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Prologue: Girlfriend Emergency
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The day Ana disappeared was the worst day of Matt Mendez’s life. 

Shortly after breakfast he had gone to get a trailer hitch package installed on his new truck. When he returned three hours later, the house was profoundly quiet, eerily quiet. The three cats, crouched in odd places about the living room, were twitching their tails and looking at him with wide eyes. He called out to Ana to announce he was back, but the hoped-for cheery reply from one of the back rooms didn’t happen. Something felt wrong. Half upset, he called again.

A quick check showed she was not in their five-room house. He made a circuit around the outside, and then more quickly around the whole family compound to see if she might be in the garden or the barn. Her bicycle was still on their back porch. She always told him when she was going out for a run—although they usually ran together. Her running shoes were on the floor by the back door. 

He went to his grandmother’s house. Abuelita was napping in the recliner in the parlor. Better to let her sleep and check the rooms quietly. No sense in alarming her prematurely. Ana wasn’t there.

She might be picking flowers along the canal behind the house.

But no, she wasn’t. She wasn’t anywhere on the grounds.

A cold, gnawing fear blossomed in his soul. His girlfriend, Ana Darcy, was probably the most famous, most sought-after woman in the world. But here in tiny Mesilla, New Mexico, just south of Las Cruces, disguised as Ana Del Arco and living with him, she went unnoticed. She was just a woman living in peace with her man. 

Could he have done something to upset her? She was almost always sweet tempered, but could he have blundered somehow? Or could she have misunderstood something? 

Had she been discovered, or about to be, and run away? 

Had she been injured somewhere? 

Kidnapped?

Should he call the New Mexico State Police?

He flashed on future encounters with patrol officers, detectives, technicians in white coats making plaster casts of tire tracks and dusting for fingerprints. Asking if they had had a fight. Requesting photographs. Her blood type... 

Hold on, Méndez! You’re losing it, hombre! 

His armpits were sweaty, hands trembling. 

Don’t panic, man. 

Think, man, think!

Where was she?
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Chapter 1: One year earlier
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Matt Méndez’s Ford double cab F-150, the first new vehicle he’d ever owned, was his pride and joy, but this morning he scowled as he looked at it from the kitchen window. 

Yesterday it had accumulated a light but visible layer of dust when the field east of the house was plowed. Then there was a short shower overnight. Now there were discouraging spots and streaks of dirt all over it, including the windows. Shortly after breakfast he decided to hose it off, dry it, and apply a quick layer of wax to restore it to its showroom glory. 

As with most mornings in the Chihuahuan desert the dry air was exhilarating, ideal for the light work of hosing off and drying a new vehicle.   

While he cheerfully washed and dried it his thoughts turned to his incredible, lovely girlfriend Ana, the light of his life, working away inside at their computer.

She was such a hoot. Over breakfast this morning she had a crazy question for him.

“Matt, yesterday you mentioned your friend Jorge’s luncheon invitation. You said ‘Let’s bring a dessert.’ And then this morning you said, ‘Let’s take a dessert.’ What is the difference between ‘take’ and ‘bring?’”

An understandable question. She was not a native English speaker. Her native language was Luvit, spoken by the people of her planet. She readily accepted his explanation that this time the words meant the same thing, although each had many different meanings as well.

That was one reason she was so fun: so many things on earth were new to her. As smart and quick as she was there were still thousands of things she had to learn. Thanks to her, many things he’d taken for granted he now saw anew, from her perspective.

The screen door slammed. She was headed his way!

“Hey, Matt, what are you doing?” 

Ana had on the chestnut wig she wore whenever she left the house. Matt seldom thought about it anymore. When in public she usually added clunky glasses.

“Hey, Ana! You wanna help?”

Matt remembered to use her first name in public. Occasionally in private he still called her Darcy, based on her family name, Darshiell, which she had used in her first days in Alpine, Texas. 

“Sure! Tell me what to do!”

“Take this soft cloth, spray just a little of this stuff on it, and buff the paint lightly until the streaks are gone. See?”

