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Chapter One

The boy glanced around, his eyes searching
for his brother. With so many weeds and fauna in the desert
landscape before him, it was impossible to see his brother’s red
shirt. He and Enrique had become separated when a border patrol
jeep came barreling down the dirt road. The fear of being shot to
death at their tender ages had filled them with despair, and
Enrique had headed one way, Sebastian another.

It had been a terrible journey thus far.
Getting through the border between Mexico and Texaca was not what
had been promised. Their poor mother had worked sixty long hours
per week for years at the hands of a rich banker, paying her
pittance for cleaning his house, washing his clothes, and
entertaining his guests. All three of them had scraped by and
worked hard in the slums in order to save enough money to pay off
the guard at the Mexican-Texaca border to let them through.

“This is not enough!” the guard had said.
“Miko will not want me to let you three through for this. Only two
of you can pass!”

She had tried arguing with him, but the more
she did, the angrier and more violent he had become, until he had
threatened to not allow any of them through. With shouts of
horrific anguish, their mother had pushed the two boys through.
“Go, Sebastian, you take good care of Enrique. Stay in El Paso,
find your Uncle Jose. I’ll get through somehow, someday, I
promise!”

Through
tears, the boys looked back as the guard pushed their mother to the
ground and dragged her by the arm back into Mexico. “You
Putana,
stay here where you belong!!”
He kicked her and then ripped her garments off, out of spite for
not having received more cash from her. But Sebastian knew this
guard was only intent on making their mother his personal slave. He
would come back one day, find and slaughter this devil himself. But
for now, he could do nothing.

Dust settled in the crevices of his skin,
beneath his weary and tearful eyes, as Sebastian squinted in the
morning sun, still in search of Enrique. With no father to care for
them, the two brothers had worked since they were five years old in
order to earn enough money to live on, and so that their mom didn’t
have to kill herself working to make ends meet. They had always
been together, always known where the other was and what each other
were doing. Sebastian glanced toward the river once more. They had
been so close to crossing. In the distance, trails of dust kicked
up from behind cars, jeeps, and trucks, making their way toward the
crossing gate between Texaca and America. They had not been told
about all of these new customs to crossing over. The old ways were
simpler, and these new ways were just plain deadly. There was not
even a sliver of mercy, justice, or forgiveness.

Suddenly, there were voices coming from
behind a small dune to his left. Before he could react, he saw the
top of a beige cowboy hat peeking above the sand. “There! There’s
that boy!” came the voice of the large, unshaven border patrol
officer the two brothers had glimpsed driving the jeep that they
had run from before. Sebastian sprinted like the rabbits he had
seen scampering away from them all the way through Texaca. He
imagined himself as one, flawlessly scampering through and around
the bushes and cacti. Gunshots rang out around him. He hit a branch
and tumbled, rolling down a dune, his face scraping into weeds and
the glass-like shards of large sand particles. He was weak,
starved, dehydrated, and could go on no longer. He heard the men
getting closer. This would be it for him. He struggled once more to
stand, his legs wobbling in the loose and parched sand. He took a
few more steps in the direction of the river, but then suddenly
found himself back down on the ground, and only a second later,
realized the pain in his face was from the backhand slap of the
rotund officer. One more second and the officer was over him,
picking him up by his shirt, which first ripped, and then Sebastian
struggled to free himself of the garment altogether. He slipped out
of it, and with adrenaline from some unknown source, he started to
sprint again. He found a path and darted down the mercifully harder
ground, where he got much better footing. He rounded a dune where
he saw freedom, and as he revved up to a higher pace, a sudden pain
shot through his legs and knees, and he went flying face-first into
the dirt. He had been hit by a branch swung at him by the second
guard, who had been waiting for him to come his way down the
trail.

He could not move. There was not a single
place on his small body that was not throbbing with pain. The two
officers stood over him. “Bring him to Miko, or just kill him
here?” Reynaldo, the heavier officer, asked Juan, the second
officer.

“The hell we would have paid if he had made
it across! Which fate is worse for him?”

