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PANICLES:

“Panicles will make you think, make you cry, make you laugh and smile and keep you reading until the very end.”

~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Trudi LoPreto (5 STARS)
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“Readers who enjoy novels steeped in a sense of purpose and psychological insight and inspection will relish this story because it doesn’t take the easy way out by following predictable social climbs, but includes plenty of serious inspection of purpose and personal responsibility as the characters hone their goals and test their values against life’s ups and downs.”

~ Midwest Book Review, D. Donavan, Sr. Reviewer
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“Runners get a runner’s high when everything is at a peak point, and I got a reader’s high with this book. I finished it in two sittings. The title and theme of Panicles is a great visual way to show how the strength of family and friendships can grow and thrive as extraordinary positive force. There is such a range of characters that are so well developed that every reader will find empathy, inspiration and humor that will draw them in.”

~ Kevin R. (5 STARS)
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“Just finished this wonderful, page turning saga, an epic story of 2 families spanning 3 generations. Well written, often surprising and grand in scale, this story kept me in suspense and wanting to hear more.”

~ Jeffrey Slaff (5 STARS)
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“An amazing story of two families that intertwine beautifully; and keep you rooting for a true love story that builds over a lifetime. Don’t pass up this book that will keep a smile on your face as you zip through it!”

~ Suzanne Rachel (5 STARS)

<<<<X>>>>

LOVE, LOSS, AND LAGNIAPPE:

“Written with a genuine flair for originality, Robbins has created a cast of distinctive characters deftly embedded in a narrative-driven, exceptionally engaging story that holds the readers’ fully engaged attention from beginning to end. ...very highly recommended, especially for community library Contemporary General Fiction...”

~ Midwest Book Review
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“If you are looking for a great read with a little something extra, search no further; Love, Loss, and Lagniappe is the novel for you.”

~ Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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“This is a fast-paced novel, with great moments of joy and devastating moments of heartbreak and sadness. Drew is the main character, and how he deals with life-changing moments are the foundation of this captivating novel. His choices are authentic and powerful yet could easily be misunderstood. There are layers of meaning, and an astute reader will dig in and truly relish the nuances within this plot. There is nothing like a long walk to clear the mind and discover life’s meanings. Author Richard Robbins has skillfully crafted a thoughtful romantic fictional work in Love, Loss and Lagniappe: A Love Story That Defied the Laws of Nature. This is much more than a romantic story!”

~ Deborah Lloyd for Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews (5 STARS)
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the First 3 Chapters of Richard Robbins’ second novel, PANICLES, an award-winning, sweeping saga of love, war, money, and power.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

RICHARD ROBBINS’ Books at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the Prologue and First 2 Chapters of David Litwack’s multiple award-winning THE DAUGHTER OF THE SEA AND THE SKY, a look at the line between faith and fantasy, fanatics and followers, and religion and reason.

~~~
[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

~~~
[image: image]


OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!
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To my brothers’ families on my side, my sisters’ families on my wife’s side, as well as my good and dear friends, be they from grade school or newly made. You inspire me to be a little bit kinder each day.

The last sentence in this book flows directly from my heart, straight to each and every one of you (no reading ahead!).
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Introduction
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The air is crisp atop the Tikal Temple, high above the humidity of the rain forest in what is now modern-day Guatemala. Standing on the peak of the limestone pyramid, one hundred and fifty feet above the ancient Mayan city of Yum Tax, all you see is the canopy of trees below.

Despite centuries of war and rivalry, including with the mighty Teotihuacán of far-off Mexico, Mayan civilization flourished in the years 250 to 900 AD, creating advances in architecture, art, and astronomy, including the Mayan Calendar, which rivaled that of any in the civilized world.

And then it suddenly collapsed.

The Mayans did not disappear; they just abandoned their great cities and moved to the countryside to pursue an agrarian lifestyle. Historians believe the dispersal was due to a combination of drought, deforestation, and tribal war, but by the end of the ninth century, the mighty Mayan cities sat deserted.

They lived the next few centuries in the highlands and fertile valleys of Central America, where they fragmented into many smaller tribes including the K’iche’, the Ixil, and the Mam. Although rivalries between the tribes occasionally resulted in conflict, the Mayans lived simple, quiet lives, for the most part.

Then came the Conquistadors.

The Spanish, led by Hernán Cortés, invaded Mexico and conquered the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán in 1519. Two years later, Cortés dispatched the cruel and brutal Pedro de Alvarado to Guatemala. Armed with a mixture of Spanish and Mexican soldiers, Alvarado exploited local tribal rivalries and conquered the remaining resistance, establishing Spanish Colonial Rule in Guatemala. Following the conquest, European diseases including plague, smallpox, and measles ravaged the local population, which had no resistance, killing off almost three quarters of Guatemala’s two million people.

Colonial rule was cruel and exploitative of the Maya, and continued into the early 1800s. Eleven years into the Mexican War of Independence, Spain accepted Mexican independence in 1821. Shortly afterwards, Guatemala declared itself independent. The next century saw endless cycles of political strife and violence, as well as continued oppression of the indigenous people by the descendants of the Spanish settlers, as well as by the United Fruit Company—who would later become Chiquita Banana—whose influence and power in Guatemala and neighboring Costa Rica gave rise to the term Banana Republics.

After World War II, a succession of Guatemalan Presidents pursued liberal reform, attempting to provide health care and education to a wider share of the population. These reforms threatened the interests of the aristocracy, not to mention the United Fruit Company. In 1951, four Communist party members gained election to the Guatemalan parliament, alarming the US government. In an effort to halt the spread of Communism and protect the profits of United Fruit, the CIA, with the support of United Fruit, armed and trained a militia of mercenaries and Guatemalan exiles, and overthrew the popularly elected Guatemalan government.

Civil War followed.

A series of progressively more brutal CIA-backed leaders fought to suppress leftist resistance groups, culminating with CIA-trained government death squads under the control of the crooked and merciless General Efraín Ríos Montt. After taking power in a coup in 1982, Montt ordered his death squads to destroy entire villages, often killing innocent peasants or placing them in forced labor patrols. Overall, two hundred thousand Guatemalans were killed in the Civil War, and another hundred thousand fled to Mexico or the United States.

This is the story of one of those who fled—one mute peasant who would soon and forever change the world as we know it.
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PART 1 – Hana
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“Compassion is the radicalism of our time.”

The Dalai Lama
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Chapter 1
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Spring 1996

Hana owned the silence. She wrapped herself inside it like a warm blanket on a chilly fall evening, when the mountain winds blew through the cracks in the palm thatching of her childhood home, the one her father had built for the three of them.

As she hid in the hall closet, below the week’s laundry, her silence had never been more urgent. It had been thirteen years since she’d fled her home, and since she’d uttered a single word, or even made more than an occasional grunting sound. At times, she wished she could be like the other young women. She prayed that words would flow from her mouth the way the beautiful embroidery flowed from her hands. But try as she might, no sounds ever came. She had been brought to the tribal leaders for healing rituals, and had even seen a United Nations doctor who’d visited their village, but neither were able to offer help or advice. She thus learned to embrace her muteness, and live a simple life of sewing and silence.

“Quiet, everyone,” whispered Imelda, leader of the craft women. “They’re almost here. Nobody move an inch or make a sound.”

Hana burrowed deep below the blouses and sheets, and pulled the corners over her sandaled feet until not a single inch of her brown skin was exposed against the white backdrop of the laundry. Fully covered, she could do nothing but wait... and pray to Yum Kaax, the Mayan God of Nature and the Woods, her personal deity.

Moments later, she was startled by the unmistakable sounds of the government death squads searching the village for suspected rebel fighters: the smack of large rubber boots crossing the moist soil road leading to the village; the crack of branches breaking and the bustle of animals scurrying from the advancing warriors; the shouting and the laughter—always the laughter.

It would not be she who made the sound that alerted the soldiers, the sound that brought the guns, the explosions, the blood and death.

Not this time.

Not again.
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Chapter 2
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San Juan Ostuncalco, Guatemala, Spring, 1983

His long pale head wilted to one side, covered in facial hair. His lean arms stretched to the side, nailed to the cross, blood dripping from calloused palms. Hana gazed at the ambiguous facial expression. Was it pain? Contentment? Relief? Though she found the image unsettling, she couldn’t look away from the life-sized painting on the side wall of her small, windowless, adobe brick schoolhouse.

He more closely resembled the Ladinos, the descendants of the Spanish Settlers who’d conquered Central America in the 1500s, than he did the native Mayans with their round, brown, hairless faces. Still, he felt different and alien to her, and out of place in the remote Guatemalan highlands.

Her parents had told her to be grateful to the Catholic Church for providing education to remote villages like theirs, so, ever the respectful daughter, she dutifully attended school and participated in her education, but that didn’t stop her mind from wandering.

As she contemplated the image, a loud crack from the front of the room startled her.

“School’s over. Have a safe weekend, everybody,” announced Maria Terésa, as she smacked her azadón, or hoe, on the worn-out chalkboard, which was her way of announcing the end of the school day.

Hana turned to her friend Yoselin and smiled. “She gets me every time with that. No matter how ready I am, I still jump when she smacks that board.”

“Me too,” replied Yoselin, as she gathered her school supplies and headed outside. “But I was ready for it today. You were daydreaming. I saw you, and I laughed when you jumped.”

“I’ll be ready next time,” said Hana. “Are you walking straight home? I’ll walk with you and then go home from there. It’s not too far out of the way.”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want to make it home before the rain?”

Hana looked up and considered the May afternoon sky, the start of the rainy season. She knew the heavy rains came during the late afternoon each day, beginning shortly after school, and ending an hour or so later.

“I think I can make it to your house and then mine before the rains come,” she said. “And if I do get caught in the rain, I don’t mind. I like the rain. It feels clean, and when I get home wet, my mother takes extra care of me.”

“Okay, follow me,” said Yoselin.

Yoselin started down the muddy path home with Hana a half step behind. They strolled through the lush grasslands punctuated by pine and oak trees, along the wooded path ten thousand feet above the fertile valley below. They walked past the village women sitting in front of their small huts, gossiping with their neighbors as they finished their daily weaving or grinding of corn.

Hana struggled to keep up with Yoselin, who was more familiar with her path home, and as such, better able to anticipate and avoid the rougher parts of the trail, like the sharp rocks and the deeper holes.

Hana had always loved her walks through the village, and took different routes as often as she could, in part to see and experience different parts of the village, and in part to delay the housework that awaited her upon her arrival. She’d taken extra effort the past few days, since only one more week of school remained before the extended summer break, the long period necessary to allow the children to help with the harvesting season, and perhaps take over a greater share of the housework when their fathers were forced to leave home to work in the fincas. The fincas, large corporate-owned plantations, were far from the village and managed by wealthy, often cruel Patrons. Rural peasant men were forced by the government to serve time in the fincas during the busy season, and Hana and Yoselin’s fathers were no exception. They would soon leave home to fulfill their service, leaving greater burdens on the women they left behind.

As they arrived at her home, Yoselin turned back towards Hana. “Here we are. Thanks for walking me home. Will you have any time to play tomorrow?”

“No. We’re going to San Mateo tomorrow. My father has harvested much of his corn, and my mother has finished some clothing, and we’re going to sell them at market.”

“That’s so exciting! Everyone says your mother’s clothing is the finest in the village. You’re going to have a great day. I love going to market too, but we’re not going to be ready for a few weeks. Have fun. I’ll see you in church on Sunday.”

Hana shrugged. “Maybe. My parents don’t really like church, but we may go. We’ll see how my father is feeling after market. If not, I’ll see you in school on Monday.”

Yoselin waved before heading inside. “Okay, good luck tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” said Hana, then turned and continued along the trail towards home.

She proceeded another kilometer, and as she turned onto the final stretch, it began to rain. At first, only a few stray drops fell, but within moments came a heavy downpour. She picked up her pace, saw her hut a few meters in front of her, hopped over the stones arranged in a perimeter around the small, thatched-roof home, opened the wooden door, and walked inside.

When she entered, her mother stood across the one room structure folding some clothing, and her father and uncle stood alongside the opposite wall, deep in conversation.

“Hello Hana.” Her father walked over and bent down to embrace her. “You’re as wet as a stray dog! Let me get you a blanket.” He gently placed the handmade cloth around her shoulders and patted her dry.

Her uncle followed with another embrace.

“Hello Father, hello Uncle Tadao,” said Hana.

“How was school?” asked her uncle. “Did they teach you all about Jesus today?”

“Be quiet,” said her mother. “We’re lucky to have a school at all. There were no schools when I was a girl. She’s learning to read and write. So what if they make her learn about religion too.”

“Are we Catholic or Mayan in this family?” asked Uncle Tadao. “Why are we forced to learn someone else’s religion?”

“Why not pray to both?” replied her father. “It doubles our chances, and we need all the help we can get.” He smiled.

Uncle Tadao shook his head. “It’s not funny. The government, along with the church, I believe, is conspiring to eliminate our culture, our faith, our identity as a people. They want to wipe the Mayan civilization from the face of the Earth. That way we’re less likely to resist, less likely to work together and to organize.” His face reddened, as it always did whenever he spoke passionately. “Did you hear about Dos Erres? They’re systematically eliminating villages, and one day, they’ll come for ours.”

Father smiled and placed his hand lovingly on his brother’s shoulder. “Why would they come here? We have nothing. You can’t take something from someone who has nothing.”

Tadao twisted his shoulder free. “The government is the reason we have nothing. We receive no services, no assistance, no healthcare. They’ve taken all our land, or at least the good land, away from us, and our men are required to serve in the fincas during the busy season, so that we cannot even properly care for the land we have left.” Tadao took a gulp of coffee and continued. “And we do have something they want—we have men, young men. I have spoken to the men from other villages. The government forces come into a village and take the young men, and force them into civilian patrols, arm them with sticks and knives, and make them keep lookout for rebels. They call them rebels. Can you believe that? People who fight to keep the land their families have lived on for centuries, rather than give them to rich families and corporations. And when these rebels come into the villages, seeking only food and comfort, the civil patrols are forced either to fight them, their own people, using only sticks and knives, which are useless and ends in death, or to join the rebels and eventually be killed by government forces. It’s time for us to make a choice: die in our villages, or take up with the rebels and try to take back the power for the people, our people, or at least die trying. Die with honor, like our forefathers.”

Father paused and thought for a moment, then turned towards Hana’s mother. “Izel, why don’t you and Hana go outside and prepare the corn for market tomorrow. Tadao and I need to finish talking.”

Uncle Tadao bent down and kissed Hana on the back of the head. “Hana, dear, don’t listen to your crazy uncle. You know I’m always complaining about something. If I had a father like yours to protect me, I wouldn’t worry about anything. And we’ll have fun at market tomorrow.”

Hana smiled at her uncle, and followed her mother out the rear door.
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“Listen, Xoan,” continued Tadao. “I’m sorry to run my mouth in front of Hana, but you know I’m right. Ah Puch, the death god, lurks on the horizon of our little patch of heaven, and neither Itzamna nor Jesus are going to protect us, unless they arrive with guns and manpower. We need to gather the elders and make a plan.”

“I have a plan,” said Xoan. “And that is to keep doing what we have done for hundreds of years. Take care of the land, and hope that the war ends and that we can survive it.”

“Okay,” said Tadao. “I’ll tell Jesus of your decision. I’ll let you know what he says.”

Xoan smiled. “In my experience, he’s not very talkative. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow when the sun rises. We’ll head to market together.”

The brothers embraced, and Tadao left through the front door. Moments later, Hana and Izel returned through the rear door.
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“Hana, let’s prepare dinner,” said her mother. “Now that Uncle Tadao has left, I find my appetite returning.” She shot Father an angry glance.

Mother stood next to her over the small fire along the one side of the hut that served as kitchen. Hana stirred the rice and beans with a wooden spoon as Mother placed cut up chicken pieces on clay plates, and topped them with the rice and beans mixture. Hana brought the meals to the table, poured glasses of fresh rainwater for each of them, and sat down between her parents.

The family ate quietly until finished, then sat at the table and discussed the events of the day. Hana spoke of her studies as well as the gossip from the other girls in her class, while her mother described her latest clothing creations, and her father the results of the day’s harvest.

Near the end of the meal, Father stood up from the table and turned back to Hana and Mother. “Tomorrow we leave for market at sunrise. Let’s prepare for bed so that we may awake early for our trip.”

Mother and Hana stood and gathered the dishes. “That’s good,” said Mother. “We’ll wash the dishes and prepare for bed. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”

Hana followed her mother’s directions, cleaned the dishes, and prepared their beds. Although she thought she was too excited to rest, she quickly dozed off.

The next morning, Mother gently nudged Hana awake, and helped her dress and wash her face. Together they packed a sack with bananas and water for the six-kilometer walk to San Mateo, and went outside, where Father and Uncle Tadao waited.

“Let us begin,” said Father, taking the sack from Mother. “The earlier we arrive, the better location we’ll have at market, and the more time we’ll have to trade with others.”

Mother put her hand on Hana’s shoulder and directed her forward. “We’re ready. Let’s go.”

Hana and her mother started along the trail, with Father and Uncle Tadao following a few steps behind, keeping an eye on the two of them in front, as was their custom.

Hana smiled as she walked, appreciating the new and different sights, sounds, and smells along the way. They had only recently allowed her to accompany them to market, and it quickly became her favorite activity. The trail out from her village felt like the road to freedom and adventure. San Mateo, with its large public square, full of people from surrounding villages, felt like the center of the world. If there was a heaven, as she was told in school, it must be like walking on this trail to market, on a crisp morning, with her mother’s hand in hers, and her father and uncle close behind.
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Chapter 3
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Spring 1983

The vibrant marketplace stimulated the senses, not to mention, as her father had explained, the local economy of the Quetzeltenango region of Guatemala. Brilliant colors radiated in contrast to the sandy brown backdrop of the public square on a busy Saturday morning. The yellows and greens of the newly harvested corn, the oranges and reds of the plantains and beans, and the rich blues and reds of the dyed hemp and cotton fabrics of ceremonial dresses, all evoked the colors of the sun setting over Lake Atitlán. The sound of chickens and turkeys in their cages served as backdrop to heated negotiations over sales and trades. The commotion of merchants and customers carrying their wares, and of children and dogs running in the aisles, provided movement, excitement, and humor.

Hana made her way through the aisles, enthralled by the sights and sounds. As she returned to her parent’s table, she watched as an elderly woman admired a multicolored embroidered skirt her mother had made of dyed hemp.

“This is beautiful work,” said the woman. “I’ve not seen embroidery such as this in many years. You have wonderful skill. May I buy it to wear at my daughter’s wedding?”

“It would be my honor to have you do so,” said her mother.

The woman reached into her sack and handed Izel a twenty Quetzal bill. “You are blessed. Hun-Choen speaks to me through your hands. Bless you.” The woman placed the skirt in her sack, bent over and kissed Izel’s hands, and walked away.

Hana waited for the woman to leave, then looked up at her mother. “Who is Hun-Choen, and why did that woman kiss your hands?”

Before her mother could answer, Uncle Tadao leaned in and said, “Hun-Choen is a Monkey God.” He began to scratch his underarms and jump up and down like a monkey, making funny monkey sounds.

Hana laughed, and Izel interrupted. “It’s not funny. Hun-Choen is the god of crafts, and I do feel his blessing when I work. That woman was serious, and it is an honor to have made a skirt for her to wear at her daughter’s wedding.”

“I’m sorry,” said Uncle Tadao. “I was just trying to make Hana laugh.”

“You are a fool indeed,” said Hana’s father to Tadao, smiling. He turned to her mother and continued. “You’re right, and as I have told you many times, you are indeed gifted by the gods, and your gift brings joy to many, none more so than Hana and me.”

“Thank you, that’s more like it,” said Mother. “That was the last of my clothing. I’m ready to return home if you are.”

“Yes, I am ready. I’m very satisfied with our day at market. We sold everything we had to sell, and at good prices. Let’s pack up.”

They placed their remaining supplies, as well as the items they’d purchased, into their sack and began the hour-long walk home. The trail looked and sounded different traveling in the opposite direction, and in the long shadows of the afternoon, than it had during the morning’s trip. Hana carefully observed each passing tree and animal, and enjoyed the good humor and cheerful conversations of her happy parents and uncle.
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As they approached their village, they noticed an odd stillness from the homes on the edge of town. The paths that were usually filled with children sat empty and still. Doors that normally hung opened were closed.

After passing a few more homes, Father became concerned and turned to Tadao. “Where is everyone?”

“Is there a wedding or holiday that we had forgotten?” Uncle Tadao responded.

“Not that I’m aware of, and I am very aware of these things,” said Mother.

As she finished, one of Father’s friends, Macen, crossed the path a few meters ahead of them.

“Macen,” Father said, “where are you going? Where is everybody?”

“There’s an urgent meeting in the municipal building,” he replied. “We have visitors, and they have asked us to assemble the men of the village. All the men are attending, and the women and children are home, and have been instructed to keep the doors closed and to stay inside and be quiet.”

Tadao stood up straight and stepped forward, in front of Hana’s father. “Who are they? Why are they here? What’s happening?”

Macen moved closer and whispered, “It’s the EGP, the Guerilla Army for the Poor. They’re hiding from the government forces, and are asking for food and shelter. Come, let’s go hear them out.”

Tadao turned to her father. “I will go now. You go and escort Izel and Hana home safely, and then join me. We must hear them out, perhaps to help them, but definitely to prepare for the consequences, either way.”

“I’ll meet you soon,” said Father, as he took Mother’s and Hana’s hands. “Come, let’s go. Quickly.”

They hurried down the dirt path home as Tadao and Macen headed towards the municipal building.

Hana’s father opened the door, ushered her and Mother inside, and spoke quickly. “Stay inside, be silent, and do not light more than one candle. I must go, but I’ll be home shortly. Do not worry, this will pass. I must bring common sense and calm to this meeting.” Father turned to leave.

Mother grabbed his arm as he turned. “Be careful, and come home soon. I love you.”

Hana’s father turned back to Mother and held her tightly. “I’ll return soon. All is well.” He bent down and embraced Hana, then turned and hurried out the door.
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Xoan headed down the path to the municipal building, first walking, then jogging, finally sprinting the remainder of the way.

When he reached the building, he entered and saw the largest collection of village men that he’d ever seen, standing shoulder to shoulder, facing two dozen or so dirty and darkly tanned men, with poorly matching green fatigues draped over their thin bodies, carrying an assortment of rifles of different sizes and makes. The oldest one, still young but aging prematurely, was preparing to speak. The village men gathered quietly in front of him, deep in attention.

The soldier placed his rifle on the table beside him, walked to the center of the room, scanned the assembled villagers from side to side, and waited for the room to become absolutely silent before speaking. He began in a deep, heavily accented but low voice. “My name is Rafaél Cardóna. I was born in the town of Huehuetenango, not sixty kilometers north of this very village. I am small, I am brown, and I am poor, just like you. My family has lived in these highlands for a thousand years, since before the Conquistadors came and stole our country from us, since before they gave our land to the Ladinos and the foreign corporations, since before the days when men were forced from their homes to work in the fincas.”

Cardóna paused to allow the murmuring in the room to settle down. “I have worked the fields for United Fruit. I have kept silent and prayed that my family and my village would be left alone to live on what the earth provides. But what has that brought me, my family, my village, all of us? It has brought only death and destruction, slavery and brutality. And it’s getting worse, not better. We cry out, but the world covers its ears. They cannot help us. They will not help us. Our only hope is ourselves.”

Cardóna paused again, as if to alert the audience to the importance of his next words, then continued, his voice growing steadily louder. “A few months ago, the four major resistance groups united in cause, and together, as brothers, we will be strong, and will resist and overcome this brutality. Our time is now!”

Xoan watched as men stood and cheered.

Cardóna continued now at full volume, his walnut-colored eyes flashing with passion. “Each man must make his own choice. I cannot tell you what you must do for your family. I can only state my case and ask for your consideration. Here are my requests. First, we need food and shelter, just for a single night. General Montt’s men follow our trail, so we cannot stay in one place for more than a single day. My men are tired and hungry, and one night of warmth and food will revive them. Second, we need men, young men, strong of mind and body, to join in our struggle, in the fight for our country, our people, and our way of life. Finally, we seek to win the hearts and minds of all the people. The few cannot enslave the many forever, and once the people believe in our cause, the government will surely fall. I fight for that dream during the day, and pray for it at night. My brothers, I pray that Itzamná protects you and your families, and provides us with the wisdom and courage to prevail. To the native people of Guatemala, strong and free!”

Cardona thrust his rifle high over his head and screamed, and the room erupted in cheers and applause.

Xoan caught sight of Tadao standing and cheering near the side wall and pushed his way through the roused crowd packed into the simple room. Young men made their way to the center to be near Cardóna, and small groups stood in clusters, arguing and gesturing with their arms.

Xoan leaned in to Tadao to better be heard. “The man has a smooth tongue. He will win over many an adversary with his words.”

Tadao began to speak, then paused and looked down at the floor. When he looked back up at Xoan, his eyes were moist. “Indeed he will. He has won me over. He speaks what I feel.”

“I feel him too. I wish him success.”

“That’s not what I mean,” said Tadao. “What I mean is... I must join him. I will leave with them in the morning.”

Xoan placed his hands on Tadao’s shoulders. “You cannot leave. There’s nothing for you out there but war and death.”

“And what’s for me here, Brother? Yes, you’re here, as are Izel and Hana, and I love you with all my heart. But I have no wife, no family of my own, and I would not want to bring a child into this world, to fear for their life each day or to live like a slave. I’d rather risk death for a just world than survive in a world that grows darker each day.”

Xoan paused, considering his words, then looked directly into his brother’s eyes. “And why is it that you have no wife or family? There are many women in the village who would be happy to be your wife, and a hundred more in San Mateo. I have seen the way they look at you. But no, you have no time for that. You are always too busy complaining about the government, about the generals.” He again placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder and continued in a low, calm voice. “Trust me, my brother. Find a woman. Have a child of your own. It will ground you, and you will learn to care about them more than about a struggle that never ends.”

“That is your path, my brother. We have always been different. I see no future for me here, but I do see one for me in the struggle. I am more educated, more able than most in their forces. I can become a leader, someone with responsibility, someone who matters.”

Tadao paused after finishing, then hurriedly spoke again before Xoan had a chance to respond. “I do not mean that you do not matter. You are the most caring brother, husband, and father that I know. I mean that I am not living a life that matters. I now see a chance to do so with the rebels, and I must take that chance.”

Xoan knew Tadao well enough to know that he could not change his mind. He exhaled deeply, and looked across at his brother. “So when will you leave? And will I hear from you again?”

“I’m sheltering three men in my home tonight. We leave tomorrow before sunrise to travel in the dark.”

Xoan brushed the tears from his face with his wrists and leaned in to embrace his brother. “Go with God, my brother. I will pray for you every day.”

Tadao looked him directly in the eyes. “Tell Hana and Izel that I love them, and that I’m doing this for them. I will see you all again, that is my promise.”

Xoan released his embrace and watched Tadao walk away, until his body disappeared into the crowd of men.
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Chapter 4
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San Juan Ostuncalco, Guatemala, Spring 1983

The ominous silence haunted Xoan as he returned home. He’d traveled this path a thousand times, and often felt as if the forest sang to him along his way—the wind whistling through the trees harmonized with the sounds of men husking corn. This night, only silence accompanied him. The afternoon rains had ended, but still the sky had not cleared, leaving the village strangely dark. The men were still meeting, and the women and children remained shuttered in their homes. He trod the path alone, in the dark, dismal dusk.

He reached home and opened the door, startling Izel as he entered. “Don’t worry, all is fine. It’s just me.”

“I didn’t hear you arrive,” said Izel. “You’d think in the still of this night I would’ve heard you.”

“Perhaps I walked more quietly than usual tonight,” he replied.

“Would you like dinner? Hana and I have already eaten, but we have plenty left over for you. Let us prepare you a plate.”

“Thank you, but I’m not hungry. Let us get ready for sleep early tonight. It’s been a long day.” He turned to his daughter. “Hana, you were very helpful at market today. I hope you enjoyed yourself.”

“I did, Father,” said Hana. “Thank you for allowing me to go.”

“You are welcome.”

“Father, may I ask... why were all the men meeting today? And why did Mother and I need to stay inside, with only one candle?”

He smiled. “Hana, my love, you are full of questions. Some may be answered, some may not. This is one of those that Father cannot answer, but trust me, I’m here for you and Mother, and indeed I will handle it.” He bent over to embrace her. “Now go to bed. It’s been a long day.”

“Will we be going to church in the morning?” she asked Hana.

“Not tomorrow, my dear. I do not have it in my heart to attend tomorrow.”

“Okay, Father, goodnight.”

“Goodnight, dear.”

Hana lay down in her bed, and Xoan and Izel walked outside and sat next to each other beside the front door.

“What happened at the meeting?” asked Izel. “I feel as if there is darkness coming.”

