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Prologue: 

Tafticopa, CA is a small town located between Taft, and Maricopa. It is a sandy oilfield town with huge farms on the outskirts. Many of the residents have lived there for generations and came over after the Dust Bowl forced people to move west.

It is the kind of town that feels like it is in a time capsule in some ways. Old buildings from the early 1900s line the historic downtown streets, while newer business and bright tomorrows are located just a few streets over. 

Leon Picante is somewhere in between. Owned by the Leon family, an All-American, hot dog eating, salsa making family started by the grandparents, Rogelio and Lupita. They migrated here from Puerto Juan, a small island in the Caribbean a long time ago looking for better opportunities, but never finalized their citizenship. That did not stop them from raising a beautiful family, sending their son off to fight in the war, and opening up a small hacienda style restaurant that has been a centerpointe of the community for years. Birthdays, holidays, and celebrations of all kinds have been held at Leon Picante. Many memories made. 

The whole world has been shut down by the global pandemic. People are urged to socially distance, stay home when possible, and wear a mask. Certain items are still not available on the shelves many months in, though people are learning to live with the new reality. 

Small businesses are stretched very thin. The customers just don’t come in like they used to and many businesses are finding it hard to stay afloat. Leon Picante is one of those small businesses. Many that applied for assistance from the government are beginning to receive their funds, but Rogelio and Lupita do not qualify. 

The pandemic is forcing neighbors to support neighbors, and families to stick together to get through. People cling more strongly to their faith as a means of survival. The hope of things one day getting better. It is in these difficult times that our story begins. 
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CHAPTER 1 
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The Calling

“Oh, what a magical night!” thought Marta as she listened to music through her headphones while sitting at her computer desk. She was listening to a song by her favorite rock star, Slate ‘Skastar’ Cruddy and his band, The Muggy Hamsters. She and her best friends, Katrina and Courtney attended a Slate and The Muggy Hamsters concert two years ago when Marta was lucky caller number fourteen in the 97.3 Tafticopa Jams - Guess This Noise contest and won three front row tickets. 


“Do you believe in equality? Yeah! Do you believe that we all are free? Yeah! I believe in you, do you believe in me? I hope you do, let’s protest peacefully, with love, love, love, love, love, love, love. With love, love, love, love, love, love, love...”



She closed her mind to the outside world and was transported back in her memory to the night of that concert, and the moment that Slate’s bracelet flew off of his wrist and landed right in her hands. 

“Do it with love, love, love, love, love, love, love”.

She remembered Katrina and Courtney’s faces as she caught the bracelet, and Slate motioned for her to come on stage at the end of the song. She also remembered how her heart was beating out of her chest just knowing that she would get to meet the rock star she adored since 8th grade face to face. She walked up the stairs of the creaky little stage and almost slipped backwards when Slate grabbed her hand, and pulled her to himself. 

“Thank you for returning my bracelet,” said Slate. “It cost me 5 thousand dollars!”  

Marta was in so much awe of the rocker that she could not think of a single word to say, and just stood there with a giddy wide-eyed smile on her face. 

“What’s your name?” he asked her. She was still so excited, but she couldn’t stand there and say nothing forever.

“Marta” she excitedly replied, “Marta Ramona Leon!” Slate reached in his guitar case behind the speaker, pulled out a small poster with his picture on it, and began to sign it.

“Well, Marta Ramona Leon,” he said as he was writing, “if you ever need a favor, I owe you one.” Courtney and Katrina looked on as Marta’s knees almost buckled when Slate looked her in the eye, and handed her the autograph. He grabbed her hand again, and led her down the stairs and back to her two best friends. 

“OMG,” screeched Courtney,”I can’t believe you got on stage!” In reality, neither could Marta. 

“What did he say to you up there?” Katrina chimed in.

“That if I ever need a favor,” said Marta grasping the autographed photo, “he would be there for me.” she dreamily replied in a daze. 

“Oh, brother!” laughed Katrina as the girls sat back in their seats to listen to the next song. 

“OK ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being such a great audience tonight. Now we’re going to slow things down with this little number we call ‘There Was a Miracle’. He grabbed his acoustic guitar from the stand next to the microphone, put the strap over his shoulder, and began to play the enchanting, melodic guitar intro and sing, 


“There was a miracle, there was a miracle. And it happened just like that, just like  that...” 



The girls swayed back and forth to the comforting melody, still on a cloud from Marta meeting Slate when-the phone rang!

This ear piercing noise shocked Marta right out of her memory, and back to present day, in her room, at her desk, with the considerable stresses she had to face.

She lowered one side of her headphones to eavesdrop on the phone call, though she could only hear one side of it. Grandpa Rogelio’s side of it. 

“Yes, hello? Yes, yes. Well, no we do not have the payment, but- Well, yes of course! But- we need more time to- Yes, I understand. Ok, thank you. Please do what you can, do what you can.” 

She heard the phone loudly clang back onto the base. 

“What did the banker say?” asked Lupita, Marta’s grandmother. 

“That we have to come up with $5,700 by the fifteenth, or we will lose Leon Picante.” 

The small mom-and-pop authentic Latino cuisine restaurant had been in the family for over 40 years. It was the lifeblood of the Leon family, and the first business her grandparents established when they moved to the United States from Puerto Juan, a tiny island in the Caribbean. 

“But what about the federal assistance programs?” Lupita asked. 

“The SBA ran out of money, and we would not have qualified anyway.” 

Marta was still listening, and knew that even though she was a citizen, her grandparents were not, and that is why they would not qualify for help from the government. 

“Why should our immigration status matter? We have been paying taxes in this country for 38 years. They never question our status when they are accepting our money.” Lupita huffed. 

“I know, mi amor,” Rogelio said as he put his strong arm around his wife, “but the money is due, and we are all out of options. It would take a miracle for this all to work out” He looked uncharacteristically defeated, but tried to hide his fear from his wife.

“Well then, my husband, un milagro sera! A miracle will come. Hay que mantener la fey. We have got to keep the faith.” Lupita was scared too, but her faith in God was stronger. It held the family together in tough times, and she knew she would have to stay strong and trust that God would come through for them once again. 

Marta put her headphones all the way back on, and made sure not to let the floor squeak as she readjusted herself in her computer chair. She hit play on her music player and heard, “-with love, love
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