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Chapter 1: Bad Date
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“Unit 212.”

“212. Go ahead.”

Ken Stackhouse, senior sociology major at The University of Texas at El Paso, did his best to follow the terse exchange of information between Sergeant Molina and his dispatcher, but it was confusing. Police communications were not chatty.

“You follow that, kid?” Molina asked.

“Maybe. They’re asking you to back up another unit somewhere, right?”

“Right, a fight at a sports bar just off North Mesa, about a mile from here.”

“Did one of those codes mean lights but no siren?”

“Right. And that means what?”

“I guess it means it’s over. They’re finishing up.”

“Yeah. Coupla injuries, not serious. EMTs are there.”

“I missed that part.”

“We’ll check around, make sure the area’s clear and then go inside.”

“Will they be expecting you?”

“Yeah. Did you hear someone say ‘240?’”

“Uh, I think so....”

“That’s unit 240 onsite, Amos and Russell, saying they’d heard we were backing them up.”

“Ah.”

In four evenings patrolling with Sergeant Molina, Stackhouse had yet to see any real action, but that was fine with him. His major emphasis was community relations, not law enforcement. He didn’t need to learn the arcane professional lingo the officers used. Their relations with the public were more to the point. 

The sergeant turned the cruiser onto a four-lane street where, several blocks ahead, the flashing lights of an ambulance and a police cruiser signaled their destination. Molina drove past slowly, checking both sides of the avenue, turned left, and repeated the process all the way around the block. Except for the emergency vehicles everything looked quiet. He pulled in alongside the other cruiser, notified the dispatcher, and unfastened his seatbelt.

“I’m going inside,” he said. “I suggest you stand by out here until I get back.”

“OK. Sure.”

Stackhouse had been riding awhile so he got out and stretched. Sporty’s Bar and Grill was in the middle of a block of mid-level businesses. Some were open (Subway, Walgreens), others closed. Perhaps fifty vehicles were parked nearby. A girl was leaning against a cement planter full of ornamental bushes to the left of the bar.  He walked over.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” she replied.

“Whatcha doing?”

“Waiting for my brother.”

“Why?”

From her glance at him she clearly knew he wasn’t a police officer. He was in street clothes.

“I’m a college student,” he explained. “I’m riding with the police as an observer.”

She nodded but didn’t bother to answer his question. She was cute: petite, long light brown hair in a ponytail, tight jeans and a frilly green blouse with a splash of colorful Mexican embroidery down the front.

“Did you see any of what went on here earlier?” he said, tilting his head towards the sports bar.

“Uh-huh,” she nodded.

The doors of the bar opened. Two EMTs emerged pushing a gurney. The head of the man on the gurney was wrapped in a white bandage. Next came two walking wounded with white bandages on their hands that made them look like cartoon characters. A police officer brought up the rear. The officer watched them all load into the ambulance, which rolled away under flashing lights. Sergeant Molina and a third officer emerged and the three conferred briefly. Amos and Russell got in their cruiser and followed the ambulance.

“This young woman said she saw what happened,” he said to Molina.

The sergeant walked to her. 

“Were you inside or outside, miss?” he asked.

“Inside,” she said. “They started arguing about soccer teams,” she said, “my date and his friend, and three other guys. They got angry, started pushing each other, and a fight broke out. I came out here and called my brother to come get me,” she said. “My date was an idiot. They were all idiots.”

“Have you got some ID?” the sergeant asked. 

She nodded.  She pulled a driver’s license out of her pocket and handed it to him. He studied it briefly.

“Happy birthday, Ms. Méndez,” he said. “Have you had anything to drink?”

“A licuado. Strawberry.”

“Nothing alcoholic? To celebrate your birthday?”

“No, sir. My date celebrated for both of us. The dummy.”

“Can you add any details to what you’ve told us?”

“I saw the third guy drive off in a yellow sports car. It might have been a Corvette; I don’t know much about sports cars. He had tattoos all around his neck. I heard him called ‘Feo.’”

“’Feo.’ So, was he ugly?”

“No. He wasn’t bad looking at all.”

“Irony. Figures. What sort of tattoos?”

