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Chapter 1: Who is she?
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One lovely Tuesday Matt Méndez was caught off guard when he answered his front door.

It was Charo Silvas, wife of his best friend George. Originally from Spain, Charo was tall, elegant, animated, and always well dressed. This day she was that and more: with the flashy jewelry, a faint, expensive-smelling perfume, perfect hair and nails and a pair of classy high heels, the woman simply radiated femininity. 

She surely knew his wife was spending the morning at their twins’ elementary school. What in blazes was she doing here? This felt like trouble, big trouble.

There was no choice but to greet her warmly and invite her in, even as his stomach began doing calisthenics. Her first words relaxed him slightly, unless they were a ploy of some kind.  One of the few women he knew tall enough to look him straight in the eye (the heels helped), she greeted him with a gorgeous smile. 

“Hola, Matt. I can’t stay—I have a meeting at the university this morning. But I have time for a cup of tea, if you have one.” 

“¡Ah, sí, claro! Of course! It’ll just take a minute! Please have a seat in the kitchen...”

He put the water on and measured the tea leaves into a tea ball and screwed it together while Charo got to the point (he hoped). 

“Matt, I feel a little funny asking” (she pronounced it “fonny,” another feature of her exotic appeal) “but how has Ana seemed to you lately?” 

His wife? 

“Ana? She’s fine! Why do you ask?” 

Charo straightened the place mat in front of her. 

“Well, you know I love Ana. She’s one of my best friends. She’s different. That’s one reason I love her. But I don’t know, Matt. I mean, she’s really different sometimes. I wonder about her. Is she ok? Has anything been bothering her? I don’t know whether to be worried or not. I feel a little strange asking, really.” 

Oh, jeez. Was she trying to get him to complain about his wife, so she could console him? Surely not. She knew they were totally devoted to each other. Didn’t she? 

“Different? No, she hasn’t seemed different, not that I’ve noticed. What makes you ask, anyway?” 

He set her cup of tea in front of her.

“Thanks.” 

She spooned sugar into it, then more sugar, then still more. She was slender as a runway model. 

“Well, every once in a while she does something that seems totally surprising, something that I don’t understand.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

“Like last Thursday. That’s why I came to talk to you. She and I were celebrating my promotion to associate professor with lunch at the Café Castiliano. You know that place, don’t you?” 

“Sure.”

“Did she tell you anything about that?”

“Just that you had had a delicious lunch. She said she’s going to try to copy some of the tapas she had. Surely that’s not surprising.”

“You didn’t read anything about it in the newspaper?”

“The newspaper? No!”

“It was just a small article on the police page. It would probably have been on the front page if anyone had been shot.”

“Shot! ¡Por el amor de dios! My God! What happened?”

“We were seated at a table in the back. You know how they have planters all around the walls, so the waiters can walk around the edges of the room and be out of sight? We were having tapas and a nice champagne when there was a disturbance at the entrance. Some man ran in, very upset, shouting ‘Alicia! Alicia!’ He had a gun that he was waving around, and he came into the restaurant area. People began screaming and running everywhere.”

“Oh, my God! No, she didn’t say anything about that!” 

He was genuinely shocked. 

“What happened?”

“She pushed the table back and told me to get under it!” 

“Really? Then what?”

“She disappeared!”

“Disappeared? What do you mean?”

“I thought she’d be under the table with me, but she wasn’t. I didn’t see her go anywhere, either, Matt.”

He had forgotten to worry about being seduced. 

“¡Hijole! Dang! What happened?” 

“I could hear chairs turning over and glasses and plates breaking, and finally I peeked to see what the man was doing. He was standing there, moaning ‘Alicia, Alicia’ over and over, looking around and waving that gun, when suddenly someone stood up behind him and hit him on the back of his head with something. It made a crash and he fell over, slowly.”

“Jesus!”

“Sí, I watched him fall. And when I ducked back under the table, Ana was there!”

“She was?”

“Yes, and guess what?” 

Charo looked soberly at him.

“What?”

“She had the neck of a champagne bottle in her hand, Matt.”

“Hmm. Well, I’m sure there’s a good explanation, Charo. Maybe the bottle broke when it rolled off the table.”

“No, Matt. There was no broken glass near us. She wiped her fingerprints off with the tablecloth and hid it in the planter behind us. When the police came, she walked me straight outside. She was so calm! I couldn’t believe it. She wanted to go to a coffee house for dessert! So we did! I asked her what she had done, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. She didn’t say something to you about that?”

“No! Surely someone else hit that guy....”

“Be serious, Matt. I was there. Whoever did it was a small person, Matt. It happened very fast, but I’m sure: Ana hit that man! I have no idea how she got there and back so fast. Te digo, I tell you, Matt, there’s something fonny about her. You’ve never noticed?”

“No,” he said solemnly, and dishonestly. “I haven’t.”

“She wasn’t even upset, Matt. That’s not normal!”

“Surely you’re reading it wrong, Charo. Ana could never do something like that.” But he was thinking of course she could, and he even understood why she’d not told him about it.

Charo sipped her tea down to the halfway level and set it down. 

“Te juro, I swear, Matt. She did it. Lo sé. I’m sure. I don’t know what to think about her. She’s so sweet and kind and gentle, and then all of a sudden... There’s just something different about her.”

He felt immensely relieved once Charo was out the door and in her car and off to her meeting. Charo was right: his wife was not normal in the conventional sense. But there was nothing wrong with her—quite the reverse. And more good news: a voluptuous professor hadn’t attempted to seduce him, the prospects of which had frightened him out of his wits.
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Chapter 2: Two weeks later: Family Matters
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Matt spread shaving cream onto his face and rinsed it off his fingers. The hotel water was gratifyingly hot. He found his thoughts wandering as they often did when he shaved. Hartley Brathwaite and Charlene Stratemeyer, lawyers who worked for his wife, would be on their way to LAX for their flight back to Miami. His own flight to Albuquerque was later. He didn’t have to hurry. 

He considered the face in the mirror: Hispanic-American, not too bad looking, could be better, could be worse. Childhood in lower middle-class Albuquerque, earned Master’s Degree, taught college English a couple years, worked as a newspaper reporter a couple more. Then married a woman from another planet and now is the father of second-grade twins and owner of farmland and two houses in southern New Mexico. And he’d just attended a splashy convention of philanthropists which included a former president and any number of world class movers and shakers. Well, OK, he attended as an aide to the lawyers. Still, that was pretty good.

