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Chapter One
onto the sofa he and his two roommates had negotiated up three flights of stairs to their penthouse
apartment in San Francisco. The steep, ornate stairs had seemed
quaint when they first found the place, but with the reality of schlepping, Santi groused they needed Sherpas for the ascent.
“Shove over, Silva,” Kat said, smacking his legs and flopping down
next to him. Her hair, currently cut with little girl bangs and dyed
black, made her seem even more white, if that was possible. She was
one of those girls who were naturally a bit on the plump side, which
Santi thought was cute, but Kat did not. She had a love-hate relationship with food that Santi and her brother, Reggie, found tedious.
When she ate, she scolded herself between mouthfuls.
Reggie stood huffing and sweating over them. “Gravity might be
the law, but it is not our friend. Not today.”
“It’s all the fucking books,” Kat said. She moved closer to Santi so
her brother could sit on her other side. Her soft hip and shoulder
pressed against him in a comfortable way. Santi knew Kat didn’t
mind squeezing in closer to him. He wasn’t sure how he felt about his
former arm-punching buddy transforming into a girlfriend wannabe.
When he’d agreed to this roommate situation, he was still dating Tori,
but she broke up with him the day before graduation from UCLA,
announcing she was returning home to Maine. The breakup surprised him less than her decision to move back to her family. He loved
his family in New Mexico, but he could see them on visits. Tori told
him he didn’t understand how strong her pull to go home was because
s a n t i ag o s i lva c o l l a p s e d
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he was adopted, which was bullshit. It had zilch to do with bloodlines. At least not his.
Gordon Hopkins, Kat and Reggie’s father, had published a quarterly literary journal, Polydactyl, for decades, but when his offspring
graduated from college he had decided to branch into book publishing and started Polydactyl Press. Back in high school, Santiago’s passion for literature and writing had ignited his dream to work in
publishing; he figured he could support himself as an editor while
writing on the side. This became his single-minded purpose, and as
with all things, Santiago drove himself to succeed. It was scary perfect how everything had fallen into place, just as his adoption had
after his nightmarish first decade on the planet.
“The problem is, you two are old-school. Instead of lugging twenty
boxes of books, you could have carried your books in your pocket,
like I did,” Reggie said. He waved his phone to demonstrate.
“As if I’m going to let these original built-in bookcases go to waste,”
Kat responded. “Or part with my books. Sometimes I think mommy
dearest must have dropped you on your head when you were a baby.
What with juggling a cigarette, a martini, and a newborn, something’s
gotta give. I’m afraid it was your soft little cranium.”
“Why are we not drinking a cold beer?” Santi asked.
“Because we have half a truck left to unload, unless someone has
stolen it by now.” Reggie swam his chubby self from the depths of the
sofa as if coming up for air.
“We could hope.” Santi stood and offered his hand to Kat. She
smiled that new version of her smile that seemed created just for him,
still sardonic but now sultry as well. She put her hand in his, and he
pulled her up to face him. Her eyes locked on his and conveyed even
more than her smile had. Maybe this shift from buddy to something
else was not entirely a bad idea.
Rosalinda Ortiz stretched her long brown legs, peeling back the top
sheet with her heels. Jesse’s naked white-boy legs reminded her of
chicken flesh. He was the first non-Hispanic guy she’d been with, and
even after the year they had lived together, she still wasn’t used to
how skim-milk pale and circumcised he was. Her most handsome
ex-boyfriend was Santiago Silva, whom she had met when he was
freshly graduated from high school and still a virgin—miraculously,
since he was so drop-dead gorgeous. At twenty-three, she had been
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well equipped to relieve him of his innocence. She shifted in bed with
the memories of their one summer together: his sweet eagerness and
smooth brown skin, the way he looked at her with puppy love oozing
from his beagle-brown eyes. One summer with Santiago Silva was the
closest she had come to loving any guy. So how could she not think
of him, even after four years? Especially since she saw his beautiful
face every day on Diego, her son.
Jesse put down his paperback book and switched on the television
that sat atop the dresser in their cramped two-bedroom apartment.