“They were vertical lines or bars, kind of, and I guess it was a scorpion, below his right ear.”

Molina was jotting notes in a small notebook.

“Did you happen to notice the license number?”

“No, sir. I’m sorry. I didn’t. He was in a hurry.”

Molina studied the driver’s license again. He made another note.

“OK, Ms. Méndez. Here’s your ID and my cop card. If you think of anything else, please call us. We might get back in touch, all right?”

“Yes, sir. Of course.”

“When do you expect your brother? Soon?”

She looked at her watch.

“Ten minutes. I hope.”

“OK. We’re going to check inside again. If you’re still here when we come out, we can drop you somewhere or call you a cab if you need.”

“I’ll be fine. Thanks.”

Stackhouse followed Molina into the bar. 

“Kid had manners,” Molina said. 

“Yeah, but she was pissed,” Stackhouse added.

There were still customers in the bar, but not in the vicinity of the pool tables, where there were a tipped over table and chairs, spilled drinks, broken glasses, and two halves of a pool cue. A bus boy was pushing the wreckage into a pile with a broom.

The manager was behind the bar on the telephone, apparently with the bar owner. He hung up.

“Still don’t want to press charges?” Molina asked.

“Not worth the insurance hassle,” he said. “Something like this happens every month or so. Goddam soccer. It’s the worst.”

“Every month?” Stackhouse asked. 

“More or less. Depends on what sport’s in playoffs. This bust-up was different, though. I told the other officers but they thought I was joking.”

“Joking about what?” asked Molina.

“The fight.”

“What about the fight?”

“It’s like this: soccer fanatics plus alcohol. A fight starts. We break it up. Sometimes we call you good folks. That’s the pattern. What isn’t the pattern is that a girl ends the fight.”

Molina perked up.

“What girl?”

“Young woman with the blond kid. One of the Hispanics coldcocked him and she tore into those guys big time.”

“Describe her,” Molina asked, his voice level.

“Little thing. Nice looking. Ponytail, jeans, green top. She blitzed the three of them in about fifteen seconds.”

Molina glanced at Stackhouse.

“Yeah? How?”

“I wish I knew. I was behind the bar. Soon as I saw them start pushing each other and cussing and the one guy throw a punch, I headed over to break it up. By the time I got there two of the guys had broken fingers on each hand and the third was limping out the door fast as he could. The blond kid was out cold.”

“The girl did that? Are you sure?”

“Well, yeah. I mean I didn’t see it blow for blow, but...hey, have you ever seen a cat go crazy, like on YouTube? I mean, they can go nuts sometimes, right? One tears into you and in five seconds you need twenty band aids. That was what she was like. Too fast to follow...but then you see the results. Know what I mean?”

“You believe that?” Stackhouse asked Molina as they left the bar. The girl was gone. Molina shrugged.

“I dunno. Maybe. The EMTs said each guy had broken fingers. The third perp would have limped away for only one reason: pain you know where. A drunk man wouldn’t have fought like that—too quick, too efficient. He would want to dominate his opponents, put them on the floor, lord it over them. Besides, did you notice that girl? Her blouse was pulled partway out of her jeans. Messy. Girls on dates want ‘em just right.”

“Man! Have you ever seen anything like that before?”

“Only in the movies.”
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Chapter 2: The Rescue
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Although he was normally thoughtful and deliberate, occasionally Julio Méndez was a man of action. When his sister called and said “Come get me,” all he asked was “Where?” He was on the road in two minutes.

She jumped in before he shifted out of drive. He eased up on the brake and rolled right back onto the street. He didn’t need their twin sense to know she was upset.

“You OK?”

“Yeah,” she said, after a pause. 

He turned right, turned right again, and then left on Mesa to head back the way he came. 

“What happened?”

“That stupid Shack,” she said. 

He knew she meant her date, Shakely Tattersall III, a member, as were he and Clio, of the most recent graduating class at Juarez Academy. 

“I don’t want to ever see him or hear from him again, the jerk.”

“What’d he do?”

“Always has to be the big shot, know everything, and make sure everyone else knows he knows it.”

“Yeah?” 