He warmed the razor under the hot water and took a tentative swipe down his cheek.

The dream he’d woken from was still in his mind. The close call with Charo Silva’s visit now seemed funny. Ana’s adventure as reported by Charo had been a close call.

He rinsed the razor and lined up another stroke in the mirror.

Ana had taken a big chance going after that crazed man. No one was sweeter and calmer most of the time. Ana had a big heart and could not abide cruelty and injustice. Exhibit A: the millions her foundation contributed to good causes, even remarked on at the conference he’d just finished. 

In person she could be lightning quick mentally and physically, as the world saw in her Olympic performances seven years ago. It was not impossible that one of these days she might impulsively launch herself into big trouble and get hurt again, like she was six years ago. Or do something to blow her cover as the wife of a small-time rancher, and reveal her secret identity as the woman from the planet Thomo. The family would never recover from that.

Resisting a smile to shave his upper lip, he recalled some of her more amusing close calls, like the obviously unhappy Asian fellow who stopped by their house one afternoon to deliver a trophy for a local martial arts competition Ana had won. With a stern face, he said, "Tell her no come back." A little questioning revealed that she had dislocated the shoulder of a college football player, causing him to miss three games, which his coach resented bitterly. 

It was strange, he thought, that a petite woman should love, and be so good at, the martial arts. But maybe that was just him. He’d never known of such a woman, though there probably were some. She even tried fencing for a while as well, a sport suited to her quick reflexes, but she had to quit because she was just too good, too fast. It attracted attention, something she preferred not to have happen.

He concentrated briefly on shaving under his nose. That delicate task finished, hi thoughts turned to his children.

Both were fluent in English and Spanish. That wasn't so surprising since their parents spoke both themselves, but the kids read the languages too, and they got along in Luvit, their mother’s native language, and two or three others (to what degree he couldn't judge), thanks to the multilingual sitters Ana had hired to help take care of them when they were younger: Hindi, Mandarin, Farsi, who knew? They weren't fluent in those, but Ana insisted those abilities would be latent, and could be improved later if they spent more time with speakers of those languages. 

They went to a private school, half days, since the curriculum allowed it. Their home school time was planned by Ana, and it was something to behold

She arranged weekly sessions on special topics. Clio had a music tutor, Julio one in physics. His abilities in math put his father’s to shame. Julio had a “math cube” that had been a present from Ana's Uncle Rothan. This was a transparent cube, nearly four inches on a side, which amounted to three-dimensional graph paper. It was wireless—whatever powered it was a mystery to Matt. A small keyboard came with it, and entering coordinates and values in the base unit produced a glowing web of blue lines within the cube that showed the various resulting graphs in different colors. Change the values, and the graph would change. Julio was always bringing it to him asking him to guess what equation had produced it. He never could.

Oops. Time was getting short. He toweled off, splashed on some after-shave, zipped up his suitcase, and headed to the elevator.

An hour later he was listening to his Uber driver muttering about several stretches of Los Angeles freeway traffic. They were stopped next to a yellow school bus full of elementary kids. One, his face pressed against the window, was looking down at him. Matt winked but the kid did not react. Son Julio was like that: observant but not expressive.

Clio had some of her mother's characteristics. She had loved hot peppers since infancy. Julio hated them. She was faster than other kids her age. Whether she would eventually be as fast as her mother couldn't yet be told. Ana’s genes were modified in the womb, and though not as strong as a normal woman, she was quicker than a cat. For now Ana certainly ran rings around her brother. She had a mischievous streak, and was prone to giggle or laugh in high-pitched shrieks when something caught her fancy. 

One evening it rained peas at his house. They'd been eating supper. Suddenly a drop of milk jumped out of Julio's cup with a plop and landed on the table. While everyone stared, a pea splatted next to his plate, then another. Julio looked at the splatted peas, but his parents looked at Clio who, hands below the table, was compressing her lips in an attempt not to laugh. When milk began running out her nose she dropped the spoon she'd been hiding and mashed her napkin to her face, whooping with glee. 

It would be good to experience their youthful wackiness again. Away from home for four days! He’d be back with his family in less than seven hours. 

Once airborne, Matt checked his watch and loosened the seat belt. With a little luck, he'd have supper en el pecho de la familia, in the bosom of his family! They had slightly crazier edges than the billionaires he’d spent three days rubbing elbows with, but that was all right. He’d had enough high society to hold him for awhile.
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Chapter 3: Law and Honor
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“Mom! Welcome home! Was your flight delayed?”

“It was. They said there were thunderstorms over Atlanta that messed up all kinds of connections to the east coast. I’m sorry. I left you a message. Did you get it?”

“I did. I wasn’t worried. I decided to go ahead and eat. Are you hungry? Will you join me?”

“Oh, bless you, Michelle! The airline gave me the world’s tiniest sandwich five hours ago. It was all I could do not to have the taxi driver stop at that Arby’s by the airport. Fix me a plate of whatever you’re having and I’ll wash up and join you in three minutes.” 

“Will do, Mom. I can’t wait to hear about the president and those celebrities! Hurry, please.”

It was more like eight minutes before Charlene appeared in their breakfast room, wearing wrinkled khaki pants and a faded “Cowboys” t-shirt. Michelle had set a place at her mother’s usual spot: a plate of meat loaf, steamed vegetables, and a glass of lemonade—Charlene couldn’t drink tea late at night. After a quick glance and a “Wow!” she sat down and dug in.

“Mmmm. This is delicious! What did you do to this meat loaf and vegetables?”.

“Later, please. The billionaires, and the President, Mom. I wanna hear everything.”

Charlene set her fork down and reached for the lemonade. 

“It was actually pretty exciting. They were a lot more real than I expected.” 

Between bites she related story after story to her enthralled daughter, who had read about and watched many of those notables all her short life. Finally, Charlene finished the last bite, looked up and spoke. 

“OK. Your turn. Tell me how you made this meat loaf so terrifically different.”

“It’s the spices, Mom, thyme and garlic, and some grated parmesan, and an Egyptian grain called kamut. And an extra-dry red wine instead of Worcestershire sauce. I would have added some whole garlic cloves, only I couldn’t find any. It was Ana’s idea—you know that cookbook she’s working on?”

“What? A cookbook?” 

Michelle passed her a piece of cake on a small plate.