“Miko!”

“Bring him to Miko, then!”

They grabbed the boy and made him get to his
feet. He stumbled as they dragged him toward the jeep, one on
either side.

* * *

Across the river, Ben had just finished
getting dinner on the table. Lena was preparing herself for a night
on the town. He thought he should go with her, so he could enjoy a
rare night out, but he had so much work to complete by the morning,
that it was just not feasible. And why should he deny his sister a
night out? Besides, her friends would be with her at the club.

Since their parents’ deaths, the two had
become especially close, and Ben had assumed the role of caretaker,
working to keep them housed and fed, getting Lena through school.
Sure, he would have liked to have been dating, and going out with
friends, but he had to limit these experiences in order to keep
Lena the priority. The one girl he actually had both the time and
desire to date, and which had lasted all of three months, seemed
impatient for him to do more for her at the expense of Lena. At
first he thought how attractive she was, how caring for the both of
them. But the longer they were together, the more he knew that her
values were just not the same as his own, although he had only told
Lena that he was no longer attracted to her.

Lena put the finishing touches on her
makeup. At eighteen, she was attractive and mature beyond her
years. Most who did not know her would swear she was twenty-five,
and that she was, or should be, a model. She had crystal blue eyes
and flowing blonde hair, with the figure of a model. But she was
compassionate, not conceded. She came into the kitchen and sat at
the table. “Brother, you are too good to me! How long did it take
for you to make this meal?”

“Oh, I whipped it up in about twenty
minutes!” He winked at her as he brought a casserole dish and set
it down on top of a pot-holder on the kitchen table. “Maybe I’ll
audition for one of those amateur cooking shows!” Nobody would
guess that Ben had culinary interests, more likely he might be a
professional wrestler or body-builder. Six-foot two, a sculptured
face and jaw-line, Ben was ruggedly handsome. Ben had loved his
father, and had learned lots from him over the years before he
died, including how to prepare a good meal, and how to be
well-rounded. The most important thing that he had learned from his
dad, Ben considered, was that a good man can be comfortable
learning to do a variety of things, including how to use his
creative side, but along with that -- knowing when and how to use
his aggressive side, together with his training, was vital when it
was needed.

Lena stabbed a piece of chicken in the
casserole dish with her fork and put it on her plate. “Let me taste
it first before you sample it!” She cut a small portion of the
chicken francaise he had made and put it to her mouth. After
chewing in the exaggerated manner of one on camera showing the
audience how much work goes into professional tasting, she smiled
and said, “You’re hired!”

“Whoa! Thank God! I would have hated to have
failed my first audition!” Lena smiled, and they filled their
plates with the food before them.

They ate
in silence for a few moments. Ben thought to himself,
not bad, maybe I
could really audition one day! as he scooped another helping of the potatoes au gratin
from the casserole dish.

“Why don’t you come with tonight?” Lena
asked for the second time that day.

Ben sighed. “Next week, I promise. You know
how I get obsessed when I’m close to finishing something
important.”

“And you know how I always tell you, life’s
too short, work can sometimes wait!” She looked at him with
sisterly concern.

He
grimaced, and then dug into the potatoes. Maybe I do carry too much on my
shoulders! But somebody’s got to pay the bills. Money doesn’t come
easy these days!

They took their time enjoying and finishing
the home-cooked meal. “Once I get these final two piles of work
done, I won’t have to stress-out.” Ben began clearing the plates
from the table, bringing them to the counter. “You go, enjoy
yourself.” He turned back to face her at the table. “Make sure you
text me often to give me updates!”

“Of course I will.” Lena got up with her
empty plate and brought it to the counter. “Don’t worry, big
brother - Sherry will be with me the whole time.” She went to get
more things from the table. “You know how we watch out for each
other.”

“I got it. Go, be safe, dear! Have some
fun!”

She looked at her watch and realized she was
running late. “Okay, but I cook tomorrow night!” Lena grabbed her
purse and keys, and then offered to help clean up one more time,
but Ben refused her offer.

