-abandoned forge. He was handy and fixed things for people, earning money here and there, which he usually turned over to Maria. 

“I told Mama he’s drinking too much,” Juan Pablo said after they heard the door latch. “Sometimes he’s gone for days and comes back smelling like a distillery. But she says he doesn’t have anywhere else to go.”

Luz sighed. Tío had lived on the fringes of the Alba family’s life for so long he was like another piece of furniture. Silent and worn, but still marginally useful. 

Juan Pablo followed Luz to the kitchen as she went to make tea. He told her about his teachers and his heavy load of science and language classes. Luz listened wistfully as she boiled water from the garrafon and got out the mugs. Santa Catalina was the best private school in the small town and Luz had adored her years there. She’d been an outstanding student and artist, expecting to take the medal for the highest grades in French and English and winning regional art prizes, right up to the day she’d been called to the office and Sister Milagros had told her that her father and grandfather were dead. Maybe Luz’s future had been crushed by a bus, but things would be different for Juan Pablo.

He took another step toward manhood every time Luz saw him. Juan Pablo was tall like her, and lean from hours spent playing fútbol as Santa Catalina’s team captain. He looked like her, too, with the same café skin, broad shoulders, high cheekbones, wide mouth, and even white teeth. He kept his hair short so it wouldn’t get in his eyes when he ran but it stuck up in front, making him all the more irresistible to high school girls. 

They brought their manzanilla tea to the living room. The colorful oil paintings Luz had done years ago hid the cracks in the room’s concrete walls and made the sofa and chairs, all angled toward the precious color television, seem a little less faded. Maria’s candles had burned themselves out, leaving the glass cups sooty from the cheap wax. The shrine was dark.

The big news story that Saturday night was about a group called Los Hierros, supposedly a secret brotherhood of police officers sworn to be incorruptible. The group had reportedly infiltrated every police force in the country, both national and local. There was no proof that Los Hierros—The Iron Ones—actually existed, but there was growing speculation.

“Luz, this is going to change things,” Juan Pablo exclaimed. He shifted excitedly on the sofa. “Cops won’t know who might be in Los Hierros so they’ll all be looking over their shoulders. Maybe it’ll be so strong the dirty cops will be outnumbered.”

“If it is real, which I’m not saying it is,” Luz cautioned. “The dirty cops and their cartel friends will pick off Los Hierros faster than they can recruit new members.”

The news cut to commercials advertising soap and shampoo while the government subtitle “Cleanliness is Healthy” ran at the bottom for poor people who needed to know why to buy soap and shampoo. 

“Whoever started this thing is powerful,” Juan Pablo said. “Maybe even the president.”

“Betancourt?” Luz nearly laughed. “I doubt it.” She’d voted for President Fernando Betancourt, but he had run aground, seemingly helpless as the drug cartels challenged state and local governments in the northern part of the country. The army tried to keep order in the worst areas but the drug-related violence was creeping south. Betancourt’s administration from the National Action Party, or PAN, faced daily opposition from the Congress of Deputies dominated by the Institutional Revolutionary Party, known as PRI. The leftist Party of the Democratic Revolution constantly demonstrated in Mexico City’s huge Zocalo square. All the parties were jockeying for position as Betancourt’s administration struggled on toward the elections in a little over a year. By law Betancourt could not run again and the next presidential election would be pivotal in the fight to save Mexico from the drug cartels. 

The show came back on, following up the exposé about Los Hierros with a wide ranging discussion about official corruption in the country. The least corrupt state—and eponymous state capital—was deemed to be Oaxaca, mostly due to the tough court system there, led by a law professor-turned-judge named Arturo Romero. Under Romero, Oaxaca’s prison system had been reformed, police salaries had risen so that cops were being a paid a decent wage—reducing their incentive to take bribes—and criminal charges against dirty cops had been made to stick. 

It was well after midnight when Luz and Juan Pablo turned off the television and went upstairs, both yawning and sleepy.

“Luz, I’ve been thinking.” Juan Pablo paused on the stair landing. “You know, about Lupe being pregnant. I should quit Santa Catalina. It’s too expensive.”

“No,” Luz exclaimed, suddenly wide awake. 