He never missed the news. Rosalinda thought he was checking to see
if one of his sketchy friends had gone down for anything or to make
sure his own likeness wasn’t the subject of some police artist’s rendering. He’d either given up his petty-crime ways, as promised, or he
was just getting away with it. He brought home money from his series
of shit jobs and was generous with it, helping to support her and her
son. She didn’t know how she would make it without him. Her minimum wage job at Diego’s day care couldn’t pay the rent on this nice
of a place, even with the employee discount she got on his care. Jesse
was tolerable, so despite his chicken flesh and her lack of love for him,
she stayed.
Jesse fired up the bong and passed it to her. “Hang on,” she said. “I
need to check Diego first.” She got up from the bed, feeling Jesse’s
eyes on her. She knew she looked good; men had been telling her that
since she was eleven. And no one, except maybe a doctor, would
guess her body had ever been pregnant or given birth. Few people
did know. She had moved away from the prying eyes in the village of
Esperanza to the anonymity of sprawling Albuquerque as soon as she
found out she was pregnant. No one from her previous life knew
about Diego. Especially Santiago Silva.
She padded barefoot the short distance to Diego’s room. Rosalinda
knelt at the side of his bed to be at eye level with her son, though his
were closed, his long lashes casting shadows on his cheeks in the soft
glow from the Spider-Man night-light. Her love for him rose as an
ache in her chest. Before Diego, she’d never known true love was
equal parts joy and terror. Now her life depended on this fragile,
unexpected miracle of a son. She tried not to think about her own
mother, a nasty old repeat offender who didn’t even bother getting
Rosalinda’s father’s first name, let alone his last, but could say for
certain he was “some kind of Indian.”
5
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Rosalinda did not learn mothering from her mother. She learned it
from deep within her rending soul. She worked every waking
moment to make his life on earth as good as she could. With no family to count on, it had been a struggle until Jesse came along. If she
waitressed she could make three times the money she was now earning, but that would mean long hours away from her son. And who
could she trust to watch him? She ended up deciding to work at the
first day care that wanted her and Diego as a package deal. The lesson
she had learned growing up was: when you don’t have love or money,
money is not what you need the most.
Rosalinda leaned over to smell his sweet puffs of breath and kiss
his cheek. Anyone who knew Santiago Silva would see this was his
son, even asleep. Diego must look precisely like Santiago had at three
and a half. But there might be no one left alive who knew Santiago
when he was that age, since both of his birth parents were dead.
Rosalinda could tell he had inherited more than his father’s handsome face. Diego was smart, too. He was already starting to read his
storybooks along with her and could write his name clearly with all
the letters facing the right way. But what pleased her most was that
Diego had inherited his father’s goodness. He sure as hell didn’t get
any of that from her sorry side of the family. Even though Santiago’s
father had been mean and violent, Santiago was nothing but kind.
Maybe he got it from his long dead mother, or maybe his adoptive
mother, Abby Silva, had instilled it in him, but Santiago was the kindest person she had ever known. And now Diego was the one who
helped the other kids at the day care, kissing their boo-boos, soothing
their temper tantrums, and making little presents for them out of pipe
cleaners, Popsicle sticks, and tinfoil. Everyone loved little Diego.
Rosalinda scrutinized his development as if he were a rare and exotic
flower blooming before her eyes. She took no credit for his perfection
but only counted herself lucky that fate had given her son the perfect
sperm donor to spark his existence. It nearly made her believe in God.
She smoothed his straight, dark hair from his forehead to plant one
more kiss. Her own long, straight hair tumbled forward, creating a
veil that enveloped her son. Her lips lingered against his warm skin,
and that brief connection filled her. “Mama loves you,” she whispered
in his ear. He stirred; one small fist rubbed his face. She pulled up the
sheet to cover him, since the nights were getting cooler and he was
sleeping in only his Spider-Man underwear.
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Rosalinda tiptoed out and left the door ajar in case he called for her
in the night.
“He asleep?” Jesse asked when she returned. He wore his stoned
expression, his blond hair standing up in gravity-defying tufts from
his habit of running his hands through it.