Lena leaned in and kissed Ben on the cheek.
“You are the best big brother a gal could ever hope for!”

“Ditto that for little sister!” They smiled
at each other, and Lena turned and headed toward the door.

On her way out, she heard Ben one more time,
“Be safe!”

“Of course!” And as the door was closing
behind her, she added, “And stop worrying about me! I’ll be
fine!”

The evening air was still hot, and Lena felt
small beads of sweat starting to form on her forehead. Her phone
chirped. It was a text from Sherry. “Where are you? We’ve been here
twenty minutes already!”

“Chill.
Be there in five!” was Lena’s response. The streets were quiet as
she walked. This heat won’t quit! A black crow suddenly swooped down in front of her. It then
backed around her and landed on the sidewalk ten feet away to grab
a piece of scrap food. As she passed the large bird, its beady
black eyes seemed to stare at her with foreboding.
Great, what did I
do to deserve that? Come
to think of it, there did seem to be an air of tension in the city
tonight. It
was too quiet! Something doesn’t feel right. It had gotten bad enough over the last few years,
with all of the politics surrounding the new, independent state
directly to their south. Such violence, such chaos! But Lena trusted her instincts and tonight
it felt especially bad. She was tempted to head back home and watch
a show on TV instead of going out. But no, she had promised her
friends she would be there - it was to be a glorious night on the
town to celebrate their graduation.

Upon
entering the club, music blasted her ears, and waves of thick,
musty air assaulted her nostrils. So crowded. Ugh! She saw her friends over by the DJ’s console,
standing and bouncing to the music with drinks in their hands. She
swerved between drunken patrons to make her way over to them, her
legs wobbling with the vibration from the loud standing speakers to
her right and to her front. “Hey gang!”

“Hey girl!” Her friends shouted in unison.
They embraced in group fashion, and Sherry handed Lena a glass of
Cabernet. “For you, girl!” Lena grabbed the stemmed glass and began
swaying to the beat with her friends.

The guys
were all immature, but the girls danced with them anyway.
So much cologne, so
few men! Lena thought.
She shot a quick text to Ben, “Hey bro, dancing like a fool with
the girls! How’s work coming?”

Ben floundered for his phone, which had
buried itself beneath a sorted third pile of completed work. He
read her message and replied, “Good sis, getting it done! Have fun.
Love you!”

She texted back, but Sherry kept hitting her
arm as they danced, so it took a few tries. Finally, she shot off,
“Love you too, bro!”

As she
put her phone in her pocket, she thought she saw a strange man back
by the main bar staring at her. Strange, because he was like twenty
years older than any of the other customers there tonight. She
looked at him, but he had turned back toward the bartender. Oh
well, some
perv, she
thought. Stay away from him!

Guys kept asking one or the other of them
for a dance. Lena turned most of them down, but after watching her
friends having so much fun, she finally settled on a college kid
she had known from the apartment two doors down from Ben and hers.
He was a sweet boy, good-looking and well-mannered. They danced to
the Bee Gees, and then Lena made her way back to her gang.

A few
minutes later, after their second wines, Sherry, Lena, and one more
of their friends made their way to the restrooms, which were all
the way in back of the club, down a long hallway. She noticed the back entrance with an exit lighted
sign above it at the end of the corridor. They cut into the ladies’
room on the right; it was quite congested. Each of the girls had to fight their way
in line to the toilets. Somehow, Lena had become separated from the
other two while she was making conversation with the girl behind
her.

“You guys head back, I’ll be there in a
minute!” she said to her two friends, who had finished before Lena
had even gotten to one of the toilets. But finally, it was her turn
and she was able to enter one of the empty stalls. It was so messy,
she wondered how anyone could stand it, let alone her friends.