“Yeah! Didn’t you know that? Once in a while she’ll email me new recipes that she’s figured out, and I’ll try them and report back to her. You remember that red sauce that I made for the pork fritters, don’t you?”

“Of course! I didn’t know that the recipe came from Ana, though.”

“Well, it did. I don’t know how she could publish a cookbook, but....” She paused, distracted by another thought. “Mom, something’s come up that I was going to tell you at the office on Monday, except maybe you ought to know now....”

“Oh? Does it have something to do with Ana?”

“Yes, it does. You told me to keep an eye on your office mail while you were gone, since I’m interning with the Second Planet Foundation, remember? Well, you got a, what do they call it, an interrogatory, from an assistant district attorney for New York City.”

“Really? What about?”

“Do you remember Antonio Cellini?”

“Cellini? From, what, six years ago? Of course I do! He was the Mafia boss who kidnapped Ana, or rather the one who held her after other mobsters kidnapped her, right? The corporation he worked for ordered him to kill her, but he decided to set her free after she promised to ‘disappear’ Then she got you to stand in for her going back to Thomo on that shuttle....”

“Right. She didn’t go back. She’s still here somewhere, staying out of sight, except to us.”

“Yes. So, what would a New York City district attorney know about that?”

“Well, nothing, really. He contacted you as the chief counsel of Ana’s foundation, on behalf of Cellini’s lawyers. He’s in prison right now, remember? For tax evasion?”

“Yes....”

“He’s serving a twenty-year sentence. He’s been there six years, and now he’s up for parole. He has a hearing soon. He’s 67 years old, and fifteen more years will probably be about all he has left to live. The district attorney is going to recommend that he be denied parole because of his ‘attempted murder’ of Ana Darcy. Cellini’s lawyer—I forget his name—asked that you be notified as a possible character witness in his favor.”

“Really? I don’t see how I could help. All I know is just hearsay. That couldn’t be used in a legal proceeding.”

“I know, Mom. But you’re Ana’s lawyer. You know what that means: you’re going to have to notify her of that request.”

“Well...yes, but so what? Ana isn’t subpoenaed. They don’t even know she’s still on earth.”
“Mom, you still have to tell her. That’s your job as her counsel.”
“So?”

“Mom, I know her. Not only that, I know her culture. I speak her language. I’ve studied her society and her background. I lived on the moon with that station manager of hers, Hleo, the man in the machine. I know how Thomans think and I know how Ana thinks.”

“OK, what is she going to think, then?”

“Honor is a big deal to Thomans, Mom. It’s an especially big deal to Ana. Cellini may not be the best human being in the world, but Ana gave him her word she would disappear, and in return he set her free. She won’t forget that. She’s obligated to him. If he needs her help now, she’ll give it, it no matter what it costs. Do you see what that means, once you tell her?”

“Oooh. She might want to testify on his behalf, is that it?”

“I think so, yes.”

“And...and, she’ll have to go public to do so, won’t she?”

“Yes, she will.”

“And that means...the people who couldn’t get enough of the first human from another planet, the woman who won six medals in one Olympic Games, and the woman who set up one of the largest philanthropic foundations in the world, will all want a piece of her. Her nice peaceful life out of the public eye will be over!” 

She pushed her half-eaten slice of cake away from her and stared at her daughter in shock. 

“Oh, my God!”

“Right, Mom. I think that’s exactly what that means.”
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Chapter 4: Family Reunion
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Matt’s plane was 45 minutes late getting to El Paso. He sent Ana a text message as soon as he landed (simply “+1,” their code that he’d be an hour later than scheduled). He ignored the pull-off at the top of the Trans-Mountain Road where he and Ana usually paused to admire the stupendous, 150 mile vista of the desert and the Rio Grande winding its way to the pass.  The sun, a deep purple glow on the western horizon had just set, assuring him he’d miss the twins’ bedtime, but maybe, if he were lucky, Ana would save him a little something for supper. 

He eased off the gas and let the truck roll down the long, ten-mile decline to the interstate to Las Cruces, touching the brake only occasionally. Let’s see—what had they been doing last week before he left? Oh, right. They’d had one of their very rare disagreements. Ana was usually pretty flexible about adjusting to unexpected elements of a new culture, but last week she got really upset over something he thought would have been unremarkable. 

The twins were a little young, maybe by a year or two, for the traditional father-administered instruction in shooting, but they were intelligent, coordinated, and generally responsible and he judged the time was right. He’d bought a pellet rifle and set up a small range behind the house and started teaching them gun safety and how to plink at targets and cans. Julio had been fascinated by the mechanical aspects and Clio seemed to love using her skill to direct a projectile at a target. Both heeded his safety warnings, and that was the whole point: offering trust to one’s children in return for their responsibility. It was a bonding thing mainly, a milestone in maturity. 

Ana hadn’t seen it that way. From her reaction, he’d have thought she’d caught him teaching her children how to machine gun peasants. He tried his best to reason calmly with her, explaining that his father had taught him to shoot, his grandfather had taught his father, that no one in their family had ever shot anyone, that firearms were a part of life in the west, that bird hunting (he didn’t mention larger animals) was a way of putting food on the table (Ana loved fowl), and so on. This mollified her only slightly. 

To be fair, he wasn’t that well-versed in the history of her planet, but he had to admit, knowing that she had studied Earth from the moon ever since World War II, he could see why she might not feel firearms were anything she’d want her children near. Besides, he’d never been shot. She had. All in all, he felt the twins’ behavior would be the best argument in his favor. If they behaved as he was teaching them, then shooting would be a means of recreation more than anything else, and a way of exhibiting their status as responsible young people. He prayed Ana wasn’t still steaming about it.

She wasn’t. He found her at the dining table eating a baked potato sprinkled with chives, a glass of white wine to one side, three candles barely illuminating an open book before her. Her welcoming hug was sweet and warm, her faintly floral, faintly vanilla scent a delicious mystery as always. She’d always felt small in his arms, but now her back was noticeably more muscular than in earlier years. She was an armful, a small armful.

“So, how did it go?” she whispered in his ear.

“Pretty well. It was interesting. Let me say hello to the twins and change, and I’ll tell you all about it. Is there another potato, ¿quizás? Perhaps?”

“¡Sí! ¡Claro! Yes, of course!Ten minutes!”

“¡Perfecto! I’ll be right back!” A couple pats on her flank and a kiss behind her ear and he headed to the back of the house.