“Yes,” Rosalinda said and accepted the bong. She never drank anymore, since her mom was such a worthless drunk, but a tiny toke at
bedtime eased her overactive mind into sleep. She took a taste and
handed it back to Jesse. The news was still on, so she leaned back onto
her pillow to watch. Just as the slight buzz took hold, she gasped at
what she saw. It was a human interest story about Abby, Santiago’s
adoptive mother, donating money to set up a children’s literacy program back in Esperanza. “Shit!” she blurted. “That’s Diego’s
grandma!”
“What? That rich white woman?” Jesse asked.
“She’s Diego’s father’s adoptive mom. She married the Silva name.
Santiago’s father killed her husband, and she ended up adopting Santiago,” Rosalinda said. As soon as she said it she realized the pot was
making her spill the carefully concealed secret of Diego’s paternity.
“Are you shitting me? I’m busting my hump to pay for Diego’s
shoes when he comes from money? What the fuck?” Jesse was way
stoned but not unable to put two and two together.
“I don’t want her money. I never told Santiago I was pregnant,”
Rosalinda said. “I’m doing this on my own.”
“No, we’re doing this on our own, and now I find out not only do
you know who Diego’s daddy is, he’s rich. It’s not fair, Rosalinda. You
deserve money from the father—it’s the law.”
“Like you care about the law. Santiago isn’t rich; he’s a college student, far away from here. I didn’t want to ruin his life then, and I’m
not going to ruin it now. So forget about getting your grubby hands
on any of their money.”
“Grandma has so much she’s giving it away to other people’s
kids—don’t you think she’d want to know she has a grandson? Aren’t
you cheating them out of knowing Diego? This is all wrong.”
Rosalinda sighed and did the only thing she knew for sure would
shut Jesse up and get his mind off of Abby’s money. She stripped off
her tank top and straddled him. As he reached for her, she caught his
hand in hers. “Forget I said anything, Jesse. I mean it.”
“Whatever,” he said, and she released his hand.
7
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After several days of nothing further from Jesse about Abby Silva,
Rosalinda figured he’d let go of the notion. On Saturday, she did the
laundry and the grocery shopping with Diego as her little helper.
Jesse had left without saying when he’d be back, which was fine with
her. She read to Diego and settled him in for his afternoon nap. Just
as she was putting away the laundry, Jesse came home, but not alone.
He had that nasty Caden Owens with him. She didn’t know he was
out of prison. Jesse had once confessed to her that he had been the
getaway driver on the job that landed Caden in prison. Caden didn’t
rat him out. Rosalinda was grateful for that, but Jesse told her it meant
Jesse owed Caden a favor he could never refuse. She eyed the pair
with a rising sense of unease.
“Hi, babe,” Jesse said. “Look who I ran into—Caden.”
“Where’d you run into him? An ex-con convention?” Rosalinda
said. “And there’s no smoking in my house.”
Caden glared at her and swaggered into the kitchen, stubbing out
his cigarette in the sink. “I thought this was your place, bro.”
Jesse shrugged. “She’s got the kid to think about.”
“Don’t we all,” he said, throwing Rosalinda a wink. Caden’s red
hair was sheared short. Angry zits dotted his pale complexion. A former Texas football linebacker, it looked as though he’d made good use
of the gym during his latest stint at the state pen for armed robbery.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rosalinda said.
“Let’s sit down over here and talk,” Jesse said.
The three sat in the tiny, toy-strewn living room. Rosalinda kept
her gaze boring into Caden. She would not be intimidated. Shit, she’d
grown up with the Hispanic version of these lowlife criminals—her
cousins and her mother’s various associates—and held her own just
fine, putting them in their place, not taking any bullshit, and managing to stay out of trouble even as they circled through the revolving
door of the state penitentiary. Her toughness had earned their respect,
and that had kept her safe, at least after she was old enough to defend
herself against drunken rages and sexual advances.
“I did my homework on Abby Silva,” Caden said. “She’s all over the
Internet, man.”
“Shouldn’t have wasted your time,” Rosalinda said.
Caden ignored her, pulled out small notebook from his jeans
pocket, and began to read: “Abigail Gibbs, only child of billionaires
Paul and Virginia Gibbs of San Diego, California. Abby was
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disowned when she married Roberto Silva from Esperanza, New
Mexico. He was in the navy, stationed in San Diego. They met when
Abby was in college. She made her own money as a chef, started her
own successful restaurant, Abigail’s. She’s still part owner, and the
place is going strong. She was a local celebrity, did a lot of TV and shit.