Washing her hands at the sink, she grabbed a
paper towel, and took one last look in the mirror. Approving of her
appearance, she turned and then made her way past a few women,
opening the door and exiting the restroom. Before being conscious
of what was happening, she felt a tug on her right wrist and felt
herself being pulled toward the back exit door. As she was about to
scream, a cold cloth covered her face as she tried to resist, but
was no match for the large hand pressing down on her. The last
thing she saw was the red exit light above the door as she was
carried away, the four letters dancing in the air above her eyes
until all went black.

* * *

Hector
could not believe the balls of those two officers. Even for Texaca,
it was abhorrent to think that anyone with a badge could just kill
a civilian in the streets for any reason whatsoever, and not have
to pay the consequences. Such was the problem when cartels
controlled any area, let alone an entire state. And he had seen too
many of Miko’s men today, far away from their own territory.
What were they
looking for? Surely
these had been Miko’s men, but he needed the proof. He needed to
know what he was dealing with for sure before he made his
report.

The
civilian killing had happened earlier in the day. He was making a
return trip from the states, after having dropped off his cargo in
El Paso, when two border patrol officers in a jeep had pulled over
a station wagon. As Hector slowed down his rig in order to make it
around the two vehicles on the side of the road safely, he saw the
heavier of the two officers grab his pistol and start shooting into
the driver’s side window. They hadn’t been provoked, as far as I can
tell, Hector had said to
himself as the officer opened the door and the lifeless body of the
middle-aged driver tumbled out onto the dirt road with a
thud. When I
report this to Senor Mateo, it could mean a war!

Throughout all of his young life, Hector had
both seen and responded to violence. It was difficult not to when
growing up in the slums of Mexico City. He never knew his parents,
was brought up on the streets, and had learned their ways quite
well. Now he had the best position he had ever known. He was a
smuggler and a right-hand man to the boss, Senor Mateo. If not
honest work, it was paying the bills, and Hector thought of himself
as a modern-day Robin Hood. Yes, he broke the law, but he only did
it to make the lives of innocent people - better than they could
ever possibly have through legal channels.

So now, he made it his mission to follow
those two border cops. He wanted them identified. The American dad
of the station wagon was dead, and who knows now what would happen
to the mother and three children who had also been in the car? All
day, these two had looked for trouble--patting down citizens and
taking payouts to let them go without harm; pulling over cars and
trucks going in either direction to do the same. And now he saw
them chasing two gruff boys through the weeds and thistles. He got
out of his truck and pulled his rifle from the floor behind the
front seats. Carefully making his way so to not show himself, he
followed. He watched them chase and capture the one boy and now
they were dragging him back toward their jeep.

He hid behind the dune they were about to
approach, aiming his rifle toward where they would pass. As they
rounded the dune, he said, with an exaggerated American accent,
“Stop right there or I’ll shoot!”

The two guards, with Sebastian between them,
halted. Reynaldo stared down the barrel of the rifle without a
twitch. “Huh, what do we have here, a TV detective?”

“You won’t be laughing when I pull the
trigger,” Hector said.

Juan became uneasy and looked at Reynaldo,
trying to figure out their best approach.

“Put your weapons on the ground and let go
of the boy. Trust me, you have no other option.” Hector waved the
barrel of the rifle from Reynaldo to Juan.

“All right, take it easy,” Juan said,
letting go of Sebastian.

“SLOWLY!” Hector said, as Juan went to take
his gun out of its holster.

Reynaldo did not move a muscle. “Who the
hell are you, and do you know how much trouble you’re gonna be in?”
he spurted out.

“Maybe if I just shoot you both right now,
nobody would even notice,” Hector countered, spitting a wad of
sticky saliva into the sand before the men.

“Easy now,” Juan said, dropping his gun to
the sand.

“You have three seconds to follow your
friend’s example,” Hector said, pointing the rifle squarely at
Reynaldo’s head.

Sebastian, worn-out, couldn’t tell if this
was a good turn of events or a worse one. Who was this man? What
did he want with the two officers, or Heaven forbid, with him? He
ran images through his mind of all the men they had encountered
since they had left the comfort of their home. But he could not
find anyone there who resembled Hector in the least.