“I should get a job,” Juan Pablo argued. “Go back to school next year after Lupe’s had the baby and things are a little easier around here.”

“Nobody ever goes back,” Luz said. “You’ll graduate this year. Then college.”

“Luz, stop it.” Juan Pablo rubbed his eyes. “I’m not going to college and watch my family starve.”

“We’ll manage, sunshine,” Luz said firmly. She kissed his cheek then slipped inside Lupe’s bedroom before he could say another word. 

She stood in the darkness with her back against the door, her sister and nieces breathing rhythmically, until she heard Juan Pablo finish in the bathroom and close his bedroom door. When his light went out Luz crept back downstairs and dumped the pesos for her new perm into the money jar.

♦
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They went to the early Mass. Luz sat and stood and knelt mechanically, lost in thought. Pitted against her own salary and Maria’s paltry income from the dry cleaner were school and college tuitions, gas and electric and water bills, clothing and shoes, and diapers for the new baby. No matter how she juggled the amounts, they didn’t balance. She barely noticed when Mass ended; Juan Pablo had to elbow her out of the pew after Father Santiago led the processional down the tiny aisle.

The little white church of Santa Clara and Father Santiago were one and the same. He’d baptized Luz, given her First Communion, watched her play Mary in the children’s Christmas posada pageant, stood by the bishop when she made her Confirmation, blessed her coming-out event when she turned 15, buried her father and grandfather, and gently forgiven her when she’d knelt terrified in the dark confessional booth and admitted for the first time to the sin of sex without benefit of the sacrament of marriage. 

“You frowned your way through Mass, Luz de Maria.” The gray-haired priest always greeted his congregants in the church’s front garden after the service. Father Santiago was shorter than Luz, portly but spry, with kind eyes and the patience of a saint. “Was my sermon that bad or were you thinking of the recent robberies?”

“I heard,” Luz said. It was always the same story. Poor, desperate people stealing from other poor, desperate people. “A television stolen just a few blocks from our house.”

“Thankfully no one was hurt,” Father Santiago said.

“Keep the big light on over your gate, Father,” Luz said. She managed to smile. “Someone could steal the entire church if you were busy watching fútbol.”

“Cruz Azul plays tonight,” Father Santiago said with a wink.

Luz laughed and moved aside to let him speak to the next congregant. She drifted to the gravel path that led to the cemetery where her father and grandparents were buried. She walked to her father’s stone and sat on the nearby bench. The church social hummed in the distance. Over the years the cemetery had been both a grateful refuge and a haunting landscape to sketch. Luz wished she’d brought her sketchpad now. It would have been a distraction from her thoughts.

I’m doing the best I can, Papa.

It’s not enough.

“You walked right by me.”

Luz looked up to see her best friend from the neighborhood. Carmelita Rosales and Luz hadn’t gone to the same school but they had been in the church posadas together and stood next to each other for their First Communion and Luz was one of the few people who knew that Carmelita had lost her virginity to her father when she was 11. 

“Sorry,” Luz said and shifted to make room on the bench.

Carmelita sat down. She was thin, with a darker complexion than Luz, and wore her hair in a loose perm that fell to her shoulders. “What’s the matter?”

“Have you seen anyone with Lupe lately?” Luz heard herself blurt. “A man, I mean.”

“No, but I don’t see her very much. Just when the girls play together.” Carmelita gave a little shrug. Her two daughters were friends with Martina and Sophia. “Why do you ask?”

“She’s pregnant,” Luz said. “She’s not saying who the father is.” 

“Oh.” 

Carmelita didn’t say anything else. The two women had talked enough about broken lives to read each other’s thoughts. Carmelita had married and left her father’s house as soon as she could, and defied barrio social conventions by taking her husband’s name. When he died she remained in the home of her in-laws instead of moving back with her parents. She did not give her father’s name to her daughters, moreover, and never offered any explanation for it. Luz thought Carmelita was the bravest person she’d ever met. 
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Luz sluiced her hair under the pump in the yard by the old forge. Lupe stared at her anxiously, sewing scissors in hand. 

“Just chop it all off about here.” Luz gestured to her shoulder. 