As she finished, Xoan bent down, buried his face into his hands, and wept. His wife watched as his back heaved up and down.

She soon leaned over and placed her arm around his shoulder. “What’s the matter, my love? Please tell me.”

“The storm is indeed coming. I feel it too. We’ve been fortunate to have lived our lives in peace. Yes, working at the fincas takes me away from home, and if that’s all I must do, I’m content to do so. But I’m afraid we may not be able to avoid the storm any longer.”

Izel sat up and drew closer to him. “What has happened? Please tell me.”

“The EGP has come to our village. They spoke of their struggle, and are seeking shelter and reinforcements.” Xoan paused, took a deep breath, and steadied himself. “And Tadao is leaving with them in the morning.”

Izel pulled her arm off his shoulder, sat up straight, thought for a moment, then turned to him, eyes flashing. “Of course he is! I would expect nothing less of Tadao.”

Xoan looked back at Izel, confused. “What do you mean? I do not understand.”

“Of course you don’t. You have never been able to see your brother the way he truly is. He is always speaking of justice for all, but in truth it is always about him. He speaks of his devotion to Hana and us, but it is just an excuse to not have a family of his own, so that he doesn’t have to care about anybody but himself. I am sure that he is going off with the rebels because he sees an opportunity for himself.” Izel stood up, walked a few feet in a circle, then looked back at Xoan and continued. “And what’s worse is that he tries to convince you, perhaps even to convince himself, that he is doing this for noble reasons, for others, for the people. Well, he cannot fool me. This is all about Tadao. It has always been all about Tadao.”

Xoan looked up from his seat near the door, the tracks of his tears visible on the side of his tanned, dirty face. “I know my brother better than you think, my love, and I know that there is truth to what you say. But he does love us, and this village, and I will miss my brother, imperfect though he may be. He asked me say goodbye to you, and to tell you that he loves you and Hana too.”

Izel began to speak, then stopped herself and looked out into the distance. She gazed out to the fields, trails, and homes of the village in which she was born and had started a family, out to the only home she’d ever known, and wiped the moisture from her eyes.
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Xoan sat on the step outside their front door, sipping coffee and nodding at villagers passing by on their way to church. His fellow villagers had long since stopped asking him if he was planning on attending, or teasing him about his absences, and were particularly careful not to offend him on this day.

He could hear the sounds of Izel cleaning the breakfast dishes inside, careful not to wake Hana, who slept late this morning after the activity from the previous day at market. As he sipped his coffee, he replayed the events of the previous evening: the words of the EGP leader, the look on his brother’s face as he told him of his decision to leave with the rebels in the morning. He wondered where his brother was right now, how far he’d gone, and in which direction. Where would his brother sleep? When would he see Tadao again? Would he see him again?

Suddenly, a series of explosions came from the direction of the church. He soon recognized them as gunshots, and jumped to his feet and ran inside.

Izel ran to him as he entered. “What were those sounds? They sounded like explosions. Are you hurt?”

Xoan shook as he responded. “Those are gunshots, and they’re coming from the church. I’ve heard of this happening in other villages. The government troops arrive during church services, believing that most of the villagers would be gathered there at that time. They take the young men and force them into civilian patrols, but if there’s a shortage of young men, they assume that they’ve gone with the rebels, and that the village is sympathetic to the rebels, and they destroy the village. I’ve heard such stories from others at market.”

“What are we to do? Should we run?” asked Izel.

Hana sat up in her bed and stared wide-eyed at her parents speaking. “What’s happening, Father? Is everything okay?”

“Hana, there’s trouble in our village,” he said. “Listen to me, and do exactly as I say. It’s very important.”

“Yes, Father.”

“Okay, you and Mother kneel on the ground next to the back door. I’ll place a blanket over you. Stay still and be absolutely silent until I tell you otherwise. Under no circumstances are you to speak or make a single sound, do you understand me? You must do as I say.”

Hana jumped out of bed, and Izel guided her to the floor near the back door as Xoan placed the largest blanket he could find fully over them, careful to make sure that they were completely covered. He then found another blanket and bent down below the kitchen table, and covered himself fully.

They kept still under their sheets, but soon heard the sounds coming closer. First came the sound of vehicles speeding along the muddy trails, punctuated by gunshots. Then came the men, their heavy boots pounding soft earth, followed by doors being kicked open, and shouting and laughter.

Suddenly, their door blew open, shattering as it was kicked in.
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The sound startled Hana, and she let out a squeal “Ayyy!”

One of the soldiers turned towards the sound and yelled as he pointed his machine gun. “They’re here!”

Father jumped up from behind the table, his blanket dropping to the floor. “Please, it’s just us, a simple family. Have mercy!”

Another soldier turned towards him and immediately shot him in the chest multiple times. Father dropped onto the kitchen table. As he fell, Mother stood up, their blanket falling to the floor, exposing herself and Hana, who lay on the ground.

“There’s another,” shouted a third soldier, and he fired on her.

Hana’s mother dropped to the floor.

Hana stood up and, in shock, looked directly at the soldier who had just shot her mother.

“Shoot her already,” ordered the first soldier who had kicked in the door. “Get it over with. Let’s be done and get out of here!”

The soldier who’d shot her mother stood over Hana and pointed the machine gun directly at her chest. With his gun pointed, he looked directly into her eyes and paused. Their eyes locked onto each other’s for a moment, which felt much longer. The soldier pointed the gun down, and reached out and opened the back door of the house.

“Go,” he screamed at her. “Go, now. Run, and keep running until you can’t run anymore. Go!” He shoved her out the door.

Hana ran out the door, past military vehicles surrounding the other homes in the village, past men in fatigues holding guns and running in different directions, past the sounds of gunfire and screaming, past two of her neighbor’s homes on fire, past motionless bodies on the ground. After running past the edge of the village, she realized that she was on the path towards San Mateo, towards the village market she had been to the day before.

She cried as she ran, the sounds from the village becoming fainter and farther behind her, but still strange sounds came from the forest beside the trail.

Are there men in the woods?

She remembered the words her father had told her, to be silent, to not speak or make a single sound. So she forced herself to stop crying, to stop making any sound at all, to just keep running—scared, alone, and silent.
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Chapter 5
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Spring 1983

The shadows grew more menacing, and the animal sounds more exotic the farther Hana ran from her village. She had not been paying as close attention to her surroundings on her trip the previous day, and was no longer certain she was still on the road to San Mateo. Turning around and going back was not an option, so she continued forward, running until she tired, then walking until she gathered enough breath to run again.

As she ran, the memory of the assault played over in her mind: her parents’ screams as they were gunned down, the loud crack of gunfire. She remembered her father’s order to stay silent, which she’d violated, and the look in the soldier’s eyes as he pointed the gun at her—the anger, the fear, and the humanity. Their eyes had locked into each other’s as if their souls were joined together, just for that one moment.

The concept of time abandoned her as she ran, but eventually she came upon the first buildings on the edge of San Mateo. The familiar view gave her a moment of comfort, and she sped up her pace until she reached the center of the village, near the site of the marketplace. While the location was the same, the scene was quite different than it was the previous day. Rather than the activity of the market, there was peace and quiet, with no tables, no merchandise, and only a few people in the courtyard as opposed to the hundreds she had seen the prior day.

She wandered around the square, tying to orient herself to the unexpected scene, not sure what to do. After a few minutes, an elderly woman, small and square, wearing a simple multicolored peasant blouse, bent down and spoke to her.

“My dear, are you lost? It looks like you’re looking for someone or something.”

Hana looked up at her and tried to speak, but no words came from her mouth. Instead, she looked directly into her eyes, and locked onto them.

“Cat got your tongue?” joked the woman. “You look tired and thirsty. Here, come with me. Let’s go over to the church. Services have just let out, and we can get you some water, and maybe a bite to eat, and figure out where your parents are.”

The woman leaned down and took Hana by the hand, and the two of them walked silently across the square towards the largest building in view, the town church. The woman opened the door, led Hana inside, and they proceeded past a few people deep in conversation, until they reached a tall, dark-haired woman sitting at a desk near the back of the room.

The elderly woman stood in front of the desk and waited for the seated woman to finish writing, then spoke. “Ximena, may I speak with you for a second?”

“Certainly, Luz. What can I do for you?” replied the seated woman. Looking across at Hana, she continued. “And who’s this nice young lady with you today?”

“I saw her walking around the square this morning. She was alone, and looked lost. I think I recognize her from the market yesterday. She was here with her family. I believe they were from San Juan Ostuncalco,” said Luz. “I’ve asked for her name, but she cannot reply. She looks tired and thirsty. I was hoping we could get her some water, and perhaps help her find her parents.”

Ximena stood up and gave them a broad, warm smile. “Of course we can. Thank you for bringing her to us. We’ll take care of her from here. Come, dear, let’s get you some water and find your home.”

“I will go,” said Luz. “Please, let me know if I can be of any help. And would you also please let me know when you find her family. I’d be comforted knowing that she’s found her parents.”

“Certainly,” said Ximena.

Ximena took Hana’s hand firmly in hers, and led her into another room filled with large wooden tables and chairs, which looked like a classroom. The walls were covered with images of Jesus, some of him giving sermons, some with crowns, and many of him fixed on the cross. School books lay scattered on the tables.

Although everything was new and different to her, the most compelling sight for Hana was that of Ximena herself. She stood nearly a head taller than any woman she’d ever seen. Her skin was paler, her hair thinner and longer, and her clothes more like that of the government workers from Guatemala City, who occasionally visited her village in their vehicles. Her voice and accent also seemed distant and exotic.

Ximena took a pitcher of water and filled a cup, and handed it to Hana, who drank it fully without stopping.

“You’re certainly thirsty,” said Ximena, as she refilled the cup and handed it back to her. “Now tell me, dear, where are you from and where are your parents? I want to help you get home.”

Hana looked back up at her and did not speak.

Ximena looked down into Hana’s dark brown eyes, and a concerned look spread across her face. She led her to a seat in the corner of the room and helped her sit down. “Okay, you rest here. I’ll see what we can do. If you need anything, just come outside the room. Someone will be there all the time.”

Hana looked up and nodded, and Ximena walked out the door.
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Ximena walked down the long hallway towards the main sanctuary, where she came across Father Manuel Alonzo sitting in the front row of seats, reading quietly to himself. “Holy Father, may I speak with you?”

“Certainly, Ximena. What is on your mind?”

“Luz Hernandez came across a young girl this morning, wandering the square alone, tired and thirsty, and brought her to me. She recognized her from the market yesterday, and believes she is from San Juan Ostuncalco. She appears to be five or six years of age. I gave her some water and asked her name, but she could not reply. She appears frightened. I’d like to help her find her family, but wanted to ask for your advice and assistance.”

“Of course, we shall help her. Let us walk out into the square. It’s likely that her parents are outside right now looking for her. If not, we can let the school and municipal building know that she is with us. Her parents will know to ask for her at one of those places.”

Father Alonzo headed out of the sanctuary, and Ximena followed by his side. They continued down the hallway and out the front door, into the bright midday sun, and proceeded through the square towards the schoolhouse. As they crossed the square, two government military jeeps, painted in green and brown camouflage, pulled quickly into the square and skidded to a stop.

A large man in fatigues carrying a machine gun across his chest stood up on the seat of the first car and called out in a loud voice for all in the square to hear. “Citizens of San Mateo, we are looking for traitors from the village of San Juan Ostuncalco. That village has become allied with the guerillas, the enemies and traitors to our country. We’ve arrested the traitors, but we believe some may have escaped. If you see or know the whereabouts of any of these traitors, you must immediately report them to the military. Providing aid and assistance, or failure to report the presence of these traitors, will result in arrest and imprisonment.”

The soldier turned and looked three hundred and sixty degrees around the square while standing on the seat, then sat down and ordered the vehicles to leave. The two vehicles sped past the square, dust blowing from behind them as they passed by.

Ximena turned towards Father Alonzo, her face flushed hot with urgency. “Father, I fear that the army has raided San Juan Ostuncalco. Is it possible that our little girl has escaped from that village? That this poor little girl has run all the way here? We must find out what has happened.”

“Let us return to the church,” said Father Alonzo. “It may not be safe out here.”

They turned back towards the church, and picked up their pace as they crossed the square.
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Father Alonzo returned into the room, sat down and placed his hands atop his large, wooden desk, and looked up at Ximena. “I’ve spoken to some of the men from town, and my fears are true. They have destroyed the village, just as they did at Dos Erres and at La Plazuela. Such a horror. May God rest their souls. This violence must stop.”

Ximena stood across from him, her eyes widened. “Then the little girl may be an orphan, or her parents may be in custody. Either way, we cannot return her home. There’s no home for her to return to.”

“That is true,” said Father Alonzo. “Can you find a suitable place for her until her parents return for her, or perhaps longer?”

Ximena wiped tears from her eyes and replied as she walked towards the door. “Yes, Father, I will.”

She walked out the front door, through the square, and down the trail to Luz’s small, thatched hut, and knocked on the front door. Luz opened the door and looked up at her. “Ximena, thank you for coming to my home. Did you find the little girl’s parents?”

“No, we did not, and I’m not sure that we ever will,” she replied.

“Why, what has happened?”

“I believe the army has destroyed her village. It’s possible that this poor little girl has run all the way here, on her own, and may now be an orphan.”

Luz began to weep. “Oh Lord, how can that be? How can anybody do that? To a family... to a little girl?”

Ximena leaned over and embraced her. “We’ve seen it before, and I fear we’ll see it again. In the meantime, we need to find a home for this little girl. Do you know of any home that can take her, perhaps for a short time, perhaps longer?”

Luz gathered herself and replied. “I will take her in. I’m too old to have more children of my own, but too young to live alone the rest of my life.” She paused, then continued. “My husband passed last year, and my two daughters have married and moved to other villages, but I can support myself with my cooking and sewing. It would serve the Lord for me to take in this child, and she will brighten my home and my heart. I will care for her as I would for my very own.”

“Thank you, Luz, you are an angel of mercy and kindness. I’ll speak to the girl and bring her here.” Ximena turned and hurried back to the church.

She entered the room where she’d left the girl, and walked over to the chair where she sat leafing through children’s books.

Ximena sat down next to her and spoke in her most calming voice. “My dear, we’re looking for your family. In the meantime, Señora Luz will take you in. She’s a loving woman, and will provide you a home and treat you well. Come with me.”
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Hana nodded, stood up, and silently followed Ximena out of the church and down the path to Luz’s home.

Luz stood waiting outside, holding a plate of bread and water in one hand, and a small collection of flowers in the other.

Ximena looked down at Hana. “My dear, here’s your new home until we find your family, or longer if necessary. You will be well taken care of here.”

Luz placed the food and flowers on a small table next to the front door, bent down on one knee, and embraced Hana. “I will care for you, my precious little gift. You will be safe here.”

Hana stood still and silent at first, arms at her side, as she was embraced. After a moment, she picked up her arms and gently returned the embrace. The two of them remained in that position for many minutes, while Ximena stood tall above them and wept.
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Chapter 6
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Winter 1984

“Come, my little flower. Off to school. We don’t want to be late.” Luz handed Hana her school supplies. “It’s Friday. When you get home, we’ll prepare for market tomorrow.”

Hana finished putting on her sandals, tossed her sack of schoolwork over her shoulder, and reached out for Luz’s hand. The two walked hand-in-hand down the path towards the schoolhouse, which sat adjacent to the church, on the far side of the town square.

When they reached the school, Luz leaned over and kissed Hana on the back of the head. “Have a good day, my sweet one. See you soon.”

Hana looked up, nodded, gave the faint hint of a smile, and turned and walked into her classroom.

The schoolhouse in San Mateo was much larger than the one in San Juan Ostuncalco, with children separated into different rooms by age and gender. Hana was placed with the second youngest group of girls, aged six to nine. As the youngest in her class, Hana was among the smaller girls, second only to Deisi, who had become her closest friend.

As Hana entered the classroom, she scanned the tables and desks to find a suitable seat. Near the back of the room, she noticed Deisi standing on her tip toes, smiling and waving her right hand above her head.

“Hana, here!” called Deisi. “I saved a seat for you.”

Hana strained to see the seat behind the taller girls, then nodded at Deisi, walked over, and placed her school supplies on the desk in front of the seat.

“Hey, Hana,” said Deisi. “If I were you, I’d sit down and get ready quick. Señora Aguilar is not happy today. The other girls were arguing over their desks and she scolded them. So, let’s sit and be quiet.”

Hana held back a smile, appreciating the irony of the order, since Deisi was undoubtedly the biggest talker in class, and given that Hana herself was mute.

Hana had grown fond of Deisi over the course of the school year. While the other girls generally ignored her, Deisi always made an effort to include her in all her activities. She wondered if Deisi befriended her because all the other girls were annoyed with her constant talking, or if she just enjoyed being able to speak more often in Hana’s presence due to her muteness. Either way, they had become constant companions, and Hana appreciated that, despite Deisi’s chattering and unpredictable temper, when Hana communicated with her, she paid careful and intuitive attention.

After a few hours of classwork, Señora Aguilar announced that it was time for lunch, and arranged the girls in single file for the walk into the small, open-walled lunchroom.

Deisi sat near the end of the table, and patted the chair next to her, calling for Hana to sit.

Hana walked over and sat down, as Señora Aguilar handed out small packets wrapped in handmade towels, containing the lunches the girls had brought to school.

As Hana waited for her lunch, Headmaster Estrada walked up beside her. “Good morning, Hana. How are you this lovely Friday?”

Hana looked up, squinted from the bright midday sun, nodded and gave him a small smile.

“Very good, and I hope you finish your whole lunch. I know you and Señora Luz have a busy weekend at market coming up.” The Headmaster gently touched her shoulder and walked towards the next table.

After he’d left, Señora Aguilar placed Hana’s lunch on the table in front of her.

Hana took a peek to her left, and noticed that Deisi was still talking about something her father had done the prior day, unaware that Hana was unpacking her lunch and not listening. Hana gently unfolded the thin, white, embroidered towel with small blue flowers, and unpacked a small but perfectly ripe banana, and a cup of rice and beans left over from the previous night’s dinner. Beneath the rice and beans, wrapped in a smaller towel, was a single Polvorosa, or shortbread cookie, from the batch she and Luz had made together two days before.

Her favorite.
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Luz approached the school at the end of the day to pick up Hana, and walked over to Ximena, who stood near the doorway.

“Hello, Ximena, how are you this fine day?”

“I am well, praised be The Lord. And how are you and Hana?”

“We’re getting better. She brightens a bit more each day.”

“And her schoolwork? Is she able to keep up? Does she have any friends?”

“Keep up?” Luz beamed as she replied. “She can read and write better than most two years older than her. And her embroidery? It is the best I have seen for any child. I’m told that her mother made the best clothes in her village, and it appears that she too has a natural talent for the craft. I’m able to sell her work at market, and it brings in enough to care for her. She has been a blessing in my life, the light of my eye. I weep for the way it happened, but I thank The Lord every day that I’m able to care for her, and that she has come to brighten my home.”

“I’m so pleased to hear that,” said Ximena. “And her words? Does she speak at all? Does she even make any sound?”

“No, I’m sorry to say, she makes none. Not even a cry or grunt.”

“Then how do you communicate with her? How do you know what she needs, what she wants?”

“I just know. When she needs something, she looks at me, and I look into her eyes, and I can tell. Sometimes I’m wrong, and when I am, I ask her what she wants, and she shakes her head until I get the right answer. And on rare occasions, she’ll write a word or note. But most times, I just look into her eyes and I know.”

“I’m so happy for you both. And now that General Montt has been overthrown, perhaps we will not have to live with the violence of these past few years.”

“I’m older than you, my dear, and my blood is full Mayan, not Spanish like yours. I have seen generals come and go for fifty years, as has my family for a thousand, and the violence does not stop. I do not know politics, but it seems that knowing politics is the fastest way to get killed. I know how to cook, how to sew, and how to love my girls, and I’m good at all of them. It has gotten me this far, and I pray that it’ll get my daughters through life too.”

“I understand,” said Ximena. “And I’m gratified by the way this entire village has cared for Hana, as well as the other innocent victims of this violence. But I will not sit by and let it continue. I will continue the fight for peace and justice.”

“God bless you,” said Luz. “And may God forever bless my sweet Hana.”

“It is my prayer too,” said Ximena.
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Chapter 7
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Spring 1996

“Quiet, everyone,” whispered Imelda, leader of the craft women. “They’re almost here. Nobody move an inch or make a sound.”

Hana burrowed deep below the blouses and sheets, and pulled the corners over her sandaled feet until not a single inch of her brown skin was exposed against the white backdrop of the laundry. Fully covered, there was nothing else she could do but wait—wait, and pray to Yum Kaax, the Mayan God of Nature and the Woods, her personal deity.

Moments later, she was startled by the unmistakable sounds of the government death squads searching the village for suspected rebel fighters—the smack of large rubber boots crossing the moist soil road leading to the village, the crack of branches breaking, the bustle of animals scurrying from the advancing warriors, and of course, the shouting and laughter. Always the laughter.

It would not be she who made the sound that alerted the soldiers. No sound from her would bring the guns, the explosions, the blood and death.

Not this time.

Not again.
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Needles and scissors fell from cluttered shelves as the hut shook from the sound and wake of passing trucks. Until a year ago, when Luz passed, Hana had only visited the craft center during the day for work. Now that Luz was no longer around to care for her, she’d been forced to move into the small, grass-walled hut, along with the other young, unmarried women without families. Although Imelda took good care of them, made sure they were warm and well cared for, as she hid for her life under thin white sheets, Hana longed for Luz’s calming presence.

As the clamor grew nearer, Hana strained to hear an unexpected sound in the distance, the sound of church bells ringing. Faint at first, and hard to separate from the sounds of the soldiers, the ringing became steadier, and unmistakable. As the bells grew louder, the clatter of the soldiers diminished, then stopped.

Hana was relieved, but still too scared to move.

After a few minutes, Deisi, who was hiding beside her, tapped Hana’s foot to get her attention.

Hana responded with a small kick, hoping to stop her, but moments later she tapped again. Hana pulled the sheet from on top of her head, and saw Deisi sitting up next to her, ready to talk.

Hana put her finger over her lips, but Deisi ignored her and whispered, “Hana, do you think they’re gone? Is it safe to get up?”

Hana glared at her, and pulled the sheet back over her head.

Deisi knew exactly what she meant, and Hana could hear that she did the same.
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Hana waited another few moments in the silence, then snuck over to the window to peek outside just for a second.

Clouds of dust blacked out the sky as the military vehicles skidded to their stops in the town square in front of the small, yellow, ornate concrete Roman Catholic Church that dominated the site.

“Who goes there?” shouted the soldier in the passenger seat of the lead vehicle, an open-air, camouflage-painted jeep. “Who dares ring these bells in our presence? Show yourself!”

The church bells went silent. A moment later, the church door opened, and out stepped Ximena, her shiny, multicolored ceremonial gown and bright green eyes radiant in the afternoon sun. The thin cut of the gown, along with her highest heeled shoes, highlighted her unusual height, perfect posture, and striking European beauty.

Father Alonzo followed a step behind, wearing a black cassock and leather sandals.

“Stop,” ordered the soldier, aiming his machine gun at the pair. “Who are you and what is your business here?”

Hana could not bear to watch might happen next, and ducked back under the sheets.
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Ximena stood tall in front of the soldier, her eyes wide and unblinking. “I am Ximena García Fernández, headmistress of this school, and this is Father Alonzo. We are servants of God and of the people of San Mateo, and we will not allow you to harm them.”

The soldier smiled, stood up on his seat, jumped onto the hood of the vehicle, then to the ground, and walked slowly and menacingly toward the pair. As he approached, he took a slow lap completely around the pair, taking a long and exaggerated look at Ximena’s backside as he passed.

Ximena and Father Alonzo looked directly forward and stood perfectly still.

The soldier finished his lap and stood directly in front of the pair, looked each of them up and down, paused for a moment, and began speaking in his most formal tone. “Ah, I am finally in the presence of the great Ximena García Fernández. Your legend has spread across the country. I had wondered if you were as great as they have said, or if the legend had exceeded the truth.”

Ximena stood up straight, pulled her shoulders back, and did not respond.

The soldier continued. “You were one of the few who escaped the Spanish Embassy alive when the police raided the compound to take it back from the rebels.” The soldier paused for a minute and looked at Ximena, waiting for her reply. When none came, he continued. “And now you live here, among the animals who led you to rebellion, who caused the death of your comrades. Are you a traitor to your country? To your heritage?”

Ximena replied in strong voice. “I serve no country, no army or political party. I serve only The Lord, and His innocent children.”

The soldier smirked. “Yes, you are nothing but a simple, humble servant. Humble, yet dressed in the finest European clothing, which costs more than a family here can earn in a year.” The soldier paused for effect, then continued. “And now you say that you will not allow us to harm them. So, now I need permission? First my mother, then my wife, and now you?” He looked around at the assembled villagers with a menacing grin. “Are there any other women here who need to grant me permission?”

Ximena steadied her nerves and spoke. “We understand that you are at war, and that in war, you have rights, including the right to kill your enemies. We cannot, we will not, get in the way of that. But you have no right to kill innocents, and we will place our bodies, as well as the full protection of the Catholic Church, in front of those innocents.”

“Oh, let us fear the full protection of the Catholic Church. How much did their protection help that day at the embassy? In Pichec? Comalapa?” A wry smile came across the soldier’s face. “I shudder in the face of your Catholic Church.”

“You do not want more enemies than you already have,” said Ximena. “I will hunt your enemies alongside you. I’ll go house to house by your side. If you spot any rebels, do with them what you will. But you will not harm innocent civilians.”

The soldier turned and walked towards Ximena, placed his face inches in front of hers, and looked directly into her eyes. “I will accept your offer, but if you deceive me, I’ll destroy this entire village in front of your eyes, and will take you along with me as my reward. Do you understand?”

Ximena stood up straight, half a head taller than the soldier, and nodded.
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Silence empowers fear. Potentiates it.

After the terror of the silence under the sheets, the reemergence of the sound of approaching vehicles startled the hidden women. But besides the familiar screeching of tires, the sound of the men seemed subdued, their boots quieter and their laughter absent.

The relative calm ended as they were stunned by the unmistakable sound of their door being kicked in by government troops. Hana’s mind quickly returned to the scene of her youth—her father’s orders to stay silent, the sight of her parents being gunned down, the dark brown eyes of the soldier pointing the gun at her chest, and then telling her to run.

Hana curled herself under the sheets, trying to make her body as small as possible, still and silent. She’d begun to pray when a familiar voice called out, strong and firm.

“Ladies, come out. It’s me, Ximena. Show yourselves, and you will not be hurt. You have my word.”

Hana waited for the sounds of others standing up, then pulled the sheets from her head and stood.

In front of her stood two government soldiers, their dirty sweat dripping from their brown and green fatigues.

Ximena stood next to them, tall and radiant in her finest clothes. She addressed the six young women and their leader, Imelda. “Stand up straight and still, and be silent. These soldiers will search the room and then leave. You will not be hurt.”

Hana made eye contact with Ximena, and each understood the other.

One soldier stood next to Ximena, his machine gun ready at her back, while the other searched the room. He carelessly shoved tools and partially finished work off shelves, and stepped over the fallen items. After searching the room, the soldier walked slowly in front of the women, looking into each of their eyes with a mix of anger, bravado, and lust.

Ximena called to the soldier. “Are you finished? Have you searched the room to your satisfaction?”

The soldier turned back to Ximena, then to the other soldier at her side, and nodded his head. They turned and hurried outside, past the shattered front door, back out to the chaos.
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The women stood in shocked silence, then began to cry.

Imelda walked from girl to girl, comforting each as best she could.

Hana stood to the side of the room by herself, silent, holding a blanket and rocking back and forth, when she noticed Deisi sitting next to her in a chair, resting her head on a table, softly crying. Hana bent down and put her arms around Deisi, and her head on her shoulder.

Deisi looked up at her, and seemed to look through her. “We must go,” she muttered in her softest whisper.

Hana embraced her, but Deisi pushed her away, and stood up and repeated herself, this time with greater force. “We must go!”

Hana sat her back down, gave Deisi the blanket she was holding, and moved towards Imelda and the other girls. Imelda embraced Hana, then each of them turned and embraced another one of the girls.

A chorus of gentle crying filled the room, when suddenly, they were startled by a loud, shearing sound. They turned to see Deisi, standing on the top of the table, eyes flashing with anger, with one half of the blanket in each hand, having just torn it in two.

Deisi turned towards the shattered door, and announced to no one in particular, “We must go!”
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Chapter 8
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San Mateo, Guatemala, Spring 1996

Hana walked over to the table, raised her hand to help Deisi down, and led her to a chair near the door.

All the while, Deisi continued muttering, softly and to no one in particular, “We must go. We must go.”

Hana made sure Deisi was comfortable, then continued around the room to help settle the other girls, and to pick up the tools and garments the soldiers had so angrily thrown to the ground. As she picked up, Imelda tended to the other girls, who sobbed quietly to themselves, except for Deisi, who continued to mumble the same words, “We must go.”