But when Roberto’s dad died back in Esperanza like twelve years ago,
he talked her into moving there for a year while she was pregnant.
After burying his old man, Roberto picked a fight with Joseph Baca,
who was squatting with his kid, Santiago, who’s like nine, in a rental
Roberto and his dad had built on their land. Joseph wasn’t going to
let Roberto evict his ass, so he shoots him dead and buries him in his
rooster house. When Roberto doesn’t come home, Abby goes to the
neighbors, who had been tight with Roberto’s old man and his late
mother, so it’s all like family. After his dad kills Roberto, little Santiago hangs out there, too. He gets to know Abby, and she mothers him
since, let’s face it, he has no mother and his father is a cockfighting
criminal and not around a lot. So, long story short, Santiago spills the
beans about his dad killing Roberto Silva, and the sheriff corners
Joseph Baca but Joseph blows his own brains out—in front of the kid
and Abby. She decides to stay in Esperanza, has her baby, and adopts
Santiago. Abby Silva remarried a couple of years back to a UNM professor, bought up some foreclosed farms in the area to save them from
developers, and now she leases them out. Her net worth is over ten
million. Abby, Ben, and her daughter still live in Roberto’s dad’s little
adobe house and drive older cars. She doesn’t live like she’s rich, but
she is. Meanwhile, her adopted son, Santiago, who spawned Diego
with our Rosalinda here, is now in San Francisco and is starting up a
book publishing business with some friends and their father.”
“He’s not Diego’s father. I was just stoned and making shit up,”
Rosalinda said.
“Oh, but he is,” Caden said. “And it’s time to pay up.”
“I’m not doing this,” Rosalinda said and rose to leave.
Jesse grabbed her hand. “Just hear his plan.” The pleading look in
his eyes convinced her to sit back down. She tried to appear bored,
though her heart was exploding in her chest.
“I’m thinking Rosalinda shows up with Diego down at Abby’s place
and tells her she has nowhere else to turn,” Caden continued. “Her
live-in boyfriend has a gambling problem, and he borrowed money
from the wrong people. So boyfriend tells her to get somewhere safe
9
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until this blows over, and he goes on the lam. And by the way, Diego
here is Santiago’s kid.”
Rosalinda shook her head. “Abby never liked me or wanted me
anywhere near her precious Santiago.”
“One look at Diego, and all that goes away,” Caden said.
“She just hands me money?”
“She takes you and Diego in. You stay there a week or so, long
enough for Grandma to get all attached to her grandson. Then, one
day, you and Diego are somewhere alone, and Diego gets kidnapped
by the bad guys, who hold him for ransom since boyfriend can’t pay
them what he owes. Only it’s just Jesse bringing him back here for a
few days until Grandma pays up. I’m thinking a million ought to do
it. That’s like the minimum to be a serious ransom. And we split it.”
“She won’t even miss that million, so it’s not like we’re being all
greedy,” Jesse said.
Rosalinda looked straight at Jesse. “Read my lips. No fucking
way!”
Caden put away his notebook. His hair was like a thin, red sheen
hovering over his pink scalp. A swastika tattoo adorned the top of one
hand. He had run with the white supremacist gang for protection in
prison.
Rosalinda jumped up to lean over Jesse. “You bring home this Nazi
to kidnap my son? Are you insane?”
“I’m the one taking Diego. It’s not a real kidnapping. We’ll just
come back here and chill for a few days. Caden will set up the
exchange,” Jesse said. “All you have to do is act all freaked out when
he’s taken. Abby will pay up fast.”
“What about my job? Diego’s day care? We can’t just not show up,”
Rosalinda said. “And they have this address on file.”
“Good thinking, Rosalinda. You’ll have to destroy his records and
quit before this goes down,” Caden said. “You won’t need a job after
this anyway.”
“Just to be safe, I could take him to a motel or something,” Jesse
said.
“The kidnapping would be all over the papers. His picture would
be everywhere. The police would be looking for you.” Rosalinda
paced. “This is ridiculous.”