Julio was sound asleep, rousing enough to mumble “Hola, papá,” smack his lips, and bunch the sheet under his chin. Clio awoke a little more, blinking at him in the darkness, replying to his “Te quiero, mija, I love you, daughter” with “Te quiero, papá,” adding sleepily, “Dad? Can we do some shooting tomorrow?” 

“We’ll see, mija. Duérmate bien, sleep well, OK?”

Ana’s choice of a potato was an ideal light meal on a chilly night. With a little grated cheese added to his it went perfectly with the crisp white wine she’d chosen. He’d never have thought of a meal like that by himself. 

It didn’t take long to fill her in on the conference. By and large they avoided micro-managing their charitable funds, allowing the professionals to carry out Ana’s general guidelines, mainly in education and public health. Ana figured energy and high-tech matters were best handled by the for-profit sector, and in fact, a commercial hydrogen energy plant was close coming online thanks to Thoman technology. Matt’s judgment that their funds would meld nicely with the goals of the other fund managers corroborated the reports Ana had gleaned from her own sources. 

He covered a yawn. 

“What’s on for tomorrow, esposible?”

“Not much, esposible,” she replied. 

It was their little joke—esposo/esposa meant “spouse,” but “esposible” was a play on “es posible,” “it is possible.” 

“I have some things to do around here in the morning, a yoga class after lunch, and then maybe we can take the twins for a run, you think?”

“Great,” he said. “Let’s do it.” Maybe he could sneak in a shooting lesson with the twins while she was out.
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Chapter 5: Chaos in the Morning
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Monday morning breakfast was structured chaos as usual. Matt manned the kitchen, setting out and fixing the food his family asked for while Ana policed the twins’ clothes and checked that they had gathered their school supplies. They attended a private school in Mesilla five mornings a week. It was a small school that was well-staffed (Ana, one of the trustees, saw to that) with a flexible curriculum which allowed the children and their parents a measure of individual choice. 

They were on the point of leaving when there was a knock at the door. It was Matt’s grandmother, ready to go with them. Abuelita occupied the main house in the middle of the family compound. Matt’s family existed comfortably in the renovated building behind it, originally for the ranch foreman and his family.

“¡Buela! ¡Buenos dias! ¿Cómo amaneció? How are you this morning?” said Ana.

“Si, muy bién, gracias, mija querida. ¿Y ustedes?” “Very well, thank you, dear daughter. And you all?”)

“Muy bien, gracias, very well, thanks. Are you sure you want to go to town so early?”

“I’m going to visit Mrs. Jaramillo, near the book store. I haven’t seen her in ages. My hair appointment is at 10:00, so that will give me an excuse to not visit all morning.”

“When do you think you’ll be finished at the beauty shop?”

“About noon?”

Ana looked at Matt before she spoke. 

“Why don’t we meet you in the plaza? Maybe we can all have lunch together!” 

Matt nodded and Julio and Clio squealed in delight.

“La Posta, La Posta!” Clio pleaded. “I wanna visit the parrots!”

“I wanna see the piranhas!” Julio added.

“OK, guys, we’ll see. Don’t forget, OK?”

“We won’t, papá.”

“Good.¡ Ándamos! Let’s go!”
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Chapter 6: A Pleasant Conversation and a Fight
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Mesilla (some called it “Old Mesilla”) is a pleasant quasi-historical originally-Spanish-then-Mexican-now-barely-American town nearly absorbed by Las Cruces. Its venerable adobe buildings, all jammed together, accommodated both a thriving citizenry and a number of tourist-oriented establishments in reasonable harmony. There was a traditional central plaza containing a sun-washed bandstand, a cathedral at one end, restaurants, jewelry stores, and the bookstore Abuelita frequented around the perimeter. Ana loved strolling around the plaza—she could see through open gates (always of ancient, weathered wood) into secluded patios full of lush greenery. People seemed to live on two levels here, a public one and a private one...much like she did herself, she mused. 

Ana and Matt arrived early to meet Abuelita. They were seated in the plaza on a wrought iron bench under the shade of a scrawny tree, the trunk of which had been whitewashed to about waist-high. Here and there tourists and locals shopped, wandered around, or sat in small groups and chatted. Julio was maneuvering a small toy truck through a patch of sand under a tree and Clio was sliding down a slide, over and over. 

“Do you remember that conjunto band we heard here last July?” asked Ana.

“Yup.”

“They sounded a lot like the one we heard in Corpus Christi, the month before.”

“Well, sort of. There are subtle regional differences. But yes, it was similar.” Matt paused and added, “Your sister didn’t seem to appreciate it.”

The Méndez family had rented a recreational vehicle and driven their twins, now old enough to remember much of what they saw through west Texas to the south Texas coast to meet Ana’s sister, Ianthe, on the Gulf of Mexico for a small vacation.

Ianthe, her husband Herecyn, and their uncle Rothan had been sent to earth after Ana’s earliest reports were received on Thomo, that earth was undoubtedly where Thomans had originated. The three had lived in New York City ever since, being diplomats, making deals, and apparently, accumulating loads of money.

Ana and Matt never told anyone where they lived, not even Ianthe. But Ianthe wanted to meet her niece and nephew and willingly met them at the San Antonio airport to do so. The public at large believed Ana had returned to Thomo. If it became known that she was not only still here but also had a husband and children and was living in southern New Mexico, their lives would have been a media circus. 

“No, she didn’t. Ianthe was never one for music.”

“I wonder what gets her going, if anything. If you ask me, she’s a little too tightly wrapped.”

“’Tightly wrapped?’” 

Ana’s command of English idioms was good but not perfect.

“Yeah...tense. Nervous.”

“Oh. Well, yes, that’s true. She’s inclined to be serious.”

They watched Clio slide down again. Matt chuckled.

“Did I ever tell you what she did when you went in that store to buy us sodas?”

“No. What store?”

“Oh, we were driving that rental van down some empty south Texas highway and everyone wanted a break. I stopped at a little country store at a crossroads, and you ran in to get us some drinks. There were four or five cowboys sitting out front, lean, tough Hispanics, with handlebar mustaches and big hats and knives on their belts, drinking beer. Your sister must have thought they were dangerous—she even gripped my arm in panic. But you just said hello and waltzed right inside.”

“I remember that! They were very polite men. If we’d had more time I would have liked to find out more about them and what they did. I didn’t know Ianthe was worried.”

“Worried? Terrified, is more like it! It was funny, actually.”

“Poor Ianthe. She’s had a hard time adjusting to her new life.”