Hana stretched to replace some items on the top shelf, when her eyes locked onto Imelda’s. She had always looked to Imelda for guidance and support, but at this moment, all she saw in her eyes was fear and uncertainty. Hana kept firm the eye contact, locking souls with Imelda, momentarily easing each other of their burdens.

Suddenly, Deisi stood up and announced, again in her firmest voice, “We must go!”

Imelda walked over to comfort her, but Deisi, now clear-eyed and in control, brushed her away.

“We must go. Now!” Deisi stood bolt upright, her eyes flashing, no longer assuming the posture of the smallest girl in the room—in status or physical presence. “I mean, go now, as in right now. Gather as much as we can carry and leave this place.”

Imelda tired again to comfort her. “Come, Deisi dear, sit down and relax.”

“No, Imelda, I will not sit down. I’ve sat in the back of the room, and been passed over and last-picked my entire life. I understand that I’m the smallest girl in the room—not the smartest or prettiest, nor the best at sewing—but I see things that others do not, and I see what future awaits us here, and that future is poverty and servitude, and eventual death. We were lucky today. Lucky that we were not killed! Hiding under a sheet while soldiers destroy our home.... And that is considered lucky? I will not live this way any longer. I am leaving, and now.”

She straightened herself out as if gathering all her courage. “Who will come with me?” She looked around the room, but nobody stepped forward.

Suddenly, the silence was disrupted by the sound of a chair being pushed in the back of the room, and the girls turned to see Hana stand up and walk towards Deisi.

Hana felt all eyes in the room on her as she shuffled past Imelda, and past the remaining girls on her way to Deisi. As she approached Deisi, she looked into her friend’s eyes, and each understood the other. Hana took Deisi’s hand in hers, turned towards the room, and slowly made eye contact with each of the girls, Imelda last. Her message was clear to all.

Deisi spoke again. “Hana has no family here, and she sees the same future as I do. I will always be the runt of this litter, the one the other girls laugh at, the one the boys do not want. I have no future here, that I know, but I worry for your future, for all of our futures.” She paused and glanced at all the other girls, then continued. “Hana and I are leaving on this day. We will pack, say goodbye to our loved ones, and go. If any of you want to leave with us, you are welcome. If not, then may God protect you, my sisters, and hopefully, we’ll see each other again, in this life or the next.”

Deisi paused, took a deep breath, then continued. “I must go home to pack and say goodbye to my family. I’ll return within the hour.”

Hana nodded, and Deisi turned and left.

Imelda walked over and put her arm around Hana’s shoulder. “I’ll help you pack, my dear, and will make sure that you have as much food and supplies as you can carry.” Imelda dabbed the corner of her eye. “But before you go, you must speak with Ximena. She is wise to the ways of the world outside the village, and can give you advice and instruction on how to best proceed. And she loves you, and deserves the chance to see you one last time.”

Hana nodded, and Imelda managed a comforting smile.
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A thousand thoughts swirled in Hana’s head as she packed her worn, leather sack: practical ones, such as which clothes and personal items she most needed, and which food or drink she should carry; logistical ones, such as where they would sleep, which trail they would take, and who they would meet up with; and existential ones, such as the nature of evil, of the human soul, and of the existence of God.

Mostly, she focused on vivid memories, such as peaceful days spent sewing at Luz’s side, Saturdays at market, simple days in school, and listening to Deisi. She had some murky memories too, of times long past, of meeting Ximena for the first time, of the death of her parents, and of her escape along the trail from San Juan Ostuncalco to San Mateo.

It occurred to her that after thirteen long years in San Mateo, she was once again an orphan, and once again escaping down a dangerous road to an uncertain future.

At least this time she would not be alone.
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Hana and Deisi walked through the abandoned town square, carrying their belongings on their shoulders. They progressed shoulder to shoulder, Hana’s long, graceful strides in contrast to Deisi’s short, rapid steps. Each wore comfortable work garments and their newest sandals.

When they reached the church, Hana knocked three times on the front door. The door creaked open, revealing Ximena standing in the darkened hallway inside. Hana was taken back by her presence. She had never seen her any way but perfect in appearance—perfect shoes, dress, and hair—but as she gazed upon her now, Ximena’s hair was poorly brushed, and her eye makeup had left ashen trails down her cheeks. Although she still wore the beautiful clothing she’d worn earlier in the day with the soldiers, she now stood barefoot, and seemed half a head shorter than usual. Hana thought she detected the sweet smell of Xtabentún, too, the anise-based liquor, the recipe for which had been handed down by the ancient Maya.

Ximena noticed Hana surveying her, and quickly wiped her cheeks. “Come in, girls, please.”

They entered, and Ximena shut the door behind them, quickly wiped her eyes, pulled her hair into a bun on top of her head, and took a long, deep breath.

“Forgive my appearance.” Ximena sniffled. “I’ve just arrived back from taking the soldiers through the last of the homes, and haven’t had time to clean up. Come, let’s sit down and talk. Can I get you girls some water?”

Deisi and Hana shook their heads, and followed her into the large, ornate sanctuary.

Ximena poured them each a glass of water anyway. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that today. It must have been terrifying.”

“It was,” said Deisi. “But it’s the last time it will happen to us.”

“What do you mean?” asked Ximena.

“I mean we’re leaving, Hana and I,” said Deisi. “Next time, the soldiers will not listen to you. There’s nothing special about our village, nothing different than San Juan Ostuncalco. If not for you, they’d have destroyed our village and killed everyone in it, just like they did elsewhere.” Deisi took a sip of water and continued. “We’re eternally grateful, Ximena, with all our hearts and lives, but we cannot guarantee that you’ll be here forever to save us, to save our children. We’re not sure what the future holds for us out there, but we know what it holds for us here, and we’re ready to take our chances elsewhere.”

Ximena paused and looked at Hana.

Hana looked down at the floor, carefully considering the message she wanted to deliver to Ximena, then looked up and directly into her eyes. After a moment, tears formed in Hana’s eyes, and she reached up to embrace Ximena.

The two of them stayed locked in a long embrace, gently swaying back and forth, until Ximena released her arms and turned to face both Hana and Deisi. “Yes, life here is dangerous and unpredictable, but there is hope. There is always hope. And as long as I’m here, I will protect you with my body and soul.”

“We know you will,” said Deisi. “But we cannot live knowing that the soldiers may return at any moment. There is a better place for us elsewhere—I know there is—and we’re willing to take our chances on the journey to get there.”

Ximena considered her words. “Have you decided where you want to go? You can’t just be leaving here. You need to be going somewhere. Have you considered where? To Mexico, the US, somewhere else? Do you have friends or family somewhere that can welcome you?”

“You are right, Ximena, as usual.” Deisi managed a slight smile, then continued. “To the US, eventually, through Mexico. I have stories from those who have had family members make it to the US, and have done well. But even if we only make it to Mexico, I’m sure it will be better than here. We will take our chances either way.”

“I understand, but the road is hot, long, and dangerous, and you are just recovering from a terrible trauma.” Ximena looked back and forth between the girls. “Would you like to take a few days to reconsider?”

Deisi responded in strong voice. “No, we have decided. And the longer we wait, the harder our journey will be. We are leaving, and right now.”

Ximena looked into Deisi’s eyes for a beat longer than usual, and said, “I understand, and though it tears at my heart, I will not try to talk you out of it. But before you go, I want to give you some guidance for your journey.”

Ximena moved over to the couch across the room, and Hana and Deisi followed. For the next half an hour, Ximena instructed them on the best paths to take, who to trust and who to avoid, how to cross the borders, and where to go when they entered the United States.

Hana carefully observed Ximena as she spoke, admiring her beauty, poise, and posture. But what she most admired was her genuine love and concern for other human beings. After Luz, Ximena was the first person she had encountered in San Mateo, and would be the last person she saw on her way out, and during her entire time in San Mateo, she had drawn strength from Ximena’s love.

“That’s all I have to say,” said Ximena. “But I have one more thing for you.”

She stood and walked across the room to her desk, opened the top drawer, removed a small, jeweled amulet, and handed it to Hana.

Ximena stared at the amulet for a moment, and said, “This amulet is of Saint Drogo of Sebourg.” She paused as Hana admired it, then continued. “Drogo was born to a wealthy family in Northern France in the twelfth century. However, his father died before his birth, and his mother suffered complications during his delivery and died during childbirth. Drogo was raised by relatives, but when he turned ten, he was told of the circumstances of his birth, and blamed himself, and became despondent. A few years later, Drogo gave away his considerable wealth and left his home with no more than the clothes on his back. He eventually settled in the small village of Sebourg, and passed his remaining years as a shepherd, living in the parish and existing on small meals brought to him by the villagers. One day, the parish caught fire, but despite the villager’s pleas to escape from the parish, Drogo refused to leave, replying, ‘I have made a vow to God, and I will fulfill it! If it pleases the Divine Goodness that I should escape the flames, His will be done!’ The flames engulfed the entire parish, but left Drogo and his small quarters unharmed. He lived and served many years after the fire, and since his death, there have been miracles associated with his name and presence, and he is considered the patron saint of mutes and orphans.”

Ximena handed the amulet to Hana. “I’ve held this for you since the day we first met, waiting for the right moment to give it to you. Keep it with you, and pray to it when you feel most alone and threatened. One day, when you most need it, it’ll bring you comfort and safety.”

Hana took the amulet, studied it carefully, and placed it in her shirt pocket, directly over her heart.

[image: image]

Hana slept fitfully their first night on the road. They’d traveled north the entire day, towards the border with Mexico, and had entered unfamiliar terrain. Strange animal sounds pierced the silence, and Ceiba Tree branches rubbed against the undergrowth, reminding Hana of approaching soldier’s boots.

The cool and moist evening air made her shiver, so she nudged against Deisi for warmth. Sleeping next to someone reminded Hana of her mother, who would crawl into her bed during cool evenings. The memories of her parents drew further away each day, and Hana struggled to remember their faces, their voices, or anything before that terrible day. She remembered only short, fleeting moments: preparing dinner with her mother; the sounds of her father and uncle arguing across the room; visions of her school and village; and of course, that final day when she escaped to San Mateo.

She removed the amulet of Saint Drogo from her pocket and explored its contours with her hands, as she felt Deisi’s small body rise and fall with her breaths. The rhythmic motion soothed her, and she quickly fell back asleep, restfully at first, but then began to stir.

As she lay sleeping, a dream came over her, more vivid than usual.

She was resting, comfortably, in a new home—foreign, but not frightening. Soon, she felt a pain in her chest, a crushing, overwhelming force. In her dream, she sat up, and a bird emerged from her chest, large as a hawk but colorful as a quetzal. The bird flew twenty meters up into the air, then hovered above her, motionless, despite not moving its wings. Hana stood still and silent, admiring its beauty and peacefulness, drawn to it like nothing before. Then, suddenly, gunshots shattered the peacefulness, and the bird was hit. It exploded and turned into a pool of water, which flooded down from where it flew, and washed away everyone who had stood and admired it—the soldiers, the villagers, even her. The water formed a river with a rushing tide that pulled them away. Everyone struggled to escape the rushing waters, but despite their efforts, they continued to be pulled along in its current. Somehow, the current was warm and comforting to her, and she didn’t struggle to escape. Instead, she chose to float along with the tide.

Her restlessness must have woken Deisi, who nudged her. “Hana, are you all right? You’re shaking.”

Hana nodded and smiled, and Deisi turned around and went back to sleep.
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Ximena had said it would be a five-day journey to Ciudad Hidalgo, Mexico, barring unforeseen problems along the way. They would walk down from the familiar highlands, and through the lush Chiapas valley below. They would travel along the main roads, blending in with the local villagers, careful not only to avoid soldiers on either side, but not to arouse suspicion. Crossing the border into Mexico would not be difficult, but engaging the Mexican authorities and being processed into a settlement camp presented more of a challenge. According to Ximena, the United Nations had recently established a legalization process in Mexico for Guatemalans seeking asylum from the civil war, but the process was arbitrary and dangerous, and criminals and smugglers prowled recent immigrants, seeking to take advantage. Hana and Deisi would have to keep up their guards.

They traveled steadily and undisturbed along the road, blending in easily with the local villagers. Despite a few camouflaged army vehicles passing by on occasion, they were able to avoid government troops or rebel forces. They slept in beds made of palm fronds, ate wild Níspero and Bananas, and drank fresh water from rivers and streams along the way. On the fifth day, they saw a border patrol station along the road in the distance, and wandered far off the main road to cross at an unmarked and unmanned point into Mexico.

Hana’s pulse quickened as they crossed the border. She’d never been outside Guatemala, and knew that crossing into Mexico was an act not easily undone.

They continued north until they reached a road with the unfamiliar markings of a Mexican highway, and searched for someone or somewhere to declare asylum and start the business of being processed into a United Nations refugee camp.

The midday sun slowed their progress as they continued along the deserted highway. After living in the mild highlands, with its shade and running streams, they were ill-prepared for the arid flatlands, with its big sky and parched earth.

Deisi scanned the flat horizon and turned to Hana. “We’re running low on water, and I do not see any shade.”

Hana surveyed their surroundings and nodded, as they continued forward.

A few hours later, Hana saw dust rising in the distance, coming closer, and nudged Deisi and pointed.

“I see it too,” said Deisi. “Maybe it’s the police, or someone else who can help us. I hope so.”

Hana nodded.

The dust clouds grew closer, and eventually, two men on horses approached. Hana studied their dark skin and mustachioed faces under dusty cowboy hats, their worn and faded jeans over leather boots. They sat astride the largest and most beautiful horses she had ever seen, both man and beast covered with sweat.

The men guided their horses directly in front of the girls, pulled their reins to bring the horses to a halt, and took long, silent looks at the two women before speaking. “Who goes there?” said the man on the right, in heavily accented Mexican Spanish, which was difficult for them to understand.

Deisi steadied herself before responding. “We are Guatemalan women seeking asylum. Can you bring us to the authorities? Can you help us?”

As they spoke, the man on the left fixed his unblinking stare on Hana.

Hana returned his gaze, unblinking in her own right.

“Oh really?” said the man on the right, laughing as he spoke. “We never could have guessed.”

Deisi continued, unbowed. “Can you help us?”

The man looked to his counterpart, then back towards them. “Can we help them, Miguel? What do you think?”

The second man looked forward and shrugged, as the first man continued. “Sure, we can help you. In fact, if you’d like, we can help you get all the way to the United States. Would you like to go there?”

Deisi looked at Hana, and Hana shook her head. Deisi turned back to the men. “We were told that we should get processed into a refugee camp here before trying to get into the US.”

“Why wait? Destiny rewards the bold,” replied the man.

“But how will we pay you?” asked Deisi.

“We can work something out,” said the man. “Do you have any money? Anything of value? Do you have relatives in Mexico, or in the US with any money?”

“We do not.”

“Then call us when you do. In the meantime, go to the camp, make friends, speak to the others. They will tell you how it’s done. And when you decide it is time, ask around for Miguel and Esteban. They will know how to find us.” The men turned to leave.

“Wait, wait a second,” shouted Deisi. “How do we get to the refugee camp?”

The second man turned around, looked Hana directly in the eyes, pointed his dirty brown finger in the direction over her left shoulder, kicked his horse, and galloped away.

Deisi waited for them to ride a safe distance away, then turned towards Hana and said, “I’ve been told of men who help people cross the border for a fee. They are called Los Coyotes.”
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Chapter 9
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Chiapas, Mexico, Early Summer 1996

Dreams died in the desert, she’d been told, and Hana knew her dreams now relied on the accuracy and truthfulness of casual directions from bandit strangers.

After a day’s journey in the direction the Coyotes had indicated, through the hot, flat plains, they had seen no signs of life. Their water was running low, as were their spirits.

“How much longer?” asked Deisi. “Do you think they would have sent us this way if there was no camp here?”

Hana shook her head no, even though she was not sure herself.

“I don’t see any roads, or towns, or signs of life. What should we do?”

Hana paused, shrugged her shoulders, and pointed in the direction they’d been walking.

“Okay, I guess it’s our only choice,” replied Deisi.

After another hour’s travel, Hana tapped Deisi on the shoulder and pointed towards a series of one-story buildings, barely visible in the far distance.

“Maybe that’s it,” said Deisi. “Come on.”

They picked up their pace with renewed spirit, and reached the compound an hour or so later. As they approached, they saw a sign in front:


UNHCR SETTLEMENT COMPOUND. PACAYALITO, CHIAPAS.


Deisi stood up straight and pointed. “That’s it! This is what we’ve been looking for.”

Hana smiled and embraced her.

They continued towards the closest fence, and saw people walking around the complex, outside a series of small, nondescript, faded concrete buildings.

Deisi called through the fence to one of the people nearest to them, in Guatemalan-accented Spanish. “Hello, we are refugees from Guatemala. Is this a settlement camp, and how do we get in?”

A middle-aged woman replied, in the Mayan language Chuj, which Hana understood and Deisi spoke. “I do not understand you. I do not speak Spanish.”

Deisi shook with excitement, and called back in her native Chuj. “I am Deisi, and I speak Chuj. I’m from San Mateo, Guatemala, and we’re seeking asylum. What should we do?”

The woman approached and put her hands through the wire fence, grasping Deisi’s and Hana’s hands in her own, and replied, still speaking Chuj. “You are safe, my children. The United Nations and the Mexican government have been kind and generous hosts, and they will take care of you. Stay right there, and I’ll alert the authorities.”

As they stood across the fence from each other, hands clasped together, Hana felt a connection, as if their souls had become one—the bond of humanity, simple and universal.

The woman released their hands to retrieve the guards, and Hana felt a void as she left.

Deisi looked towards Hana. “Don’t worry, she’ll be back. We’re here, and we’re safe.”

Hana nodded, and managed her first smile in weeks.

Moments later, a truck came around the far side of the compound, outside the fence where they stood, and skidded to a stop directly in front of them. Two young men, the late afternoon sun reflecting off their clean white uniforms and mirrored sunglasses, stepped out of the vehicle and spoke to them in Mexican Spanish.

“Who are you and what is your business here?” asked the first man.

Deisi replied, “Our names are Deisi Orantes and Hana Marroquín. We have escaped from San Mateo, Guatemala, and seek asylum from the atrocities occurring in our country.”

The second man studied the two girls. “And what of your friend? Can she not speak for herself?”

“She does not speak,” said Deisi.

“She does not speak Spanish?” asked the second man. “What does she speak, Ixil, Mam, K’iche’? We have people who speak more than two dozen Mayan languages.”

“No, she does not speak at all,” replied Deisi.

“Our job is hard enough,” said the second man, impatiently. “If she won’t help us, how can we help her?”

Hana stepped forward and stood directly in front of them, firm and resolute, her eyes flashing with anger.

The men studied her long brown hair, large expressive eyes, ragged torn clothing, and empty sack.

Deisi said, “Her parents were killed right in front of her eyes when she was five years old. The same soldier held a gun to her chest, then told her to run. She ran for her life, six kilometers alone through the rain forest, to a strange village, where she knew nobody. You speak quite well, sir, but would you, would your sister or daughter, speak well after that happened to them?”

“I am sorry,” said the second man. “We’re just busy, and with a job to do. Please, come with us. We’ll process you and give you water and a hot meal, and a comfortable place to wash.”

Hana took Deisi’s hand, and they followed the men into their truck.
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Chiapas, Mexico, Fall 1996

“Come, Deisi, sit here,” called the young woman at the end of the long wooden table in the main dining hall. “I’ve saved seats for you and Hana.”

Hana smiled as she followed Deisi towards the table. After three months in the settlement camp, Deisi had become a favorite of the other refugees, no longer the forgotten little girl in the back of the room. The confidence Deisi had gained from successfully navigating their way to Mexico had transformed her into a leader, and that popularity overflowed onto Hana.

Hana felt safe and comfortable in the camp. They were provided modern bedding, hot meals, and the companionship of fellow refugees. However, she knew that they could not stay there forever, and that they would need to make some difficult choices, and soon.

Deisi sat next to the young woman who’d called them over, and Hana sat across from her and put her tray on the table. As they sat, another young woman sat next to them.

“Hey, Reyna, thanks for saving us seats,” said Deisi.

“No problem,” said Reyna. “Hello Hana.”

Hana smiled, and began eating her rice and beans.

Reyna turned to the young woman who’d just sat down. “Hello, Camila, how are you today?”

“I’m troubled,” replied Camila. “I went to the office to inquire about my status, and was told that there are problems.” Camilla looked down at her plate and picked at her meal.

“What kind of problems?” asked Deisi. “You don’t seem like yourself.”

“I’ve applied for Mexican citizenship, but it’s not a certainty. There are a limited number of refugees they can accept. They evaluate each individual application, and if the applicant has family back in Guatemala, and they think they can return safely, they can send them back to Guatemala.”

“Do you have family there?” asked Reyna.

“Yes, I have family in Aguacatán, and they say that it’s safe there. They’re deciding now, but I’m told that it doesn’t look promising.”

“What will you do if they decide to send you back?” asked Reyna.

“I cannot go. They say it’s safe, but I know it’s not. Yes, I know that they have supposedly signed peace accords, but my village will never know peace, at least not in my lifetime. There’s been too much violence. Neighbors cannot forgive what they’ve done to each other. There is only death and destruction awaiting me in my village. I will not go back.”

“Then what’ll you do?” asked Deisi.

Hana watched as Camila spoke, feeling the pain in her voice, her conflicted emotions.

Camila leaned down and whispered, forcing the others to lean in to better hear. “I’ll do what I must. I know of some Coyotes. They’ll take me across the border into the US.”

Deisi looked up from her plate and spoke in a low voice. “How will you pay them? What’ll you do when you get to the US?”

“I have family in the US,” said Camila. “My cousins made the trip a few years ago, and I have an aunt who has been there longer. They’re working as migrant farmers in Texas, and are safe and happy. They have some money to pay the Coyotes, and can find me work when I arrive.”

“When will you leave?” asked Reyna.

“Tonight,” said Camila. “I’ve arranged to meet them outside the fence after sunset. I can sneak out during the evening shift change.”

“Then go with God, my sister,” said Reyna.

The four ate their lunch without speaking.

A few minutes later, Deisi looked up at Camila, and announced in a calm but firm voice, “I will go with you.”

Hana looked up at her, her eyes wide with surprise.

Deisi turned back towards Hana and continued. “Hana, I must go. I have family in San Mateo. It’s been quiet there, and with the supposed end of the civil war, they will surely send me home.” Deisi held Hana’s hands and looked into her eyes. “But you must stay and apply for citizenship. They’ll give it to you. You have no family in Guatemala, and you’ve suffered more than most. It’s safe here in Mexico, safer than making the journey to the US. You should stay.”

Hana hesitated, and sat still while considering Deisi’s words. After a moment, she reached out and grabbed Deisi’s hands, squeezed tightly, and pointed to Deisi and herself. Her message was clear: she would join Deisi and Camila on their journey to the United States.

Deisi turned to Camila. “Will your family pay for our travel? We will repay them when we start work in the US.”

“Yes, of course,” said Camila.

“And you’ve already arranged to meet the Coyotes?” asked Deisi.

“Yes,” replied Camila. “I’m using the ones who brought my cousins across the border. They said that they were tough and mean, but know how to get people across, and they keep their promise. I haven’t met them, but I got word out through another one of the women in the camp.”

“And how many men are there?” asked Deisi.

“There are two,” said Camila. “Their names are Miguel and Esteban.”
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“Camila said that we should wear light, comfortable clothing,” said Deisi, “and pack one small sack with the bare minimal necessities. We’ll leave the sack hidden near the main gate, and after dinner, when we slip outside the gate, we’ll grab it.”

Hana looked around her small cubby, deciding what to take. She grabbed a small water bottle, one change of clothes, and her Saint Drogo amulet, and shoved them all into the sack she shared with Deisi. When she finished, she looked up at Deisi and put her arms around her own chest, which was the sign she used for the word “safe.”

“Yes, I think we’ll be safe. My cousins made it, as have their friends. There are many Coyotes who take people across the border, some of which are better than others, but I’m told these two are among the most honest. And didn’t they steer us in the right direction when we met them? And we didn’t pay them anything.”

Hana nodded, and finished dressing.

Deisi picked up their sack, and the two of them walked down the hallway, where Camila waited outside her room.

“Here’s our sack,” said Deisi. “We are ready.”

“Then come with me,” said Camila.

Hana and Deisi followed her outside their dormitory and towards the main gate.

“How will we be able to get outside the gates?” asked Deisi. “Isn’t there security?”

“There are fences and security, but it’s more to just have a defined boundary,” said Camila. “There really aren’t a line of people trying to break into a refugee camp, and the people inside went to great lengths just to get here, and are not trying to break out. I know people who go in and out regularly, mostly to get drugs or alcohol. That will not be the difficult part of our journey.”

When they reached the front gate, Camila took their sacks and hid them behind one of the fence posts, then turned around and walked back towards the dining hall.

“Step one, done,” said Camila.

Deisi smiled and elbowed Hana in the ribs, which made her smile.

They ate dinner quickly that evening, avoiding eye contact or small talk with the other diners. Afterwards, they went outside into the courtyard and waited for the darkness, and the evening shift change. The guards entered and left through a secondary gate, so there was less attention paid to the main gate, and fewer guards to keep watch.

Camila grabbed the sacks, threw theirs to Deisi, and whispered, “Follow me.”

Camila ran out through the gate with her head down, continued along the dirt road towards the closest grouping of trees, and squatted down behind the largest one.

Hana and Deisi followed closely behind.

“They’ll arrive any minute,” said Camila. “They are quick and of few words. I got word to them this afternoon that you’ll be joining me, so there’ll be three of them, each on horseback—one for each of us. Do what they say, don’t ask questions, and we’ll be fine.”

Hana nodded.

Deisi remained uncharacteristically speechless.

Time passed slowly, but within half an hour came the unmistakable sound of galloping horses approaching, dull at first, then picking up steadily. Three sets of hoofs pounded on hard desert ground—thata-thump, thata-thump—blending into one rhythm. The sound came before the sight of the brown men on their brown horses, illuminated in the dim, half-moon sky.

The three men pulled up quickly in front of them and came to a sudden halt. The man on the first horse, the largest of the three, spoke first. “I am Esteban. Which one of you is Camila?”

Camila stepped forward. “I am she.”

“Then you are their leader,” he replied. “That means I will tell you what needs to be done, and you make sure that they follow. If any of you disobey our orders, I will punish you. Do you understand?”

Camila steadied herself and stammered her reply, “Y-Yes, I do.”

“Okay then, let me see who else we have here.” Esteban led his horse in front of Hana and Deisi and looked down. “Look up here,” he ordered, and he studied their faces. “You girls look familiar. Yes, I remember. You’re the two we found along the road outside Tapachula a few months ago.”

Esteban looked over at Miguel. “Remember, Miguel? You pointed them towards the camps.”

Miguel nodded.

Esteban smiled. “You girls owe us already, and now—last minute—you join us on our journey north? Without notice? I had to ask my nephew to join us. That’s the second favor we’ve done for you in a short time.”

“We’re thankful for your help, sir,” said Deisi.

“I remember now,” said Esteban. “Your friend doesn’t speak, and you don’t stop speaking.”

Deisi smiled.

Esteban looked around quickly. “Let’s go. We’ve already spent too much time talking. Camila, you get behind my nephew Enrique. Hana, you get behind Miguel. And you, talkative one, you get behind me.”

The three men helped the women onto their horses, and secured their belongings.

Esteban looked back at the others to make sure they were ready. “We’ll be traveling quickly, and over rough surfaces. You need to hold on tight. If you fall and get hurt, we will leave you behind.”

Miguel reached behind and took Hana’s arms, wrapped them tightly around his chest, and kicked his horse. As the horse accelerated, Hana almost lost her grip. She squeezed her arms more forcefully, and kept them that way, too scared to let up.

After riding for a half an hour, Esteban motioned to the others to stop, then turned around. “We’ll ride for another hour to be safely away from the refugee center, then make camp for the night. The trip north will take about a month, so we’ll all get quite familiar with each other.”

Deisi looked over at Hana, who returned her gaze and swallowed hard.
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The days assumed a familiar rhythm: arise before sunrise, ride for a few hours, stop for a late breakfast, ride again for a few hours, then find shade to wait out the midday sun, share an early dinner, then ride for another few hours.

They ate wild plants and berries, along with occasional meat from animals Esteban hunted, and slept on beds made of leaves and branches. Once her initial fears faded, Hana was surprised to find herself enjoying the trip. The Mexican countryside was beautiful, far different than what she had been accustomed to back home, and the rhythm of the ride was soothing and hypnotic. Miguel proved to be easy company, as he rarely said a word, which Hana appreciated. People often responded to her silence with extra words, or questions about what she was trying to say. Miguel’s silence was easy and natural for her.

She also came to enjoy wrapping her arms around him while they rode. Hana had never been with a man, had never in fact been this close to a man. The feel of his muscular chest and arms, coupled with his scent, stirred feelings in her that she’d not felt before.