“Sure!” 

She tried it.

“How’s that?”

“Perfect. It’ll shine the chrome too!”

“Your truck is already shiny, Matt. How much shinier can it be?”

“I don’t know.” He rolled his eyes at her. “That’s what we’re going to find out.”

She buffed happily for a good fifteen minutes until they came together at the front, finishing up. His buffing elbow bumped hers several times and he gave her a bigger bump with his hip. She bumped him back and then he grabbed her around the middle and tickled her ribs. She shrieked and bent back one of his little fingers.

“Whoa!” he hollered. “Uncle!”

“Uncle? What does that mean?”

“It means stop! I give up! You almost broke my finger!”

“Oh, surely not. I just bent it a little. You tickled me! I haven’t been tickled in ages!”He looked at her. 

“Yeah, well, if you’re not careful, it might happen again a lot sooner than that!” 

He feinted another grab at her ribs, but Ana, ever so much faster than he was, just raised her eyebrows. 

“Don’t you dare,” she said.

“OK, OK,” he laughed. “Now let’s polish the windows and we’ll be done.”

By the time the windows were squeaky clean Ana had another question. 

“Matt, you remember I asked you about those migrant kids the other day?” 

They had watched while fifty or more workers harvested a nearby field of onions by hand. It looked like very hard, dirty work. Some of the workers seemed to be children.

“Yes, I remember. What about them?”
“Do the children go to school?”
“They’re supposed to. It’s the law. But in practice, they miss a lot. And they’re always moving. If they’re in school, they’re not making the family any money. Some of them graduate from high school but a lot don’t. It’s a tough way to live.”

“What if there were a school on wheels that could follow them as they move?”

“Well, sure, that would be good. But it would be expensive. No school district would pay for it because the kids are never in one district that long. They follow the crops. They’re not even in the same state that long. Theoretically a mobile school could be a good thing, but it’s not likely to happen.”

“We could pay for it, Matt.”

“Huh? You mean us, you and me?”

“Sure. You wouldn’t believe how much money those lawyers have made for me, for us. We could never spend it all on ourselves, and if we tried it would be such a waste. Why not do some good with it?”

“But...but, how? If you start spending big bucks like that, the reporters won’t be far behind. Then everyone will know who you are.”

“There are other ways it could be done. We could set up a foundation. The law firm could do that. They could even run it for us. You could advise them. You know the situation here, and what would work.”

“Gosh! You have the money for that?”

“I think so. I think we do.”

“You keep saying ‘we,’ but you won’t marry me!”

“I’m sorry about that, Matt. Give me a little time, please. You helped make that money possible. We don’t need that much. Why shouldn’t we do something with it that will help someone?”

“That’s a real good idea.” He shook his head. “Let’s investigate that.”

“And there’s something else too.”

“What?”

“Remember that book you were going to write that you didn’t write?”

“Of course. If I had written it, I’d be so notorious that people would follow me everywhere and I couldn’t get within twenty miles of you. I still don’t want that to happen. What makes you ask about the book?”

“I think you ought to write it.”

“I don’t get it. Why do you say that?”

“Dr. Sledd, Mr. McLauphin, all the specialists I talk to, say that the discovery of another planet of humans is an important historical event. It needs to be recorded, even if it’s not published yet. If you write it now, all the details will be fresh. Some day in the future it can be published, and it will be all the more useful then. I told you, I have no idea what my life expectancy might be. I’m already old, even by our standards back home. I may not live that long, Matt. You need to write that book!”

“Oh, Darcy!” He forgot to use her public name. He dropped the towel and folded her into his arms.

“Don’t say that. Don’t think that way. I can’t stand it! I love you, babe!” 

He was so shaken he forgot his usual silent wish that she’d say she loved him back. 
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Chapter 2: Plumbing Lesson
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Two days later Ana, carrying a bowl of marinated artichokes, walked into Matt’s grandmother’s kitchen and found Matt there with a toolbox.