Reynaldo, trying to calculate how much
experience this young thug might actually have shooting people,
stared at him with a large smile. He still hadn’t let go of
Sebastian. “What’s your interest with this boy?”

“My interest is solely in you two assholes!”
He let the words hang in the air and steadied his stare at
Reynaldo.

“We can make a deal; I have lots of cash,”
Reynaldo countered, still smiling.

Hector glanced at Juan, who was standing as
still as a statue. “Shut-up, or I really will kill you. You have
one second and then I shoot.” He hitched up the rifle against his
shoulder, put his eye against the rubber sight, and reaffirmed the
direction of the barrel pointing at Reynaldo’s head.

Reynaldo made one last calculation, glanced
at Juan with a nod, and took a chance; he’d do anything but give
up. He grabbed the boy with both hands and threw him in the
direction of the pointing rifle. He fell to his knees and
simultaneously grabbed the pistol from his holster. Sebastian,
heading toward Hector’s rifle, quickly dove to the right just as
Juan began to charge Hector.

Formulating an instantaneous
course-of-action, Hector fired off the first shot, hitting Reynaldo
in the gut. As he fell to the ground, Reynaldo fired off the second
shot, which went harmlessly ten feet above Hector’s head. Hector
jumped to his feet and simultaneously swung himself in a circle,
extending the butt of the rifle outward as he gained momentum,
until it landed squarely into the temple of the oncoming Juan. The
guard fell like a sack of potatoes to the ground.

Hector approached Reynaldo and ripped the
gun from his hand, and then his badge. “Tell that boss man of yours
he is way out of his territory, and there’s gonna be some hell he
will have to pay!” He looked into Reynaldo’s eyes, and the fallen
guard just blinked at him, holding his hand to his gut. Hector took
the other guard’s gun from the sand. He stuffed it into his jeans,
and then went over to help Sebastian up from the sand. “C’mon!” he
said, and then he ripped the badge from the shirt of the
unconscious Juan.

They started down the trail towards Hector’s
truck. “Where were you headed?” Hector glanced at the boy, and for
the first time saw how battered and malnourished the boy was.

“El Paso,” Sebastian said, weekly. “But I
lost my brother, Enrique!”

“What happened?”

Sebastian explained their entire ordeal
since coming into Texaca. When they got back to the truck, Hector
gave Sebastian a shirt to wear, some water, and the remains of a
sandwich from the last rest area. The keys were in the guard’s
jeep, and they used that to search the area for Enrique. After an
hour, it was getting dark, and there had been no sign of Enrique.
Hector soaked a rag with gasoline and stuck it into the jeep’s gas
tank. He allowed Sebastian to use his lighter to light the rag, and
the two ran back to the eighteen-wheeler. They turned in time to
see the jeep explode, and then got into the big rig.

“So, this guard on the Mexican-Texaca border
has your mom, you think? Describe him to me.”

Sebastian kicked his foot against the
console. “He was a big man; bulky. He had long and wavy hair, and
hair all over his arms. He looked sloppy.” Then remembering the
guard’s distinct odor, he said, “He smelled like rotten
tequila.”

Hector glanced at the sleepy boy. “Anything
else?”

Now Sebastian could picture him like it was
just a moment ago. “Yes! A wart on his cheek, with a big hair
coming out of it.”

Hector glanced at Sebastian, “I’ll find him.
And I’ll keep a look out for Enrique.”

Sebastian nodded, then glanced back at
Hector. “Please find my mother and take her to El Paso. We have
money there. My uncle will pay you whatever you want!”

They drove silently across the heat of the
desert night. “You sure you have a place to stay in El Paso?”

“Yeah, with my uncle.”

“I have to make a run in the morning. I’ll
take you there. We’ll sleep in the truck tonight and get an early
start. C’mon, let’s get some food and something to drink.” They
parked in the lot of a twenty-four-hour café a few miles from the
crossing gate. Sebastian got out, and for the first time in days,
felt something like hope. He ate two burgers, two orders of fries,
and two vanilla milkshakes, but only after downing three glasses of
water.