The trip progressed uneventfully, until one morning during the third week when, during their morning ride, Esteban raised his hand indicating that they should stop. The men gathered their horses in a circle.

“We’re approaching the city of Chihuahua,” he announced. “There are no paths we can take to avoid the city, so we must go directly through town. The site of three men on horses, each carrying one woman, will arouse suspicion, so we must split up. We can meet just north of town, in the village of Juan Aldama, which is one day’s ride. We’ll make camp there, and continue together from that point.”

Hana’s heart raced, and she looked at Deisi.

“We’ll be fine, Hana,” Deisi said. “Do not worry.”

Hana studied Deisi, and while her words were comforting, her eyes were not.
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Deisi considered her circumstance as she sat behind Esteban, her arms wrapped tightly across his broad chest. She rode a strange horse, on a strange journey, in a strange country, clutching a strange man.

“Be quiet and look straight forward,” said Esteban. “And if we get stopped, you’re my girlfriend. Got it?”

“Yes,” said Deisi, distracted by thoughts about how Hana was faring on her journey.

Deisi tightened her grip as they entered town, careful to look straight ahead and avoid any eye contact. She’d never been in a town larger than Huehuetenango, and had never seen a building larger than four stories tall, but now found herself in the shadow of glass skyscrapers and elaborate statues that reached for the sky.

“I feel you looking around,” said Esteban. “I told you... try to act like you’ve been here before.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll try,” said Deisi. “It’s just so different from anything I’ve seen before.”

He laughed. “This is nothing. Just wait until you reach the United States.”

“Are the buildings bigger than this?”

“I’ve been to Los Angeles, the City of Angels,” said Esteban. “To visit my family. Yes, they are bigger, and there are more of them. But you’ll never see them if you bring attention to us.”

Deisi kept her gaze forward and wrapped her arms tight. “I understand.”

They continued forward through the busy streets of Chihuahua for half an hour, but as they reached a particularly busy intersection, a uniformed officer on horseback appeared from behind an old building, and pulled up alongside them. Esteban nodded casually in his direction, and continued riding forward. The officer sped up and pulled directly alongside them, and rode beside them for a few blocks, watching them closely but saying nothing. Finally, the officer pulled his horse in front of them, causing their horse to stop.

The officer waited for Esteban to put down his reins, and finally spoke. “Hello, cowboy, good day. I don’t recognize you. What brings you to our city on this day?”

Esteban replied calmly. “I’m just a ranch hand from Riva Palacio. I wanted to bring my girlfriend into the city on my day off.”

“And how are you, Señorita? How do you find our fair city?”

Deisi calmed her nerves and took a breath. “It’s beautiful.”

The officer looked her over and paused for an uncomfortably long time. “That is an unusual accent. You are not from around here, are you?”

“She is Guatemalan,” said Esteban. “She came over about five years ago and settled in Sinoloa. My brother introduced us. I blame him.” Esteban chuckled.

“You are a funny man,” said the officer. “I do not like funny men.”

Esteban sat silent.

The officer studied the pair, not moving or speaking. Eventually, he turned to Deisi and continued. “May I see your papers, Señorita?”

Deisi froze.

Esteban spoke quickly. “Here, officer, I have her papers right here.”

Esteban reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wad of crumpled pesos, and shoved them towards the officer’s hand.

The officer studied Esteban’s hand and looked up at Deisi, then back at Esteban, not saying a word. As the officer slowly reached into his vest pocket, Deisi saw Esteban’s other hand discreetly tense around his whip. The officer removed his hand from beneath his vest, and produced a small, zippered sack. He reached forward with his other hand, took the bills from Esteban’s hand, shoved them into his sack, and zipped it closed.

“Okay, cowboy,” said the officer. “I believe everything is in order. Enjoy your time in Chihuahua.”

“Thank you, officer.” Esteban released his hand from his whip and guided their horse away.

Deisi waited for them to be clear of the officer, exhaled deeply, and leaned forward to be heard. “What just happened?”

“What happened was that we were just ruled by the spear. Since the beginning of time, men have ruled by either the heart or the spear, by their words and deeds, or by their guns and weapons. You seek to leave the world of the spear, and enter the world of the heart. Perhaps you’re halfway there, but until we reach the world of the heart, we must learn to survive both.”

Deisi leaned forward and tightened her grip.
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As they passed the outskirts of Chihuahua and into the small town of Juan Aldama, they met Camila and Enrique, who were waiting at their meeting point.

“Enrique, my nephew, good to see you,” called Esteban. He dismounted, helped Deisi off their horse, and added, “Did you have any problems?”

Enrique shook his head.

Deisi ran over to Camila. “How are you? Are you okay? Have you heard any word from Hana?”

“I’m fine,” said Camila. “And I have not heard word of Hana. Enrique is not much of a talker.”

“I know. And Esteban never stops,” said Deisi.

Camila smiled. “Seems like a good fit.”

As Deisi prepared to respond, Camila interrupted. “There they are,” she said, pointing over Deisi’s shoulder. “There’s Hana and Miguel.”

Deisi turned to see them in the distance. As they approached, she called out to Hana, “Hana, we’re here. How are you? Did you have any problems?”

Hana looked away, and would not return her gaze.

Deisi ran towards them. “What’s the matter? Was there a problem?”

Hana looked back and shook her head.

Miguel dismounted, and helped Hana down.

Deisi came to her side. “Are you sure? You don’t seem well.”

Hana held out her hand, palm first, signaling to leave her alone.

Deisi understood, and turned and walked back. “Camila, I think there’s something wrong with Hana. We have this way of communicating, where I know what she’s thinking without her having to say anything. It’s not one hundred percent, but I’m right almost all the time. I’m worried that she’s not well.”

“Well, how was your day, Deisi?” asked Camila.

“It was terrible. We got stopped by the police. I thought I was going to be arrested and sent back home. I was as scared as I could be.”

“Me too. And we can speak. Imagine how hard it must have been for Hana, alone and unable to speak, and behind someone who’s not much better. I’m shaken up. I’d be surprised if she wasn’t shaken up. Just give her some time.”

“Okay, I guess you’re right,” said Deisi. “We’re here if she needs us.”

The group tied up their horses, ate dinner, and made camp for the evening.

The next morning, they resumed their journey.

After a few more uneventful days, they came across a wide river surrounded by large, flat-topped, brown mountains.

Deisi looked across the vast expanse and leaned forward into Esteban. “What is that?”

“That is the Rio Grande, and those mountains on the other side? That is the United States.”
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Hana jerked her feet up, surprised by the chill of the Rio Grande’s waters against the warm fall evening. Her horse felt her move, and reared up.

Miguel struggled to right them.

“Still now,” said Esteban, looking back from the horse in front. “The horses will cross the river, but they don’t love doing it. Let’s not give them an excuse to get scared.”

Hana put her feet back down in the stream and held tighter to Miguel.

“We cross at a shallow point, at low tide, and at night,” continued Esteban. “The river has been running low the past few years, which has made it easier, but it’s still cold, even in the summer. The Rio Grande starts in the mountain snows in Colorado, and runs two thousand miles south to the border, but it never fully warms up. The horses love wading in it after a hot day, but they get spooked if the water reaches their bellies.”

Hana loosened her grip as they reached the northern bank, and looked from side to side at her new country. It looked just the same as the other side, she thought. It seemed such an arbitrary line, made by man, not God, yet lines like these had resulted in so much war and death over the years.

She could now add another adjective to her name: orphan, refugee, and now, criminal.

While crossing into Mexico without papers was illegal, she’d quickly been granted legal refugee status once she was processed into the settlement compound. She would not have such protection here, and her discovery could result in her deportation back to Guatemala, which would mean poverty at best, and death at worst.

They rode north for an hour, then stopped in a wooded patch to dry off and feed the horses.

Esteban walked from horse to horse, inspecting each to make sure none had cut their hooves on the sharp river rocks. Once he finished, he turned towards the group. “We’ll leave in a few minutes. It’s another hour’s ride west to our meeting point. If they have payment, we’ll leave you with them and go on our way.”

“And what if they don’t have payment?” asked Deisi.

Esteban turned towards her, stared at her for a moment, and got back on his horse.

Camila walked over to Deisi and took her hand. “Don’t worry, Deisi. They will.”

Miguel threw his sack over his horse and grabbed Hana’s arm to bring her to their horse.

Hana yanked her arm away, and mounted the horse without assistance.

Miguel mounted in front of her, kicked their horse, and headed forward. The others followed.

Hana held tight to his chest, realizing that this would be their last ride. She was sickened yet aroused by his scent, and while she fought her ambivalent feelings about him, she would certainly miss the soothing rhythm of their beautiful horse.

After another hour under the cool, starry, desert sky, Esteban pulled his horse to a stop and pointed towards a gray, wooden, abandoned grain silo on the side of the trail. “That’s the meeting place. I do not see them.”

Hana’s heart skipped a beat.

“I’ll wait a few minutes for them, but no longer.” Esteban kicked his horse and rode towards the structure.

The others followed.

As they approached, Esteban called to Miguel. “I see fresh hoof prints leading to the shack. Perhaps they came and were scared off.”

Miguel nodded, and followed.

As they arrived, they noticed the hoof prints leading into the shack.

Esteban called out, “Hello. Anyone there?”

A voice from inside the shack replied. “Yes, it is us. We are here.”

Esteban stood up in his saddle and screamed. “Get outside now. We were supposed to meet outside. There are rattlesnakes inside there.”

Three young men on horses came out immediately. They were small and brown like them, but very young and thin, and well dressed in their best new jeans, cowboy boots, plaid shirts, and large black cowboy hats.

Camila jumped off her horse and ran over to the young men, screaming and crying. “You must be my cousins. I remember you as little boys. You’re not so little anymore.” They embraced as a group.

Esteban smiled. “Such beautiful clothing. Are you going to a dance from here?”

Hana and Deisi dismounted and walked over to Camila, who introduced them to her cousins.

“I’m sorry to interrupt this family reunion, but there is the matter of payment,” said Esteban, still on horseback.

The largest of the boys looked up and walked over. “Yes, Señor, I have payment.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a large envelope, stuffed full, and handed it to Esteban.

Esteban took the envelope, opened it, quickly scanned the contents, and stuffed the envelope into his sack. “It looks like it’s all here. I should charge you a premium for having to listen to the little one talk nonstop for a month, but this will suffice.”

Deisi blushed.

Esteban tipped his hat to the three women, pulled the reins of his horse around, gave a strong kick, and headed off, followed by Miguel and Enrique.

Hana watched them ride away, and could not take her eyes off Miguel as he rode. When their horses reached the horizon and disappeared from view, Hana turned in the direction of the riders, and spat.
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Chapter 10
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El Paso, Texas, Fall 1996

Each gallop brought Hana a step further from the arbitrary lines of her past, each stride a step forward towards her uncertain future. Spanish road signs were replaced with English; dusty trails replaced with smoothly paved roads. Riding on the back of yet another muscular horse, she easily wrapped her arms around Camila’s nephew’s narrow chest, as she considered his clean clothes and detergent smell, in contrast to Miguel’s broad, dirty masculinity.

She lost track of time, but snapped back to the present when their horse pulled up to a cluster of trailer homes by the side of the road. A small sign in front contained words in English, which she could not read, and a bent arrow pointed towards the homes. A gravel driveway led to a parking lot on the far side, half filled with dusty old pickup trucks and horses tied to posts.

The oldest nephew led them to the second trailer on the left, and dismounted. “We’re here,” he announced, as he helped Camila down from her horse.

The rest of the riders dismounted, and followed him towards the front door.

As they entered, a crowd of people ran over to embrace Camila, screaming and crying. The ones who couldn’t reach her mobbed Hana and Deisi. Deisi wrapped her arms around each person who approached her, but Hana pulled her arms into her chest, allowing herself to be embraced, but hesitant to reciprocate. As the people moved away from the walls and to the center of the room to embrace them, she saw balloons and welcome signs taped to the walls, some in English and some in Spanish.

She managed a bittersweet smile. Although Luz and Imelda had tried to make her birthdays and holidays special, she’d never experienced the warmth and excitement of a real family celebration.

One of the older women approached her and spoke to her in English. “You must be a friend of Camila’s. Any friend of Camila’s is a friend of ours. You must stay with us until you find a home.”

Hana stared back at her, and Deisi interrupted. “Her name is Hana, and she does not speak.”

“She doesn’t speak English?” asked the woman.

“No,” said Deisi. “She does not speak at all.”

The woman paused, raised her eyebrows, and reached out and held Hana’s hands. “My dear, you will speak when you’re ready. In the meantime, relax here. You’re amongst friends. Let me get you some food.”

The woman turned around in the small trailer, picked up a full plate, and shoved it into Hana’s hands. “Eat, my darling. There’s nothing a little Arroz Con Pollo can’t fix.”

Hana smiled, took a few baby steps backwards towards the corner of the room, and picked at her plate.

Later that evening, as people began to leave and the party slowed down, Camila rounded up Deisi and Hana and took them outside to talk. “Girls, let’s sleep here tonight. Tomorrow morning, my aunt said she’d sit down with us and explain how life here works—where to get a job, where to live, and how to survive.”

“That sounds good,” said Deisi. “I’d love a night’s rest on a real bed. We can talk in the morning.”

Hana nodded and took another bite of chicken.
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Do people snore differently in English? Hana wondered as she tried to sleep. She’d slept in small rooms with other women most of her life; first with Luz, then with the other craft girls in Imelda’s house, and then with a dozen young women in the settlement compound. The sounds of this snoring were different, though, perhaps because of the tin walls, or because these women were older than her past roommates. Either way, her mind considered all possibilities through the long, mostly sleepless night, her first in the United States.

As the light grew and the others began to wake, she got out of bed and went to the bathroom. The toilet was similar to the one she’d used in the settlement compound, but not quite the same, and it took her a while pushing and pressing the shiny metal hinge to figure out how it worked.

Camila waited for her outside the toilet, and after she finished, the two of them walked outside while Deisi continued to sleep.

The remaining women finally awoke and dressed, and they all sat down at the kitchen table as Camila’s aunt served them eggs and toast on plastic plates.

Hana ate slowly, careful not to seem too eager or unappreciative. However, as she watched the others devour their breakfast, she joined in.

When the last one finished, one of Camila’s cousins stood and picked up the plates. Hana stood to help her, but the girl gave her a warm smile. “Sit. You are our guest.”

Hana returned the smile and sat back down.

“Come,” said Camila’s aunt. “I did the cooking. They can do the cleaning.”

Camila’s Aunt arranged three chairs in a row, sat down in a fourth in front of them, brushed some crumbs from her lap, sat up straight, and looked back across at the girls. “I am Aunt Paola.” She smiled and continued. “I am the oldest here, and some say the wisest. I have also lived here the longest. I came here from Guatemala in 1981, in the worst years of the war. Like you, my family came through Mexico, but unlike you, we walked most of the way. It took us almost two years, but we made it. My parents have since passed, as has my husband, and my children have moved away, but I’ve been successful here. I have my own home, which I share with my nieces, and I’ve seen and learned much. Let me teach you all that I know about life in the United States.”

“You are a beloved and trusted leader in our family, Aunt Paola,” said Camila. “My parents told me to seek you out for your wisdom.”

“Wisdom, and a hot meal, I’m sure,” she replied. “Thank you, but you’re here to learn, so let me teach you the path to success in America. The path means that you must work your way up. The first step is to get a job as a migrant farm worker. That’s the bottom rung of the ladder, but at least it’s on the ladder. There are many farms that hire undocumented immigrants, some of which treat their workers better than others. The key is to know which are the good ones and start there. I can help you with that. They will provide you a place to sleep and meals, which will suffice in the beginning. The stronger young men can find work in construction, landscaping, or pool service, but that’s not an option for you. Once you’ve been working for a while, the next step is to get a counterfeit Social Security card. The good ones are expensive, but they’re worth it. Not only do they look real, but they have numbers which have not been used before, so when an employer enters the number, it does not appear to be someone else. You can pass for another name, but that name cannot be Michael Anderson.”

Aunt Paola paused, as if waiting for some kind of response, but when none came, she continued. “Once you have a Social Security card, you can seek better work. If you speak English, or even good Spanish, you may be able to find work in a factory or restaurant. And if you do good work there, you can move up to shift supervisor, which pays much better. That’s what happened to me, and I’ve been supervising almost twenty women for the past ten years.”

Deisi interrupted. “How long does all this take? How long until we can get our own place like you?”

“It depends on how good a worker you are, if you can speak English, and on good fortune.”

Deisi smiled. “Then I’m all set.”

Aunt Paola returned her smile. “There is one more path, and that is to find a suitable husband. You’re all young and pretty, which is a blessing and a curse. The blessing is that beauty may attract the right man, the type of man who has worked his way up the ladder and has been successful. The curse is that it may also attract the wrong type of man. And while the right type of man is different from country to country, the wrong type of man is the same around the world.”

Each of the girls nodded their heads.
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Tears ran down Camila’s cheeks as she embraced Hana and squeezed.

Hana returned the embrace, and finally felt Camila’s grip weaken. Hana had only known her for a few months, but their circumstances had made them close. From the settlement compound in Mexico, through their journey on horse with the coyotes, and across the border to her aunt’s home, they had packed a life’s worth of experiences into that short time. And Hana had experienced enough goodbyes to know that they had a tendency to become permanent.

“This is not goodbye,” said Camila, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “It’s just see you later. You’ll be just ten kilometers away. Aunt Paola can get me a job at her factory, but she has only one spot. You’ll do well at the farm. We’ll see each other often.”

Hana nodded and released her embrace, and was pushed aside by Deisi, who reached in to embrace Camila.

“We will all see each other. I will make sure of it,” said Deisi.

“Enough,” said Aunt Paola, pulling Deisi and Camila apart. “Long goodbyes make it harder. C’mon, girls, get in the truck.”

Hana and Deisi walked out the front door, turned and waved to Camila, and got in the back seat of the truck.

Aunt Paola sat alone up front in the driver’s seat, started the truck, and drove off, leaving a trail of dust behind. She looked in the rearview mirror at the girls as she spoke. “Okay, here’s the story. The largest crop in Texas is cotton, but that’s the worst type of work. It’s the lowest cost product, and the easiest to pick, and therefore it pays the least. Corn and Sorghum are best. Since you have experience growing corn, and there’s still some time left in the season, that’s your best option. I have friends in one of the largest corn farms in the state, and they said that they’d be willing to take you on, on a trial basis, for the remainder of the season.”

“And what happens after the season?” asked Deisi.

“Either the workers move to the next farm, often out of state, or they stay on at that farm and prepare it for the next season, or they go back to live with their families.” Aunt Paola took a quick peek in the rearview mirror, then looked at the road ahead and continued. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. In the meantime, do a good job there, and the rest will take care of itself, and you can start paying me back for the money I paid to the coyotes.”

Aunt Paola looked back at Hana and Deisi in the mirror, who nodded their understanding.

Hana looked out the window as they rode, hoping to see the tall, shiny glass buildings she was told she’d find in America. She’d been impressed by Chihuahua, and expected the United States to be a better version of that, but all she saw since arriving were dusty roads and farms with straight rows of plantings, mostly corn.

After a while, the truck passed a large metal sign and pulled into a long, paved driveway towards the largest building Hana had ever seen. It was square, painted a faded blue, and had no windows. Aunt Paola parked on the side, next to a mix of vehicles, mostly old trucks similar to theirs, along with a few shiny, smaller vehicles, obviously newer and more expensive.

“We’re here,” said Aunt Paola. “Everybody out. Follow me, and remember, when we get there, little smiles, don’t speak unless spoken to, and do not make eye contact.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Deisi.

Hana nodded.

They followed Aunt Paola across the parking lot, around the back of the main building, and into an open-walled structure filled with people who looked like them, sitting at long tables on their lunch break.

Aunt Paola walked past the tables and approached one of the men who appeared to be in charge. “Señor, is Juan Pedro Maribel here? Tell him Paola is here to see him.”

The man looked at the three women for a moment longer than necessary, then pointed towards the far wall. “He’s there, in the brown hat.”

“Gracias, señor,” Aunt Paola said, and headed toward the man.

Deisi and Hana followed, and Hana felt eyes follow her as she walked across the room. She wasn’t sure if those eyes were welcoming or wary, but she tried hard to keep her gaze straight ahead and avoid eye contact.

As they reached the far corner of the room, Aunt Paola approached the man they were seeking. “Hello, I’m Paola. Here are the two women I was told to bring to you.”

The man looked them over, taking his time. When his attention turned to Hana, he took a little longer to evaluate her, looking at her from her feet up to her eyes.

When his eyes met hers, she sensed wisdom and kindness, and relaxed.

“Hola. I am Juan Pedro, harvest staff supervisor for this farm. I understand that these women are from Guatemala, is that correct?”

“Yes, they’re newly arrived,” replied Aunt Paola.

“And do they have papers?”

“No, not yet.”

Juan Pedro sighed. “Hmmm. That makes it a little more difficult, but not impossible. The inside jobs require documentation, but they can do the jobs in the field. Right now, we’re detasseling the stalks. Do they know how to do that?”

“Yes, I’m sure they do,” said Aunt Paola.

“Then I will take them, on your word,” said Juan Pedro. “Our season lasts two more months. If they’re good workers, I’ll find them work after that, most likely in Arizona. Don’t worry, as farms go, this one is better than most. It’s hard work, but they will not be mistreated. On that, you have my promise.”

“Gracias,” said Aunt Paola.

Aunt Paola turned to the girls. “Ladies, I must leave you here. I’ll check on you in a week, and if you have any problems, Juan Pedro knows how to reach me. Don’t be scared. You’ll be safe here. And remember, this is only a start, the first rung on the ladder. Do good work, and your circumstance will only improve.”

Aunt Paola embraced Deisi, and then Hana. She then turned and walked back towards the large building, around the corner, and disappeared from sight.

Hana turned back towards Deisi and Juan Pedro, and looked across at the endless fields of corn—her new home.
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Hana found contentment in the routine of her new surroundings: rise before the sun, share a large communal breakfast of eggs and toast, sometimes with bacon, then spend long days working in the field. The heat of the summer had faded into the moderate days of autumn, and she’d proven to be quite efficient at her task, and had received praise, and rarely felt threatened or reprimanded.

The migrant farmers came from many countries across Central America, and Hana enjoyed the stories of their homelands, both happy ones of festivals and cultural events different from hers, as well as tragic ones of their experiences with war and injustice. On Saturday nights, they got together with the farm workers in the men’s dormitories, and drank homemade corn alcohol and danced to songs from home. On Sunday mornings, they rose early to attend church services with their heads pounding.

By the end of the season, everyone knew Deisi and her friend Hana, and enjoyed their energy and humor. The Hondurans and Salvadorians were quieter by nature, and were entertained by Deisi’s nonstop talking. Often, they would look at Hana and make eyes, as if trying to get Deisi to stop, and would laugh when Hana would make eyes back at them.

As the harvesting season drew to a close, the workers discussed where they would go from there. Some planned on heading to the next farm, some staying on to help prepare the land for the next season, and some going home. Hana and Deisi were not sure what they should do, and had asked to meet with Juan Pedro later that day to discuss their options with him.

Juan Pedro instructed them to meet him after dinner in his small office at the far end of their dormitory.

Hana and Deisi finished their meal, cleaned themselves, put on their best clothes, walked down the hallway to his office, and knocked on the door.

“Enter,” said Juan Pedro.

Deisi opened the door and the two of them walked inside.

Juan Pedro motioned to them to have a seat on the small, metal chairs across from his steel desk.

“Hello, Juan Pedro,” said Deisi. “Thank you for meeting with us.”

“You are most welcome, ladies.”

“We’re aware that the harvest season is almost over, and we wanted to seek your advice on where we should go next.”

“I’m glad you have asked,” he said. “I was going to speak with you both soon, anyway.”

Juan Pedro looked at the two girls, paused, and continued. “You have done good work, both of you, and you have been reliable and fast learners.” He turned to Deisi and smiled. “And your manner has lightened the spirits of the other workers.”

Deisi returned the smile.

“I’ve thought about how to place you, and here is what I can do. Deisi, it’s best for you to go from here to Arizona, to work on the date harvest. That season will last a few months longer, pays relatively well, has good conditions, and you’ll stay with many of the workers you’ve come to know.”

Deisi looked back and him and smiled. “Thank you, sir. I’m grateful for your advice.”

“You’re welcome. And Hana, my sweet silent one....” He looked at Hana and paused.

Hana’s heart raced as she awaited his words.

“I would love to help you as best I can, I surely would,” he said. “But I’m sorry to say, I cannot.”

Hana grasped Deisi’s hand, and looked back at him, her eyes widening.

“Again, I’m sorry, but I don’t know a place that will take you, now that you’re pregnant.”
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PART 2 – Josefa
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“We need to find God, and He cannot

be found in noise and restlessness.

God is the friend of silence.”

Mother Teresa
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Chapter 11
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El Paso, Texas, Fall 1996

The silence, long her friend, now seemed conspicuous and uncomfortable. Hana buried her head in her hands to increase her sensory deprivation, adding darkness to silence.

Finally, Deisi spoke. “Hana, are you pregnant? How could you not tell me?”

Juan Pedro stood up, walked around the desk, and placed his hand on Hana’s shoulder. “I know it feels like the end of the world right now, but do not despair. I’ve seen this a hundred times, and I’ll see it a hundred times more. You’re a young girl—it happens, and we’ll find a way to deal with it.”

Hana wept in her chair, her shoulders heaving up and down, but the only sounds she made were sniffling and breathing.

“Go back to your room. I’ll call your friend, Aunt Paola, and she’ll come and pick you up. I’ll talk with her, but I’m sure she’ll know what to do.”

Hana stood up and turned towards the door, avoiding eye contact with Deisi or Juan Pedro. Deisi followed her outside as Hana hurried down the hall, walking just short of a run, past their room and out through the metal door at the end of the hallway. Deisi rushed to keep up as Hana kept running, past the main building and into the corn fields, and eventually stopped and sat down between two tall rows of corn.

Deisi caught up and sat down beside her.

Hana kept her head down between her knees, and did not move. The two sat that way for a while, Hana resting with her head down, Deisi looking around to make sure nobody had spotted them. Finally, Hana looked up, first off into the distance and then towards Deisi, with tears streaming down her face.

Deisi brushed the tears off with her sleeve, and looked across at Hana, her eyes flashing in a way that Hana could not tell if it was concern or anger. “Hana, did you know you were pregnant?”

Hana shook her head no, then nodded yes, then shook it no again.

Deisi nodded. “So, you thought you might be, but weren’t sure.”

Hana nodded yes.

“Have you missed your period?”

Hana nodded yes, then held her arms to her side, palms up.

Deisi’s voice rose. “You did, but you weren’t sure what that meant?”

Hana nodded yes. She had grown up without a real mother, and while Luz had tried her best, she avoided certain motherly tasks, such as explaining sex and childbirth to her. Her Catholic schooling certainly didn’t take up the task, so she was never properly instructed on the ways of womanhood, and that naiveté affected her still.

Deisi held her for another few moments, then asked the inevitable question. “Do you know who the father is?”

Hana looked away without responding. Finally, she looked at Deisi, who made eyes at her, prodding her to respond. Hana put up her palm in the universal Stop sign, and flashed her eyes.

Deisi paused, but soon continued in a sharper voice, her face reddening. “How could you do this? And not tell me? I mean, we had a plan, and it was for the two of us to make it in America, together, helping each other. And now this? I’m not going to be able to help support you and a baby, and I don’t want to have to go through this alone.”

Hana looked up at her, still with tears in her eyes, held her gaze for a moment, then turned her head and looked back out to the long, flat fields of corn.

Deisi sat next to her, looking off in the opposite direction, not moving. Finally, after a few minutes, she put her hand on Hana’s back and caressed her shoulder briefly, then stopped.

Hana sat with her head buried in her hands, and silently sobbed.
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The knocking startled Hana as she packed her few belongings into a paper bag.

“I’ll get it.” Deisi walked across the room and opened the door.

Aunt Paola and Juan Pedro stood in the hallway.

“Hello, Aunt Paola,” said Deisi, embracing her as she entered. “Hello, Juan Pedro.”

Hana looked up from her packing, nodded at Juan Pedro, and embraced Aunt Paola.

“I have your last week’s payment for you.” Juan Pedro handed Hana a thick brown envelope. “And you have my thanks for the good work you have done here.”

Hana managed a weak smile, and nodded.

Juan Pedro continued. “And be well. You’re a special girl, Hana. I believe that your future holds wonderful things for you. Go with God, my little one.”

Hana walked over and gave him a big hug.

Juan Pedro, surprised, returned the hug. “You’re in good hands with Aunt Paola. Be well, and come back one day and say hello. And bring your beautiful little baby.”

Hana looked up and nodded. Juan Pedro turned and left, and Hana watched him walk away until he turned the corner and was no longer in view.