“Hey, Matt, what are you doing?”

“I’m changing the washers in Abuelita’s kitchen faucet. It’s been dripping—maybe you noticed.”

“I did, yes. I thought you said they had little cartridges that you just replaced.”

“The one over our sink does. Our kitchen faucet is new. This is an old one. See here? These rubber washers screw down onto the seats and shut off the flow of water.”

Ana picked one of the washers out of the little plastic box on the counter and peered at it. 

“Oh, I see how that works. Pretty simple, really.”

“You’d think so. But my experience is that nothing in plumbing is ever as simple as you’d like it to be. What have you been doing this morning?”

“I’ve been online, learning more about harpsichords. It’s a keyboard instrument, sort of the grandfather of the piano.” 

“Seriously? Don’t you like the electronic keyboard you have now? 

“Oh, I like it, but nothing equals the sound of a real harpsichord. They actually have one at the university. You should hear it! The sound is incredibly beautiful, so stringy and clear. I wasn’t going to tell you yet, but Dr. Kirkpatrick gave me a lesson on it. He says I’m learning fast and the electronic one will just hold me back. He knows a man who builds them. And, guess what! He’s going to make one for me

“Build one? Just for you? Are they expensive?”

“We can afford it, Matt. Believe me, we can afford it.”

At that moment, the screen door slammed and Grandma Méndez walked in clutching....  gardening gloves in one hand and an armful of mail in the other. Apparently, she’d been out in the garden. She was wearing a house dress and track shoes, and the knees of the dress were smudged with dirt.

Matt’s grandmother was as hale and hearty as an 80 year old could possibly be, even if she was no longer up to the rigors of household maintenance. She had grown fond of Ana. Teaching her poor, deprived “Argentinian” lodger the ins and outs of New Mexican domestic life had become one of her favorite tasks. 

“It’s getting to where we get so much mail I can hardly carry it in from the box! And most of it’s just trash! I swear, tomorrow I’m going to take my little cart out there with me, just in case.” 

“Buenos días, Abuelita,” said Ana. Grandma Méndez loved Ana’s honorific “Abuelita.” She had made herself Ana’s Spanish tutor as well. “Are you going to be ready for lunch pretty soon?” 

“¡Ay, claro que sí! Of course! I spent half the morning working in the garden, and I’m hungry! What strikes your fancy today?” 

Abuelita Méndez had happily included cooking in her educational program, but now that Ana had moved beyond the basics, the three of them usually prepared and ate only the noon meal in Abuelita’s house. They were social in an almost old-world way in the middle of the day. At night, the old lady turned in early after only a light snack, allowing Matt and Ana a more intimate meal in their own house. 

“I was thinking, maybe some green chili rajas strips?” The old lady’s eyes brightened at Ana’s words. “And pork chops in sour cream? I put some artichoke hearts in to marinate last night. Matt could help me make some ceviche. We could eat in less than an hour. Would that be all right

The old lady shook her head. 

“Ay, que mija! Dear daughter! What a cook you have become!” She pinched Matt on the arm. “Matt, listen to me. You must marry this girl. You hear me, nieto de mi alma? Grandson of my heart? Stop messing around and marry her!” 

“I hear you, Abuelita” said Matt, wiping off the counter and glancing at Ana, who was solemnly regarding a pile of fresh vegetables. “I promise, we’ll talk about it.” 

“Bueno. A promise is a promise. “No tengas como vano el consejo del anciano.” Don’t consider the advice of an old person useless. Now, let me wash this dirt off and I’ll help fix lunch.”

Abuelita Méndez had a repertoire of thousands of “dichos,” the wise sayings of the ages, ready for all occasions. The problem, Matt realized, was that she was often right.
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Chapter 3: Publicity & Cold Feet
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Matt was cleaning up their little kitchen after a pleasant late supper of caldo con arroz y chilis verdes, soup with rice and green chiles, thinking it really was true—Ana was becoming a wonderful cook. She always said the flavors and smells earth had to offer were two of the best things about it. She certainly had a talent for combining ingredients.