“You’re sure about this, Luz?” Lupe fretted. “It’ll be awfully short.”

“Yes.” Luz set her jaw and closed her eyes.

Lupe sawed at the coarse tangles for a long time. In the end, at least 12 inches went. Luz was left with an even bob of shoulder-length hair, the ends twisting with the last bit of curl. 

As she rode the afternoon bus back to Mexico City with her drab new hair, depression settled over Luz, as toxic and pervasive as the unseen sewage on fruits and vegetables that only iodine could soak off. Juan Pablo would end up hefting cargo on the Veracruz waterfront instead of going to college and becoming licenciado—a professional with a degree. Martina and Sophia would complete the minimum six years of education, then become maids with no future like Tía Luz. Or unwed and pregnant like their mother.

Depression started to feel like desperation. If Luz asked Señora Vega for a raise she’d surely be fired without the critical recommendation to get another job at a commensurate salary. A second job was impossible; her days started at 6:00 am and lasted until the work was done. 

Luz leaned her head against the window. The bus was already on the outskirts of Mexico City and the endless urban landscape had never seemed so gray and or so harsh. Most of the city was nothing like the old money enclave of Lomas Virreyes where the Vegas lived or Polanco where the city’s most expensive restaurants and clubs catered to the wealthy.

The bus passed block after block of sooty concrete cut into houses and shops and shanties and parking garages and mercados and schools and more shanties where people lived surrounded by hulks of old cars and plastic things no one bothered to throw away. Sometimes there wasn’t concrete for homes, just sheets of corrugated metal and big pieces of cardboard that would last until the next rainy season. It was the detritus of millions upon millions of people who had nowhere to go and nothing to do and were angry about it. 

The Reforma newspaper had reported a few weeks ago that the city’s population was in excess of 28 million—more than 25 percent of the country’s entire population—and Luz believed it. All of those people were clawing at each other in a huge fishbowl suspended 7500 feet above sea level, where there was never enough oxygen and the air was thin and dirty. 

The city was hemmed in by mountains on all sides; mountains like Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl that sometimes spewed smoke and ash and prevented the contaminatión from cars and factories and sewers from escaping. Luz privately thought of it as la sopa—a white soup that often blotted out the stars and prevented the night sky from getting dark.

The bus slowed in traffic. As they crept along Luz saw a car stopped on the side of the road, pulled over by a transito traffic cop. As Luz watched, the driver handed the cop a peso bill from his wallet. The transito accepted it but kept talking, gesturing at the car. The motorist handed him another bill. La mordida—the bite—of the traffic cop, right under her nose. 

Los Hierros was crap.
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“We will not be talking about Judge Romero,” Lorena Lopez de Betancourt said crisply. She cocked her head to one side and gave the two journalists what she thought of as her wise yet sincere look. 

“He does appear to be your most serious competition for the PAN nomination, señora,” the reporter said. He was tall with thick hair worn long and slicked back. Fit; maybe in his mid-thirties. He smiled ingratiatingly. 

“There will be no competition,” Lorena replied.

“Has there been any discussion of possibly combining forces?” His name might be Garcia. Lorena wasn’t sure. She hadn’t really paid attention when the introductions had been made. He was supposed to be HOLA! magazine’s top reporter, which is what her office had demanded, and that was all she needed to know. 

“This is my interview,” Lorena said, with just enough edge in her voice to put Garcia in his place. “Not Judge Romero’s.”

“Of course we’ll want to hear your views on family life and fashion,” the blonde woman next to him interjected.

Lorena smiled frostily at Elsa Caso, the well-known television talk show host. Clips of the interview would be featured on her show. 

“Of course.” Lorena settled back in her chair and crossed her legs, waiting for Elsa Caso’s camera crew to be ready. The interview had been carefully timed to kick off a series of events planned to increase her visibility and portray her as having popular support as well as being someone whose experience set her above any other potential presidential candidate. One way to do that was to remind the populace that as Mexico’s First Lady she knew how to conduct business from Los Pinos. The interview was taking place in the main reception room and Lorena knew that she looked as if she belonged there. Her prematurely white hair was caught up in an elegant twist and her beaded blue dress dazzled against the dark antique furniture and satin draperies. 