“Okay, let’s get you going,” said Aunt Paola. “We’ll go back to my place, have a nice meal and a good night’s sleep, and in the morning, we’ll discuss your options.”

Hana looked across the room at Deisi, who was folding her laundry and avoiding becoming involved in the conversation, and their eyes met.

Hana walked over and stood across from her, unsure how to proceed. Finally, she leaned in and embraced Deisi, who waited a moment before returning the embrace. Hana rested her head on her friend’s shoulder, waiting for her to speak. Hana’s heart ached at the thought of losing the last link to her home and childhood in Guatemala, and the only person who understood her without being frustrated by her lack of voice, and especially at this rare moment of discord and misunderstanding.

She’d never needed to wait for Deisi to speak, as her friend was always able to fill the silence with her words. At this moment, however, none came, so she held on, unable to let the moment pass.

Hana eventually released her embrace and focused on Deisi with her eyes, the eyes that Deisi had learned to understand thirteen years, four homes, and two countries ago. For the first time, Hana felt they were unable to understand each other in the remarkable nonverbal way they’d perfected over their time together, during which they’d been inseparable. Hana studied Deisi’s eyes, trying to read her emotions. Pain? Yes, definitely. Anger? Certainly. But there was something more there, something different, and her inability to understand Deisi made Hana feel a distance between them that she’d never felt before.

“Come on, Hana, let’s go,” said Aunt Paola. “It’s only going to get harder the longer we drag this out.”

Deisi looked Hana in the eyes, then let her gaze wander towards the top of her head, avoiding eye contact. “Goodbye, Hana,” she said. “I love you.”

Hana looked at Deisi and placed both her hands on her heart, then turned and followed Aunt Paola out of the room, closed the door behind her, and followed her down the long hallway towards Paola’s dusty old truck. This truck would take her away from the one person she thought she’d never leave, the person she thought of as a sister, and the last link to everything she knew in the world.
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Aunt Paola washed the dishes as Hana cleared the table.

“Thank you, Hana,” said Aunt Paola. “Now go get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning. It’s easier to think clearly when you have a good night’s rest and a full stomach.”

Hana nodded, walked over to her bed, and tried to fall asleep. As she tossed and turned, memories came flooding through her mind of all the beds she’d slept in: her first home in San Juan Ostuncalco; her rooms in San Mateo with Luz; then Imelda; nights in the forest on the way to Mexico; and in the desert in Mexico; the settlement camp; the dormitory at the corn farm. She remembered this place too, where she’d stayed their first in America, with the excitement of Camila’s family and visions of a bright future in the promised land. And, of course, of Deisi.

Finally, her exhaustion got the better of her and she fell asleep, but fitfully.

She awoke to the light coming through the sheer curtains, accompanied by the sounds and smells of Aunt Paola making breakfast.

As she sat up, Paola called to her. “Wash up and come to breakfast. No time to waste. The more troubled you are, the busier you need to be. It keeps bad thoughts away, and allows you to concentrate the mind.”

Hanna nodded, got out of bed, washed and dressed, and came to breakfast.

Aunt Paola handed her a plate overflowing with eggs, bacon, and homemade biscuits.

“I know what meals are like on the farm,” said Aunt Paola. “They give you plenty of food, but it all tastes the same. So, I figured you’d appreciate a little home cooking.”

Hanna nodded and managed a smile. The smell reminded her of her home with Luz, and the memory was painfully pleasant.

Aunt Paola snapped her out of her daydream. “Keep eating while I talk, but let me see your eyes, so I know that you’re listening to me and understand.” Aunt Paola waited for her to look up, then continued in a warm but matter-of-fact voice. “First, it was not very smart getting pregnant so young, and unmarried. In case it was never fully explained to you, we’ll need to discuss the birds and bees. It appears that we’re a little late on that one, so we’ll get to that later. Second, while it’s my job to disapprove of your getting pregnant like that, I’m in no position to criticize. I had both of my children young and unmarried, so I’m doubly dumber than you are.”

Aunt Paola gave Hana a warm smile, and she responded in kind.

Paola continued. “So, what are your options now? The first and best one, if possible, is to let the father know, and hope that he’s capable of being a good husband and father and takes responsibility.” Aunt Paola paused, then looked directly at Hana and continued. “Is... is that an option here?”

Hana looked down and did not respond.

“Okay,” said Aunt Paola. “I guess we move on to option two, and that’s terminating the pregnancy. I mention this because I believe it is only fair to present you with all your options. Personally, I’m against that on moral and religious grounds, and if you want to pursue that, or even just talk to someone about it, I’ll need to hand you off to someone else to bring you to someone who can discuss it with you. Think about it, and if that’s the way you want to proceed, let me know.”

Hana looked up at Aunt Paola and shook her head no.

“Very well,” Aunt Paola continued. “The next option is to put the baby up for adoption. Many families can give your child a good home, families of means who can offer your child an education. Many families are desperate for children of their own but are unable to have them. Your child may find itself in a much better home than you may ever be able to provide.” Aunt Paola reached out and held Hana’s hand. “I know how difficult this can be, but perhaps it’s the best option for all—for you, as well as for your baby.”

Hana put her head down in her hands, avoiding eye contact with Aunt Paola. A moment later, she looked directly up at Aunt Paola, widened her eyes, and shook her head no.

“I understand,” said Aunt Paola. “I was presented with the same choice twenty years ago, and I couldn’t do it either.”

The two sat across from each other and picked at their breakfasts for a few minutes.

Finally, Aunt Paola continued. “There is one other option, and that is to go to a community where they’re prepared to care for single mothers. I’ve heard of such a place, a town in Florida where a large number of Guatemalan immigrants have settled. I’ve been told they’re welcoming, and have set up communal living arrangements for work and childcare. I don’t know the specifics, but there’s an organization nearby that works with recent immigrants. They’re in communication with that community, and can be of assistance.”

Hana looked up at Aunt Paola, nodded, and looked down at her breakfast with two feelings that had been in short supply: hope and hunger.
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Once again, Hana found herself in a back seat, led by a strong woman in a direction not entirely of her choosing. After she’d escaped to San Mateo, Ximena had led her to Luz. When Luz passed, she was handed off to Imelda. |Now, she prepared to be handed off again, but this time was different. This time, it was not just her; it was her and her unborn child.

When will I be the woman in control? Will I ever be able to raise a child? How can I ever do so without speaking? And in a new, strange country, not knowing anyone?

Aunt Paola had been right: keeping busy kept the bad thoughts away. Fortunately, they soon pulled up to a small, two-story concrete building next to a car wash, with a sign near the front door that read Center for Migrant Farmers.

Aunt Paola parked the car in a diagonal, yellow-lined space near the front door, between the only two cars parked in the lot, and they got out and headed towards the front door. Aunt Paola opened the door and held it for Hana, who followed her inside.

They were met by a receptionist sitting behind an opened, sliding glass window, who smiled at them as they entered. “Welcome. Do you have an appointment, or are you a walk in?”

“We do not have an appointment,” said Aunt Paola. “I was told by a friend that we can just come by.”

“That’s not a problem,” said the receptionist. “We’re not busy today. Please, just fill out these papers, and we’ll be with you in a few minutes.” The receptionist handed them a clipboard holding a form, and a pen.

Hana took the clipboard, sat on the chair across from the receptionist, and looked over the form. Once she noticed that it was in Spanish as well as English, she began filling out the form.

Aunt Paola watched her. “I wasn’t sure if you were able to read and write.”

Hana looked up, shook her head, and continued. Once she finished, she stood and handed the form back to the receptionist.

Moments later, the receptionist called them inside, and led them down a long hallway. “You’ll be meeting with Mr. Vincente Solis, the founder of the center. He’s a well-known and honored man, and he will help you.” The receptionist led them into a room, told them to wait, gave them a warm smile, and left.

A few seconds later, the door opened and a tall, brown-skinned, middle-aged man entered, dressed clean and sharp, but casually, in a white short-sleeve shirt and pressed pants, with shiny brown shoes. He looked dignified, but not handsome, and gave the impression of being important, but not unapproachable. He reminded Hana of Juan Pedro, and therefore, she took an immediate liking to him.

Hana and Aunt Paola began to stand, but Mr. Solis motioned to them to stay seated. “Hello, my friends, and welcome to our center. Please, tell me about yourselves, and what we may do to help you.” Mr. Solis sat down, poured himself a glass of water from a pitcher on his desk, and motioned to ask them if they would like some water.

“No, thank you,” said Aunt Paola.

Hana shook her head no.

Aunt Paola said, “My name is Paola Urias. I came from Guatemala almost twenty years ago, in 1981. I escaped during the worst of the war.”

Mr. Solis nodded his understanding.

Aunt Paola continued. “I have found work and happiness in America. I’m now a shift supervisor, and have raised two children, and own my own home.”

“Bless you,” said Mr. Solis. “You are the American dream, and a credit to your people.”

“Thank you, but this visit is not about me, it’s about young Hana here.”

Mr. Solis looked at Hana, and nodded and smiled.

“Hana is a friend of my niece’s,” Aunt Paola continued. “She came from Guatemala a couple months ago. She’s an orphan, her parents killed in front of her eyes when she was five years old.”

Mr. Solis winced, pain evident in his eyes. “I’m so sorry for you, my dear. I’ve heard similar stories many times, but it doesn’t make it any easier to hear.”

“She escaped to the next town, San Mateo, on her own, and was raised by women in the town. When that village was raided, she escaped to Mexico, then the US, along with my niece. She found work on a corn farm north of town, but has just discovered that she’s pregnant.”

Mr. Solis looked at Hana. “My dear, do you know who the father is?”

Hana looked down, and did not make eye contact.

Aunt Paola interrupted. “I forgot to tell you. Since the first attack, she has been mute. I’ve asked her who the father is, but she does not respond. I believe it’s safe to assume that living with him is not an option.”

“Is that the case, Hana?” asked Mr. Solis.

Hana kept her gaze downward, and nodded her confirmation.

Aunt Paola continued. “I’ve discussed the options with her, and we were hopeful that you might be able to help her find a community where she could raise her child. She’s an excellent seamstress, and is able to work. Is there not a community in Florida which might accept her?”

Mr. Solis thought for a moment. “You’ve discussed adoption with her?” He turned to Hana. “There are no easy choices here, my dear, but we have a long list of families, good and kind families, who would be happy to give your child a loving home.”

Hana slowly lifted her head, looked Mr. Solis directly in the eyes, and shook her head.

“I understand you, very clearly,” said Mr. Solis. He turned to Aunt Paola. “Boy, when she wants to get her message across, she doesn’t need words, does she?”

Aunt Paola smiled.

“Okay, then,” Mr. Solis continued. “There is a place in Florida, called Indiantown. Over ten thousand Guatemalan immigrants have settled there, as well as those from a number of other Central American countries. They speak Spanish, as well as many other Mayan languages, and all have stories similar to yours. Also, since the United Nations Truth Commission released their report earlier this year, outlining the scope and nature of the atrocities which occurred in Guatemala, as well as the United States’ role in backing the government death squads, there has been an outpouring of support for Guatemalan refugees, both public and private. It has also eased the path for citizenship, with which they can assist you.”

Hana looked at Aunt Paola, then back at Mr. Solis, and nodded.

Mr. Solis continued. “I believe this is your best option. I’ll call ahead to my contact there, and they’ll welcome you.”

Aunt Paola looked at her. “Hana, dear, is this what you would like to do?”

Hana nodded.

Mr. Solis continued. “The next challenge is getting you there. Bus fare is not expensive, but it’s not free, and we cannot supply that. However, from time to time we have visitors from there who are returning, and as luck would have it, I know of a visiting family that is returning there this afternoon. I’m sure that if I ask, they’d be willing to take Hana back with them. All she’ll need is meal money.”

Hana took out the envelope containing her last week’s pay and showed it to Mr. Solis.

He inspected it. “Hard earned money, I’m sure.” He smiled. “Yes, that’s more than enough. You can wait here. We’ll give you lunch, and they’ll return here in the afternoon to pick you up.”

Hana nodded and looked up at Aunt Paola, whose eyes pooled with tears.

“Hana,” said the kind-hearted woman. “Then this is goodbye.” She wiped her eyes. “Go and be well. Have your baby and raise it to be as good and kind as you are. I sense the presence of the Lord in you, Hana, and in your baby. Keep your heart open, and let your love and beauty shine through.”

Hana stood and embraced her, as Aunt Paola caressed her head with her hands. Eventually, they released, and Mr. Solis took Aunt Paola’s arm and lead her out of the room.

Hana remained in the room, alone—another day, another goodbye, another back seat waiting for her.
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Chapter 12
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Indiantown, Florida, Winter 1997

“You know, we’re only driving you as a favor to Mr. Solis,” said Eliana Hernandez, as she turned to Hana, huddled against her belongings in the back seat of the old, rusted Toyota Corolla, and returned the empty envelope to her.

“You barely had enough to cover your share of the costs,” added her husband, Francisco, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “And that doesn’t include the extra time and cost to pick you up at the center and drop you off, which is twenty minutes out of our way.”

The coyotes were more honorable, thought Hana. At least they did what they promised, and at the agreed upon price.

She didn’t mind paying for her meals, but resented the Hernandez’s making her pay for a portion of the gas and tolls, as well as a share of their hotel room the prior night. The cost completely wiped out her last week’s wages, leaving her with only the few dollars she had hidden in the lining of the small suitcase that Aunt Paola had given her.

She sat silent and alone the entire way across the flat and straight I-10 through Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, and the Florida Panhandle, then down I-75 all the way to Indiantown—a two-day trip with twenty-four hours of driving. The Hernandez’s did not speak to her, other than to occasionally complain about having to take her along, as well as the preferential treatment of Guatemalans compared to Mexicans such as themselves.

Late in the evening on the second day of the trip, they pulled off the highway, drove past a long series of strip malls and single-story cinder block homes, and turned into a driveway alongside a two-story faded yellow building, with long, outdoor walkways fronting rows of unmarked wooden doors.

After the car skidded to a stop in the gravel driveway, Francisco shifted the car into park and turned around to Hana. “This is where I was told to drop you off. You’re here.”

Hana looked around but did not see any people or signs in the poorly lit parking lot, and was not sure where to go.

Francisco stared at her, then at the door handle.

Hana understood his meaning and exited the car. She even waved goodbye, but Francisco backed the car up and drove away without acknowledging her.

She took a moment to get her bearings, then began to walk around the periphery of the building, struggling to wheel her suitcase across the loose gravel, looking for an obvious entrance. Given the lights in the windows and the sounds from inside, she knew the building was occupied, but still, the setting felt more alien to her than any forest or desert she’d crossed. The full moon lit her path, and she looked up, comforted in the knowledge that the same moon had shone down upon her in her village back home.

She turned the corner of the building and noticed a mailbox next to one of the doors, so she walked over, pulled open the door and went inside. She entered directly into a brightly lit lounge, full of people talking and laughing, with loud Spanish music playing in the background. The unexpected activity startled her, and she stood frozen in place a few feet inside the front door, taking in the activity. A moment later, a young woman, similar to her in age, walked over and spoke to her.

“Hello, I’m Pilar. May I help you?”

Hana reached into her pocket and pulled out an envelope Mr. Solis had given her, which had the name Vita Ceballos written on it, and handed it to her.

Pilar took the envelope and looked at the writing on front. “Yes, Señora Ceballos. She’s in charge here. I’ll bring you to her. Follow me.”

She reached down and took Hana’s hand, and led her down the hall. The warmth of her touch calmed Hana as she followed, a welcome relief after the long, unfriendly drive from El Paso. Although she was not certain, she sensed that Pilar had a Guatemalan accent, and that familiarity also comforted her. Not from the same village as her, she thought, but most likely Mayan.

When they reached the end of the hallway, Pilar opened the door, and together they walked inside. A small, well-dressed, middle-aged woman sat across from them at a large, elaborately decorated desk on the far side of the room, in front of a wall of photos, mostly of smiling young women, many of them holding children.

“Hello, Pilar, and hello, young lady. Who do we have here?” asked the woman.

“Hello, Señora Ceballos,” said Pilar. “This young lady just walked through the front door. She has an envelope with your name written on the front.”

Hana handed her the envelope.

“Thank you,” said Ms. Ceballos. “And hello. Don’t be afraid. Do you not speak?” She smiled.

Hana shook her head no.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” The elder woman opened the envelope. “I think I know who you are. Mr. Solis called me and spoke to me about you. I didn’t realize that you had arrived.”

Hana nodded. At least I’m in the right place. She first watched Ms. Ceballos read the letter for a moment. Then a feeling of warmth and comfort came over her as she studied the photos on the wall: happy young women who looked like her, proudly displaying their children, each one well dressed and safe. The feeling was warmer and safer than she’d expected, and she wondered why she felt so comforted. Then she realized. While she was looking around the room, Pilar had continued holding her hand, just as Deisi had done when they were scared.

Somebody cares about me, cares for me.

Ms. Ceballos finished reading the letter, folded it neatly, stuffed it back in its envelope, and looked up at Hana.

“We’ll take you in,” she said. “You will have a home here.”
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Ms. Ceballos instructed Hana to wait outside in the common area until they had a chance to prepare her room.

Hanna nodded her thanks and left the office with Pilar, who pointed her in the direction of the common area before returning to Ms. Ceballos’s office. On her way to the common area, Hanna heard a familiar sound from her past, froze when she first heard the sound, then turned in its direction.

Yes, that is definitely it. Someone is speaking in Chuj.

She’d hardly ever heard her native Mayan language spoken since she left San Mateo two years ago. Deisi had refused to speak it, saying that she needed to improve her Spanish, as well as start to learn English. Although there were Guatemalans, and Mayans in particular, on the corn farm, most spoke K’iché, which she barely understood.

As she made her way across the common room, past groups of people laughing and talking, she spotted two young women leaning against the far wall. She walked over, looked them in the eyes, and nodded.

“Hello. I don’t recognize you. Are you new here?” asked the first girl, in Spanish.

Hana shook her head no.

“No, you’re not new?”

Hana shook her head again, and bit her lip, struggling to figure out how to make herself understood. Rarely did she feel frustrated by her lack of voice, but when she did, it caused her great distress.

“What’s the matter, do you not talk?” asked the second girl.

Hana nodded. Then, she noticed a map of Central America on the wall behind them, and walked over and pointed at the Guatemalan highlands.

“You are Guatemalan?” asked the first girl.

Hana nodded.

“Us too,” said the second. “Do you speak Chuj, by any chance?”

Hana smiled and nodded. Yes. Yes.

“Wow, that is exciting,” said the first girl. “There aren’t very many of us here, or anywhere else, for that matter.”

Hana nodded. This will make it easier to communicate.

While silence is the same in every language, non-verbal communication is different in each. She hoped their shared cultural experiences would ease their way. And Mayans were more patient than other Guatemalans, who were more patient still than Americans, so she would feel less pressured to make her thoughts known.

“I am Nilsa, and this is Areli,” said the first girl, in Chuj. “Welcome to Indiantown.”

Hana shook their hands and smiled. I am welcomed.

“It’s clear that you understand Chuj. Are you able to speak?” asked Areli.

Hannah shook her head.

“Okay, then, we’ll do the talking,” replied Nilsa. “Let’s sit down somewhere quieter, and we’ll let you know how life in Indiantown works.”

Nilsa led them to a couch in the corner of the room, and sat down. Areli and Hana followed and sat across from her.

Nilsa sat up straight, placed her hands on her lap, and looked directly at Hana. “Okay, this building houses single adult women. Ms. Ceballos is in charge, and she runs a tight ship. She’s very nice when you do what you’re supposed to, but not so nice when you don’t.”

“Which is why everyone does what they’re supposed to,” interrupted Areli.

Nilsa smiled and looked at Hana, who smiled in return.

Nilsa continued. “Our primary job is to take care of the children. That includes our own children, as well as those of the married women in the community who work during the day. That, and clean and cook for ourselves, as well as do any other work that needs to be done to keep the place going.”

Hana sat forward, careful to hear every word.

Nilsa smiled and appeared quite relaxed. “For many of us, that’s all that we need to do. However, if any of us has a special skill or talent, or can find a job outside, they may pursue that. Do you have any special skill or talent?”

Hana nodded.

“Great, what can you do?”

Hana looked around the room and spotted an embroidered pillow. She walked over to retrieve it, and showed it to them.

“Embroidery?” asked Areli. “I used to do that as a child in my village at home, in Patalcal.”

Hanna smiled and nodded. She had been to Patalcal, a small village twelve kilometers from San Mateo, on a few occasions with Luz to sell clothing and blankets. The women of Patalcal were known to produce beautiful embroidery.

Mine is better, she thought.

“Okay, then, embroidery it is,” said Nilsa. “I can take you on Monday to the embroidery shop, and you can spend the day there. If they think you have talent, you can work with them. That might be a good fit for you.”

Hana sat up straight and smiled.

Areli turned to Hana. “Are you any good?”

She nodded... vigorously.
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“Thank you, Nilsa, I’ll take it from here,” said the small, elderly woman standing beside a long table beneath rows of shelves holding colored yarn.

Nilsa turned to Hana. “Have a nice day, Hana. Valeria will take good care of you.”

Hana nodded, and turned back to Valeria.

“Okay, follow me,” said Valeria. “Nilsa tells me that you’re new in town. And from San Mateo, is that correct?”

Hana followed her toward the back of the room, and nodded.

“She also tells me that you do not speak. Is that true?”

Hana looked down. She’d grown accustomed to not speaking, and in fact could no longer remember having ever spoken, but she still felt anxious about it around certain people, and the anxiety made it difficult for her to maintain eye contact. And without eye contact, it was even more difficult for her to communicate. She couldn’t pinpoint why she felt this way around certain people and not others.

Is it authority that brings it out? No, that’s not it. If that were the case, I would have felt it around Mr. Solis or Juan Pedro. Women in power? Again, no.

Try as she might, she couldn’t figure out a pattern to her anxiety, which made her even more anxious. Perhaps that was the nature of the condition, but this was a big opportunity for her, and she had better not let her anxiety get in her way.

Valeria waited for her to respond, and when she didn’t, Valeria continued. “The women of that part of Guatemala are well known for their handwork. Well, follow me. I’ll bring you to a room where you should have everything you need. Take some time, practice a little, and come and get me if you need anything or have any questions.”

Hana followed her into a room that contained a wide selection of embroidery supplies. The familiarity of the hoops and threads comforted her, and Hana sat down at the table and began to explore.

Valeria looked back at her as she left the room. “I’ll be outside. I’ll check on you in a little while.”

Hana walked around the room and inspected the various hoops, yarn, beads, and needles available. She’d never seen such a large selection, and though the colors were different than the naturally dyed yarn she’d used back home, the expanded palette offered opportunities she’d never dreamed of.

She eventually picked up an unadorned huipil—a traditional, loose-fitting tunic—a hoop, a needle, and some thread, and began outlining a simple floral pattern from memory. Her facility with the process returned immediately, despite not having practiced since leaving San Mateo over two years ago. She became one with the process, and lost track of time as one flower became a single bouquet, and a single bouquet became a garment full. Running stitch became stem stitch, which became lazy Daisy—thread, tie, cut, as natural as breathing.

Valeria returned a few hours later. “I’m sorry to leave you for so long. I got distracted. Let’s see what you’ve done so far.”

Hana picked up the garment she’d been working on and handed it to Valeria, who held it up to the light. She looked closely at the front for a while, then turned it over and inspected the back side. After a while, she sat down and took Hana’s hands in hers.

“My dear,” said Valeria, eyes wide and excited. “This is the finest, most beautiful example of embroidery that I have seen in my entire life. I never even knew we had this pattern here.”

Hana knew her work was good, just as Luz had taught her. She smiled and pointed to her head. No pattern, just here.

Valeria understood, smiled, and replied, her voice rising. “Without a pattern? That’s even more incredible. I’m serious. I’ve done this my entire life, and have had many girls work for me, and I’ve never seen anything like it. The quality, the style, the use of color... it’s a work of art. I’m speechless.” Valeria leaned over and embraced her.

Hana smiled and returned the embrace.

Valeria released her and stood up. “Your work will be wanted everywhere. You must work here, at least until you have your child.”
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Ms. Ceballos smiled as she pulled out a chair for Hana.

Hana reached for it with her hands, turned her back towards the chair, placed both hands on the arm rests, slowly lowered herself down, and sat with a thud.

“The last few weeks are hard,” said Ms. Ceballos. “You look like you’re ready to go at any minute.”

Hana placed her hands on her belly, and rubbed. Yes, she nodded, she was more than ready.

“Before you have the baby, I wanted to speak with you about a few things.” Ms. Ceballos opened a folder, leafed through some papers, then continued. “Okay, first, have you been in touch with the immigration attorney, and how is that progressing?”

Hana smiled and gave her a thumbs-up sign. Over the past few months, not only had her new friends come to understand her better, but they’d also provided her with some useful signs that eased communication. A simple thumbs-up often came in handy.

“You know, once you give birth, your baby will immediately be a citizen,” said Ms. Ceballos. “Not only is that good for your baby, but it also makes it easier for you to become one.”

Hana smiled and nodded.

“Okay, and English classes... how are they going? I know you don’t speak, but it would help if you were better able to read and understand English.” Ms. Ceballos shuffled her papers and looked back up at Hana. “It would also allow you to increase your responsibilities here. You’ve been a great help with much of my administrative work, for which I am thankful, but improving your English will enable you to take on even more responsibility. You have a talent for this type of work, if ever I could get Valeria to let you go.”

Hana blushed, and her smile widened. She had picked up the language quicker than most, and found that not speaking made it easier to read and understand new languages. She had also enjoyed becoming involved with the workings of the center, as well as spending time with Ms. Ceballos.

Ms. Ceballos smiled like a proud mother as she continued. “And of course, your needlework is extraordinary. Valeria raves about your skill. I take it that you’d like to continue on after you have your baby, is that correct?”

Before Hana could answer, she winced in pain and placed her hands on her belly.

“Are you in pain?” asked Ms. Ceballos. “Are you having a contraction?”

Hana waited for the pain to pass, then nodded.

“Are you having them regularly? And if so, how many minutes apart are they?”

Hana nodded and held up three fingers on her left hand, and five on her right.

“Every eight minutes?” Ms. Ceballos jumped to her feet. “My dear, it’s time to have your baby.”

Ms. Ceballos picked up her purse and walked around the desk to Hana, and helped her to her feet. “Let’s go. We’re going to the hospital to have your baby.”

Hana followed her out of the office and down the hallway towards the front door, holding her belly with both hands while walking as fast as she could. A few of the other girls waved as she passed by, wishing her luck. They walked out the front door, across the driveway to Ms. Ceballos’s little blue Sentra, got inside, and drove off.
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Each beep of the monitor lit the dark hospital room, illuminating the modern equipment with their numbers and dials. Hana had never been in a hospital, either as a patient or visitor, and studied her surroundings with great curiosity.

Why is it necessary to have such equipment just to have a baby? People had babies all the time back home without any of these machines.

Although unsure about the strange technology, she enjoyed the care and attention of her nurse, Josefa. A few times an hour, Josefa would enter her room and give her an update on her status, in clear and easy to understand Spanish—how frequent her contractions, when the doctors would return, and an estimate on how much longer it would be until she delivered.

Not only was Josefa kind and caring, but she learned to understand Hana more clearly and quickly than most. The key to understanding her, she knew, was listening. Not listening with your ears, but with your eyes, and more importantly, with your heart. Some people just waited for her to finish nodding her head, or making other nonverbal signs, and then continued on with what they wanted to say. Others took the time and effort to really listen with their hearts, and those were the people who understood her, who got her. Josefa was one of those people.

After a few hours in labor, Hana experienced her most painful contraction, and pressed the call button to alert Josefa. She was surprised by the intensity of the pain, and wondered if it were normal for it to be so painful, or if the intensity was a sign of problems.

Why would such terrible pain be a normal part of the process? Why should that be so? Why would the Lord require such beauty to be suffused with such pain?

Her mind wandered back to her days in religious school, and she remembered being taught Genesis 3:16.


To the woman he said, “I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to children.”


The words seemed so distant then, so intangible, but now their meaning felt all too real. Did the pain of childbirth increase the joy of delivery? Was it a reminder of Jesus’s suffering before his resurrection? God’s punishment of Eve for her sin in The Garden of Eden? As the pain increased, she clenched her fists and waited for the contraction to pass.

Josefa soon arrived, caressed her arms, and put in a call to the doctor. While they waited for the doctor to arrive, Josefa looked down at Hana and held her hand.

“My dear Hana,” she said, “do not be afraid. I know that you feel like you’re alone, and in a foreign land, but our savior was born from a poor mother, displaced from their home due to terror and injustice, and God smiled upon Him. Be brave, and open your heart to love, and He will smile upon you and your child too.”

Hana’s pain subsided, and she felt a lightness in her soul unlike any she’d felt since her last visit with Ximena. As she lay there, her door opened, and one of the doctors who had examined her earlier in the day entered and walked to the edge of the bed and smiled.