“How do you spell her name?”

“I-a-n-t-h-e. There’s a name here like that, so we spell it the same way.”

“But it sounds like “yanta.”

“Yes, but the ‘th’ makes it softer.’ It might be another version of ‘John.’”

“John??”

“Sure. It’s an ancient name. It’s the same as Ivan, or Ian, or John, or Johann, or Yvonne....”

“Well, I’ll be. I didn’t know that. You never cease to amaze me!” 

He thought a moment. 

“What kind of a guy is her husband?”

“Herecyn?”

“Yeah. I know you were supposed to marry him at some point. I’m sure glad you didn’t!” He gave her shoulder a little squeeze.

“Well, maybe you can meet him some day. He’s very intelligent. He’s very good at working with people. But....”

“But what? He’s missing something?”

“I never knew him that well. I just knew that I didn’t like him. The main thing he wants is money. After he gets money, then he wants even more money. He’s, he’s personable, but he’s not...not friendly. Does that make sense?”

“I guess so. Uh-oh. Look over there.”

A boy considerably bigger than Julio had grabbed his truck away from him. Julio stood up and demanded its return and the boy shoved him backwards. Matt started to get up but Ana put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Wait,” she said.

Clio had run up behind the boy. She grabbed his collar and pulled him sharply backwards. He fell flat on his back in a cloud of dust. The truck bounced a few feet away, where Julio retrieved it. 

The boy got up, angry and winded, and turned to face Clio. He was far enough away that Matt couldn’t understand his words but it was evident that he was not saying nice things to her. As he watched, Julio moved behind him and got down on his hands and knees. Clio gave him a quick shove and he fell flat on his back a second time, over Julio.

By the time the bully regained his feet, Abuelita was there glowering at him. Faced with two feisty tykes and an equally feisty, steely-eyed eighty-year old (with perfect hair), he turned and ran off.

“Am I in trouble, mamá?” Clio asked when they reunited.

“Te aventaste, mija, You did just right, daughter,” Ana replied.. “Not too much, not too little. Just like I showed you.” 

Both kids relaxed visibly. 

“Now, how about some lunch?”

“Yay! ¡Los pericos, los peces, the parrots, the fish!” they shouted

“¡Las enchiladas! ¡La salsa!” Matt added.
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Chapter 7: Bad News
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Monday afternoon at the Méndez compound was as busy as most weekday afternoons. Ana was in town running errands. 

Matt hadn’t quite memorized Ana’s list of afternoon tutors and teachers who stopped in throughout the week. Fortunately, she had posted it in the kitchen and he could review it when he forgot. Today, after lunch, both kids had a piano lesson, which seemed to involve a lot of ear training games. Ana didn’t necessarily want them to become pianists, but she felt that a knowledge of music started with the piano. Later they could move to other instruments if they wished. 

After a half hour of rest, another tutor would show up. Today it was a biologist, a friendly elderly professor from the university. He didn’t actually “teach” per se, but he and the twins wandered all over the nearby countryside, looking for interesting things. Matt often went along—he usually learned something every trip himself. 

Today, however, he interrupted their rest a few minutes early to go out back and plink at cans, which they were delighted to do. After reviewing the all-important safety rules (never point a gun at anyone, treat all guns as if loaded, etc.), he added one more proviso he’d been thinking over since last week. 

“Oye, mijos. You know mamá doesn’t like guns, right?” 

“Why not, Dad?” said Clio.

“She thinks they’re dangerous—and she’s right. They can be, if you’re not careful. But the three of us are careful, aren’t we? We always remember the safety rules. As long as we do, we can keep shooting. But it might not be a good thing to talk too much about it when mom’s around. Why don’t we keep it just for us, for now, OK?  Eventually, she’ll see that you two know what you’re doing and there’s nothing to worry about. But for now, it’ll just be a fun thing for the three of us. Is that all right with you?”

They glanced at each other and back at him, both nodding solemnly.

“It’s ok. It’s not a secret. Mom knows we’re doing it. Let’s just not remind her all the time. ¿Me entiendes, Méndez, You follow me? 

“Sí, papá.”

“OK. Let’s knock over some cans.”

They had fun for twenty minutes. Matt’s forearms soon tired from pumping up the pellet gun. There was no way to declare a winner. From a distance of only thirty feet the .20 caliber pellets easily sent tin cans tumbling. Finally a car turned in the front gate.

“There’s Dr. Spears,” Matt announced. “You guys go meet him and I’ll put this stuff away.”

“¡Gracias, papá!” one or the other of them hollered, already halfway to the other end of the compound.

Ninety minutes later, after saying goodbye to Dr. Spears, Ana pulled into the driveway and went inside. Matt had said goodbye to Dr. Spears and Clio and Julio were busy pressing some wildflowers they’d collected, so he went to greet Ana. Late afternoons were family time, and Ana had mentioned going for a run. He found her at her computer, but turned to the window, lost in thought.  

“Hey, babe. You want to run?” 

She swiveled the chair slowly to face him and nodded, but without smiling. Something was wrong.

“What is it, sugar? Bad news?”

She sighed. 

“Yes, maybe. Probably. It’s complicated. Can we talk about it later tonight, before bedtime? Let’s all go out for some exercise, clean up and have supper with Abuelita, and maybe play a game with the twins first. Would you mind?” 

Her eyes were glistening. He was instantly alarmed—this was about as upset as she ever got. If that’s how she wanted to handle it, though, he would trust her. He put his best face on. “No, of course not. Let me tell the kids to get ready and then I’ll get ready myself. No problem, sweetheart.” 

They chose bicycles first. The kids, riding mostly in front, maintained a steady stream of chatter but their parents kept their heads and refused to race except for a brief mile or so on a straight section of pavement. Matt had once challenged Ana when just the two of them were riding, but he was soon reminded of what it meant that one of her Olympic gold medals had been for cycling several years ago. 

Today’s ride, fortunately, was just for fun. Usually they rode on the field roads and paths by the canals, but those were dirt surfaced, and they couldn’t get too fancy. Ana had once slid off one into a canal. The kids always loved getting her to retell the story—both could point out the exact water gate where she’d showed them it happened. Where had she scraped herself? How much did it bleed? Did it hurt? Did she cry? How did Abuelita dress it?  

After putting up the bikes they went for a short run. Clio briefly ran rings around them all but had no heart for a major effort. Matt covered the final fifty feet to the patio with a shrieking child under each arm.