She had made the same complaint before but he wisely refrained from reminding her. 

After a pause, he ventured, “So?”

“He got to shooting his mouth off about a soccer team. I don’t even know which team it was. Who cares? But there were some rough guys in there who cared, and they started giving it back to him. He was half drunk by then. I’ve never seen him so obnoxious. They got to arguing and one of them punched him and they started fighting. I got out of there. Jackasses, all of them.”

“Yeah. Wow,” was all he said. 

They drove in silence a while, alone with their respective thoughts. 

He had never liked Shack, and even Clio had often called him annoying. So why go out with him? She didn’t know any really good guys as far as he knew. 

He’d thought about this before. Basically, it was their mother’s fault for being born on another planet and saving Earth from an astronomical disaster and then going into hiding along a rural highway south of Mesilla, New Mexico, where her family could live in peace. In all honesty, he couldn’t fault her for that. He too hated crowds and being the center of attention. Mom could have been a world-famous celebrity had she wanted. She was anyway, and she didn’t want it. But she hid out in order for her family to live as normally as possible. They owed her for that, really. 

But it created strains. Their father had spent countless hours and dollars arranging Plans B, C, and D, each a means for the family to take up living somewhere else in anonymity, hopefully, if their secret leaked out. 

As a side benefit at the moment, in fact, he and Clio were hanging out in their El Paso duplex, cornerstone of Plan D. Clio was staying there during the week while auditing classes at UTEP. He was visiting for a few days to work in a physics lab at an El Paso research facility affiliated with Rocky Mountain Technical Labs of Albuquerque, his home base, in effect.  

His sister had been edgy for months. Ever since they were little kids she’d had a talent for plants, animals, and healing. Since her experience with a Tarahumara healer in the mountains of Mexico three years ago she’d had some astonishing successes. Those successes, however, left her shaken and leery of her own abilities. She didn’t understand them, and she worried that if she began healing lots of people, she’d get such a reputation that it would call unwelcome attention to her and to the family.

It was awkward. They both had an assortment of friends, but they couldn’t reveal their mother’s secret to any of them. As a result they sometimes felt like they were living a lie, that their secret life meant their friends didn’t know who they really were. It was a good question, actually. Did they even know who they were themselves?

For now, at least they had each other.

They had reached their Plan D neighborhood, Kern Place, an established area of older houses ranging from modestly respectable, of which their duplex was one, to borderline castle-like.  

“Well,” he said finally, “at least you didn’t have to ride back with him.”

“True. Thanks, J-Man. I should have thanked you earlier. Have you heard from Mom and Dad?” 

“Oh, gosh no. I don’t expect to, until tomorrow. I modified the arrangements we made a little. I hired a guitarist to serenade them, sort of set the mood.”

“You did? Where’d you find a guitarist?”

“Mr. Cisneros, downstairs.  He wanted me to hear his nephew’s cd yesterday. He’s excellent, very smooth. He plays a lot around town. I hired him for an hour. I think that oughta  be enough....”

“Aww, what a sweet thing to do, J-Man! I didn’t know you had that much romance in you! I’ll split the cost.”

“No problem. I got it. We’ll have to hear how it turned out.” He smiled. “Or maybe we won’t.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3: Things Heat Up
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Carpe diem, Matt Méndez thought, “Seize the day.” 

The Paso Del Norte Bar and Grill was a fine place to do just that, even if it was poorly named. True, it was at the pass of the north, but it was hardly a mere bar and grill. 

For one thing, it was on the top floor of a high rise building, and had two glass walls overlooking glittering downtown El Paso. For another, it was a classy, pricey restaurant, with a professional waitstaff who seemed to have been there for generations—never hanging around but always at one’s elbow just before being needed. He guessed they had learned their trade in Mexico: one clue was the waiter who had puzzled them when he assured them the black bass from Lake Boquilla was “da leeches.” Matt finally understood, defusing the awkwardness with a nod, saying “I’m sure it’s very delicious.”

The room was elegant and cozy, with discreet candles on the tables and a piano off to one side, a music stand and stool alongside, probably for entertaining weekend diners. Tonight, however, a compact, sweet-faced young guitarist stood nearby crooning Mexican golden oldies with polished smoothness.  