Chapter Two

Hector
had gotten Sebastian and twelve others across and into El Paso. As
runs go, this had been an altogether easy one. Early in the
morning, not much traffic, the guards were sleepy, and acted as if
they just didn’t want to be bothered this time around.
Unusual, but I’ll
take it! Hector thought
to himself. That poor boy, and his even more unlucky brother, what they
had been through! He had
to report to Senor Mateo early Monday morning, and as it turned
out, he might have just enough time this morning to see about the
guards at the other end of the state, so maybe he would get lucky
and find the boys’ momma. The freedom afforded by having one as
powerful as Senor Mateo as his boss allowed Hector something he
would never have imagined – he could actually spend some time
driving around Texaca doing some good for others. Lord knows, the authorities and those in
positions of power here were doing everything they could to hurt
and repress everyone beneath them. How the hell did we end up with such a
mess here in this God-forsaken country?

He
looked around the dirty streets and dilapidated buildings as he
drove, the sun just anchoring itself above the horizon in a huge
orange ball with wisps of dust and just a few thin clouds mixed
together. Now illuminated by the sun’s hazy rays, Hector considered
that all of this scenery taken together, looked exactly like an
artist’s rendition of a murky small city sunrise out in the
desert. And
another thought, after all I’ve done and after all I’ve been
through, maybe, just maybe momma, you’re up there in heaven looking
down on your son and finally finding a little sense of pride after
all!

Hector
continued down the highway missing his mom again, and trying to
remember the name of that Mexican artist who had painted the
million-dollar landscape reminiscent of the sights which were now
surrounding him. It just wouldn’t come to him. Too much weed!
Hector figured, and smiled to
himself. Hector had
always felt he had disappointed his mother, and had recurring pangs
of guilt. No matter how many times he had reconsidered it, it
always came back to his having tried too hard to make their lives
easier, and in the end, she knew that he was making money by
dealing in illegal trade. No matter what I did, momma, it was because I was
just trying to take better care of you! And that was the
truth! He fought the
next few thoughts, but they came to him anyway--that maybe he
really needed a family again. Was it time for him to settle down,
find a wife, and have a few kids? Not yet! I’ve got to make my way a little
further first, then go straight, get a business…maybe a market or
café, a bar even…then settle down.

But
right now, Sebastian and Enrique were his kids, and their momma--his momma! And he’d be damned if he would allow this
injustice to go unpunished. He hated Miko and anyone who stood
against him. His foot pressed harder on the gas pedal as he watched
the dust trail behind him kick up a higher notch.
Damn, this little
red Honda still has it when I need it!

* * *

His
beginnings were humble and not out of the ordinary; really his
story came a dime a dozen. It was the decision he’d made at the age
of twelve that had changed everything, and that had set him apart
from everyone else. But the beginning…unwed mother, father around
only when convenient, and then booze was usually
involved–everyone had
those kinds of stories. He had lived on the streets, and had no
time for school; he was always hustling for a penny here and a
penny there: shining shoes, selling little wares for the market
men, running everything under the sun back and forth around the
city. Senor Mateo had seen many friends and peers succumb to one
form of death or another at much too early an age. Life came cheap
and didn’t mean anything in those days. What was the point of living if all
you knew, and everything you saw all around you, was nothing but
misery?

So at
the age of twelve, when two of his friends were shot to death right
in front of him by a man from their neighborhood whom they had come
to trust, just because the boys had been unknowingly running drugs
for a rival kingpin, Senor Mateo then realized everything one does,
one does in order to set an example, not because it was either
right or wrong. With the bodies of his two friends on the ground on
either side of him, their brains scattered in bloody pieces, he had
immediately gotten onto his knees, and begged this man, Raul, for
his life, promising absolute loyalty and undying devotion to
him. Everything I do now, I do as an example to show this
bastard how loyal I am, how capable of helping him in his
business. As he grew, he
realized he had unwittingly uncovered the key to politics and
government--everything I do, I do as an example to others, not because
it is either right or wrong. Shit, I could run my own
country! For years, he
killed for Raul, threatening everyone who did not listen to reason,
making himself indispensable. At the age of twenty-two, when two
rival cartels were closing in on Raul’s territory, Senor Mateo made
a deal with the stranger. Allow me to keep half of the northern territory,
and I will kill Raul myself! Done deal!