She was sitting at their dining table by the woodstove with cats lounged by her bare feet, with damp hair after her post-exercise shower, jotting notes in a small notebook. She saw him looking at her and smiled

“Making plans for your harpsichord?” 

“No....”

“Thinking up more recipes?”

“No, not really. Making notes for something else. I’m going to have a press conference!”

Matt dropped the metal mixing bowl he was drying. The cats shot off in different directions, headed for safe places. 

“You’re WHAT?” 

Into his mind jumped a nightmare vision of traffic helicopters stationed overhead and satellite trucks lined up down the highway. 

“I thought you wanted to stay out of sight! What’s the deal with a press conference?”

“I still want to stay out of sight. I think it’ll be all right, Matt. It’s going to be an online press conference. Hleo will help set it up.”

“What? You mean on the internet?” 

He picked up the mixing bowl.

“Yes. People will be able to ask questions and I can respond, but no one will be able to locate me. Hleo will see to that. I really had to do it, Matt. You know how much pressure people have been under and all because of me. 

“I understand that the United Nations would want me to address them, what with me being from a society of humans unknown to them before this. 

“I’ve told them I am not here in any official capacity and have no diplomatic standing or mission. I’m just a private citizen. But they still want me to make an appearance or something.

“Don’t worry. I haven’t talked to them directly. The law firm told them for me. They’ve felt a lot more pressure than I have.

“And the President of this country, Matt, is trying to meet with me. I don’t want to do it. I’m afraid it’ll get all political and I can’t stand that. My people wouldn’t want that either, not without their input.

“And then there are the scientists and scholars. I sympathize with them more than with the diplomats and politicians. I want to explore our common roots too. But I just can’t walk into some lab or conference and say ‘Here I am. Study me.’

“So I’ve agreed to hold an online press conference, with the help of Hleo and John McLauphin. You remember him, right?”

“I sure do: the political analyst on television who did your interview after the Olympics. He seems trustworthy.”

“I think so too. It’ll be an interview by Mr. McLaughin, in writing. Maybe I can calm people down a little. Staying out of sight like this just serves to make me more mysterious.” 

“I don’t know, Ana. I see you every day. We even sleep together. Yet you’re still mysterious to me.” 

Her face lit up with the glorious smile that always lifted Matt’s heart. 

“Good. That makes us even. You’re sort of a puzzle yourself.”

Matt’s face got serious. 

“Oh,” he said.

“Oh, what?”

“Abuelita Méndez.”

“Oh. That ‘Oh.’”

“Yeah, that ‘Oh.’ I promised.”

“Yes, you did. Well, we talked about it.”

“No, no. We can’t quit now. How about it? Why don’t we get married? I love you, Ana, I can’t believe how much I love you. You love me, or I think you do. At least we don’t scream at each other and throw things. That’s a plenty good reason to get married. Let’s do it!”

“That’s almost a good reason to get married, Matt.” 

She pushed her notebook away and sat back in her chair. 

“At first, I didn’t want to get to know anyone on this planet. I was scared of everyone, sometimes with good reason. You met me about that time. But I outgrew that after I’d been here a while. 

“Then, you and I began driving over west Texas and New Mexico and became closer. But I still didn’t want to think about getting married because I’ve never wanted to get married. That’s basically the reason I was sent to earth, you know, because I refused proposals, not once but three times.”

“That is history now. My people would never take me back. I’m on my own now. I can do what I want. But I’m not sure what I want, Matt.” She looked down at the table. “I just don’t know if I want to get married, to you or anyone. Maybe something’s wrong with me, Matt, you think?” 

There was a catch in her voice.

“Aww, Ana.” 

Matt knelt by her chair and wrapped his arms around her waist. She drew him close, laying her cheek on the top of his head. 

“There’s nothing wrong with you, amor, love. I want you to be happy. With me or without me, married or not, I just want you to be happy. Married or not, I still love you.”