The television people gave a final adjustment to their equipment and signaled that they were ready to start. Garcia and Elsa Caso said some patter, thanking Lorena for the interview, this wonderful chance to meet with the First Lady for a wide ranging chat about the issues facing Mexico today.

“Let’s start with reports of this police group, Los Hierros,” Garcia said. “Do you believe the reports, and if so, do you think this sort of grassroots movement can be successful?”

Lorena cut her eyes to Max Arias, her secretary and senior advisor, who was standing by the director. He hastily stepped into the interview space, forcing the cameras to stop rolling. “I’m sorry,” he said to Garcia and thrust a paper at him. “Perhaps you lost your copy of the interview questions.”

“I thought the First Lady wanted to touch on current events,” Garcia replied. He smiled at Lorena again, and if she hadn’t been so annoyed with his departure from the script she might have wondered what he looked like without the suit.

“Stay with what was agreed upon,” Max said and went back to stand next to the director.

The cameras started rolling again.

“Tell us a little bit about your typical day,” Elsa Caso gushed.

“Fernando wakes me up every morning with a cup of coffee that he makes himself,” Lorena said. She placed a hand on her bosom. “It is a symbol of our love.”

“Oooh.” Elsa clasped her hands in delight. 

The rest of the interview went as planned, with Lorena weaving heartfelt concern for the Mexican peoples’ welfare with sage political pronouncements prepared in advance by Max and his team. Elsa Caso unwittingly helped, supplying reactions and comments that painted the Betancourts’ relationship as a fairy tale of enduring love. But Garcia held Lorena’s gaze several times as if to remind her that he wasn’t quite satisfied.

When the questions were all answered the HOLA! photographer took some still photos of her. Lorena spent a few moments adjusting her diamonds in the mirror over the Spanish sideboard and posed with one hand alongside the silver tea service. She changed clothes and jewelry twice, ending up in a strapless black evening gown with a sapphire and diamond choker, standing next to her husband’s official portrait and gazing up at Fernando’s stupid face as if inspired.

Max led out Elsa Caso and the film crew, the bouncy blonde woman evidently very pleased with Lorena’s hard-hitting comments on relationships, balanced meals, and dressing for a woman’s body type. Garcia waited stony-faced for his colleague as the HOLA! photographer snapped a last picture of Lorena ostensibly pouring her husband a drink at the end of a long work day solving the country’s problems. 

“Thank you, señora.” The photographer bobbed his head at her and began to disassemble his equipment. 

Lorena poured a second shot of tequila and carried both over to the big picture window. Garcia was sitting on a damask sofa. He stood and she held out a glass. “Maybe you’d like a drink, too?”

As he took the glass Lorena moved it so that his fingertips slid over hers. A corner of his mouth quirked up. 

“To what are we drinking?” he asked.

“The success of your interview.” She looked at him over the rim of her glass before sipping the strong liquor.

“I think you’ll like the article when it comes out next week.” He took a mouthful of tequila and tipped his head back. His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed. “But you should have let me ask my questions.”

“They sounded boring,” Lorena said.

“You didn’t hear the exciting ones.” He touched his glass to hers. The gesture could have been a toast or an invitation. 

“Such as?” Lorena asked. She liked the way he stood up to her, flirting, using his sensuality to get what he wanted. 

“Such as how does Lorena plan to finance her campaign?” he asked. 

Many of the scripted questions had been phrased that way in order to emphasize her name. She looked down, smiled and licked the rim of the narrow tequila glass. “The people will give Lorena the money.”

Garcia raised his eyebrows. “Will the people give enough money for a viable campaign if the party tilts toward Romero?” 

“The campaign has already started,” Lorena said. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Max lead the HOLA! photographer out of the room, leaving her and Garcia alone. She stepped closer, the taffeta of her evening gown swishing. 

Garcia didn’t back away. “Romero will be tough to beat for the nomination,” he said. “He’s been a prosecutor, a professor, and a judge. Internationally known. Mediated with the terrorists in Colombia and the strikers in Argentina. Books have been translated into 20 languages. A stainless reputation.”