Caden stood to block her path, filling the small space. Rosalinda was
five foot eight, and he towered over her. “Our conditions for Diego’s
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safe return are: no police involvement, no publicity. Abby will want his
safe return. And you will be there to make sure they don’t try anything
stupid. You give a fake name for the boyfriend. He’s on the run, remember? Hiding out from the bad guys who want him to pay up. They take
matters into their own hands. If I can find out all this shit about Abby
Silva and Santiago, don’t you think our fake crime syndicate could, too?
Or maybe they find the gambler boyfriend and torture him to get him
to talk. Doesn’t matter, the story works. She’ll pay up fast, and it’s over.
Then you and Jesse and your half a million dollars go start a new life
somewhere, never to see those people again.”
“And nobody gets hurt,” Jesse added. “Diego is all happy with me;
we’ll have a great time. You come back after the ransom is paid.”
“They’ll figure out I was part of it and come after me,” Rosalinda
said.
“You disappear,” Caden said. “For a price, I can hook you up with
new identities, passports, drivers’ licenses. Untraceable. They won’t
be able to find you.”
“Maybe we should go to two million on the ransom, clear a million
each,” Jesse told him.
“I see your point. I was trying to keep it down so Abby could get
the cash together fast, since a lot of it is tied up in real estate and shit.
Let me go back over the numbers.”
Rosalinda’s thoughts were like an electrical storm, arcing and
crashing. How could she stop this? Shit! Her big mouth! “I won’t do
it. I won’t use my son like this. I just want my normal life—Jesse, we
don’t need this. Come on!”
Jesse put his hands on her shoulders, smoothed her hair. “Look at
me, babe. We won’t have to struggle anymore. Think of the great
schools you could afford to put Diego in—he’d have the best of everything. We’re just talking about what’s owed to Diego from his father’s
family. They’ll still be rich. And there’s nothing keeping us here. You
always wanted to live on the ocean—we could do that. Think of the
life Diego could have. Do it for him.”
Rosalinda backed away from him. “Your plan won’t work without
me. What if I say no?”
Caden’s eyes narrowed into slits. “If you won’t cooperate, there’s
plan B. I always have a plan B. But I don’t think you’d like it.”
“What is it?” She almost couldn’t get the words to leave her constricted throat.
11
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“If you and Diego want to stay healthy, you’ll go with plan A. Jesse,
get your woman on board. You don’t have a choice in this—you feel
me?”
Rosalinda couldn’t eat or sleep. Jesse kept pressing her about how he
owed Caden, how he would have done some serious time in prison
instead of being free to help her and Diego these last few years.
She was so preoccupied at work that despite doing a head count,
she accidentally left a toddler outside in the enclosed play yard when
it was time to go inside. Mason had fallen asleep in the playhouse,
and no one missed him until snack time, half an hour later. Even as
her director was chewing her out, all Rosalinda could think about
was how to get out of Caden’s insane kidnapping plot.
She couldn’t go the cops. She had no proof of Caden’s scheme. It
was nothing but talk at this point. And if she did that, no more Jesse.
The pragmatic side of her was terrified about how she would survive
financially without Jesse’s help—that’s if Caden didn’t kill her as a
part of plan B. She didn’t want to have to run away and start over
somewhere and be looking over her shoulder for Caden. She didn’t
think Jesse would ever hurt her or Diego, but she doubted he was
capable of stopping Caden from harming them.
Rosalinda knew Caden would kidnap Diego and hold him for ransom with or without her cooperation. He could call Abby and tell her
she had a grandson and that he had been kidnapped. When she
demanded proof, he would send her a picture of Diego, along with an
ear or a finger Abby could use for genetic testing.
She saw no way out. She would have to go along with the plan, stay
with her son, and make sure it went off without a hitch. It was too
dangerous to go against them. But sure as hell, once this was over she
would be done with Jesse.
The brisk October morning helped wake CeCe Vigil as she carried her
steaming coffee cup to her spot at the table on her flagstone patio. A
meringue of white clouds dotted the Manzano Mountains to the east.
Pretty Boy, their peacock, cried out and flew from the barn roof, landing near her.