He was hoping that she’d say she loved him, but she didn’t. At least she made no move to break their embrace. He could feel her breath in his hair. 
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Chapter 4: Priorities
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At three the next afternoon Ana was typing furiously at her computer. She and John McLauphin were putting their “press conference” together

She also had a running correspondence going with her old friend Dr. William Sledd, the retired professor in Alpine. Sledd was slowly gathering data (he called it a “corpus”) of words and word sequences in Ana’s native language and working with other linguists to prepare a paper for a linguistics journal. Once it was published, the world’s language experts would go to work trying to place the language accurately historically and geographically, and perhaps begin to understand where Ana’s ancestors had come from originally. Ana was as interested in this as Sledd was. 

McLauphin was helping sort out questions submitted by various journalists, among others, and exchanging ideas on which to answer first and how. He had never done a press conference like this before but his unerring instinct for cutting right to the heart of an issue was helping things go fairly efficiently.

She stopped typing and sat back in her chair. Outside, Matt was doing yard work, with a grass trimming machine and a blower of some kind. She’d have to ask him what they were called.

She was busy nearly every minute of every day, online with John McLauphin, Dr. Sledd, one of the lawyers at Benning, Bynum, Caxton, Braithwaite, or Hleo, her electronic assistant and comrade at the moon station. She’d also be occupied with practicing her music, or reading something while listening to music, or exercising, or cooking. She was fully occupied, and quite content. 

Matt had quit his reporting job in Alpine and wasn’t looking for another yet. So far he seemed happy to stay mostly within the Méndez family compound with her and Abuelita Méndez. He found plenty to do while she was otherwise engaged. In fact, the whole compound had begun to look less run down and more like a home in active daily use. 

Male pride was present on both her planet and this one, though. Would he come to resent the fact that she was world famous, always busy, and rich beyond their dreams? She’d seen no reason to discuss finances with him, but her estate lawyer, Mr. Caxton, assured her that her worth was over thirty million dollars and growing steadily. That opened a lot of possibilities.

But never mind that for now. Luvit verb conjugations could wait.

She pushed back from her desk, slipped on her tennies and brown wig, and walked out into the sunlight to see what Matt was doing. It was another beautiful day. The wind was making a gentle sighing sound high in the trees, and in the distance banks of wispy clouds matched the whiteness of the sand dunes on the western horizon.

He beamed when he saw her walking up. 

“Hey, Ana! You wanna learn how to operate a leaf blower?”
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Chapter 5: Up for Grabs 
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When Matt returned from the grocery store, Ana was dicing onions in the kitchen, the late afternoon sun lighting up her cutting board. It was a good job for someone with her reflexes—she was making short work of those onions. Matt set down his grocery bags and stood behind her, massaging her neck and shoulders with his fingers.

“Hey,” he said.

“Mmmm, that feels good.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“You just did, didn’t you?”

“OK. Can I ask you something else?”

“You did it again!”

“ OK, then, can I ask you a question after this one?”

“I guess so.”

“Have you ever tried drinking wine?”

“Nooo....”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know, really. For one thing, we have, or we had, alcohol on Thomo. It was a problem sometimes.”

“Hmm. Well, it’s a problem here too, sometimes. But for most people it’s not. It’s just that you take such delight in new tastes, I was thinking you really ought to try wine. The flavors can be wonderful.”

“You think so?”

“I do. In fact, I got you a surprise at the grocery store. They were having a sale—any six bottles of wine for ten percent off. The wine guy at the store helped me pick an assortment that would appeal to someone from outer space.”

Chuckling at the joke, she said, “How thoughtful! I wonder how he knew which to choose?” 

“Actually, he couldn’t be sure. That’s why I got six. One or two is bound to be nice. Let’s open a couple and sample them with supper, how about it?”

“I don’t know, Matt. That was sweet of you. I’d hate to mess up my mind, though, or slow my reflexes....”