Matt cut his eyes to his esposita, his little wife. Her head was turned to the window beside their table at the lights below, her face dreamy, head barely nodding in time with the beat to “Volver,” the classic Vicente Fernandez song of passionate love and loss.

How long had it been since the two of them had gotten away together? Several months ago they’d gone to see cousin Doro’s paintings on exhibit in the East Meets West Art Gallery in Santa Fe...but that was a family event. Tonight was just for him and Ana, celebrating their nineteenth anniversary, a present from their twins, with music included. Even the weather was cooperating—no spring dust storms were in the offing. 

Ana needed this break, heaven knew. He thought it was best not to wait for their twentieth anniversary celebration. Things might be complicated by then. Nearly every day she’d been emailing with the electronic station manager on her little moon base, and with the Thoman ambassador to the United Nations, going over arrangements for the arrival of the third expedition from Thomo, her planet of origin. 

The subject was mostly politics, which she hated. It helped a little that she could share the burden with her Uncle Rothan, the ambassador. and Hleo ap Darshiell, the Thoman advisor whose elderly brain had been copied into Ana’s moon station’s hard drive to accompany Ana on her interstellar voyage. He had been a counselor for her family for several generations. Both were unquestionably competent at what they did...but they couldn’t do much to relieve his wife of worry about becoming a public icon.

Daughter Clio needed a break too. She used to be such a lighthearted, mischievous little girl before her strange healing abilities developed, several close calls with disaster, and also the normal stresses of growing into an adult, had made her introspective and cautious. 

At least she and her mother had their own little trip to relax coming up soon. He wasn’t worried about Julio. Julio had always been even-tempered and deliberate—like the engineering/science/physics-crazy person that he was—not unlike his father, really, except much, much smarter.

Even so, the whole family was weighed down by thoughts of the oncoming visitors from Ana’s planet. The Thomans no doubt considered Ana the single person responsible for saving their planet of origin from disaster and reuniting them with the people of Earth. She would practically be a living saint. She hated that too.

Their trip would take over twenty-five years, since Thomo was twenty-five light years away. For all anyone knew, they had left decades ago and were approaching Earth right now. Their arrival would be a wonderful thing, truly, for both planets—but not so wonderful for the Méndez family, since the family’s peaceful private lives would vanish.

And here she was right next to him, the living legend, “savior of worlds,” nodding her head in time to “Somos Novios, We are lovers:”  Nos amamos, nos besamos / Como novios /Nos deseamos y hasta a veces/Sin motivo, sin razón., we love, we kiss like young lovers, with desire and even sometimes with no reason at all.

Heavy stuff....

He picked up his fork and carefully carved off a tiny chunk of cheesecake. After the splendid meal they had ordered a single dessert, sharing it using the game Julio had invented, the “asymptotic dessert game.” 

The idea was to make the other person take the last bite. Thus as the slice of cheesecake grew smaller, they took turns cutting off smaller and smaller portions. Julio had pointed out that theoretically, by taking half of what was left, the game had no end: it was infinite. The piece that now remained was the size of a sugar cube. Ana cut off half and popped it in her mouth, wrinkling her nose in pleasure. 

The cheesecake was now the size of a pea. Matt cut the pea in half and ate it. Ana cut the remaining dot in two and consumed that.

The guitarist eased into another song: “Bésame,/bésame mucho/como si fuera ésta noche/la última vez. Hmm...kiss me as if tonight were the last time.” Best not think about that at the moment, not in public....

He decided to lose the game. He wiped up the remaining spot of cheesecake with his forefinger and held it up in surrender. 

With a tiny smile, she slowly pulled his hand to her and slid his finger into her mouth up to the first knuckle. He felt her tongue clean it off. Her eyes were molten.

He was going to ask her if she wanted to dance, but the hell with that. They needed to get out of there.
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Chapter 4: Tracked Down
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Ken Stackhouse couldn’t stop thinking about that girl. There was just something about her. She wasn’t beautiful, exactly, and she’d been upset, but he just couldn’t forget her. Whatever it was hadn’t registered with Molina. Still.... 