“Let’s have a look and see how you’re progressing,” he said.

Josefa translated his words into Spanish.

The doctor pulled up the sheets and examined her, then stood back up and took off his gloves. “Okay, everybody, let’s go have a baby.”

Josefa walked around to the head of her bed, and the doctor walked to her feet. Josefa detached her monitors, and together they wheeled her out of her room and down a hallway.

Hana looked up at Josefa, wondering where she was being taken.

“There’s no room here,” said Josefa. “We must go to the delivery suite.” Josefa wheeled her into the suite and reattached the monitors, and another three nurses entered the room, their arms full of trays and towels.

Hana followed Josefa’s instructions, and breathed when instructed, and pushed when told. After a particularly strong push, she heard a crying sound and looked down, and saw Josefa holding a blanket containing a wet, messy, crying little baby.

Hana cried as Josefa placed the baby in her arms.

“Congratulations,” said Josefa. “You have a nice, healthy little baby girl.”

Hana stared at the baby in shock and relief, and a feeling came over her that she’d never felt before: an attraction, or more of a bond, tying them together, permanent and unbreakable. She’d learned of this, the oldest and purest love—that of a mother for her child.

Josefa waited for her to enjoy the moment, then looked down and spoke. “Hana, we have to take the baby and clean and warm her up. Before we go, have you chosen a name for her? If so, we’ll write it on her chart.”

Hana thought for a moment about all the strong, loving women she had known: her mother, Ximena, Luz, Imelda, Aunt Paola. Each one sparked memories of loss as well as love, and she didn’t want to fix any negative memories to her newborn daughter, didn’t want to burden her with any bad thoughts right at the start of her life.

She thought for a moment more, then motioned for Josefa to come closer. As she did, Hana pointed at her name tag and nodded.

Josefa looked at her for a moment, confused, then finally smiled with recognition. “You’d like to name her Josefa?”

Hanna nodded and smiled, looked down at her newly named child, then back up at the inspiration for that name.

Josefa leaned over and picked up her namesake, wiped a tear from her eye, then did the same for little Josefa.
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Chapter 13
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Indiantown, Florida, Fall 2005

Hana looked up at the familiar interruption and smiled. In the eight years that she’d worked for Valeria, she’d grown used to Valeria interrupting them throughout the day—asking if they were okay, if they needed anything, what they were working on. Hana didn’t know if Valeria was trying to be helpful, or was just lonely, but she minded neither. She was grateful for the opportunity to make a living doing what she loved, as well as Valeria’s kind offer to allow Josefa and her to live in the small apartment behind the shop.

“How are you girls doing?” asked Valeria. “What are you working on today?”

“We’re trying out a new pattern,” answered eight-year-old Josefa, spreading out the needles on the table, looking for just the right one. “It’s of the jungle, and it has birds in the trees.”

“I’m sure it will be beautiful,” said Valeria.

Hana kept her eyes on the pattern and held out her hand, and Josefa handed her a needle.

“It’s as if you know what she needs without her having to ask,” said Valeria to Josefa. “You’re such a good helper. My children at eight years old were always in the way.”

“She does ask,” said Josefa, “just not with her words.”

“Then you’re a good listener.”

Hana looked up and nodded her agreement, and waved at the back door of their work room, towards their apartment.

Josefa stood up, said goodbye to the two, and headed out the door.

Valeria waited for her to leave, then continued. “She’s a darling child, so kind and thoughtful.”

Hana smiled in agreement.

“She spends so much time here with you, and seems to prefer talking and listening to adults. I’ve not seen a child like that before. But she also excels in school and seems to be well liked by her classmates. She’s strong in spirit, filled with wisdom, and the grace of God is with her.” Valeria paused, picked up and admired one of the finished blouses on the table, and continued. “But it’s not her that I worry about, Hana, it’s you. You’ve become quite successful here, and your work grows more valuable each year, but do you need more? Are you lonely? Do you have enough to keep you happy?”

Hana looked up at Valeria and thought for a moment, then put down her needles and pointed at a photograph of Josefa on the wall across the room.

Valeria studied the photograph of a beaming young Josefa, holding up a newly finished embroidered skirt, and smiled. “Josefa and your work is enough for you?”

Hana looked directly into Valeria’s eyes, smiled, then looked back down, picked up her needle, and bent over to continue her embroidery.
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Hana placed her needles on the table in front of her, stood up, and walked across the studio and through the small door to the little apartment she shared with Josefa. As she entered, she saw her daughter curled up on the upholstered chair in the corner of the room, reading her schoolbook.

Josefa must be quite taken with that book. She usually notices as soon as someone walks into the room.

Hana took advantage of Josefa’s concentration to enjoy the rare pleasure of watching her without her knowledge, of seeing her in her natural state. Hana carefully observed the way her thin black hair fell over her shoulder, how her long, flexible legs easily crisscrossed comfortably beneath her, how her expressive face and eyebrows flexed as she read, expressing each thought or feeling relayed from the pages of her book.

She didn’t look like the other children. Her skin was slightly darker than the other Guatemalans, as were her eyes—so dark as to obscure the underlying pupils, making them appear like large, black plates swimming across her clear, white eyes. Her cheekbones were higher and more prominent, more European than her ancestors, yet her skin was as smooth and clear as any Mayan.

Josefa finally looked up at her. “Mother, how long have you been there? I didn’t see you come in.”

Hana smiled and placed her thumb and index finger next to each other to indicate just a short time.

“Okay,” said Josefa. “I know. It’s time for the parent-teacher conference. I’m ready to go if you are.”

Hana reached out her hand, and Josefa got up from the chair, closed her book, walked over to her mother and joined hands, and together they walked out the front door. As they made their way along the short walk to school, Josefa became unusually talkative. Perhaps she was a bit anxious about the conference, but whatever the reason, Hana was happy to listen to her daughter narrate her thoughts.

“I’m doing well in school, Mom,” she said, looking up at Hana as she spoke. “I’ve got all A’s, I think, and I’m even doing extra credit.”

She waited for a response from her mother, and when none came, she continued. “And I help the other kids when they have problems. They all come to me for help. I don’t like to offer, because I don’t want to be a know-it-all, but when they have trouble, they know to come to me and I’m happy to help.” Josefa paused a beat before continuing. “And the soccer coach came over to me yesterday at gym, and said that he saw me playing, and wanted me to try out for the travel soccer team. I told him I didn’t want to play, that I liked to help you at the shop after school, but he said if ever I changed my mind, I should let him know.”

Hana looked down at her, smiled, nodded, and patted her hand.

After a few minutes, they reached the school, entered, walked down the hallway to Josefa’s classroom, and walked inside.

A young, dark-haired woman rose from behind her desk and smiled at the pair. “Hello, Ms. Marroquin, hello Josefa, please come in and have a seat.”

“Hello, Ms. Machado,” said Josefa.

Hana smiled and nodded.

“Thank you both for coming today,” Ms. Machado said. “Josefa, can you go across the hall to the resource room. Your mother and I will be a few minutes. We’ll come and get you when we’re finished.”

“Yes ma’am.” Josefa turned and walked out of the room, and shut the door behind her.

“Welcome, Ms. Marroquin. It’s a pleasure to see you again, and it’s an absolute joy to have the privilege of having Josefa in my class. She’s a darling child.”

Hana’s faced warmed as she smiled in return. She’d been used to being told kind things about her daughter, but hearing it always brightened her spirits.

Ms. Machado continued. “She’s a sweet young lady, kind, intuitive, and liked by all. And she’s doing wonderfully in class—straight A’s, in fact. There’s really nothing tangible that I should be complaining or warning about.” Ms. Machado paused to carefully consider her words, then continued in a slower, more thoughtful pace. “But I do have some concerns, which I’d like to discuss with you.”

The polite smile quickly disappeared from Hana’s face, and her eyes widened. Concerns? She’d never heard this word used in regard to Josefa. Concerns? Hana looked into Ms. Machado’s eyes, and nodded.

Ms. Machado recognized her angst, and assumed a reassuring tone. “Please, don’t be alarmed. Josefa is fine. She’s just a little different from the other children, and I wanted to make sure that we properly addressed her special needs and requirements.”

Hana looked back at her, sitting bolt upright, her brows raised.

Ms. Machado must have felt her unease. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. By special, I mean gifted. She’s obviously highly intelligent.”

Hana relaxed a bit, and Ms. Machado continued. “I’ve had other gifted children in my class over the years, but Josefa is different. There’s a quality to her gift that’s different than the others. I’m reluctant to put a label on it, since the words I might use to describe it will inevitably portray it in either a negative or positive light, but you could describe it as independence, as confidence, as stubbornness, or all of these. Whatever it is, it’s very strong in her.”

Hana thought for a moment, not sure how to respond. After a moment, she looked back at Ms. Machado, her brow furrowed, her head tilted a bit to one side.

Ms. Machado read her concern. “Let me explain it a little bit better. For example, in our reading assignments, Josefa will quickly finish the assigned reading, and then, without asking, either read forward through the remaining chapters, or even continue on to the next assignment. While I applaud the enthusiasm and effort, it’s a bit unusual. And in math, we’re teaching very specific ways to perform the calculations. There’s been a great deal of research on the optimal way to teach and learn math. But while Josefa always seems to get the right answer, she does it her own way. She does this with many things.” Ms. Machado paused to gauge Hana’s reaction, and when none came, she continued. “Again, I feel funny complaining about a student when they’re getting the right answers, but we teach things a certain way for a reason, and it becomes a problem when other children ask for her help. She’s so smart, and is such a natural leader, that the other children naturally gravitate to her for help. However, when she helps them, she instructs them on her technique, rather than the approved techniques, and that I can’t have.”

Hana looked back at her without responding, unable to even convey her thoughts with her eyes.

“Again, please don’t get me wrong. Josefa is a sweet, darling child. She’s very respectful, helpful, and considerate, but she’s always pushing the limits, blowing past boundaries. Sometimes, there are boundaries for a reason, and it can be hard for a child, even a gifted child such as Josefa, to understand why those boundaries exist. Pushing past those boundaries, always speeding through stop signs can be....” Ms. Machado paused and crinkled her eyes, searching for just the right word. “It can be... perilous.”
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Chapter 14
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Indiantown, Florida, Winter 2012

Hana flipped the eggs, saw that they were done, placed them on the plate next to the bacon and toast, and brought them into the small adjoining dining room of their modest but well-kept home.

“Thank you, Mother,” said Josefa, as she cleared the last of her notebooks from the table into her backpack.

Hana sat across the table and watched as Josefa scarfed down her breakfast. She’d noticed the changes in her daughter since starting high school earlier in the fall—the busier schedule, the independence, the social commitments, and even a trace of the teenage moodiness she’d been warned of. Although her classes and soccer practices kept her away for much of the day, they still shared their mornings together, and Hana was sure to make the most of them.

As Josefa concentrated on her breakfast, Hana stood, walked over to a nearby table, picked up a roll of fabric, walked back to the dining table, and held it up for Josefa’s approval.

“Mother, I love it. I’ve loved each and every fabric you’ve shown me.” A trace of impatience rang in her voice. “I will love whatever you make for me. It’s just a Quinceañera. While I love seeing the clothes you make, and love helping you make them, I really don’t care what I wear. Just choose whatever you think is best, and I’m sure I’ll love it.”

Such an interesting person she’s become.

Well-liked by her classmates, yet somewhat removed, Josefa valued her time alone or helping Hana with her embroidery. Always confident, yet restrained in her manner, she never sought unnecessary attention.

And such a beauty.

Perhaps every parent felt this way, but Hana couldn’t help but admire her daughter’s rich, terra cotta skin, her large, expressive, walnut eyes, and her long, straight, jet-black hair pulled into a braid and falling over one shoulder.

Josefa looked up from her breakfast and noticed her mother watching her. “Mother, do you need to tell me something?”

Hana snapped out of her daydream and pointed to her watch.

“I know. You’re meeting Señor Mazum here at three o’clock. I’ll make sure to wait at school until at least four, so I don’t interrupt your meeting.” Josefa took another fork full of eggs. “But why are you meeting with him? Did he say what he wanted to talk about?”

Hana reached out and held the fabric back up for Josefa to see.

“About my Quinceañera? My friends have Quinceañeras and he never met with their parents. Why me?”

Hana shrugged her shoulders and raised her eyebrows.

Josefa took the last bite of her breakfast, picked up her plate, and brought it to the kitchen as she spoke. “Well, whatever. I guess you’ll find out this afternoon. Señor Mazum is my Mayan Culture teacher, and a respected elder in the community. If he asks to speak with you, I guess you owe him the honor of meeting with him.”

Hana walked over and opened the front door as Josefa grabbed her backpack.

Josefa embraced her mother on the way out the door. “Bye, Mother. See you this afternoon. Love you.”

Hana waved to her as she walked down the sidewalk, and continued watching until she turned the corner and disappeared from view. She waited a moment more, watching the empty sidewalk, then turned and went back into their warm little home with a small smile lighting up her spirits.
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Hana put down her needles and yarn, stood from her table, walked across the showroom of the embroidery shop, and tapped Valeria on the shoulder.

“Yes, Hana, my dear,” said Valeria. “What’s the matter? Do you need something?”

Hana pointed towards the clock on the wall.

“Are you late for something?” asked Valeria. “Is someone meeting you here?”

Hana pointed at a picture of Josefa, then back at the clock.

“Oh,” said Valeria. “You need to go pick up or do something for Josefa? That’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Hana smiled, waved, and left through the front door. During her walk home, past the simple concrete block homes and strip malls lining the flat, straight, Florida boulevard, she could think of nothing except what Señor Mazum needed to discuss.

Is there some problem? Is this an honor? Will this be something that upsets our simple lives?

Although proud of the young lady Josefa had become, she continued to be insecure about her own ability to raise a young woman in this still foreign land.

Am I providing the right type of home for her? Will my inability to speak eventually create difficulties for her?

She arrived home surprised to find Señor Mazum already at her house, sitting on the small bench outside the front door.

“Hello, Hana,” he said, standing up and reaching out his hand. “Forgive me, but I arrived early. I hope you don’t mind.”

Hana held and released his hand, smiled and nodded, opened the front door allowing Señor Mazum to enter, then followed him inside. Once inside, she continued into the living room and waved towards a small love seat behind a wooden coffee table for Señor Mazum to sit. She sat across from him on an upholstered chair.

She studied Señor Mazum closely as he prepared to speak. She was aware of the level of respect he had garnered in the community, as a revered Mayan priest from his days back in Guatemala during the worst years of the civil war, and now as valued teacher of Mayan culture and religion to the town children, who grew increasingly separated from their heritage.

She wasn’t sure of his age, as he seemed to be the same age as when they first met fifteen years ago. She studied his traditional woven shirt with matching Quetzals on each shoulder, on top of western blue jeans and work boots, a mix of old world and new, common to men in the community. His face seemed both expressive and secretive at the same time, an expression seen in many refugees who’d experienced tragedies in their youth.

Señor Mazum began speaking in a soft tone, in heavily accented English, despite having lived in the United States for close to forty years. “Hana, thank you for welcoming me into your home. It is indeed an honor, and it’s an honor to speak to you of someone as special as Josefa. She is truly a child with many gifts.”

Hana relaxed a bit as she smiled and nodded.

“That’s what brings me here today.” He took a sip of water and continued. “I’m aware that Josefa will be celebrating her Quinceañera soon. That means that in the eyes of the Lord and the community, she will be an adult. It also means that she may be ready to take her learning further.”

Hana tilted her head slightly, and looked back at him with furrowed eyebrows.

“I mean that the town elders and Mayan priests would like to invite her to a special ceremony prior to her Quinceañera. It’s taking place this Friday evening, just outside of town. It’s very rare for us to invite someone as young and inexperienced as Josefa, but we feel that she is special, and might benefit from the experience.”

Señor Mazum paused, waiting for Hana’s response, and when none came, he continued. “I know that this request is unusual, but I can assure you that I will be there the entire time, that she will be my responsibility, and that I will ensure that she is safe and well cared for at all times. On that you have my sacred word.”

Hana sat back in her chair and looked out the window, then turned back towards Señor Mazum and looked directly into his eyes, hoping he understood her concerns.

After another moment, he said, “Hana, your daughter is special. Perhaps very special. I believe that we owe it to her to give her the chance to find out exactly how special she really is.”

Hana sat for a few moments looking down at the floor, then looked up towards Señor Mazum and, with tears in her eyes, nodded. Yes, she can go.
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Josefa heard the sound of the approaching pickup truck and stood up, followed closely by Hana. She walked towards the front window and looked out, as the old, white, mud-covered Chevy pickup pulled into their driveway. Josefa recognized the driver as one of the town elders who occasionally taught in her Mayan Culture class, as well as Señor Mazum, who sat in the passenger seat, but did not recognize the other four elderly men who sat in the open cab behind them.

Señor Mazum stepped from the truck as Hana and Josefa walked outside their front door, and approached the two of them. “Hello, Josefa, my dear,” he said. “We’ll take you to the ceremony. It’s a short drive from here, and there will be another group meeting us there. You may not know some of them, but each is a trusted member of our community. I’ll make sure that this is a good experience for you.”

Josefa started to answer, then stopped herself and looked towards her mother. She reached out her hands, and Hana took them in hers, and the two of them looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, as the others watched and waited.

A moment later, they separated, and Josefa turned to Señor Mazum. “I will go.” She climbed into the open rear cab.

“I will take good care of her. We’ll have her home late tonight,” said Señor Mazum to Hana as he climbed into the passenger seat.

Josefa looked out and waved from the rear of the open truck, as she drove farther away from her mother and her home, on her way towards the dark and lonely Everglades.
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Josefa attempted to make small talk with the men sitting next to her in the back of the truck, in both English and Spanish, but the men just smiled and nodded. Perhaps they couldn’t hear her over the sound of the wind, or they only spoke a Mayan language. After a few attempts, she gave up and sat silent, and looked out at the dark swamp, lit only by the lights of their truck.

After about an hour—she couldn’t be sure how long it really was—she saw a light and heard sounds in the distance, getting closer as they drove. A few minutes later, the truck pulled to the side of the muddy road, and the driver got out and came around to open the rear hatch, and motioned for them to get out.

Josefa jumped down from the rear cab, landed in the swampy grass with a muted thud, walked around the side of the truck, and saw a group of six or eight men dancing around a campfire in a clearing a few hundred feet away. She approached slowly, not fully comfortable in this strange setting, particularly as the only female present, as well as the only person under forty years or so old.

As she approached, she saw that the men were wearing animal hides and masks made to resemble animal heads, mostly deer. To one side of the fire, a group of younger men made music with wooden instruments she’d never seen before. They danced in a manner she didn’t recognize, wildly and freely, and not entirely in time with the music. None of the men looked in her direction as she approached, each seemed entirely focused on themselves, each lost in their own silent, solitary samba. The spectacle caused her to freeze in place, her body trying to prevent her from proceeding.

Señor Mazum approached her from behind and put his hand around her elbow—tenderly, but confidently.

He turned her away from the spectacle so she could concentrate on his words. “Josefa, you have been invited to a ceremony called The Dance of the Gods. It’s an ancient Mayan ceremony celebrating the coexistence of humans, animals, and the sacred spirit. The music is made from handmade wooden flutes, just as they made a thousand years ago, as well as wooden drums called Teponaztli. The ceremony is generally attended by only the priests and elders of the community, but we’ve invited you because we think the sacred spirit may live inside of you.”

“I’m honored,” said Josefa, trying to gather her courage, “but a little frightened. How will I know what to do?”

“The less you know, the better,” whispered Señor Mazum. “We want you to experience the ceremony without preconceptions.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small sack made of hand-woven fabric, and poured a small mound of brown crumbs, which appeared to be ground mushrooms, into his palm. “Here, take this in your mouth and chew it fully, then swallow.”

Josefa’s body recoiled, and she took a full step backwards before replying. “What is this? Am I allowed to eat these?”

“Yes, dear,” said Señor Mazum, his voice still barely audible. “These have been part of our ceremony for many generations. See, I will eat some myself.” He placed the crumbs in his mouth and began to chew, then poured another small mound into Josefa’s palm.

Josefa looked around at the fire, the music, and the darkness in the distance, paused to consider her options, then hesitantly placed the crumbs in her mouth, and chewed.
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Josefa sat to the side of the fire for an unknown period of time, watching the masked men dance. After a while, she began to feel lightheaded, as if the clutter in her mind was evaporating, clearing out empty space, freeing up her brain from the distractions of daily life and allowing it to roam free. The music became clearer, the fire brighter, the men less intimidating. Without realizing, she began to dance, at first slowly circling around the fire, then alone, off to one side.

As she danced, her mind wandered further, and she felt as if looking down on her body from above, first dancing at the ceremony along with the others, and eventually by herself. After a while, the fire grew dimmer, and she saw her body now dancing alone on a beach. As she danced, the waves washed over her feet, the water warm and comforting. She enjoyed the feeling of freedom while dancing in the shallow waves. However, as the waves washed over her feet, they carried little bits of her body back into the ocean, until eventually her entire being fully dissolved into the water and became part of the sea. Josefa could feel the sea, warm and all encompassing, and eventually realized that she was not being washed into the sea, but was actually becoming the sea. It was now she that washed ashore on the beach, water meeting earth.

Each wave progressed a little farther, until she, the sea, encompassed all the land, and eventually the entire Earth. Once she, the sea, encompassed the entire Earth, she felt a completeness, a oneness, an indescribable euphoria. This lasted for an immeasurable time, until eventually she, the earth/sea hybrid, began to shrink. Smaller and smaller they became—half their size, then a quarter. Eventually they reached the size of a grain of sand, yet still continued to shrink. As they approached infinite nothingness, they continued to shrink, past zero, past the singularity, and eventually burst through to the other side—like pushing a tennis ball in the side hard enough that it inverted. While the side of the earth/sea was dark, the side past nothing was light—infinitely light, but not blindingly so. Josefa floated in the light, on the other side, in perfect peace.
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A few hours later, Señor Mazum awoke, stood up, reached for and finished the bottle of water he had placed beside him, and walked over and awakened Josefa, who slept a few feet to his side.

“Josefa, my dear, it’s time to awaken. I promised your mother that I would bring you home tonight.”

Josefa sat up slowly, blinked her eyes, and looked across at the other sleeping men around the smoldering remains of the fire. “Where am I? What has happened?

“The ceremony has concluded,” he replied. “It’s time to return home.”

Josefa sat silent, still regaining her composure.

Señor Mazum continued. “Before we return home, and before the rest of the elders awake, may I ask you if you experienced any dreams, or had any visions while you slept?”

Josefa reached for her water bottle, gulped it down, and looked back at him. “I did have a dream, a strange dream. May I tell it to you?”

“Yes, of course, dear.”

Josefa recounted her dream to him, in great detail, seemingly surprised at the level of detail she was able to remember. “What do you make of this dream?”

Señor Mazum paused, then reached out for Josefa’s hands. “My child, you have seen truths that are only revealed in the most sacred texts, insights not seen without years of private tutoring by the masters.” He looked directly into her eyes, and continued in his quietest, most sincere voice. “You did not have a dream, my child. You had a vision.”
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The stars seemed brighter to Josefa on the ride home, deep in the primitive swamps of the Florida Everglades. She felt an unusually strong connection to her surroundings, and wondered if it were the lingering effects of the mushrooms. She also wondered if she would get in trouble with her mother for having taken them.

The stars dimmed as the city lights grew closer, and a few minutes later, the truck turned onto their street and into their driveway. Señor Mazum and the driver exited the truck, and walked around to let Josefa out of the rear cab as her mother approached from their home.

Josefa hurried from the truck to embrace her mother, and Señor Mazum followed a few feet behind.

Her mother rushed down the front stairs and embraced Josefa, then looked across towards Señor Mazum as he approached the two of them.

“Tonight was a blessed event,” said Señor Mazum, looking directly at her mother. “The sacred spirit spoke to her this evening. It is a sign.”

Josefa and her mother each looked directly into his eyes, but neither spoke.

Señor Mazum paused, then continued. “A sign that she must continue her training. She has the makings of a Priestess, a High Priestess, but to do so, she must learn to feel the spirit within. She must learn. She must train.”

Her mother walked over and stood directly in front of Señor Mazum, indicating clearly that he must make her understand, must gain her permission.

Señor Mazum replied, his deep, heavily accented voice as slow and clear as he could make it. “Hana, this is of course your decision, but I would like to train Josefa myself.” He paused for a moment, and seemed to consider his words carefully. “I have waited my whole life to find the one—one who has the gift, who can communicate with the spirits. Let her train with me. I will take her as far as I can, and if she has the ability to go further, I will find whoever is able to take her as far as her gift allows. As far as the spirits want her to go.”
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Hana had known in her heart that Josefa was special, or at least believed so, but she also knew that special can be a double-edged sword. Special kids get taken away, sent elsewhere to develop their gifts. The best tennis player in their school was sent to an academy in California, away from her parents. The smartest students went to Ivy League colleges in faraway New England.

Hana had already lost so many people important to her, including her entire family.

Could this lead to Josefa being taken from her too? She wanted to do what was best for her daughter, to allow her to develop her gifts to their full potential, to not selfishly keep her locked away in their small, poor community. She was about to make a profound decision, she felt, one which would affect each of their futures in ways that could not be easily undone.

Hana looked over at Josefa, and their eyes stayed locked together for a long pause before Hana finally nodded her head.

Josefa nodded in return, then turned and looked up towards Señor Mazum, and quietly but confidently spoke. “I am ready to begin my training.”
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Chapter 15
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Indiantown, Florida, Fall 2012

A cool autumn breeze blew through the open window of the small cement structure which served as meeting room for the local Mayan community, as well as after school childcare and culture classroom. Señor Mazum bent over to pick up a pile of papers which had just blown off a table near the window.

“Here, Josefa,” he said. “The notes for your sermon blew onto the floor. Would you like to put them back in order?”

Josefa thrust her hands down in frustration on the wooden desk in front of her, and looked back at him, her face reddening. “What does it matter? It wasn’t any good anyway. How am I supposed to go up there and lead a sermon when I have nothing interesting or important to say? I’ve only studied with you for a few months. Yes, I’ve had some dreams, and have felt things I’ve not felt before, but is that enough to make into a sermon? Who will believe me, and why would anybody want to listen to a fifteen-year-old girl anyway? What can I teach a church full of adults? I’m not ready.”

“Josefa, dear, this is just your first sermon. There are no expectations, no demands. It’s just a chance to get comfortable speaking in front of others, a chance to let people see how you think, feel what you feel. You’re amongst friends, and we’re all supportive. I wouldn’t ask you to do this unless I thought you were ready. I wouldn’t put you in a position to fail. I have no doubt that you’ll be fine. Please do not doubt yourself.”

Josefa took a deep breath and managed a slight smile. “Thank you, Señor Mazum, I hope you’re right.”

He finished placing the fallen papers in order, bounced them off the desk to line up the pages evenly, and handed them to Josefa. “Here you go. No time like the present.” He smiled as he guided her out the building and towards the crowd waiting outside.
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The congregants had constructed a small wooden stage outside the building, in the dusty field which also functioned as parking lot and picnic grounds. They’d set up twelve rows of folding chairs, eighteen seats wide and with an aisle in the center, in front of the makeshift stage. Half the seats were filled with local residents, dressed in their Sunday best clothes. Another few people stood off to the side. The mood appeared happy and social, the air filled with conversation and anticipation.

Josefa emerged from the building behind the rows of chairs, and walked through the center aisle towards the stage up front. The crowd grew silent as she made her way up the steps, her white robe brushing the floor beneath her.

Señor Mazum stood behind the last row, next to Hana. He’d said he would be careful not to draw any attention to himself, leaving the stage completely to Josefa.

She made her way across the stage to the podium, the morning Florida sun beating down over her left shoulder, and looked out over the assembled group, but did not speak. She stood still for a few moments, taking a series of deep breaths to calm her nerves, hoping the assembled crowd would not notice. After waiting another few seconds for the last of the congregants to be seated, she looked down at her notes, picked up the tight stack of papers, turned them over to the blank side, and placed them on the shelf inside the podium, out of her view.

She took one final deep breath, and began speaking—slowly, quietly, and without notes—directly from her heart. “I’ve been told that I have felt the Holy Spirit inside me. And you have been told that I’ve felt the Holy Spirit.” She paused and scanned the crowd again. “I’m also told that there are those here who doubt that this is true, and I’m here to tell you that, indeed, I too have my doubts.” She waited for the rumblings from the group to subside, then continued, her voice growing louder, stronger. “I make no claims as to what I have felt, but indeed, I have felt something, and that feeling is more beautiful than I have words to describe. I am but a young girl, and I make no claim to be any different than any of you, but my experience makes me believe that the beauty that I’ve felt also lives within you, within all of us. That beauty is a spirit of infinite happiness, of infinite peace and love. This spirit does not feel Mayan, or Catholic, or any one religion. It is none of them, as well as all of them.”