“The people are with me,” Lorena said dismissively. “I am their sister.”

“Lorena’s your sister.” Garcia swallowed the rest of his tequila. “That sounds like a campaign slogan.”

Lorena cocked her head. “I like it. It’ll bring in the women’s vote.”

“If you use it will I get a royalty?”

Lorena finished her tequila and swished a step closer again. “Maybe we can discuss an exclusive,” she said. “I want your magazine to write a series of articles, following my campaign from now until the election.”

“That would be up to my editor,” he said.

Lorena shrugged. “I’m not offering this exclusive to just any magazine. Or to just any writer.”

“I see.”

“Do you know the Hotel Arias?” she asked.

“In the Centro Histórico?”

Lorena slowly drew the empty tequila glass out of Garcia’s hand and was rewarded with a stroke of his thumb across her palm. “I go there for lunch sometimes,” she said coolly. “Max’s father owns it.”

“I hear it’s very discreet,” Garcia said.

Max stepped into the room. Garcia gave a nod. “Thank you for the interview, señora,” he said and followed Max out.

Lorena put the empty glasses on the sideboard and took off the heavily jeweled choker. Max returned and handed her a card. There was the HOLA! logo at the top and the name Victor Garza. She smiled. So his name was Garza, not Garcia. Not that it mattered.

She pressed the card back into Max’s hand. “Friday lunch at the hotel. Two o’clock.”

“I’ll make the arrangements,” Max said. 

Lorena gathered up the train of her dress. She watched as Max checked his agenda book then pulled out a cell phone. Max was in his mid-forties, trim, loyal, and discreetly gay. The perfect secretary and political advisor, Lorena mused as she went to change. Smart, well connected, and susceptible to pressure.
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“Your hair isn’t that horrible,” Rosa said critically.

“Umm.” Luz didn’t look up. She had the Arts section from the Reforma newspaper spread out next to her dinner plate and was engrossed in a review of the October exhibits at the Tamayo Museum.

“I can’t believe you came back last night looking like that.” Rosa leaned over the table, grabbed the sides of Luz’s hair and yanked it away from her face. “There. If you wore it back you’d almost look like la señora.”

“Rosa,” Luz yelped in protest. The other maid was pulling her hair so tight Luz felt her eyelids stretch. She batted Rosa’s hands away.

“Come out with me and Manuel Wednesday night.” Rosa sat back down. “Wear your hair back and we’ll go to this rave place in Colonia Roma.”

“You don’t have Wednesday night off,” Luz said. She smoothed her hair and pronged a forkful of taquitos, the stuffed and rolled tortillas that Marisol the cook had fried for the rest of the household staff before leaving for the day. 

“You won’t sneak out on my night off so I’ll sneak out on yours.”

Luz laughed and shook her head. Both maids wore a short-sleeved gray uniform dress with white collar and cuffs and apron but the similarity ended there. Rosa Perez Solana was barely 21, with a short, wiry perm and a petite frame. She was funny and irrepressible and reckless with men and an incurable gossip, finding the lives of her employers and movie stars equally fascinating. She’d worked for the Vegas for two years and Luz was continually surprised Rosa had lasted this long without getting pregnant or fired. 

“You need to meet somebody,” Rosa said with the authority of someone who had a boyfriend and regular sex. 

“I don’t like rave clubs.” Luz was hardly going to waste the money she’d saved not getting a perm on a useless night out. Plus, she knew what kind of man she’d meet in a rave club. He’d be ten years younger, work in a mercado sorting fruit and vegetables, and grope her clumsily the first chance he got. 

“Don’t be such a—.” Rosa was cut off when the swinging door to the breakfast room smacked open.

Francesca flounced into the kitchen. Tall and thin, with a shiny curtain of light brown hair, the middle Vega child was already a beauty at 14. She wore tight Prada jeans and a silk halter top. A school notebook was tucked under one arm. She looked around the kitchen, at the shiny stainless steel cupboards, counters, and appliances, then went to the desk where Señora Vega checked the household spending accounts, wrote out menus, and paid the staff. 