“You looking for Papa?” CeCe asked, tears stinging her eyes in
the cold air. She hadn’t stopped crying since her father, Mort, died
two weeks ago. Everything here on Sol y Sombra, their chile farm,
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reminded her of him. In his last years with dementia, he had found
a new life with her and her husband, Miguel; and she had discovered a new father. His suffering in the Treblinka extermination
camp never stopped torturing him, but thanks to his short-term
memory loss he forgot his PTSD episodes soon after having them.
Near the end, at almost ninety-five, he would sit outside, wrapped
in blankets in winter or donning a big straw hat and holding a paper
fan in summer, to watch and feed Pretty Boy. She looked over at the
skeletal remains of her vegetable garden. Her papa, too feeble to
help her his last summer, had observed from his chair, still kibitzing
her every move. The blue sky overhead promised that it would
warm into an ideal New Mexico autumn day—a day Papa would
have loved.
Her tears dripped like hot wax along her cheeks. In her youth, she
had prayed for her angry and abusive father to die. For years he made
everyone’s life miserable. The family would have been glad to see him
go, back then. But after spending these last four years with him, she
missed him. Grief was complicated.
“Cecelia! Gevalt! You want to catch your death! I just buried your
father, I don’t want to bury you next,” CeCe’s mother, Rose, yelled
from the porch. Her voice was hoarse as she leaned on her walker.
CeCe could see the neon-green tennis balls on the feet of the walker
as her mother pushed forward on swollen ankles.
After Mort’s funeral, Rose had suffered a heart attack. CeCe had
just gotten rid of her three sisters, their husbands, and their grown
children from Brooklyn, who had stood disdainfully at her father’s
grave. Papa died with nothing except the love of his Esperanza family, so there was no will to read. Her sisters clung to their outdated
memories of Mort, still blaming him for losing their investments
when his dementia destroyed the family business, not fathoming the
man he had become since moving to New Mexico.
Rose coughed and held her chest. When she left the hospital after
her heart attack, the doctors handed CeCe a pamphlet about her
mother’s weakened heart along with a bag of medicines for her to
take around the clock.
“You’re the one who should get inside, you crazy old woman!
Ninety years old and you act like you’re five.” CeCe stood. How fleeting her moments of peace had become. Pretty Boy began a defensive
honk-honk-honk. “You tell her,” CeCe said, mimicking Mort. By the
13
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time she reached the back door, her urge to strangle Rose had subsided, and she ushered her mother inside.
“I’m not dead yet,” Rose said as she deflated into a kitchen chair.
“And I’m not five years old, so don’t talk to me like I am.” She brushed
imaginary crumbs from the table. A Jewish mother’s tic.
“I’m making you some of Rachel’s hawthorn and hibiscus tea, Ma.
She says it’s good for your heart. It’s a diuretic. Do you want it with
honey?”
“She dotes on me, my Racheleh. I am blessed to have such a granddaughter to care for me,” Rose said with a soft clap of her hands
toward heaven. “Honey would be nice.”
“We all love you, Ma,” CeCe said, feeling as if her mother was
blind to her efforts. After all, CeCe was the one who had asked her
partner, Abby, to keep their café closed so she could take care of her
mother—not that Rose gave her any credit for that sacrifice. The whistle of the teapot shook her out of her momentary emotional fragility,
a sure sign of her exhaustion. According to the doctor, Rose likely had
a few short months left of her life. This was no time to nurse her
resentments.
CeCe brought Rose her mug of tea and joined her at the table with
a fresh cup of coffee. Rose’s hands trembled as she brought the mug,
which read, “If you can’t say anything nice, say it in Yiddish,” to her
pale lips. Her fluffy hair, dyed bright red for years, was now stark
white, like a dandelion in seed. Small and frail, she looked like a
doll sitting in the chair, albeit one possessing a will still larger than
life.
Rachel watched her ten-year-old daughter, Hattie, poke at her breakfast as if it were a voodoo doll, her egg bleeding out its fresh canary
yellow into her bacon. Purple circles, pale as columbine blossoms,
bloomed under Hattie’s eyes. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Hattie said, her pokes at her plate turning to stabs. Her
sun-bleached hair hung in her face. Other than the blue eyes inherited
from her mother, she looked like her Anglo father’s side of the
family.
Rachel figured this was about Hattie losing her great-grandfather.