Josefa looked up and noticed Señor Mazum scanning the crowd, as if assessing their response, and quickly continued. “It has inspired me to help others pursue this spirit, and to each and every day take a step closer to it. To ignore outside distractions and allow ourselves to feel the pain of our families, our neighbors, and yes, even our rivals and enemies. To take another’s sorrow as our own, and leave us a step closer to each other, and to the Kingdom of Heaven.”

She closed her eyes, turned her head skyward, and continued. “The Holy Spirit is strong and present, all around us, and within us. If we do not feel it, it is not because it’s absent, but because we’re not listening hard enough. Allow yourself to hear the spirit, and it will speak to you.”

She opened her eyes and looked out over the crowd, which had grown to three times its original number. All were standing. Most were weeping.
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Chapter 16
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Indiantown, Florida, Spring 2016

Upon finishing her weekly sermon, Josefa carefully walked down the steep stairs of the high school stadium, through the large crowd that had assembled to hear her. Over the three years since she’d begun preaching regularly, her crowds had steadily grown, necessitating a move to the stadium a few months earlier. She missed the days of speaking to intimate groups of neighbors in the small field outside the community center, but could not turn away the true believers and curious skeptics who came from increasingly farther distances to be in her presence.

She continued out through the stadium gates, past the small-town business district, and eventually reached the little community center where she’d performed her first sermon, and which now served as her full time office.

Señor Mazum sat waiting inside, working at his desk, and looked up as she entered. “How did the sermon go today?”

“Very well, thank you,” she replied. “It’s gratifying to see so many people, from such distances, giving up their time on a Sunday. There must have been six or seven hundred people there today.”

“Your crowds continue to grow. It’s a sign that you’re reaching them. You’re making a difference in their lives.”

“Thank you. It does seem to give people comfort. I just wish that I was as comfortable giving the sermons as they were receiving them.” She waited for Señor Mazum to stop working and give her his full attention before continuing. “I mean, I know that people have come to expect me to speak every Sunday, but must I? I mean, I do feel a connection to the spirit, and that connection does seem to imbue me with words that soothe the congregants, but must I dedicate all my efforts to preaching? Must I sacrifice what remains of my childhood? My friends all treat me differently. Will it always be that way? Must I forego a college education, and stay here in this community forever? If that’s what I must do, I guess I will do so, but sometimes I feel as if I haven’t been given a choice.”

Señor Mazum stood up from behind his desk and walked over to her. “Josefa, my dear, every choice that has been made has been yours, and yours alone. You have chosen this life. If you decide to choose another, then it’s a sign that you’re destined to follow another path.” He reached out to hold her hands, and looked up. “Go, my dear. Go home and rest. Be with your friends. Be the child you long to be. And after a few days, speak with your mother about your choices. You’ve been blessed with a kind and loving mother, who only wants what’s best for you. She’ll provide worthy guidance. And know that whatever you decide, I will gladly support. Also know that no decision is ever final. You may choose to follow one path for now, and another in the future, and may even return to the prior path. Go... go home before the rains come. I’m told that we’re expecting quite a storm this afternoon.”

Josefa pulled her hands from his. “Yes, I’ve heard that too. I’m going to head home now and finish my work there before the storm begins.”

She gathered her papers, said goodbye to Señor Mazum, and walked out of the office. As she headed home, a wave of discomfort suddenly rushed across her body, not so much a physical discomfort as an unsettlement, a sensation. There was no question that she felt something. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she’d not experienced this feeling before. Her heartbeat quickened, and a faint tingling came in her fingers, more of a vibration. Without thinking, she sat down on the nearest bench, placed her papers beneath her legs, put her hands on her lap, bent her head over, and sat in contemplative silence.

As she sat, the feeling intensified, and no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake it. She tried to slow her breathing, taking fewer, deeper breaths. She tried clearing her mind, letting her body relax, quiet and restful. She sat that way for untold seconds or minutes, and then, suddenly, without thought or consideration, she burst to her feet and ran as quickly as she could back towards the stadium.

As she reached the stadium, she saw that a large number of people remained assembled, standing and talking, or heading to their cars. As she approached, she started screaming in her loudest voice. “A storm is coming. It’s a tornado, and it’s coming now, right now. Gather your children and seek shelter, immediately!”

It took several seconds for people to overcome their initial confusion, but as she continued calling out her warning, people finally hurried into their cars or sought shelter in the most secure buildings.

Josefa turned from the stadium and ran towards the business district, which housed the town hall, community center, and after school care centers, still screaming her warning. “Seek shelter now! A tornado is coming!”

People heard her warning and flooded into the closest structures they could find. Once the streets had been deserted, she entered the old, cement block town hall near the end of the street, where many of the town residents had gathered seeking shelter. All eyes fell on her as she entered, and the room fell silent, except for a few whispers and pointed fingers.

Within a few minutes, the sound of hard rains came, followed by increasing wind.

Josefa sat off to one side of the room, attempting not to draw attention to herself, but a few minutes later, she stood bolt upright in the silent room and called out. “It’s coming!”

In the hushed room, they could all hear a rumble off in the distance, growing louder. The rumble steadily increased, until it sounded like a jet plane passing right by the building. Suddenly, the lights flickered, then went off, and a few of the windows shattered. The group huddled together, heads down, hearts beating at full strength as the storm raged. Mothers covered their children, and the men attempted to close the curtains on the large windows, trying to prevent glass from flying into the room. They stayed that way for a few minutes, which felt much longer.

Eventually, the noise lessened, leaving only the gentle sound of rain, easily audible over the stunned silence in the room. Josefa sat on the floor, in the midst of a cluster of families, partially covered by a large blanket offered by another of the scared women lying next to her. As the rain eased up, and the blue of the sky once again became visible through the partially shattered windows, Josefa slowly stood and looked around, scanning the room, and saw that nobody appeared hurt. She made her way around the room to take measure of the damage, and the silence yielded to the sound of relieved people rising to their feet.

As she reached the middle of the room, a shout of “Hallelujah” rose, followed by shouts of “Praised be The Lord.” Before she knew it, groups of grateful families, many holding babies, surrounded her, each wanting to embrace her, each attempting to express their gratitude.

Josefa politely accepted their appreciation, and as quickly as possible, moved towards the large, central doorway, and walked back out to the street.
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She continued down the central town avenue, assessing the damage. It quickly became clear to her that the tornado had passed directly over them, right through the middle of town. A well-demarcated line of destruction was clearly evident, with destroyed buildings adjacent to ones that looked barely disturbed.

As she walked through the streets, people poured out from the buildings, some crying, some with looks of astonishment on their faces. By the time she reached the end of the avenue, she looked back over her shoulder.

A crowd of a hundred or more people walked behind her, following her in stunned silence.
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The following morning, Josefa sat at her desk in the community center, reading online reports of the damage from the prior day’s storm. After a while, she looked up from her desk towards Señor Mazum, who was busy processing requests for shelter from those who had been displaced.

“Señor Mazum, do we know the full extent of the damage from yesterday’s tornado? Have there been any injuries or deaths?”

“The damage to property is substantial,” he said. “And there were a few minor injuries, but no deaths, thank The Lord.”

“Yes, I too am thankful for His grace.”

“And for you, Josefa. Your warning saved many lives.” Señor Mazum paused as if carefully considering his next words. “I must ask, Josefa.... How did you know the tornado was approaching?”

“I don’t know. I just sort of felt it. It’s difficult to describe. Perhaps it was the low pressure. Maybe my body is more sensitive to such things. I’ve learned to be quiet, and to listen, my entire life. Growing up with a mother who does not speak makes you more aware of non-verbal information, forces you to be a better listener, a better observer, to see subtle things that others may not notice. Maybe I was just able to notice the signs a little earlier than the others.”

“Your warning has drawn much attention,” said Señor Mazum. “People have written about it on the internet, have posted on their social media accounts. I’ve received many phone calls, many inquiries. In fact, a news crew has requested an interview with you.”

“That’s flattering, but that was not my intent, and I’m not sure that I want to seek that type of attention.”

“Perhaps this is the hand of God at work. Maybe in these modern times, this is a way to share your message with more people, to bring your good works to others who may benefit from that message.”

“I don’t know. Those TV people like to make fun of small-town people like us. I’m afraid that I’ll come off like some crackpot who saw aliens, or even worse, like some teen wiccan. Are you sure that it’s a good idea?”

“I told them we’d let them know by tomorrow,” said Señor Mazum. “Go home and discuss it with your mother, and let me know in the morning. I’m sure you’ll come to the right decision.”
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Josefa walked out of the community center and into the bright midday sun, headed towards town, and decided to stop by and see her mother at the Women’s Home, where Hana now spent much of her day as Vita Ceballos’s administrative assistant.

As she entered the Home and walked through the common room, a number of the women greeted her. Over the years, Hana and Josefa had become well known at the center, and each of the women present knew of Josefa’s heroics in predicting the tornado, potentially saving many lives.

She hurried her steps down the long hallway towards her mother’s office, keeping her head down, trying to avoid the attention. However, as she made her way along the hallway, the others started clapping and cheering—isolated at first, but soon coalescing into a roaring ovation.

Her face ran hot, no doubt reddened. She gave a small wave of recognition to the crowd, and picked up her pace. She entered her mother’s office and found her sitting behind a small mound of papers behind a desk along the far wall.

“Mother, I hope I’m not disturbing you. I needed to speak with you, and thought it might be better to do it here, rather than wait until you got home this evening.”

Her mother stood from behind her desk, walked across to her, and hugged her tightly before releasing her. She then turned and walked back across the room, sat in one of two small chairs, which faced each other, and patted the other for Josefa to sit.

“Mother, it’s been quite a day,” said Josefa. She paused to consider her words. “I’m gratified that nobody was hurt in the tornado yesterday, but saddened that there’s been so much damage. Many people have lost their homes. Señor Mazum and I have spent the day trying to arrange housing for those displaced. We’ve accomplished much, but still have much work to do.”

Her mother smiled and nodded her understanding in her usual manner—it had come to be known as “Hana’s way.”

Josefa continued. “But I’m here to discuss something else. Señor Mazum has been contacted by a television station that wishes to do a story about the tornado, and they want to interview me on the air. I’m not afraid to be interviewed, as I’ve grown comfortable speaking in front of people these past few years. That’s not the problem. My concerns are that I will become the story rather than the people who have suffered real losses, and that they’ll make me—our community, all of us—look like uneducated, primitive people who believe in miracles.”

Josefa’s voice began rising, and her cheeks ran hot again. “They already make fun of our religion, our belief in spirits, our traditions. They think of us as pagans, our town a haven of voodoo and magic. I don’t want to feed into that perception. It interferes with our ability to integrate into the wider culture, our ability to improve our lifestyles. What do you think I should do?”

Her mother looked back at her, her dark eyes keeping constant contact with Josefa’s, then stood up and walked around the office. She looked at the photos on the wall, then turned back towards Josefa and motioned for her to stand.

Josefa stood, and her mother looked at her for a moment. Then, with both hands, she motioned at Josefa from her head to her toes and back again.

Josefa immediately understood what her mother had communicated. ‘Look at you. You are no primitive person, no voodoo queen. Perhaps once they see you on television, they will realize that we have dignity, that we have value, that we matter.’

Josefa returned her mother’s gaze and nodded. She stood directly in front of her mother, brows furrowed in determination, lips pursed, eyes intensely focused in thought, still nodding, and stayed that way for quite some time.
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The large, shiny white news van, packed with satellite dishes arranged neatly in rows on top, looked out of place parked in the small, dusty lot outside the community center. A large logo in an aggressive font screamed for attention from each side:


FALCON NEWS.


The side doors flew open, and three men stepped out from the van. The first, a handsome man in his early forties, stood out in thick makeup and a sharp, blue-striped suit. A younger man followed him, more modestly dressed in khakis and white polo shirt. Then came a third, younger still, dressed even more modestly in blue jeans and T-shirt, carrying a large handheld camera.

The man in khakis approached Josefa, who waited on the steps just outside the front door. “Hello, I’m Cliff Gordon, segment producer for Falcon News. The photographer is Kevin Northram, and that, of course, is Jaime Janson, lead reporter. He’s the one who’ll be interviewing you.”

Josefa studied the three men, taking measure of each, and turned back to the producer. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, sir. Can you explain the process to me?”

“Of course,” he replied. “We’ve heard of your heroic deed with the tornado, and we’re impressed. We feel this is newsworthy, and would like to interview you live on our network. This is national news, and your story will be broadcast across the nation.”

Josefa listened carefully and nodded.

“We’ve done some background research on you, and will be asking some basic questions. Just look at either Mr. Janson or the camera, and answer the questions clearly and honestly. Mr. Janson is a professional, and he’ll lead. Just follow his lead.”

“Thank you, I will,” she replied.

As he turned to walk back to the news van, the cameraman walked over to Josefa, held out his hand, and smiled sweetly. “Hello, ma’am, I’m Kevin, and it’s an honor to meet you. I’ll be filming you today. I just wanted to say a quick hello and express my admiration.”

Josefa’s cheeks ran hot again, an all-too-common occurrence these days. “Thank you.”

As they finished, the producer called aloud, “Going live. Positions, everyone.”

He motioned for Josefa to stand in a particular place, positioned her exactly how he wanted her to stand, and then the cameraman positioned himself a few feet in front of her.

The reporter approached and stood by her side. “Hello, I’m Jamie Janson, nice to meet you. Don’t worry, this will go fine. Just follow my lead.”

Before she had a chance to reply, he turned towards the cameraman. “Am I good here? Is my hair in place?”

The cameraman gave him a thumbs-up.

Moments later, the producer began counting down. “Three, two, one, live.”

The red light of the camera lit up.

Janson jumped right in, his voice louder and higher in tone than during their conversation. “We’re here with nineteen-year-old Josefa Marroquín of Indiantown, Florida. Ms. Marroquín ran through town earlier this week and alerted the residents to a coming tornado—before the weather services had even predicted it—and saved countless lives. Josefa, please tell us about it.”

Josefa looked him directly in the eyes and responded in a calm, clear voice. “There isn’t much to say. I was walking home after my sermon, and felt something I hadn’t felt before. It was hard to describe, but I listened to my body, and to my surroundings, and it became clear to me that a tornado was forming.”

“I understand that you’ve become something of a local sensation, that you’re some sort of Priestess, and that your sermons draw hundreds of people to this small town every Sunday. And now you have predicted a tornado and saved the town. Tell me, how did you do it?”

“I wish I could tell you exactly what happened, or how it happened. I believe that if you listen hard enough, and drown out other distractions, you can feel the earth, can reach a certain harmony with nature and your surroundings. The same is true for people—if you listen, you can feel them—their dreams, their hopes, their worries, their pain. People see this and are drawn to it.”

Janson turned to the camera, gave a sarcastic smirk, then turned back to Josefa. “Are you some sort of superhero? If so, what is your superpower?”

Josefa looked him directly in the eyes, and thought for a moment. As she replied, a little smile crept across her mouth. “Unlimited Empathy.”

Janson laughed and turned to the camera. “So, there you have it, a local superhero saves the town.”

As he was about to sign off, Josefa leaned forward and interrupted him, her eyes wide, shoulders pulled back, her chest pushed out towards him, a sly smile on her face. “Would you like me to demonstrate?”

Janson turned back towards Josefa and raised his eyebrows. “A demonstration? Certainly.”

The cameraman took two steps closer, and the producer squinted his eyes.

“Here,” said Josefa. “Give me your hands.”

“Uh... certainly.” He held out his hands, and small beads of sweat formed on his well made-up forehead.

Josefa took his hands in hers, turned to stand directly in front of him, and looked him straight in the eyes. The two stayed like that for a moment, as the smirk on Janson’s face slowly disappeared, replaced by a serious, more natural expression.

The cameraman leaned to zoom in tighter and tighter.

Josefa and Janson continued in the same position, Janson occasionally turning his gaze from Josefa, but Josefa keeping strong and silent eye contact.

A few seconds later, a small tear formed in the corner of Janson’s eye.

The producer stood from his chair and rushed towards the pair, screaming, “Cut! Cut!”

The cameraman ignored his order, and continued zooming in, closer... and closer still, focusing on the pair looking directly into each other’s eyes, their faces now filling the screen.

Suddenly, Janson fell to his knees, still holding Josefa’s hands, and began sobbing.

The producer reached the cameraman and tried grabbing the camera out of his hands. “We’re on live, national TV! Cut! Cut!” he screamed.

The two struggled, but the cameraman would not release the camera or turn it away. He kept filming, sending live video out to a national audience of Jamie Janson kneeling before Josefa. And weeping.
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Chapter 17
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Indiantown, Florida, Summer 2016

Señor Mazum stumbled as he pushed his way past the overflowing crowd, careful not to fall or let go of Josefa’s hand, who followed closely behind him through the mass of people surging in their direction. The months following Josefa’s appearance on national television had resulted in significantly larger crowds, and they found themselves struggling to accommodate the increased demands, in all manners.

“Why are they pushing? I’m scared,” said Josefa, clinging to his outstretched hand while following his trail through the crowd.

“They’re not pushing, they’re just trying to get closer to you. They’re trying to touch you. People are saying online that you possess powers, healing energies. They just want to feel that.”

“I will touch them all,” she said. “I’ll stay as long as needed. Just ask them to make an orderly line and I’ll see everyone.”

“I cannot do that,” he replied. “It can be difficult to control the passions once they are stirred. Just hold on to me and you’ll be fine.”

Josefa squeezed his hand tighter and followed. After a few minutes, and some close calls, they emerged from the stadium. Huddled close together, they made their way past the parked cars, picked up their pace as they reached the main road, and continued their pace all the way back to the community center.

After entering, Josefa sat at her desk.

Señor Mazum poured them each a glass of water, and sat across from her. “Josefa, ever since that interview went viral on the internet, your crowds have grown beyond the capacity of that small stadium. It’s no longer safe for you to preach there, and you cannot reach all who want to hear you. We must find a different, larger venue for you.”

Josefa sat silent, thinking and looking down at her hands, then looked back up. “I agree, but we have no money for any other venue. We’ve discussed this before, and I have not, and will not, ask for money. Where can we go where I can reach all who seek to hear me, but that will not cost us anything?”

“That’s the challenge, my dear.”

The two sat across from each other, silently drinking their waters, recovering from their narrow escape from the stadium. After a few minutes, Josefa put down her glass, sat up straight, and looked up at him. “I know where we must go. It has come to me.”

Señor Mazum waited for her to explain, but after realizing that no further words were coming, he could wait no longer. “Where? Where must we go to share the word? Where can we reach the people?”

“We’ll go where we must,” said Josefa. “We’ll perform a Sermon on The Beach.”
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Hana walked up the front steps of her modest home, leaned down and straightened the mat beneath the door, took a moment to admire the small, well-kept cottage, and walked inside. After entering, she looked across the living room and noticed Josefa’s door closed, heard the sound of showering coming from her bathroom, and continued into her bedroom to change clothes so she could begin preparing dinner.

As Hana chopped the vegetables for the evening meal, Josefa emerged from her bedroom, walked into the kitchen beside her, and waited for her to finish before speaking. “Mother, may I speak with you for a moment?”

Hana nodded, put the knife down on the cutting board, quickly washed her hands, and walked into the living room and sat on the couch.

Josefa followed. “Mother, as you know, the number of people who come to hear my sermons increases every week, and more so recently. In fact, the numbers have grown so fast that we can no longer fit them inside the stadium.”

Hana nodded, trying to hold back a proud smile.

“We’ve come to a decision that we need to find a new venue, one which can accommodate a much greater number of people, and will also provide an environment where we can better communicate with each another, as well as with the Holy Spirit.” Josefa paused to read her mother’s reaction, and when none came, she continued. “And although we haven’t settled on the exact location, we’ve decided that we’ll be holding a Sermon on The Beach. It will be outside, amongst nature, and with no limit on how many people can attend.”

As Hana began to respond, Josefa cut her off, uncharacteristically. “Mother, please wait. That’s not what I wanted to discuss with you.”

Hana raised her eyebrows and looked back at her.

“What I really wanted to ask, Mother, is.... Would you come and see my sermon? Watch me in person?”

Hana waited to be sure she was finished speaking, broke gaze with her, and looked across the room, not reacting directly to her.

Josefa placed her hand on her mother’s knee to get her attention, and when Hana turned to face her, Josefa spoke again, this time more slowly, cautiously. “Mother, after my first sermon in the parking lot, you have not attended a single one—not at the community center, not at the stadium, none of them. We haven’t spoken of why that is, although I have my thoughts. But now—now that my crowds reach in the dozens of thousands, now that we plan to hold it on the beach—why now do you hesitate? Do you not approve of what I’m doing? Is there something you wish to say to me?”

Hana’s eyes narrowed, and she thought for a moment, then turned and pointed towards a picture of her alongside Vita.

“You mean that you’re busy at the Women’s House? I don’t buy that, Mother,” said Josefa, her voice rising. “I know how busy you are there, and that you’re trying to increase your hours there as the demand for your embroidery lessens from all the cheap, machine-made imitations. I know Sundays are particularly busy there, but really, can’t you get off one day? To see your daughter? In front of thousands? That’s not it, Mother.”

Hana squirmed in her seat, then pointed to her mouth, and placed her other hand on her head.

“You are small, and mute? Is that the reason? I know you don’t like crowds, feeling that if you fell, or were trapped, you couldn’t call for help. But that’s not an issue here. You wouldn’t be in the crowd. You’d arrive and leave with me, and would spend the entire time backstage. I can guarantee your comfort and safety. If that’s the concern, we can take care of it.” Josefa paused and stared in hopeful anticipation. “So, are we on? Will you come?”

Hana looked down to consider her response, but before she could look up, her shoulders began to heave up and down.
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Josefa heard faint sounds coming from her mother, sounds she’d never heard before: the sound of whimpering.

She jumped to her feet and bent to her knees in front of her mother, and placed her head on her mother’s knee, adjacent to her sobbing head. They stayed that way for a little while, each sobbing, each unsure of why the other one was crying. After another few moments, Hana raised her head, followed by Josefa, and each wiped tears from their eyes and looked towards the other.

Josefa waited for her mother to communicate with her, but when she could wait no longer, she asked, “If it’s not that, then what is it? Why will you not come to my sermon?”

Her mother looked at her, the only remaining member of her family, and, as Josefa understood so clearly, all her mother cherished in the world, and slowly took her arms and wrapped them around her own body.

“Safe,” said Josefa, wiping another tear. “You worry that I will not be safe up there.”

Her mother looked directly in Josefa’s eyes, and slowly nodded her head.
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Josefa and her mother sat across from each other at the dinner table, neither one choosing to communicate much with the other, when a knock came on the front door.

“I’ll get it,” said Josefa. “It’s probably for me.” She rose from her chair as her mother stood, picked up each of their dishes, and headed into the kitchen.

Josefa opened the door and saw a small Spanish woman, approximately her mother’s age, along with a brown-skinned man maybe fifteen years older than her, dressed in simple work clothes, standing timidly on their front steps.

She recoiled a bit, and half shut the door before speaking. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

The small woman took a moment to look her over from head to toe before responding. “We’ve heard that Hana Marroquín lives here. Is this the correct house?”

“Yes, Hana Marroquín lives here.” Josefa eyed the pair carefully. “And who may I say is calling?”

“Please tell her that it’s her old friend Deisi,” said the small woman. “And her Uncle Tadao.”
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Hana, using her extraordinary ability to listen, had heard them from the kitchen. She ran to the front door, past her confused daughter, and wrapped her arms around Deisi, and then around her long-lost uncle. The three of them stood outside the front door, jumping up and down in a group hug, as Josefa watched from inside the doorway, looking confused and disoriented.

Hana released her embrace and grabbed Deisi’s hand, as she had as an orphaned schoolgirl, as a detainee in a Mexican Detention Center, as a migrant worker on a corn farm outside El Paso, and as she had a thousand times in her dreams in almost two decades since they’d last seen each other. Hana led her inside, past the speechless Josefa, and onto the living room couch.

Tadao followed, and Josefa eventually shut the front door and joined them.

Hana carefully observed the middle-aged version of Deisi sitting across from her. Small streaks of gray now lined her jet-black hair, and the years spent in the fields had aged her skin, but her eyes sparkled as they had in her youth, and her smile retained its warmth and innocence.

After a moment, Deisi composed herself and spoke. “I cannot believe that I’m here with you. I’ve dreamed of this day since we last saw each other on the corn farm.” She wiped a tear from her eye as she continued. “I’ve thought of contacting you often, but I don’t have a phone, and I wasn’t exactly sure where you were. I knew you had gone to Indiantown, but I had no idea where in Indiantown you lived. I know that if I had worked harder at it, I could probably have found you. I mean, you’re a little easier to describe than most.”

Hana smiled.

Deisi let out her little giggle, and continued. “But I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do. We didn’t part in the best of manners.” Deisi looked down for a moment, and when she raised her head, her smile had faded. “Hana, I’m so sorry for how I treated you before you left. I was just surprised... surprised and scared—scared to lose you, scared to be alone. I’ve felt so badly that I was afraid to get back in touch with you, afraid that you wouldn’t want to see me, wouldn’t be able to forgive me.”

She paused again, seeming to study Hana’s eyes, which she’d learned to understand better than anyone else in the world, perhaps carefully looking for clues to Hana’s thoughts, which she didn’t offer.

“I also know how dark were the memories that we’d shared,” said Deisi. “I thought perhaps it’d be easier for you to leave them behind, and that seeing me might stir things up.”

She still possessed the ability to hear Hana’s silence, and when Hana looked back at her, she understood her response completely. “Yes, you’re right, there are a thousand excuses, but that’s how I felt. But here we are today. We are back together.”

Hana stood from her chair and walked over to Deisi, who stood still as she approached, and placed her fist over her chest.

Deisi immediately understood, and wrapped her arms around Hana. “I’m sorry, too.” They each began to laugh and cry simultaneously.

Tadao and Josefa stood speechless off to the side, silent observers to the sisterly reunion. After a moment, Deisi and Hana released each other, and Hana looked over towards her uncle, the only remaining member of her family, of whom she had but faint childhood memories from a faraway land in a faraway time.

He looked back at her, nervously cleared his throat, and spoke in a deep voice in heavily accented English. “Hana, my dear, I know you may not remember me. You were just a little girl of five years old when we last were together, and my last day with you was the worst day of your life, and of mine.”

Hana fought back a tear, but kept eye contact with her uncle.

“I left San Mateo that terrible day with General Cardona to fight alongside the EGP, to defend our people, our way of life, our very existence. At the time, I thought it was the right thing to do, the only thing I could do. Today, I’m still not sure if it was the right choice. There were no good choices.” Tadao paused, his eyes narrowing, and seeming to focus into the distance. “We fought the government for years, in jungles and small villages. We lost many men, and killed many more, and I regret and mourn for each. After two years, it became clear to me that our struggle was leading nowhere, that violence begat only violence. Change, if there was any chance of it, must come through negotiations, and while I had become a skilled fighter, I was not, and will never be, a skilled negotiator, so I felt I was no longer useful. Besides, I was wanted by the government, and could no longer show my face in public. So I fled to Mexico, and eventually to the US, and have been living here for the past eighteen years, working odd jobs in New Mexico.”

Hana tried to reconcile the appearance of this middle-aged man with the fleeting images of her childhood memories. She observed his almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones, and was taken aback by their similarity to hers. His long, lean form and prominent brow were common to Mayans from the highlands. She took a few moments to contemplate his words, then looked at Deisi, who spoke for her.

“She wants to know how you met up with me, and how you got here.”

Tadao smiled. “When I saw Josefa’s interview, I was moved, and did a little research on the internet. When they described her mother, I knew it had to be you. They had said that you’d been helped in going to Indiantown by Mr. Solis at the Center for Migrant Farmers, so I called there. They told me that you had a friend in El Paso, and put me in touch with Deisi. I called her, and together we decided that we needed to come here.”

Hana turned towards Deisi, who replied. “Why? To see you, of course. It was finally time to put our differences aside, and embrace our past, and perhaps, our future. It was also time to meet and serve Josefa. We have read of The Sermon on The Beach, and feel that we must be there.”

Tadao jumped in. “Yes, certainly. We also feel that Josefa could use a trusted advisor, someone who has her best interest at heart, and who will speak the truth to her at all times. It can be hard for one in power to find someone who’ll always speak the truth to them. Deisi can be that person.”

Hana nodded and looked back at him, unsure, studying his eyes, trying to determine his intentions.

“And me?” he asked. “I can provide security. I have many years of experience, and have learned many things. One of those things is that powerful people have powerful enemies.”

Josefa stepped forward, physically inserting herself into a conversation about her, from which she had been excluded. “I do not need security. I am safe, and if there is danger, I will feel it and will know. I can take care of myself.”

Hana considered her words, thought for a moment, then reached inside her shirt and grabbed her necklace, slipped it over her head, and showed it to Deisi.

Deisi looked at the necklace, and gave Hana a knowing smile.