They had a pleasant light meal at Abuelita’s house: fresh salted tomato slices, cantaloupe, green chilies, and some leftover carne machacada (shredded beef) and, for dessert, banana slices lightly sautéed in butter. Ana was subdued, but Abuelita made up for it by berating the bully in the plaza from that morning and praising the two little ones for their pluckiness.

Finally, the twins were tucked in. Matt finished reading a story to Clio, kissed her softly, and left her heavy-eyed in the dim light. When he peeked into Julio’s room, Julio was sound asleep. Ana was sitting in the dark beside him, looking at nothing in particular. She got up when she noticed him and they headed back to the living room. He laid an arm lightly around her waist.  

“You want some wine?”

“Oh. No, thanks. Well...maybe. How about some white wine with a little guanábana juice?”

“You got it.”

When he returned with their beverages she was pulling a document out of the printer. “Here. Start with this.”

It was a legal document, not a long one. He skimmed it quickly and then read it again more slowly. 

“Hmm. This has to do with that guy who kidnapped you, that Mafia guy, Antonio Cellini. It looks like he’s about to have a parole hearing. I’m not sure how well you know legal stuff—I barely know anything—but when someone is sent to prison, it’s not unusual for a sentence like his, which seems to be 20 years, to be shortened if the person isn’t likely to be a threat to society any more, or has clearly changed his ways, or something like that. A shorter sentence gives prisoners an incentive to reform and saves the taxpayers money. If they grant Cellini parole now he’ll serve only, let me see, five years. Is that what you understand?”

“Yes. That’s what Charlene said in her message. He’s 67 now. If he stays the whole time, he’ll be 82 when he gets out.”

“Right. So what’s the problem?”

“Charlene said the district attorney is going to argue that he should stay in prison because he tried to have me killed.”

“What? That’s nuts! He was the one who decided to set you free, right? I mean, you agreed to disappear, and he let you go!”

“Yes, that was our agreement. We gave each other our word.”

“So, not only did he not try to murder you, he actually freed you! Why would they deny him parole because of that?”

“Charlene said it’s because they have no evidence for it. There are no witnesses who can...who can say that it happened that way. What’s the right word for that, ‘verify?’”

“’Testify.’ No one can testify to that except you.”

“Right. No one. Except me.” 

“Ooooh.” 

Awareness flooded through him.  Her testimony would be necessary if Cellini was to have a chance at freedom. And the testimony would have to be public. That’s why she’d been upset all day. She was watching him closely, her eyes brimming. Suddenly it all became clear.

“You have to do it. Don’t you?”

She was trying not to cry. He went to her and hugged her to him. She was sobbing. He moved her to the couch and began stroking her hair.

“Sugar, sugar, I understand. You have no choice. That’s ok. We’ll make it work, somehow. Don’t cry.”

She could barely speak. 

“Oh, Matt, Matt, I was so worried you’d be angry with me. It’s going to be so hard on our family! I gave my word! If I hadn’t, I’d probably have died. But I can’t destroy our family!” 

She burst into a flood of tears. He pulled her closer and rocked her back and forth.

“Please don’t worry, babe. I love you, wife. You know that. You’d never hurt our family. We’ll figure out something. I love you, sugar.” 

He hugged her and rocked her gently. He could feel her body shaking in his arms.  
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Chapter 8: Headed for Trouble
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This was her first trip by herself in, how long? Three years? She visited Ianthe and Herecyn just before they had moved to Larchmont from their apartment near the U.N. Now she was going back to visit them again, briefly, and to meet with more lawyers, new ones this time.  Closing her book she sighed inaudibly under the hiss of the engines and focused on the puffy cumulus clouds passing slowly below the wing. This trip wasn’t the happiest of occasions. There would be consequences.

“Would you like something to drink, ma’am?”

“What? Oh. Tomato juice, please. Thank you.”

The thick, salty liquid helped settle her stomach. She rolled an ice cube around in her mouth. A baby wailed somewhere behind her. 

Poor Matt! Poor twins! The possibility of having to keep away from them was almost too much to bear. She dabbed the little paper napkin against her eyes. It wouldn’t do to cry all over her crisp businesswoman’s blazer. She glanced to her right. Her seatmate was absorbed in watching a movie on her laptop computer.

Their support network was in place. Hleo had filled them in on his ever-ready backup plans. Blessed Hleo! He’d been her family’s retainer and advisor since before she was born and he’d probably still be around after she was gone. His neurological structure had been copied into a data bank before she left Thomo all those years ago. Now he “lived” in the computer at the little moon station where they’d set up housekeeping, nearly 70 Earth years ago.  

She’d never have survived without him. He’d mastered the electronic communications they’d encountered, especially the internet. He supervised several of her foundations, her banking and credit records, her cell phone account, and most other means of non-personal contact with people. He had told her he had reserved a house for her use on the grounds of the Caribbean Sports Foundation on Barbados, where the whole family could live in reasonable security if necessary. There was also a guest cottage on a large ranch in Montana leased to an educational arm of the Second Planet Foundation. 

That was good news. Once people learned she had not returned to Thomo a media frenzy could conceivably result that would require her to avoid her little family in rural southern New Mexico. There was no way she was going to allow them to be dogged by crowds of people with cameras and video equipment. 

Despite there being three other people from Thomo now on Earth—her Uncle Rothan, sister Ianthe, and her husband—“Ana Darcy” was the celebrity. She had been the first to arrive. She had won six medals at the Olympic Games, she had brought the warning that had saved the planet, and she had made public appearances to promote their presence. Only six people knew she was still here beside Matt and his grandmother: her three Thoman relatives and Charlene Stratemeyer, her daughter Michelle, and Hartley Braithwaite. No one knew where she lived, and only Braithwaite knew she had married. Even he didn’t know she had a family.

She tore open one of the two little packets of peanuts and crunched the contents. Lovely vegetables, peanuts. Legumes, she remembered, a truly universal food. 

Earth had so many wonderful things, especially food. Also weather, geography...even people, though these were often problematic. Her own society was by comparison a single entity. Here, there were hundreds of cultures—thousands, really, with different religions mixing them up further. The people in one group often knew little about the others, inclined to fear them or be jealous or envious. Small wars were constant; bigger ones occasional and horrible. Give a man a stick, and he would probably hit someone with it. Her brother in law, Herecyn, floated into her thoughts.

She tore open the second packet and ate the tasty little nuts one at a time. 