Luz and Rosa pretended not to watch as Francesca rifled through the desk drawers and looked through the chauffeur’s appointment book. They both knew she was looking for stray cash. Obviously not finding what she wanted, Francesca came over to the table where the two maids were sitting. 

“Luz.” The girl slammed down the notebook. “The cover needs to be decorated by tomorrow or I get a failing grade. Don’t do anything stupid. You know what I mean. And the French homework is inside. Bring it upstairs when you’re done.” She got a Coca from the refrigerator and walked out.

“I would love to decorate your notebook and do your French assignment, Francesca,” Luz said softly to the swinging door. “Right after I finish Victoria’s homework.” 

Rosa snorted. Luz picked up the notebook and ran her thumb over the smooth paper cover. Most teachers required a decorated notebook as part of a student’s grade for class preparation and Luz decorated a dozen notebooks and folders for the children every year. 

The door opened again but no one walked through. The murmur of feminine voices came through from the breakfast room as the door swung lazily. Luz hurriedly tore the museum review out of the newspaper, stuffed it into her dress pocket and tossed the newspaper onto the recycling pile. Rosa caught her eye. They soundlessly counted to three together before hearing Francesca scream “I hate you!” 

Señora Vega’s voice came through. “You didn’t tell me about the party. We’re going to Valle de Bravo next weekend.” 

“I’m not going to Valle de Bravo. It’s boring,” Francesca shouted back from behind the door and the battle was on.

Luz and Rosa made mock sad faces at each other across the kitchen table as the mother and daughter shrilled at each other on the other side of the door, Francesca rebelling against the boredom of the Vega’s weekend house in Valle de Bravo, her lack of new clothes, and her scant 3000 pesos per week allowance. The argument ended when Señora Vega said they could go to the Liverpool department store in Polanco on Saturday.

The swinging door opened and Luz and Rosa screwed on their stupid faces, the masks of servility and feigned incomprehension that every domestic in Mexico City wore at some time or another. Señora Vega stalked into the room, her high heels clicking on the terrazzo floor. Both maids stood up. 

“Rosa.” Señora Vega went over to the wall where keys to all the households’ doors, windows and cars hung neatly below labels. She let the maids wait while she selected the keys to the big sedan, then pivoted on one stiletto and gestured at the younger maid. “Tomorrow you’ll help me clean out all the closets. Luz, you’ll go with Victoria to her swim lesson at the school. And you’ll do some arrangements for the front room, too, for my luncheon on Wednesday.”

“Si, señora,” Luz murmured. A few years ago Señora Vega had sent Luz to the big florista school near the equestrian center in Chapultepec Park. Luz had passed all three levels and her arrangements always earned la señora lavish compliments.

Selena Obregon Javier de Vega was both the most demanding and most interesting employer Luz had ever had. First and foremost she was a true castellano. For the most part, Mexico’s elite upper class was made up of criollos, people of pure Spanish blood born in Mexico. Castellanos were the elite of the elite, Mexicans whose Spanish heritage could be traced to Castile, region of kings and conquistadores. Señora Vega burnished her lofty place in Mexican society by claiming to have gone to college in Lisbon and affecting a Portuguese accent, which Luz knew to be fake because it disappeared when she was stressed or angry. It made all her “z’s” turn into “sh” and she customarily referred to Luz as “Loosh.” 

“Señor Vega is working late and I have a parent-teacher conference.” Señora Vega slid a bottle of water into her purse and checked her reflection in the steel surface of the big refrigerator. She was a decorative woman in her early forties, tall and fine boned and razor-thin from hours of spinning classes and tennis lessons at the club, and she gleamed from mornings at the spa being massaged and creamed and having her hair siliconed into a shiny spill of flat silk. She wore it in a ponytail, the near mandatory hairstyle for upper class women. Tonight she was wearing a tweed pantsuit and a silver rope necklace. There was a large leather Furla bag over her shoulder, a gold tag proclaiming its Italian pedigree. 

“Will you need anything else tonight, señora?” Rosa asked.

Señora Vega narrowed her eyes at the remains of the two maids’ dinner. Luz knew she was making sure they’d been eating off plates from the servants’ cupboard and not using the family dishes. 