Hattie had grown close to both her Great-grandpa Mort and Bubbe
Rose over the past four years, so on top of losing Mort, Hattie now
had to deal with Rose’s decline.
14
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“I need to go,” Hattie said, picking up her backpack as though it
were a cross to bear. Her kiss on Rachel’s cheek felt like a passing
breeze as she hurried out the door.
Rachel lingered at her kitchen table. The past weeks had been hard
on everyone, and Rachel, the self-appointed emotional rock of the family, needed her healing herbs and quiet time to indulge in her own grief.
After the bosque fire destroyed her and husband’s home four years
ago, they had rebuilt the house she now sat in from the original plans.
On the outside it looked the same, except it was positioned closer than
before to the home of her parents, CeCe and Miguel, and not tucked
deep into the trees of the bosque, where it would be vulnerable to fire.
They had to purchase everything new, so it didn’t feel the same. Her
Navajo rugs, Charlie’s family antiques, her late Tía Maria’s notebooks
and belongings—all gone. Up until Zeyde Mort’s death, she had
helped as much as she could with him while continuing her goat
dairy and cheese business, a labor of love that wore her down. And
now Bubbe Rose was failing.
Rachel sipped her calming maypop tea, made from the leaves of
the passionflower. From the time Rachel was younger than Hattie, Tía
Maria had taught her the ways of the traditional Hispanic healers
known as curanderas. What she couldn’t find growing wild in the
secret spots Maria had shown her, Rachel grew herself. She made
sure Hattie had her daily tonic to cure anything and everything . . .
except the pain of losing a loved one. She hadn’t found the remedy for
that yet.
None of her herbs were used for spells or curses. That had been
Maria’s sideline. As Maria aged, she turned toward her dark bruja
side, making good money providing the locals with love spells and
revenge curses. Gone twelve years now, Maria still inhabited Rachel’s
thoughts and healing rituals, her presence defying death.
Rachel heard her husband’s whistling before his boots clomped up
the porch steps.
“Hey, babe. Surprised to see you’re still here,” Charlie said with a
wide smile. At forty-five, even with gray at his temples and then
some, he still looked like an over-six-foot-tall kid.
“I’m wallowing.” She downed her tea. “After I did the milking, I
told Jenny and Leticia I wouldn’t be around today. They can cover for
me with the cheese deliveries.” She smelled the sweat in his old Stetson as it hit the table with a huff.
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© 2017 by Sue Boggio & Mare Pearl

“You deserve it, Rachel,” Charlie said, opening the fridge door.
“Loaded up all that alfalfa in the barn. Mighty thirsty.” He poured
himself a big glass of lemon balm iced tea.
“I’m worried about Hattie. She still looks so sad.”
“Babe, it’s only been a couple of weeks since Mort died. It’ll take
her some time.”
“Then what? Rose dies, and she goes through it all over again.”
“We can’t keep her from life. Or death.” His warm brown eyes met
hers. “She’s a strong girl, just like her mother.”
“You mean to say stubborn.” Her husband’s usual bone of contention and often the trigger for an argument.
“I got to slop me some hogs.” Charlie headed for the door, plopping
on his hat as if taking cover.
“We don’t have any hogs.”
It was past noon by the time Rachel walked across the pasture to her
parents’ house. CeCe had already fed Rose her lunch of salmon salad,
and the smell hung in the kitchen. “Ma,” Rachel called out.
“In here, mi’ja,” her father called from his study. She found her
parents sitting at his desk, their heads together, looking over some
papers.
“Mi’ja. Come see the nice card and letter Santi sent. A little late for
my birthday, but he remembered.” Her father chuckled. “After four
years of college, he doesn’t need an old man like me anymore. But I’m
glad he doesn’t know that.” He folded the letter and placed it back in
the envelope, handing the card to Rachel. “It sounds like he’s got his
hands full trying to start up a new business along with a new
girlfriend.”
“Another girlfriend?” Rachel said. “He goes through them kind of
fast, doesn’t he? I notice he never brings them home.” She smiled at
the funny card and handed it back to him.