Her own people were not perfect. They had criminals. Some of them were greedy. A few were in what amounted to prisons. From what she had been reading, Herecyn was turning out to be an accomplished playboy as well as an effective trade representative. She had seen photographs of him in exotic places with different glamorous women on his arm. Poor Ianthe would never complain. Hers was an arranged marriage, more a political institution than anything else. Like anyone, though, Ianthe would miss the companionship. She was less open to new things than her sister and she’d had a hard time getting comfortable in this world. Her husband didn’t seem to be much help.

She wasn’t sure that he was helping the people of Thomo much, either. As for trade, both groups had beneficial things to share with the other. But some of the financial news she’d read made her fear that Herecyn might be crossing the line and trading in goods that were, or could be, used as weapons. The people of Earth devoted immense effort and money and imagination to warfare, and she wasn’t sure Herecyn could resist the temptation to turn that opportunity into money. 

Weapons! She tipped the last ice cube into her mouth and twisted the two empty packets together, dropping them into the cup.

She regretted losing her temper over Matt’s teaching their children to shoot. He probably knew what he was doing. The twins would probably not become murderers. She had no doubt been a little sensitive remembering the gusto with which some people here were willing to hurt their fellowmen. Matt was gentle, loving and thoughtful, a good father...she smiled remembering when they had first met...what were the chances that she’d end up marrying the first good-looking single male on the planet who was nice to her? She’d certainly been terrified of him the first time she met him.

“Ma’am, are you through with that cup?”

“What? Oh! Yes. Here. Thank you.”

Her seatmate passed her empty cup to the steward as well. She had closed her computer. The wing of the plane dipped to reveal scattered clouds and, beneath them, hazy rivers and land masses.

“Well, there it is,” the woman said. “New York City, here we come.” 

Ana didn’t know what to say to that, smiling instead. 

“Are you in business?” the woman asked.

“No. I’m visiting my sister. Are you in business?”

“Real estate. You see out that window? It looks like a map to you, probably. But not to me—I see money.”

“Really? What do you mean?” That was the last thing she had to say to the woman, who kept up a steady stream of words until they had left the plane and her acquaintance clicked off in high heels to the baggage claim area. Ana shouldered her travel bag and strode straight out the terminal to the taxi stand.
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Chapter 9: The Good Life
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Ana had never seen a house with an indoor swimming pool, but drying herself off after a vigorous swim she had to admit that there was something to be said for one. She was about to wrap herself in the damp towel when she spied Ianthe’s pant legs coming down the stairs from above. She was bringing a dry towel. Her sister really was a sweet, caring person.

“Thank you, dear sister. You are far too kind!”

“Not at all, dear one. We are honored with your presence!” 

Both women easily fell into the informal level of their native Luvit when alone, observing good manners at all times. Ianthe was tall and crisp and beautiful, her long brunette hair in a graceful loose braid. 

“If you would like to dress for dinner, I think Herecyn will be home in about an hour. It will be casual, of course.”

“It will be a pleasure. Your house is so beautiful, sister! I have not been in one to equal it!” 

She wrapped the dry towel around herself as they started up the stairs.

“Yes, it is quite splendid, isn’t it? I was afraid it was more than we needed, but Herecyn insisted. Appearances, you know. I mean, what will we ever do with six bedrooms and seven fireplaces?”

“Well, I will be happy to occupy one bedroom tonight. I love the huge windows.”

“I do too. I expect Herecyn will wish to sit for cocktails before supper. You may enjoy the sight of the Long Island Sound as the sun sets.”

“I am sure I will. I regret very much that I have business tomorrow. I should like to return soon for a longer visit, if you would have me.” 

They paused at the doorway to Ana’s bedroom. 

“I pray that you will,” Ianthe said. “Herecyn travels to Europe tomorrow for over a week. I am coming to rather dread rattling around in this large house with only the staff for company. But no matter; I prattle on. Do please dress and join me in the sunroom, sister dear—do you remember where it is?”

“I believe so, fair Ianthe. If I lose my way I shall call you for directions on my cell phone.”

They had their drinks on a broad, handsome deck outside the sunroom where they could watch the maritime traffic on the sound and admire the lights beginning to appear on Manhattan Island across the way. Herecyn, tall and imposing as always, was in an expansive mood. Ana and Ianthe opted for wine, but Herecyn mixed himself a martini with many flourishes, using a peculiar blue vodka which he praised effusively. Apparently he had already had one (or two) on the train from the city.

“To my honored sister-in-law!” Herecyn said as he raised his glass. 

Ianthe and Ana raised their glasses to his and they all sipped.

“I congratulate you, esteemed brother-in-law!” Ana replied, her speech taking on slightly more formality in mixed company. “You have a magnificent residence. Clearly, your affairs are most successful!”

“They are indeed, supremely successful,” he purred. “I confess there were times when I doubted the wisdom of leaving our precious home and coming to this planet. But after a period of adjustment, we have come to love it. It is a wonderful place, our home indeed.” 

He didn’t look at Ianthe, apparently assuming he spoke for them both. 

“I rejoice to hear it,” replied Ana. “Indeed,” she continued, “I gather that we few poor Thomans are no longer quite the prodigies we were thought to be when we arrived. Have you not found that you are generally treated as any other human?”

“I have, in truth, and I am glad of it. Had we been true extraterrestrials, perhaps with two heads, four legs, and antennae, I’m sure we would still be having problems.”

“There are signs even here in Larchmont that Thoman culture is beginning to be popular,” Ianthe observed. “There is a selection of our works of art and literature in the local bookstore, and a number of recordings of our music at the audio store. I will show you tomorrow, dear sister.”

“I look forward to it.” 

She didn’t add that she and Hleo had compiled those recordings and those books, turning the material over to the Second Planet Foundation for publication. 

“My sister tells me you are off to Europe tomorrow. Will that be for business?”

“It will. I go to four countries. My negotiations should yield perhaps sixteen or twenty contracts!”

“You astonish me, dear Herecyn.” She considered her words. “I have read, in several publications, that more than one country’s military establishments have dealt with you. Is that the case?”

“Yes, indeed. Thoman technology is becoming widely prized, sought by nearly all!”

“Good news. I hope, however, that this technology has no application as weapons. These people, friendly and eager though they be, do love their armaments. Perhaps you have noticed....”

“Ha! That is the truth, sister-in-law. But do not concern yourself that our technology may be put to destructive purposes. Avoiding that possibility has always been one of our first goals. Surely you know that!”