“Alejandro’s friends are still in the children’s game room,” Senora Vega said, with a manicured gesture at the door to the breakfast room. “Hector will take them home in the Suburban. Make sure the room is cleaned up before you go upstairs.”

She click-clicked out the door to the garage, the Furla bag swinging. Rosa and Luz sat back down. A minute later, the bank of security cameras mounted on the kitchen wall above the steel work counter showed the gate opening and the car backing out. Raul, the ancient gardener, shambled across the camera’s view and shut the gate. The security cameras were a necessity in Mexico City for a wealthy family like the Vegas. Señor Vega owned a publishing company and the Vega house was a veritable fortress on Fray Payo de Rivera, a narrow street of exclusive homes barricaded by 20-foot high stucco walls and elaborate iron gates. 

“Parent-teacher conference,” Rosa smirked. “Sure. And he’s working late.”

“Segunda frente,” Luz murmured and ate the last bite of the now cold taquitos on her plate. The entire household knew the euphemism for Señor Vega being with his mistress, his segunda frente or second front, as the saying went.

“You were looking at Reforma.” Rosa carried their dirty plates to the sink. “Did you see the picture?” 

“What picture?” Luz got out 9-year-old Victoria’s school books and the little homework planner labeled Mis Tareas. It was only history and English tonight. 

Rosa wiped her hands on her apron and fished the newspaper out of the recycling bin, clicking her tongue and shuffling the pages until she found what she was looking for.

“There,” she said triumphantly and spread the paper on the table.

It was the La Gente section, the society pages that featured photographs of Mexico’s elite at various balls and charity events. Luz followed Rosa’s finger to a color photograph of a dinner dance to raise funds for the Colegio Americano. Francesca was seated at a table, wearing a clingy black strapless thing. Her hair and makeup made her look at least ten years older. 

Standing behind Francesca and next to Señor Vega was a voluptuous young woman in her early twenties wearing a dramatic red gown with a full skirt and plunging neckline. Her cleavage was bursting out of the front of the dress. 

“That’s her,” Rosa said. “She’s a teacher at the school.”

Luz looked up. “How do you know?”

Rosa tapped the newspaper. “I found a letter in the trash with her name on it.”

“Doesn’t prove anything,” Luz said doubtfully. 

“That dress probably got him hard as a rock,” Rosa observed. 

“Rosa,” Luz exclaimed, torn between laughter and embarrassment. “Dios mio! The things you say.” 

Rosa washed their dishes, as well as those of Raul who had eaten earlier. Luz finished the children’s homework. The Colegio Americano taught two concurrent curriculums; one in Spanish from Mexico’s Secretariat de Educatión Publico and one in English from the norteamericano state of Texas. Both curriculums assumed a full six hour school day but at the Colegio Americano each was taught in just three hours in order to squeeze in both. Anything the teachers didn’t cover during the compressed classes was assigned as homework. 

Luz got out her colored pencils and drew a couple dancing the flamenco on Francesca’s notebook, the man in a short embroidered jacket like a mariachi traje, the woman in a red dress with a wide, flaring skirt. The faces of both flamenco dancers were turned away. The woman’s hands clapped over her head, further obscuring her features. 

Rosa came over to the table with two empty trays and peered at the drawing. “Again, no faces.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Luz shrugged. “I’m not ever going to be a real artist.”

♦
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Hector was sitting in the hall in his dark suit and tie, waiting to take Alejandro’s friends home, and he nodded impassively as Luz and Rosa passed by with their trays. As a chauffeur, Hector was at the top of the social scale of domestic servitude, ranking even higher than Marisol the cook, and he never let the others forget it. Like Marisol, he didn’t live under the Vega’s roof but had a wife and children in a home clear on the other side of the city, near the airport.

The game room was a mess. Alejandro, the oldest Vega child, sprawled on the big sectional sofa with his three friends. He was a lanky teen with his mother’s honey-colored hair and the beginnings of a scraggly beard. Luz and Rosa unobtrusively loaded their trays with dirty dishes, careful not to block the television or otherwise intrude upon the boys’ cognizance.