“Oh, it’ll be fine. It’s controllable. Just try a little, and see if you like it. We don’t have to drink a whole bottle. It’ll keep. Besides, if it does mess up your mind, you might marry me.”

“You goof!” She dug an elbow into his midsection. “All right, I’ll try some. But not enough to marry you. Not yet, anyway.”

“Great! I can hope, at least.”

An hour later they were cleaning up the kitchen after supper. Mork and Foosh (Ana assured him that Foosh was a common pet name back home) were dozing contentedly on a stool and chair, respectively. Eleanor, the third cat, was sitting as if petrified on a windowsill, staring outside.

“Man, that was a good supper!” said Matt, leaning back in his chair. “That red sauce was incredible! What do you call it?” 

“I don’t have a name for it. I never made it before. It’s sort of like that red sauce they serve at La Posta, didn’t you think?”

“Sort of. Only better, much better. Wow!”

“I’m glad you liked it. I liked the wine.”

“Good for you!”

“I thought the cabernet was better than the merlot, but my favorite is the beaujolais. What does ‘oaky’ taste like? The label on the merlot mentioned ‘oaky notes.’”

“Darned if I know. I never tried to eat an oak tree. Can you feel the alcohol at all?”

“I think so. I’ve heard people talk about feeling a ‘buzz.’ I guess that’s what I feel.”

“Excellent!” He hung up the dish towel. “Even if you won’t marry me, maybe I’ll still be able to catch you and carry you off and have my way with you!”

“I’d like to see you try!”

Just as she got to the word ‘try’ he bent over, swept a hand behind her knees, and picked her up in his arms. 

“Wa...!” she said, as he tossed her a few inches in the air to get a better hold on her. She wrapped both arms around his neck as he squeezed her tightly against his chest.

“You’re not much heavier than a sack of cat food,” he said, “but a lot sweeter, fortunately!” 

“You’re scaring the cats!” she said. 

It was true. Mork and Foosh were staring at them with steady, wide eyes.

“Let’s not do that. Let’s leave them in peace.” 

He stepped sideways through the doorway to the bedroom and laid her gently on the bedspread. Her eyes were twinkling. 

“I believe that’s the best money I ever spent in a grocery store,” he mused. 

He kneeled by the bed and studied her. 

“Are you OK?”

“Sure. I’m just pretending to be fuzzy-headed and helpless.”

“Ah. Then let me help you.”

He pulled off her socks.

“You have the cutest little toes. Do you know that game with toes?”

“Game?”

“Yeah.” 

He grabbed a foot. 

“This little piggy went to market. This little piggy stayed home...”

She started laughing.

“...this little piggy had roast beef. This little piggy had none. And THIS little piggy cried ‘Wee, wee, wee,’ all the way home!”

She yelped and pulled her legs up.

“I thought you were helpless!”

“I was pretending! Two can play that game, you know!”

“I don’t think so,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I’m bigger than you are,” he added, wagging his index finger back and forth.

In a flash she grabbed his hand and curled his fingers into his palm, pressing them back against themselves.

“Ow!”

She rotated his arm until it was behind his back.

“Hey!”

Then she reached between his legs and grabbed him where a man least wishes to be grabbed.

“Yeow!” 

He lurched around the room, knocking over a chair and a stool until she let go of him. She sat back on the bed laughing like a madwoman, tears streaming from her eyes. 

“Jesus!” he said, bent over at an angle. “I can’t believe that! How the hell did you do that?” 

She couldn’t answer. She was hiccupping now. Finally she pressed her hands to her cheeks and looked at him with a more or less straight face. 

“Cousins. I grew up with dozens of cousins. They played rough. We played rough.”

She wiped a tear from her cheek and hiccupped again.

“Damn! I like a woman who can take care of herself. I even like a woman who can make a rhyme every time. But you’re a miserable failure at pretending to be helpless!”

“Poor, poor Matt. I’m sorry. Is there any way I can make it up to you?” 

She pulled her t-shirt over her head, tossing it on the bed.

“Well....”