Rachel thought at sixty-six her father was as dashing as ever,
though the New Mexico sun had done its damage, leaving small scars
where skin cancer had been burned or cut out. A decade of drought,
his chile farm barely surviving, created a weighted slouch in his
shoulders and back. “I told him to shop around until he finds a
woman he would be proud to bring home. Santi’s a man now, but he’s
still young. He’ll find his way.”
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“Knock, knock,” said Rachel before opening the door to Rose’s room.
“Hi, Bubbe, how are you feeling today?”
Rose sat at the sunny window, crocheting. She looked half-asleep
as her fingers worked. She came to with a start. “Ah, Racheleh, I’m
fine, just a little tired.”
Mort’s clothes still hung in the closet; his things were still laid out
on his dresser. “Ma and I are getting ready to string the last of the
chile ristras,” Rachel said, wanting to get Rose out of her room for a
while. “Do you want to help?”
Rose put down her crocheting. What was it? An afghan? It seemed
to go on forever. The bright sun made Rose’s translucent skin resemble a road map of blue byways. She planted her feet firmly to stand.
“Let me help you,” Rachel said.
“I don’t need help.” Rose waved her off. She walked gingerly, holding onto the bedpost, the footboard, then to her walker. “What do
those doctors know? I’m getting stronger every day. Racheleh, I want
you to get me a pair of those Nikes.”
“I’ll put it on my list, Bubbe.”
CeCe had brought a couple of bushels of late-crop red chiles to the
porch by the time Rachel and Rose had made the trek across the
sprawling adobe house to the back door. Rachel guided her grandmother to a chair.
“I’ll go ahead and cut the twine and hang it. You guys start with
the cotton cord and tie on some chiles,” said CeCe. She secured the
twine to a hook embedded in the beam of the porch overhang.
Rachel pushed a bushel basket of red chiles in front of Rose and cut
her long pieces of cotton string. Rose would select the best chiles,
feeling them for firmness and sturdy stems. She had worked at a produce stand as a kid in Brooklyn and could pick out the best of anything. “Pull from the back,” she would tell strangers at the grocery
store in Los Lunas.
The rooster crowed, the peacock screamed, but Rose did not tell
them to shut up as she usually did. Rachel and CeCe looked at each
other and then at Rose. Rose continued to tie chiles. Maybe her hearing had gotten worse. Rose looked up to see them staring. “Vas?”
“Did you hear them?” Rachel asked.
“Of course I heard them. I’m not deaf. Beautiful, isn’t it? The sweet
music of life.” Rose continued her stringing. She had been stringing
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chiles faster than Rachel, and CeCe barely kept up with tying them
onto the hanging twine.
“Bubbe, what’s your rush?” Rachel said.
“I don’t want to miss Jerry Springer. He’s dreamy. If only I was
thirty years younger.”
“That’s a horrible show. People fighting, sleeping around,” said
CeCe.
“Did you see him dance with the stars? He glided across the floor.”
Rose looked like a swooning teenager. “And, boy, he makes me
laugh.”
“Ma, Pa’s only been gone two weeks, and you’re getting all cougar
over Jerry Springer?”
“A nice Jewish boy who lost most of his family to concentration
camps and immigrated here like your family did,” Rose said.
“Sounds like a pattern, Bubbe,” Rachel said with a grin toward
CeCe. “You have to watch those rebound romances. Ever thought of
nice non-Jewish men?”
“Go ahead, make fun. Yes, Mort has been gone two weeks, I had a
heart attack, and now you look at me as if I’m going to kick off any
minute. But I feel more alive than ever. You get to be as old as me, you
start thinking about everything in your life. Things you did, didn’t
do, couldn’t do. So much time was spent married, taking care of children, catering to Mort. Now that’s over, and it’s just me and my life.
Mine. What’s left of it.”
Rachel said, “You go, girl.”
“I’m kicking up my heels before they’re planted in the earth,” Rose
said. “Ask Bonnie to come over to color and set my hair.” She patted
the white cloud on her head. “I want to be a redhead again.”
Rose’s medicine timer beeped frantically in her robe pocket. CeCe
looked at her quizzically. Rachel knew her mother was vigilant about
Rose’s medication. Never had she forgotten, not one pill, so why was
Rose’s timer going off in between doses?
“Jerry Springer’s starting! Help me up!”
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