He yawned. The dashboard clock said 1:24 a.m. He had stayed late with the sergeant while he filled out the post-shift reports. 

He hadn’t known the cops had a tattoo gallery but it made sense. Tattoos would be almost like serial numbers—a prime way, surely, to identify individuals. There must have been fifty photos of men with neck tattoos, but only eight or so with lines around their necks, and three with scorpions. All three looked dangerous, no doubt by design. Two were ugly. One was not.

“You reckon that’s the guy?” he asked Molina.

“Possible,” he answered, working a computer keyboard. “Here he is,” he mumbled. “Mexican citizen. Wanted for assault, weapons, evasion. Could be a runner or a ‘sicario,’ some sort of cartel soldier. I’ll make a note for tomorrow, show this to the bar owner. Might also try to run down that yellow Corvette.” 

He pushed back from the computer. 

“Probably won’t go anywhere, though.”

“Will you show this photo to that girl?”

“What g...oh, yeah. I don’t guess so. If the perp is a regular, the bar owner will call if he comes back.”

That bothered Stackhouse the more he thought about it. What if the girl was a regular? What if they met up again? Mr. Tattoo would be sure to remember a girl who kicked him in the nuts, and not fondly. 

Molina got up from the desk to put away his Glock and associated hardware. The computer was still on. Stackhouse pulled out his cell phone and took a photo of the screen.

Yawning again, he turned onto the street that led to his little university apartment. Tomorrow was Friday. His first class was at 10:00 a.m., last class in the gym at 3:00. He remembered her address. The photo was on his cell phone. If that was the guy, she needed to know he was someone to avoid. 

Friday afternoon at 4:30 he was driving through Kern Place reading off the street names. Each home was unique, not like a modern housing development with variations on a theme.  These homes were well settled-in after the better part of a century. He was not a tree expert, but there were respectable trees and bushes everywhere along with an assortment of ornamental cactuses and yuccas, and occasional views of the rocky slopes of Mount Franklin whose foothills made Kern Place. 

The address was a pale blue stucco affair, one of the few with a second story. He parked at the curb and rang the doorbell inside an arched vestibule. A gray haired Hispanic man with a neat beard and thin face opened the door.

“Hello,” the man said.

“Good afternoon, sir,” he replied. “I’m looking for Ms. Clio Méndez.”

“Ah,” he said, “Upstairs.” He nodded to his left. “Around the side.”

He found the stairway and was about to ascend when a Corolla pulled into the driveway, rolled past him to the back of the house, and stopped. The door opened and there she was, in jeans and a purple sweater with the sleeves pulled halfway up her forearms. Her hair was loose and flowed over her shoulders. She pulled a backpack from the car and came toward him, moving gracefully.

Maybe he’d been hasty thinking she wasn’t beautiful.

“Ms. Méndez, I’m Ken Stackhouse, the college student with Officer Molina, last night?”

“Yes?” she said.

“Is this that man ‘Feo’?” he said, holding out his cell phone. She studied it a second.

“Maybe. I think so.”

“Sergeant Molina says he’s wanted for assault and weapons violations, among other things. He thinks he’s some kind of druggie. He’s going to tell the bar owner, but I thought you should know too, in case you run across him again.”

“I see. Well, thanks.”

She started to turn toward the stairs. 

“Uh...” he said, desperately trying to think of what to say. She paused.

“The sergeant wasn’t going to tell you himself, so this is unofficial, just from me, OK?”

“Sure. Thanks,” she said again.

“And...I was wondering...would you mind if I asked you how you did that?”

“No.”

A beat passed.

“No, you wouldn’t mind?”

“Yes.”

He felt another pang of awkwardness but plunged ahead.

“How did you do that?”

“How did I do what?

“How did you stop those three guys like that?”

“With my hands.”

The corners of her mouth were hinting at a smile. She was messing with him.

“Some kind of martial arts thing?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How’d you learn it?”

“From a sensei.”

“Who?”

“In Las Cruces.”

“Oh.”

Another brief pause.

“But you did it so fast.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Have you ever tried fencing?”

“No.”