She stood up, unsnapped her jeans, and stepped out of them.

He watched, eyes wide.

“Well, since you asked, I guess you could help me with these shirt buttons.”

She stood, smiling, and reached for his shirt.

Fifteen minutes later Matt whispered in her ear.

“God, I love you. Marry me, Ana. Marry me.”

She didn’t answer, but he felt her take a long, slow breath. He eased back and looked at her. Tears were welling up in her eyes.

She wrapped her arms around his back and pulled him down, blinking the tears away.

She still didn’t say a word.
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Chapter 6: Separation Anxiety
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The next morning Matt awoke alone. The covers on Ana’s side were thrown back, and he had not even a hungry cat for company.

She was sitting at the dining table, staring out the window at the dawn creeping over the mountain, a cup of tea on the table in front of her. Foosh and Eleanor were in two of the other chairs, their paws doubled in front of them and their eyes closed.

He padded up behind her and laid his hands gently on her shoulders, pressing his thumbs lightly against her neck muscles.

“Hey.”

She bent her head sideways until her cheek touched his hand.

“How you doin’?”

She looked down at her teacup.

Kneeling beside her he brushed the hair that hid her face back over her shoulder. Her eyes were brimming with moisture. She shook her head and sniffled.

“What?”

“I’m sorry, Matt.”

“Sorry? For heaven’s sake, what for?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” She swallowed and sniffled again. “I just want to be a normal person, Matt. I feel I am a normal person. But what if I’m not? Maybe I don’t know what normal is. I don’t know what I want, Matt!” 

She sniffled again. He laid his head in her lap and hugged her knees. The morning sunlight was working its way down the cottonwood trees outside. The rustling leaves gave a vibrating effect to the sunlight. She stroked his hair.

“Ana, Ana. I love you. You know that. I’ve only ever loved you. I’ll always love you. But I don’t know if you love me. I think you might. I hope you do. You’ve never said....”

“I’m sorry, Matt. I’m such a mess. You’re so patient with me, so sweet. But there’s more—I was going to tell you today. I have to go away, Matt.”

“You what?” He sat up straight and looked at her in panic. “Away? What does that mean, ‘away’?”

“Just for a few days, Matt. I promised Dr. Sledd that I would let a doctor examine me. And I need to meet with that lawyer, Mr. Braithwaite, and sign some stuff to set up our foundation. I knew you wouldn’t like it, but it’ll be all right, Matt. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“I’ll go with you!”

“Not a good idea, Matt. I’m comfortable being on my own as me, with my other identity. I’ll be all right. I have to meet several people who’ll know who I really am. If you are with me, you’ll be identified too. It’s just as important that you not be known too.”

“Alma, alma mía! My heart and soul! I can’t stand the idea of you traveling alone! I’ll make sure those who know your real identity never see me with you.” 

“Still not a good idea, Matt. Hleo has worked it all out. You know Hleo would never let me take foolish chances. I’ll be gone less than a week.” 

She stroked his hair.

“Maybe the change of scene will give me some perspective. Maybe I’ll feel more confident then. Maybe I’ll feel normal. Maybe I’ll know what to do with myself.”

“Oh, jeez.” 

He laid his head back in her lap, fighting a bad feeling about her going off by herself, but he didn’t want to make a scene. It wouldn’t change her mind. He’d seen husbands stomping around forbidding this or demanding that, but he couldn’t be like that. Hell, he wasn’t even a husband.

Ana was not normal, though he’d never tell her he thought so. She was alert, resourceful, and amazingly able to take care of herself. But it was a big world, and she would be a small person alone in it. Anything could happen. Thinking about it gave him the fantods.

While Ana checked her email he poured himself some orange juice and nuked a quesadilla. She was probably right about Hleo working things out. From what he knew of him, Hleo was one canny dude. Ana had slept for most of the seventy years she’d been on the moon, only waking every five or six years for updated information.  Hleo was on the job the whole time. 

Ana told him Hleo had followed the development of the internet since
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