“I do, of course. I ask merely because I have observed the ingenuity with which some here seek an advantage over their peers. It is quite astonishing, really.”

“Please set yourself at rest on that account, Anneyn dear. Indeed, I invite you to review our contracts which are on file with the moon station manager, Hleo Ap Darshiell. You can see for yourself that there is nothing there which could be used to harm.”

“I do not doubt it, sir. It is simply the frequency and number of conflicts here which make me uneasy. It is a problem.” 

She hadn’t thought of getting Hleo to review those documents. That might be something she should look into.

“Surely we are all hungry?” asked Ianthe. “Let us move to the dining room and see what the cook has created in honor of the visit of our most esteemed sister, shall we?”

The meal was delicious if bland but Ana said nothing about that. Instead she praised the gravy, which had a depth of flavors she’d never tasted before in a meat sauce. She also praised the cook. 

“That is most perceptive, Anneyn dear,” said Herecyn, holding his fork upside-down over his plate. “As it happens, Mr. Riori studied at a culinary institute in England. The English are renowned for their skill with beef.”

“Are they indeed? Justly so, it would appear. The potatoes were also quite extraordinary.”

Ianthe smiled.

“Do you remember, dear sister, all those years ago when we met on that dreadful little rock near the South Pole? One of the foods you brought was potato chips (she used the English words). You said they could be prepared in an almost infinite number of delicious ways. After I tried one of those little slivers, I swore I would never eat another potato. Fortunately, however, I later relented, and learned you were quite correct. They can be excellent.”

“I remember! Those chips were coated with a powder made from peppers. Some people love peppers—I am one—but others do not.”

“I too found them extreme,” admitted Herecyn. “We have had to ask Mr. Riori to restrain himself in the preparation of some of his Asian dishes for that very reason. We find we do not care for exciting foods.”

“A pity,” said Ana, with the tiniest of smiles. “Yet you eat wonderfully well....”

Over dessert, a cold, tart raspberry sorbet that Ana guessed had a dash of amaretto, Ianthe turned the conversation to the next day. 

“Are you certain you cannot stay another few days, dear sister? It is such a delight to have you here.”

“I pray you would,” Herecyn added. “I am leaving in the morning. You sisters could have your own family reunion. What must you do that requires your presence, anyway?”

“I would love to, really. I promise I will return as soon as I possibly can. In fact...” she paused briefly and looked at the remains of her sorbet, “my business tomorrow may affect you both in some way, what way I cannot yet tell.” She looked up. “I may have to be present at a legal proceeding. It involves the man who kidnapped me, six years ago. As a result it may happen that my presence here will become pubic knowledge.”

“Good heavens!” gasped Ianthe.

“Yes. It’s complicated and you need not worry about the particulars. But I fear that all the disadvantages of celebrity may fall upon me once again.”

“Oh, dear,” Herecyn said. “I should think you may once again have to live evasively. Indeed, even now we do not know where you live....”

“I regret that exceedingly, brother-in-law. That is why it is so difficult for Ianthe to visit me. She is not unknown herself, and I am forced to relocate frequently as it is.” 

That was a small fib, but it was for her family’s benefit and surely forgivable. She shifted the subject. 

“You remember the disguise you used when we vacationed in Texas, do you not?”

“Of course! How exciting! It was so diverting to wander around as an unremarkable person! The shift in perspective was most illuminating! One supposes you feel that thrill all the time, do you not?”

“No, not really. I get used to it.” She ran her hand through her chestnut-dyed hair. “Since no one is looking for me anyway, it rarely enters my mind. But that may change.”

“Oh, my dear. I pray you shall have no troubles henceforth. At least when I take you to your shuttle service tomorrow we shall not have to worry. I hope you will trust me to drive—I am confident on the roads around Larchmont, but Herecyn suggests I not attempt the highways elsewhere.”

“Of course I trust you, fair sister. But I will buckle my seat belt anyway.”
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Chapter 10: The Olympian
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Herecyn departed after breakfast. Ana gave him the expected two pro-forma air kisses. He received the same from his wife, she noted. Air kisses would not do in the Méndez household. Not only were she and Matt anything but formal, she was absolutely certain Matt would never appear in the tabloids squiring starlets on his arm. Nevertheless, Ianthe was cheerful enough the rest of the morning, turning a bit sad only when her sister began gathering her few things.  

Ianthe drove well, Ana thought, and why shouldn’t she? She was intelligent, coordinated, and not particularly impatient. She could probably drive on the highways.

“Here’s the little mall with the bookstore and audio store,” Ianthe said, slowing and pulling into a large parking area. 

She parked her immaculate Mercedes several places from the nearest vehicle and they both got out. Several other vehicles were moving slowly through the lot. Ana became aware that one of these was accelerating rapidly, engine straining and with a chirping sound, as if tires had squealed. She looked up to see a black sedan speeding directly at her. 

There was no time to think. Vaguely aware that Ianthe had screamed something, she ran four steps directly at it. In less than two seconds she jumped into the air as the car whooshed under her. The driver barely braked as the car swerved toward an exit and disappeared down the street. 

Adrenalin pumping, she looked back at her sister, who was rushing to her. 

“Nevesa! Heavens!” Ianthe screamed, “Are you all right?”

“I’m all right,” she replied shakily, looking in the direction the car had gone.

“What happened? My heavens, what was that?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe the accelerator pedal stuck on that car.” 

Ianthe, a head taller than Ana, was hugging her shorter sister as if she were a child. Ana’s mind was racing. What if that had not been an accident? Who in the world would want to hurt her? If she couldn’t say, she at least would always remember that license plate number and the pale, broad mustachioed face behind the wheel.

“Oh, my dear, sweet sister! What a jump that was! That was astonishing!”

“It was nothing, dear Ianthe. I jumped much higher at the Olympic Games. Please do not worry about it. But I beg you, could we skip the book store this time and go straight to the car service? Would you mind?”

She changed her mind again when they drove down the street where the car service was. “Sister, pardon me. I have had another idea. Drive on by and take me to the train station, if you please. I think I will change my plans yet again.”

Ianthe let her out at the entrance, and after a quick farewell kiss Ana hurried inside, looked around carefully, came out another entrance, and hopped into a taxi. 

“Where to, ma’am?” asked the driver.

“Could you take me to New York City, please?”

“You



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ML PAST





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