“You might like it. Size doesn’t matter. Quickness does. I’m taking a fencing class right now. It’s fun.”

“Yeah?”

“Wednesdays and Fridays, at the UTEP gym, 3:00 p.m. If you drop by sometime, they can fit you with the protective gear and a mask and you can try it. I’ll show you.”

She finally smiled. It lit up her face.

“I might do that. Thanks! See you later, maybe.”

He took a deep breath as she started up the stairs. He was still clearing his head as he unlocked his car.

Beautiful. Definitely beautiful.
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Chapter 5: Grilling Supper
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As far back as Matt could remember, his family had had the custom of sitting down to only two meals on Sundays: a late breakfast and an early supper.  Some of his friends found that odd, but he liked it. It was special, a weekly family ceremony. This Sunday the family slept late as usual and took their time getting dressed. After a leisurely breakfast, his father took his wife Julia and his mother to church. When they returned they changed into home clothes and relaxed for a few hours before getting organized for the late afternoon meal. 

There was still no sandstorm forecast so Matt and his father and son Julio undertook to grill the meat on the patio behind Abuelita’s house. The two older men enjoyed a convivial bottle of Negro Modelo beer, but Julio, whose tastes had not (yet) extended to beer, sipped a wine cooler of orange juice and red wine. 

They chatted while the chicken breasts sizzled and Clio gave her cat a workout with the bird lure. The cat, named Raisin, was an African caracal half the size of a mountain lion, and easily jumped six feet high or more to snag the feathered lure as Clio whipped it through the air. It made a great show. 

“That reminds me,” Julio chuckled, “this morning after breakfast I saw April and Diana in Mom’s flower garden. They were hunting just like Raisin, stalking and jumping and swatting...except they were hunting butterflies. Unlike her, they didn’t catch any.”

“That explains it,” Bert said. “I had to shoo April off the hood of the car when we left for church. She had patches of yellow powder on her fur. I couldn’t figure that. I bet it was pollen.”

Matt looked at his watch.

“Mija! We’re gonna put the fajitas on. It’ll be about fifteen minutes now.”

“OK, Dad,” she replied, “I’ll go tell them inside.”

She rolled up the bird lure and settled the cat down. Julio picked up the trays the meat had been on. 

“I’ll go with you, sis.”

Matt and Bert watched them head to the house.

“That’s some cat,” Bert said.  “Some son and daughter, too.”

The two dogs, Rhodesian Ridgebacks, stayed close to the smoking barbecue grill. They had learned the hard way not to bother Raisin, for one thing, and they seemed to want to be handy in case any meat might escape. Unfortunately for them, Matt opened the grill and neatly transferred the fajita strips from a container of marinade onto the grill where they began sizzling immediately. He moved the chicken breasts away from the coals and shut the lid. 

“That’s gonna be good,” Bert said. “What’s Ana put in that marinade, anyway?”

“Not sure. It’s basically fajita marinade, with teriyaki accents, I think.”

“How’d it go with that wine guy yesterday?” his father asked. “What do you call him?”

“A vintner? I guess as far as we’re concerned, he’s a grape buyer. It went well. Actually, there were two of ‘em. He brought another fellow who wants our grapes too.”

Bert shook his head.

“Those vines sure have matured well. Your grandfather would have been pleased. Y’know, the original Spaniards grew grapes in this valley three hundred years ago. Pecans have been the money crop the last eighty years, but that may change if grapes catch on.”

“I doubt it’ll change,” Matt replied. “Pecans are twelve dollars a pound now. Last year, the Mesilla Valley produced seventy-six million pounds of them. Grapes don’t bring in the dough like that but the vintners were impressed with the sugar content. It’s because we don’t have to depend on rain. And since our drip irrigation comes in under the water allotment, the profit margin is still pretty good.”

The breeze had shifted. Bert scooted his chair out of the smoke.

“Back when you started laying out the vines, I thought you were going to make wine. But no—you figured to sell the grapes to other people and let them make the wine. That was smart.”