It was the part of being a maid Luz loathed; that feeling of having to make herself invisible. When Alejandro’s friends had arrived she’d led them to the game room and waited to take their jackets as they’d ignored her and said “How’re they hanging, buddy,” in English, showing off their Colegio Americano slang. They lapsed back into Spanish as they went through some weird teen-aged handslapping ritual.

The boys were watching the television show about the tall, funny doctor who lived with his father and gave people advice over the radio. The Vega’s satellite service showed it in English. The doctor and his brother were arguing, his father’s dog was digging up the carpet, and the dark-haired girl was saying something besides, and when the punchline came Luz caught it and laughed out loud.

She immediately clapped a hand over her mouth, surprised by her own indiscretion.

“Get out, Luz,” Alejandro said in the voice of a teenager used to giving orders to servants.

“Unless she wants to stay and pretend to be a taquito,” one of his friends said with a throaty laugh.

“She’s got a body in there somewhere,” jeered Alejandro. “Anybody got 50 pesos?”

Luz clamped on her stupid face as she and Rosa hauled away the trays of dirty dishes. 
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It was close to midnight before Luz and Rosa went upstairs to the maids’ attic bedroom, simply furnished with two twin beds and a wall of built-in closets. Luz changed into her nightgown, smoothed the art review she’d torn out of the newspaper, and reached under her bed for her collection of old school notebooks. For years she’d kept every interesting article she found, creating a tattered encyclopedia of painters and museums and people who created the beautiful things she never would. She glued the article into the current notebook and reread it, savoring every word. A Nadia Porov exhibit was at the Tamayo until the end of October. Luz had seen a Porov exhibit once before and it had been strange and breathtaking. 

“Let me guess,” Rosa said as she came out of the bathroom. “Museum stuff. Jesu, but you can be dull.”

“The Tamayo is never dull,” Luz said absently. She found last year’s notebook and flipped through the pages until she found the review describing the previous Porov exhibit. 

Rosa climbed into her bed. “So why did you cut your hair?”

Luz sighed, put the notebooks away, and got under the covers. “My sister Lupe is pregnant and I need to save money.”

Rosa made a face. “Is she going to get married?”

“She hasn’t even told the father yet.”

“Who is he?”

“She won’t say.”

The two twin beds were separated by a bedside table. A small lamp cast a soft glow over the mismatched blankets. Rosa turned on her side to face Luz. “A mystery father,” she marveled. 

“It’s just so odd.” Luz propped her head on her elbow. Late night was the only time to talk without fear of being overheard or interrupted by any of the Vegas. “Lupe never goes anyplace. She doesn’t even work. I don’t know how she did it.”

“He has a car,” Rosa said firmly. 

“Dios mio,” Luz groaned. Rosa was always doing it in her boyfriends’ cars. Of course, Luz had done it in a few cars herself, because single people never lived alone. Everyone lived with their families unless they were muchacha plantas like Luz and Rosa who lived with their employers. “It doesn’t matter if he has a car or not. Lupe never goes out without the girls.”

“Never?” Rosa, who escaped from her parents and the Vega house every chance she could, had a hard time with that.

“Church. She goes to church by herself and that’s it.”

“Oooh, a priest,” Rosa breathed and sat up. “I saw a movie like that once. The priest was young and handsome and—.”

“No, no,” Luz protested. “Father Santiago is at least 100.”

“Is he the only one?”

Luz blinked and her heart turned over in her chest. “No,” she whispered. “Some seminarians stayed with Father Santiago a couple of months ago.”

“Bet one of them was cute,” Rosa chortled.

“That’s why Lupe hasn’t told him.” Luz flopped on her back, suddenly needing air in her lungs. No wonder Carmelita hadn’t known. “He would have been there in August but now he’s locked in a seminary someplace.”

“They don’t wear anything under their cassocks,” Rosa said knowingly. 

Luz stared at the ceiling, her thoughts swirling. That was it. Lupe hadn’t told this young seminarian that she was pregnant because she had no access to him. When she did, of course he’d offer to marry her. He’d leave the seminary and come to live with the family. He’d be some delicate young man, without any survival skills, a man who’d wanted to devote his life to prayer and charity and he wouldn’t be fit to do anything else.

He’d be yet another mouth for Luz to feed. 
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