After a few more deals, he now had a
beautiful compound in Texaca, a thriving business, a wife, three
kids, and a lover…and as much power as he had hoped for.

Having a
morning cup of coffee on the terrace overlooking his compound, he
was grateful for his success, and also worried about the two
cartels now trying to take more than their fair share of the pie in
this wasteland known as Texaca. They know no rules, no morals
whatsoever…they treat people like dirt, and I have to survive, if
only to keep some semblance of honor in this world.
He looked forward to hearing
from one of his best runners, Hector, later in week. But for this
morning, he would enjoy his family and try to leave business behind
for a few hours.

“Daddy,” his little girl, four-year old
Alexa, came running, jumping into his lap; he quickly placed his
cup down on the end-table and embraced her.

“My Lexie!! Come to your daddy!”

“Mwa, mwa, mwa,” she kissed him three times.
“Daddy, your beard tickles!”

“Sorry, my Shu-Shu!”

She reached up with her hand and tried
pulling out a few pieces of stubble from his chin. “You have to go
and shave right now!” She smiled, and then kissed him again.

“Well, if my princess demands that of me,
then I just must have to go and do as I was ordered!” He started to
place Lexie on the floor in order to get up.

“No, not yet!” Alexa demanded, and made
herself more comfortable on her daddy’s lap. Together, they looked
out to face the rising sun, and Lexie raised her hands behind her
to keep contact with Senor Mateo’s cheeks. “Daddy, when can we go
back to the beach again?”

“Soon, my Alexa, soon!”

“Y-E-A-H!” And now she brought her tiny
hands in front of her and began clapping ecstatically.

“Dad, when can we go out to the rifle
range?” It was Rodolfo, Senor Mateo’s youngest son. Handsome like
his father, with large brown eyes and dimples at the corners of his
mouth, Rodolfo went over and kissed his father on the cheek. At
eleven, it would be one more year until he was sent off to boarding
school in Massachusetts to join his thirteen-year-old brother,
William.

Mateo waved his hand towards the reclining
chair beside him and Lexie. “My Rodolfo, come, sit on a chair
beside your father and your loving sister. Watch the beautiful
sunrise! Arianna! Arianna, come and bring Rodolfo some orange juice
and some coffee!”

Rodolfo, still in his pajamas, sat on the
reclining chair and looked out across the desert. A moment later, a
beautiful, thinly-framed woman with long brown hair and eyes like
turquoise gems, came out onto the open terrace. She carried a tray
with fresh-squeezed orange juice and a few glasses, along with a
full coffee service. She placed the tray on the end-table, and
Rodolfo once again felt the pain of noticing his father’s eyes
following the curves of Arianna’s body as she had bent over.

“Thank you, Arianna!”

“Yes, Senor Mateo. Is there anything else
that I can get for you right now?” She stood facing him. To
anyone’s observation, she was stoic, in part because all of her
life, Arianna had escaped poverty and exploitation by fighting back
and standing up for herself against all odds. As she stood facing
this family that she had taken such good care of for so many years
now, she fought hard to contain the bitterness which had settled
deep inside of her. She had come to this family broken and tired,
and convinced herself that this time, she would make something good
out of her circumstances. Life always had a way of showing her how
wrong she could be.

Oblivious to any of her struggles, Mateo
just winked at her. “Maybe later, Arianna!” And their eyes looked
into each other’s for a long moment. She smiled thinly and bowed
before turning and making her way into the house.

“Poppa? How come momma isn’t back home yet?”
Rodolfo asked. The boy clasped his hands on top of his head and put
his knees up.