“Well, making good wine is a skilled trade, and it takes a lot of expensive facilities and equipment. There are wineries all over New Mexico and Texas, too many to grow all the grapes they need. We can do it efficiently and economically, and the grapes can easily be transported where they’re needed. Besides, our labor force is experienced and in place. It’s a good business for us.”

“Sí, es, de veras. I wish Abuelo could have seen it. Time to turn those fajitas, ¿crées tú?”
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Chapter 6: A Flashback
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Clio and Julio found their mother, grandmother, and great grandmother talking happily in the kitchen as they put the meal together. Abuelita was at the kitchen table making a salad. The aroma of toasted sesame seeds was in the air. 

“Wow, it smells great in here!” Clio exclaimed. “Dad said fifteen minutes for the meat. What can we do?”

“You can pull the cilantro leaves off and dump them in the blender, mija. I’ll add the other ingredients on top. Abuelita, where’s the lime squeezer?”

“Second drawer down, dear. Julia, those tortillas ought to be hot enough by now. Here’s a plate to put them on. Grandson, would you mind taking these cuttings out to the compost pile?”

It took Clio a few minutes to accumulate a double handful of cilantro leaves. Her mother squeezed the juice from three small Mexican limes over them in the blender, added olive oil and soy sauce, and turned it on briefly, stopping all conversation. 

“Sorry,” she said. “Once more and I’m done.”

She dumped in a half cup of toasted sesame seeds and snapped on the blender for another ten seconds.

“There. That’s ready. Mija, can you spoon this sauce into a bowl, please?”

“Sure, Mom,” Clio replied, selecting a vinyl spatula and going to work.

“I remember when you first made this at the family reunion,” Julia said. “It’s a family favorite now. How did you ever come up with it?”

“I can’t remember. I probably read something and thought it sounded like a good combination. Today, it can be a dressing for the fajita taquitos or a good sauce for the chicken. Oh! The rice!”

“I’ve got it,” Abuelita said, standing to stir a pan on the stove. “Julia, could you put this in a serving dish?”

The screen door slammed and Bert and Matt entered with two platters of grilled meat.

“We’re in business!” Bert said.

“Almost ready,” agreed Abuelita. “Bert, the meat can go on those platters. I’ll take Ana’s sauce to the table. Grandson, follow me with the rice and tea pitcher, por favor.”

The table had been set but Abuelita lit candles and made minor adjustments while Matt waited for her to clear a space. She stepped back and checked the table.

“Not bad for an old woman,” adding in a low voice before Matt could respond, “Ana’s feeling better today, isn’t she? I can tell. She’s been so worked up lately, poor thing. That anniversary dinner gift from your children was just perfect, ¿qué no?”

Matt only had time to say “Yes’m” before the rest of the family paraded in with the other dishes, Bert put on two cds of the famous 1940-era Trio Los Panchos, and the family dinner got off to a happy start. 

There was only one small problem. 

Matt’s mother loved nothing better than a secret and for that reason, and because several strokes caused her to occasionally part from reality, the family had decided not to reveal to her that her daughter-in-law was the famous first person from the planet Thomo to return to Earth after three thousand years of separation. Julia loved Ana anyway, and that was enough. It was Abuelita, oddly enough, normally sharper than ever as a 98 year old, who made the misstep.

“You and your mother are going to have a fun trip this week, aren’t you?” she said to Clio. “I bet that little baby is just the cutest thing! You be sure to bring a picture back!”

“What baby?” asked Julia. “Who’s had a baby?”

There was a brief silence at the table. The baby was Michelle and Rob Coombs’. Ana had met Michelle when she was a rebellious junior high school student.  Rob was a former SEAL who had had several dangerous adventures around the world with Ana. Ana, fortunately, had the quickest mind.

“I knew her back in Alpine,” she said. “We were students, and we’ve kept in touch. She and her husband visited us here, but that was before you and Bert moved down from Albuquerque. They live in Miami now.” 

“Oh...I see,” said Julia.

“They’re such a lovely couple,” Abuelita added, just to complete the thought. “Do give them my best, won’t you?”

Bert nodded at his mother, adding a wink.

The sweetest moment came during the dessert course, which featured a scrumptious lemon-blueberry cheesecake Julia had made on
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