“Your momma is helping her cousins. She’ll
be back soon.” He reached over and tousled his son’s light brown
hair, smiling at Rodolfo and Lexie.

Rodolfo was prepared for his father’s
often-repeated response to his question. He turned to face Mateo
with a scowl on his face. “Okay, but I miss her!”

Rodolfo allowed the words to hit the air
with a loud thud. It was the only action he could think to take,
wanting to reaffirm to his father that at least one man in the
house actually wanted their mother back at home. A trip that was
supposed to be one week long was now going on four. The boy reached
over and poured some cream in a cup, added raw sugar, and then
poured the hot coffee. He stirred it and looked deeply into his
dad’s face. His father seemed content with no response, and was
fixated on the rising sun. Alexa was quietly following her dad’s
example. “Dad, how long have we had Arianna helping us?” Rodolfo
asked.

Mateo
glanced at his son, breaking out of his brief stupor. “She has just
about raised all three of you! But you know that already, my
beautiful boy, so why do you ask?” Senor Mateo held a long stare
into his youngest son’s eyes. This boy will always carry the weight of the world
upon his shoulders. There is nothing to be done about it.
“Rudy, you are my special one.
You have so many talents and sensibilities; such understanding and
knowledge for a boy your age. You will make everyone fall in love
with you without even trying to. All they have to do is to give a
glance into those eyes of yours.” He paused and watched Rodolfo
squint at him, the dimples around the corners of the boy’s eyes
accentuating an intense jury. “And you are a deep, complex thinker.
What others accept as routine, you feel the absolute necessity of
having to reexamine. You cannot just accept what is until you
understand it first.” Mateo exhaled loudly and kissed Lexie on top
of her head, and then turned back to face his son. “Because of all
of these things, you will drive those around you crazy most of the
time!” Rodolfo’s eyes grew larger when he heard the words
drive those around
you crazy. His father
then smiled, and this time, Rodolfo had no response. His interest
had indeed been peeked. Senor Mateo was happy that he had finally
gotten his son’s undivided attention. “But know one thing, my boy.
When you do, it will be for a purpose! A very special purpose only
you and those who truly love you will ever
know.”

Rodolfo looked at his dad with a curious,
but intense stare, and then blinked. It felt good to him with his
father’s words bringing with them a long-sought realization that
his dad truly did understand him. But the issue itself was much too
important for this vindication to appease the boy’s concerns. So,
he would play with his father’s own words. “But Poppi, what purpose
could I possibly have in asking you about my Momma, or our poor but
beautiful Arianna?”

Senor Mateo winked at Rodolfo, and it
quickly brought an unwanted smile to the little boy’s face -
unwanted because he still felt so bothered by his mother, his
father, and Arianna. But his father’s love and acceptance together
was much too powerful a tonic, and this kept him from pursuing the
matter any further for now. Deep inside, however, Rodolfo felt like
shooting something. “Dad, can we go to the firing range now?”

“No Daddy!” Alexa, who all along had been
content with fumbling with her dad’s hands in her own, finally
piped up. “You have to come have tea with me and Rosa!” Rosa was
her favorite doll.

Senor Mateo calmly rested his chin on top of
his daughter’s head. “I will tell you what, my little Shu-Shu, as
soon as I come back from the firing range with Rodolfo, you and I
will have our longest and most glorious of tea-times. In the
meantime, I will have Arianna spend some time playing with you!” He
looked back and called through the screen door. “Arianna!” Rodolfo
placed his coffee cup on the end-table and left the terrace to get
dressed.

A few moments later, Arianna appeared at the
doorway. “Yes, senor?”

“I am going to the firing range with my son.
We will be there for about ninety minutes. Can you please spend
this time entertaining my sweet Alexa in her playroom?”

Ordinarily, Arianna would go along with
whatever was asked of her. But since the children’s mother had been
away, her duties both as a nanny, and in the bedroom of Senor
Mateo, had more than doubled. In the absence of any signs of
deepening devotion to








































































































cover.jpg
BLAIR LONDON