Hana placed the necklace in Tadao’s palm, then wrapped his fingers around them into a fist.

Tadao opened his fist and looked at the small trinket, then looked up at Josefa, then Deisi.

“That is her amulet of Saint Drogo of Sebourg,” said Deisi. “It is her most cherished possession, and was given to her by one who looked after us many years ago, Señora Ximena García Fernández. I will explain it in detail later, but Hana believes that it has helped her watch over Josefa these many years, and that it will now help you to watch over her.”

Uncle Tadao looked down at the amulet cradled in his hands, then back up at Hana. “As God is my witness, I will watch over her with my life.”
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“There’s traffic on the road,” said Señor Mazum.

He drove the old pickup truck east along S Kanner Highway, towards AIA, which would take them over the bridge to Hutchinson Island, and the designated section of the beach where Josefa planned to give her Sermon.

“I’m not an experienced driver, and do not like navigating such traffic,” he said. “That was one of my concerns with planning a sermon here. It’s half an hour from our home, and on unfamiliar terrain. I’m not sure how many of our people will attend.”

“I don’t know either,” replied Josefa. “But it feels to me like it’s the right thing to do.”

“We must follow your heart, my dear. I’ve sent a small group ahead to secure a place for us, and to set up the little speakers we had at the center. We will meet up with them once we get there. I just hope this traffic doesn’t make us too late.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll be there at the right time, and they’ll wait for us,” said Josefa.

As they drove, traffic increased and got worse as they approached the bridge. As they crossed onto Hutchinson Island, they passed a police car directing traffic, and stopped and opened their window to speak with him.

“Officer,” said Señor Mazum. “We’re trying to reach the beach. We’re here for a sermon.”

“You and everybody else, my friend,” replied the officer.

“What do you mean?”

“That girl who predicted the tornado a few years back is giving a sermon here today. This is public land, and people are free to gather without permission, but when you expect large crowds, you’re supposed to let the local police know, so that we can be ready. She just sort of sprung this on us.”

Señor Mazum looked over at Josefa and back at the officer. “Officer, that is our fault, and we’re sorry. That girl is right here, and we had no idea there would be such a crowd.”

The officer put his head into the window and looked over at Josefa, who waved at him.

“You are Josefa Marroquín?” replied the officer, his voice rising. “Your warning of the tornado saved my brother and his family. They’re all gathered on the beach today to hear you in person, as are the rest of our family.”

“We’re honored that they’ve come here today,” said Señor Mazum. “We weren’t sure, given the short notice, that people would be able to attend.”

“You weren’t sure if people would attend? Well then, you’re in for quite a surprise. Follow me.” He got into his car, turned on the flashing lights, and sped away.

Señor Mazum and Josefa followed closely behind.
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The officer led them to a parking lot next to a narrow sandy path cut through overgrown wild grass, instructed them to park their car directly in front, and placed two orange cones behind their vehicle.

Josefa exited the car and walked through the trail, in between the overgrown brush. As she made her along, a low rumble grew in the distance. At first, she thought it was the sound of the surf, but she felt the sound with her body as much as heard it with her ears, and realized it was something more. The closer she came to the end of the path, the more she felt the sound, eventually making out the unmistakable buzz of human activity. She emerged from the trail and walked to the edge of the bluff, looked out across the wide beach below, and saw the largest crowd she’d ever seen assembled, as far as the eye could see in either direction, approaching fifty thousand people, in her best estimate.

As the first few people spotted her standing on the edge above, they began pointing and clapping, and the excitement grew, eventually becoming a huge ovation. People stood holding signs with her name, and parents held up their children to see her.

Josefa paused for a few moments to appreciate the spectacle, the sight of thousands gathered just to hear her, to be near her, to hear the words she spoke, the message she delivered. After waiting a few minutes for the commotion to settle, she picked up and tapped on the microphone, and stood bolt upright as the crowd went completely silent.

Again, she had no written words to say, and spoke directly from her heart.

“My fellow seekers....” She paused to allow the words to come to her. “Please close your eyes and allow yourselves to become aware of the world around you.”

She stood on the edge of the cliff and peered down at the crowd below, spread out along the shoreline in each direction, all standing silent with eyes closed. The gentle sounds of the waves rose clearly above the silence, disturbed only by the chirping sounds of the seagulls and the raspy clucks of the great blue herons.

After a few seconds, she continued. “Please, open your eyes. Those gentle sounds you hear are around us all the time, but we don’t notice them over the din of our everyday lives.”

She paused to allow the crowd to recover, then began again, her voice steadier and more commanding. “I have been schooled in the teaching of Catholicism, as well as the Mayan Costumbre. I have studied the other major religions, and have communicated with the Spirits outside the teachings of any religion. And it has become clear to me that each offers a pathway to the same destination, a pathway toward a Spirit, a Higher Power. There is a Higher Power in the universe, my fellow seekers, and we are all connected to it, and therefore, to each other. Through this Spirit, we are all part of a larger whole, one entity, of infinite parts, and of infinite beauty.”

Josefa allowed her gaze to wander over the entire crowd, which silently listened to her words. “When we become too distracted by our daily struggles, our challenges and rivalries, we lose touch with our connection to the Spirit, and feel alone, and helpless. People, we must pause our lives, listen to and feel the earth around us, feel our connection to the Spirit, and when we do, we will feel the strength, the comfort, and the love that is infinite, and limitless.”
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Chapter 18
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Indiantown, Florida, Spring 2017

Deisi finished reading her papers, put them back down on her desk, stood up, and walked across the concrete floor of the small community center, which was becoming more cluttered by the week. As she approached, Josefa looked up at her.

“So, Deisi, have you come to a decision?” asked Josefa.

“Yes, I believe I have,” she replied. “The response to your Sermon on The Beach has been extraordinary, and we expect even larger crowds for your future sermons. Clips have been all over the internet, and many news channels have run stories about it. We’ve been handling the inquiries from the media, and have been looking into different venues which we can use regularly, and which can accommodate even greater numbers of people. We feel that the best option is Vero Beach. It’s not too far from here, and it has the space to accommodate the greatest number of people.”

“Then let it be so,” said Josefa. “I trust your decision. You’ve been a wonderful addition to our center. I don’t know how I managed without your help and guidance.”

Deisi smiled and returned to her desk. As she sat down, a knock came at the front door.

Uncle Tadao, sitting at his desk across the room, rose to his feet and opened the door, as had become his duty. He’d made it clear that security was now his responsibility, and he took it seriously.

A middle-aged man, dressed in fine wool suit and appearing out of place in the Florida sun, stood outside the door.

“May I help you?” asked Tadao.

“Yes, sir, I’m here to see Ms. Josefa Marroquín.” The man’s accent was difficult to place.

“Is she expecting you?” asked Tadao. “Who may I say is calling?”

“I am the Reverend Father Silvio Marino, administrative liaison for the Vatican Secretary of State, and I have a message that I am to hand deliver to Ms. Marroquín.”

Hearing him, Josefa, Deisi, and Señor Mazum each stood and walked in his direction.

Tadao looked outside the door and saw that no one else sat inside the shiny black Town Car taking up two spaces in the parking lot, but he continued to stand in front of the man, blocking his path inside.

Josefa noticed, and spoke to him. “It’s okay, my uncle. Let him in.”

“As you wish.” Tadao stepped aside, but kept a wary eye on the visitor.

Josefa approached him, studying his fine tailored suit and slicked-back hair, each one in perfect position, and noticed the subtle smell of cigarettes. “Father, it’s an honor to have you visit our humble center. May I offer you some water, or anything else you may need?”

“No thank you, my dear, and it is my honor to meet you.”

Josefa turned to face her team standing behind her. “Father, this is Señor Mazum, my teacher and spiritual advisor, and Deisi, my most trusted aide, and that is my Uncle Tadao.”

Señor Mazum bowed his head, Deisi curtsied, and Tadao nodded.

Father Marino smiled and nodded his head. “My pleasure to meet you all.”

Each replied, “Thank you,” in unison.

Josefa motioned them all to chairs in the corner of the room, and sat next to Deisi and Señor Mazum. Father Marino sat across from them, while Tadao walked across the room back to his desk.

“Father Marino, to what do I owe this high honor?” asked Josefa.

“Word of your good works has reached the Holy See, my dear,” replied the Father. “He is moved by your message, as well as by you personally.”

“I’m pleased that he approves of our message,” said Josefa in her most formal voice.

Deisi and Señor Mazum watched the two of them, speechless.

He continued. “His Holiness would like to extend an invitation to fly you to Rome to meet with him personally, to spend an afternoon getting to know each other, learning how The Church may help you spread your message.”

Josefa paused before answering, surprised by the invitation, but controlled in her response.

“That’s quite an honor, Father,” she replied. “May I think about it for a day or two before I give you my reply? I must consider how such a meeting will affect my message and my people.”

“Yes, of course.” He handed her an envelope made of high bond, burgundy paper, with Josefa’s name engraved on the front. “Here is the formal invitation. My contact information is included.” He stood, straightened his cuffs, and smiled warmly towards the group. “God be with you, my child. With all of you. We hope to see you in Rome soon.”

He reached his hands out and gently shook theirs, turned, pulled back his shoulders to assume perfect posture, and strolled out the door towards the waiting Town Car.
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“You’ve got to go, don’t you?” exclaimed Deisi, her eyes flashing bright with excitement. “I mean, you can’t turn down an invitation from the Pope, can you?”

Uncle Tadao sat across the room, watching them in conversation, not saying a word.

Josefa sat at her desk, deep in quiet thought.

Señor Mazum sat across from her, stirring in his chair. Eventually, he stood up, walked to the other side of the room, then turned and walked back towards the group and addressed them in his most formal voice. “Josefa, my dear, it is indeed a hard offer to turn down, but it is my guidance to you to do just that.”

Deisi and Josefa looked at him but did not reply, at least at first. Finally, Josefa said, “My trusted teacher, you know that I value your words and direction. Why is it that you’d have me turn down this invitation?”

Señor Mazum looked at her with a troubled expression, one that she’d not seen in a man of such peaceful nature. “My dear Josefa, you know that I consider myself a Catholic, and that I also have been schooled in the beliefs of our ancestors, and have tried to be faithful to both. I’ve tried to marry the rules of The Church with the beliefs of our people, of our Mayan forefathers. I must tell you, it has been a difficult process. While both systems believe in the power of a higher spirit, and preach the word of love, peace, and tolerance, in my experience The Catholic Church has little room, and little patience, for deviations from their teachings. Perhaps I, or even we, in our little corner of the world, can continue to benefit from the teachings of each, but I’m concerned that a formal relationship with The Church may force you to follow their rules, and will interfere with your message.”

Señor Mazum took a sip of water, walked closer to Josefa, and looked at her with his troubled face. “My special young one, you have a gift, the gift of hearing the voice of the sacred ones. I don’t know why that is, nor is it my place to question, but I do believe that it may be because there’s nothing that stands between you and the spirits. You’re able to open your mind to their word, to receive it purely and innocently. My worry is that any interference with that process, any attempt to direct it, or to apply rules to it, will interfere with that ability. I fear you will lose it forever, and that the world will lose your gift forever. In my guidance, I have taught you nothing. All I have done is to help clear the path for you to follow your own gift with as little interference as possible. I feel that I would be failing you now if I let you fall under their influence.”

The three stood silent for a moment, contemplating Señor Mazum’s words.

Finally, Deisi broke the silence. “With love and respect, I hear your words, Señor Mazum. However, perhaps this is the work of the spirits. Perhaps it’s their will to have Josefa meet with the Pope, and have him assist her in bringing her message to millions more people. We may be denying those people the benefit of the Word of God by not meeting with him. I do not pretend to know the answer, and I’ll support with all my heart whatever Josefa decides, but I believe it is God’s will for her to go to this meeting.”

Josefa stood from behind her desk, walked towards the center of the room, and looked across at her three advisors. “I must consider this offer in silence. It’s not a choice to be made lightly, or in haste.”

She continued across the room towards the door, and headed out into the afternoon heat.

Señor Mazum, Deisi, and Uncle Tadao sat silently at their desks, watching her as she walked out the door.
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Josefa walked past the gravel parking lot where she’d performed her first sermon, onto the small, paved road that led out from town, and continued past the last structures in the village to where the road became deserted, save for the few passing pickup trucks carrying laborers to and from their jobs in the fields and factories of their poor town. After another few minutes, she spotted a tree trunk in a wooded area beside a small manmade canal, and sat down to gather her thoughts.

She generally made decisions instinctively, and avoided the rigorous decision-making process of pros and cons, or ordered steps while solving equations. She preferred simply to relax and clear her mind, and let the answers come to her. Eventually, she would just “know.” It drove her teachers crazy, but it had always worked well for her. However, this decision felt different to her. The stakes were high; that she knew. You don’t get too many offers to meet The Pope. Also, she wasn’t used to Deisi and Señor Mazum expressing such strong opinions, much less opposing ones. She would love to seek advice from her mother, but since her childhood, her mother had generally let her decide such things by herself. She was always such an independent, strong-willed child, and had always seemed to make good choices, so it just became their pattern.

Thus, ironically, as her crowds increased, and the more she was surrounded by people, the more alone she became. As her words assumed increased importance, and increased scrutiny, the fewer words she spoke, and the fewer claims she made. In turn, each word became more scrutinized, more important, more iconic. She’d not asked for this responsibility, and didn’t seek fame or special treatment. In fact, at first, she’d resisted the responsibility, doubted her abilities, the importance of her words, the validity of claims being made about her. Since feeling the tornado, however, she’d begun to understand that she did possess an ability that others did not, that she was able to gain insights that others could not see, and that she had a responsibility to share them.

That recognition had recently begun to weigh on her, and while she hadn’t shared this feeling with anyone, it seemed as if Deisi had become aware of it, and had been attempting to deflect some of the demands away from her to lighten her burden.

The decision to meet The Pope would surely result in changes. Would it increase her already high profile and result in more demands, more responsibility, more pressure? Or could The Pope offer counsel, assistance, and cover? Could he lessen her burdens and allow her to focus her energy more fully on communicating with the Holy Spirit?

Josefa sat by the canal for the better part of the afternoon, relaxing her mind and communing with her surroundings. After a few hours, as the afternoon shadows from the surrounding black oaks and ficus trees crossed the fields, she stood and began the solitary stroll back to the Community Center.
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As Deisi, Señor Mazum, and Tadao sat inside, the door to the Community Center opened.

Josefa entered, walked to the far side of the room, and looked at the three of them. “Deisi, contact the Reverend Father, please. I will go to the meeting.”
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Deisi was startled awake by the bling of the Fasten Seat Belt warning light, as the enormous Airbus A380 descended from the cloudless Italian sky. She grabbed one side of her belt, quietly grabbed the other side, and tried to buckle it closed without disturbing Josefa.

As it clicked, Josefa awakened. “What’s happening?” She blinked and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Are we landing?”

“Soon,” replied Deisi. “The seat belt light just came on. I think that means we’re landing.”

“I hope so,” said Josefa. “It’s been a long flight. Air travel seems so glamorous on TV, but in reality, it’s more like being on one long bus ride.”

“I agree, but we’re almost there.”

Josefa straightened her seat as the Alitalia flight attendant, in her glamorous burgundy skirt and pants uniform with matching scarf and Cinque Terre hat, walked down the aisle past them, pushing up their trays and making certain they were buckled in correctly, and announcing their imminent landing.

After taxiing to the gate, Josefa and Deisi followed the other passengers off the plane, and once in the terminal, scoured the unfamiliar landscape in search of familiar faces. They quickly spotted the welcome sight of Father Marino, dashing and dignified in his administrative clothing, once again the most elegantly dressed man in the room.

He walked to them and said, “Welcome to Rome, Signora Josefa and Signora Deisi. I hope your flight was enjoyable.”

“It was very interesting,” responded Deisi. “We’ve never flown before.”

“Then that will be the first of many firsts for you today,” he replied. “Our limousine is waiting outside. I’ll lead you through VIP customs and immigration, and the limo will take you directly to The Vatican. You’ll be brought to the Apostolic Palace, which is The Pope’s private quarters, where you’ll be given a room and some time to freshen up. You’ll then be brought to the Sala dei Santi Pietro e Paolo, which is the Room of Saints Peter and Paul, one of the most special rooms in the Vatican, to meet The Holy Father. His Holiness reserves that room for meetings of only the highest honor.”

Josefa struggled to respond, but her throat felt tight, and all she could do was swallow and nod. In some way, she felt more alien here than she’d ever felt before. Although she often felt the outsider, even in her own country, at least the language there was familiar, the terrain recognizable. In Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci – Fiumicino Airport, there were no brown faces, no Spanish or English signs, no fast-food restaurants; just well-dressed Europeans speaking foreign languages, underneath foreign signs, unnaturally lit by foreign fixtures.

They followed closely behind Father Marino, and were whisked through customs, then escorted by armed Italian Police through an unmarked door and into a parking garage, where a black Range Rover with darkly tinted windows awaited, engine running. As they approached, a tall, olive-skinned man in black suit, wearing black mirrored sunglasses, emerged from the driver’s seat, opened the rear door to let them in, and returned to the front seat without saying a word.

Father Marino gracefully made his way into the passenger’s seat.

Josefa and Deisi stared out from the tinted windows at the surrounding landscape of ornate medieval buildings and narrow, busy streets. The farther they drove, the faster Josefa’s heart raced.

I’m meeting The Pope. Am I ready? Will he doubt me, call me a charlatan? Or worse, will he trust in my abilities, and seek my assistance, or acquiescence? What would be my responsibility then, and is that worse?

She was snapped out of her daydream by the deep, calming voice of Father Marino. “We’re entering Vatican City. When the car stops, follow me and I’ll lead you to your room. I’ll return for you in an hour to escort you to your meeting.”

Deisi and Josefa stared out their windows at the grand spectacle, neither responding. Deisi waited for Josefa to speak, but when she did not, she responded for the two of them. “Thank you, Father. We will be ready.”
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As Deisi and Josefa exited the Range Rover, two young men in simple white robes met them. Each possessed a kind smile, but offered few words, and what little they did speak was in Italian.

The two women followed their quiet guides down a series of elaborately decorated hallways, empty of people except themselves, and eventually arrived at what appeared to be guest quarters. They thanked the young men, closed the door, and immediately took stock of their luxurious accommodations. The quarters consisted of a large, high-ceilinged, gilded room with two king-sized beds, connected to a bathroom made entirely of shiny green marble, with a free-standing tub with gold-plated faucets placed directly in the center.

They unpacked their small suitcases into the oversized dresser drawers, and took turns bathing, taking their time to admire the scented Italian soaps and lotions. Each dressed in their best clothing, which they’d brought for the occasion, all the while admiring their elegant quarters. The disparity between their surroundings and their homes was disorienting, but the presence of each other served to ground them.

The clank of the brass knocker striking the double-height mahogany wooden door startled them as they finished making their final preparations to meet The Pope.

“It’s time,” said Josefa. “I worried that I’d be nervous, but I’m strangely calm.”

“You have nothing to be nervous about,” replied Deisi. “Your message is simple, and is the same as it has always been.” She paused, then added, “He is but a man, like all men, under God. And God loves us all equally.”

Josefa took a deep breath, managed a little smile, and looked back at Deisi. “You’re right, we’ll be fine.”

Deisi reached out and held Josefa’s hand. She took a deep breath, and her voice cracked as she spoke. “No, my dear. You will be fine.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have no place in that meeting. It’s just for the two of you. I have helped you get here, but I’m only your assistant, taking care of the daily tasks and clearing your path so that you may concentrate on the good and Holy, so that you can deliver your message. But the message is yours alone. The Lord speaks only through you. I cannot interfere with that.”

Josefa’s eyes widened. “No, Deisi. We’re here together. You’re my most trusted advisor. We’ve come all this way together. You cannot leave me now.”

“I’m not leaving you, my dear. I will never leave your service. I’ll be here when you’re finished meeting. But this part of the journey is yours to travel alone. My role is to support you so that you communicate with The Spirit without interference. I’ve done my part, and will not come between you and His Holiness.”

Josefa looked into her eyes, held contact for an extended beat, then released her hands and stood. Deisi was right: the path was hers to follow alone.

She turned from Deisi and exited the room, and followed Father Marino down a long hallway, through another oversized doorway, and into a large, two-story room covered with frescoes of Saints, some of which she recognized from her studies, but most of which were unfamiliar. She suddenly wondered if she should have prepared more for the meeting: if she should have written down questions; or practiced answers; or if she should have made an agenda; or had a better idea of what she wanted to accomplish. She was rarely plagued by self-doubt, and the feeling was uncomfortable to her, but as quickly as the feeling came upon her, thoughts of Deisi’s encouraging words, as well as her spirituality, allowed the feeling to pass.

As she looked up towards the elaborate and overwhelming frescoes, she noticed movement off to her left, turned in its direction, and saw The Pope, dressed in white cassock and cape held together by a white belt, and simple black shoes. She was surprised to find him alone, looking smaller than she expected but more youthful.

Josefa stood still as he approached, her outward calm hiding her inner apprehension.

The Pope held out his hand and spoke to her in accented English. “Welcome, my child.”

Josefa bent her head and kissed his ring, and replied in a voice barely above a whisper. “It is my honor to meet you, Your Holiness.”

“It is my honor too.” He smiled and waved his hand towards two gilded armchairs to their side. “Please, sit down and be comfortable. Let us talk.”

Josefa waited for him to sit, then lowered herself slowly into the chair, feeling as if she were sitting on a forbidden museum display.

As they sat, Father Marino interrupted. “I will leave you two alone, and return when you’re finished speaking.” He opened the large doors and exited the room, the doors closing with a loud, muffled thud, leaving Josefa alone with His Holiness.

Josefa looked up and around her, studying the elaborate frescoes painted on the walls and ceiling, speechless from their grandeur and palpable displays of emotion and suffering.

“I see that you are interested in the room,” said The Pope, waiting for her to turn her gaze towards him. “This room is called The Room of the Saints. These paintings were commissioned by Pope Alexander VI in the fifteenth century. They were painted by the Italian Master Pinturicchio.” The Pope turned and raised his hand to point across the room towards the far wall, the sleeves of his robe exaggerating the movement. “Over there is Saint Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist, and that is Saint Barbara, who is seen fleeing from the tower where she was imprisoned by her father for converting to Christianity.”

“They’re beautiful, but so full of sorrow,” replied Josefa.

“Yes, they are both. That is not a common observation, my child. You have great empathy.” He paused for a moment, then continued. “It has not always been easy being a Christian, and it is not easy, or natural, for one to so naturally feel another’s pain, as you so clearly do.”

“Yes, Your Holiness. That is part of the message I’m trying to deliver.”

“That is what I have come to understand,” said The Pope. “And it is one of many things we have in common. I have learned much about you since your works were first brought to my attention.” He paused and took a small sip from a gold chalice set on a small marble table between their chairs. “I understand that your mother was born in Guatemala, that she was raised a Catholic, and that you have studied Catholicism yourself. Is that true?”

“Yes, it is, Your Holiness.”

“And do you consider yourself a Catholic?

“I don’t know,” said Josefa, considering her response. “I don’t know if I’m of no religion, one religion, or all religions. I do know that I feel the presence of The Lord inside of me, and that He wants me to spread His message, and that His message of infinite peace, happiness, and love applies to all religions. All who truly feel the presence of God in their heart may share in that message.”

“Then, my child, do you feel that you are the chosen one? That God has chosen you, and only you, to deliver His word?”

“Again, I don’t know, Your Holiness. I would not be so bold as to presume to know God’s will. I know that I do believe in The Holy Spirit, and that I try to receive and deliver His message as purely and faithfully as possible.”

His Holiness leaned forward and took Josefa’s hands in his, and cast his soulful eyes deep into hers. “My child, I too believe that you are doing God’s work, that you are special. I have not known another in which I have felt His spirit as strong as I feel it in you. We share the same message, my child. I would like for you to join with me, within The Catholic Church, so that we may help each other deliver His message to the people of the world—to ease their pain and suffering, and to help the people live a kinder, more compassionate life.”

Josefa looked back at him, and she could see—could feel—his kindness and sincerity. “Your Holiness, I am most honored, more than I have the words to express. And although I believe that we do share a message, and may be able to help each other deliver that message, I have given this much thought, and have tried to receive communication from The Spirit as to how I should proceed. Without that message, it is my feeling that it’s not the right path to allow myself to become a part of any one religion. The message I receive is pure, and without rules and boundaries. Aligning with one religion risks interfering with that message, both receiving it and delivering it, as well as alienating those affiliated with other religions, or with none at all.”

The Pope released her hands, sat back in his gilded chair, and then leaned forward and looked directly into Josefa’s eyes. “I understand, my child, perhaps more than anyone else can understand. We are dealing with matters of faith, and you cannot convince someone of faith. You cannot talk someone into faith. It must be felt inside one’s self.”

The Pope leaned back again, picked up a golden bell, rang it twice, and waited for Father Marino to enter. As the door slowly opened, The Pope made a hand motion to Father Marino, who left the room and closed the door behind him.

“Let me propose something to you, my dear. Would you consider spending a month here at The Vatican? You can pray on your choice, read and study from the most sacred texts, see and be inspired by the ancient, holy, and beautiful city of Rome, and speak with me whenever you desire. We will sit down and have this conversation again in a month, and if you still feel the same way, then we will each be convinced that it is the right path. Even if you choose not to join me, I will support you with all the resources of The Catholic Church.”

Josefa sat back in her chair, physically taken aback by the generous offer. As she prepared to respond, The Pope waved his hand to pause her from speaking.

“There is one more thing I wish to let you know.” As he spoke, the door to the room opened, and instead of Father Marino, in walked the most beautiful adult woman Josefa had ever seen.

As she glided across the large parlor, Josefa carefully observed her long, straight, fully gray hair, her dark piercing eyes, and her simple but elegant floor-length burgundy gown partially obscuring her unadorned, low-heeled, cream-colored pumps. Despite the low heels, she towered over the seated pair, at least as tall as Father Marino, but even more graceful. The woman met Josefa’s eyes, gave her a modest, elegant smile, nodded towards The Pope, and sat across from them.

The Pope waited for her to settle, then continued. “Josefa, I’d like you to meet Ximena García Fernández. She was a friend of your mother’s back in Guatemala, and is in residence here at The Vatican for the next few months. If you would like to spend some time here, she will act as your guide and companion.”

Josefa became momentarily disoriented, and began to sob. She rarely cried, and the act further confused her. She took a moment to compose herself, took a deep breath, and regained the ability to speak. “Is this real? I have heard my mother speak of you my entire life. I have heard the stories, have held the amulet of Saint Drogo in my hands, and have felt your presence in my life without ever having met you.” She dabbed her eyes. “It all seemed so long ago, so far away, and in such a violent world, that I never considered the possibility that you were still alive. To be honest, you never seemed real to begin with. The way my mother described you, you seemed like an angel even then. How is this possible?”

Ximena rose to her feet, glided over to Josefa, took a knee in front of her, and spoke to her in English, but with the unmistakable accent of the Mayan highlands, the accent she shared with both Hana and Deisi. “You have the eyes of your mother, and her heart. I can feel it. I would be honored to spend time with you here, as I did so many years ago with your mother in San Mateo.”

Josefa looked into her eyes, then over at The Pope, and nodded her head. “Yes, Your Holiness, I will stay here and study with Ximena.”
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Chapter 19
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The Vatican, Spring 2017

Josefa followed Ximena down the labyrinthian Vatican hallways to her quarters. When they arrived back at the room, Ximena held open the massive door for her to enter, and waited outside. Josefa entered and walked over to Deisi, who sat reading on a burgundy upholstered chair underneath a stained-glass window.

Deisi looked up as she entered and, as was her nature, could not wait to speak. “How did it go? Did you meet The Pope? What did you discuss? Are you okay?”

Josefa smiled. “Yes, I met with The Pope, and he was wonderful—kind, thoughtful, and considerate.”

Deisi waited as long as she could for her to continue, then interjected. “Well, what happened? Did you decide anything?”

“We didn’t decide anything specific, but he did invite me to spend a month at The Vatican—praying, studying, and contemplating.”

“That is quite an honor,” replied Deisi, her face beaming. However, her smile soon faded and her eyes narrowed.

Before she could continue, Josefa said, “But that is not the most surprising news.” She paused, allowing the tension to build.

Deisi motioned to her with her hand to continue, and finally Josefa replied. “He introduced me to someone special, someone I think you’d like to see.”

As Deisi looked at her with a confused stare, Ximena entered the room, took a few steps towards her, and stood, tall and regal as ever, and looked her directly in the eyes. “Hello, Deisi. It is a blessing to be with you again.”

Deisi stood in place unable to speak, her wide eyes blinking as if to clear a mirage from her sight. Finally able to speak, she called out, “Could it be? Ximena, is that you?”

Ximena’s face lit up as she replied, “Yes, my dear, it is me.”

Deisi jumped up from her chair, dropped her book on the floor, ran across the room and enveloped Ximena in her arms, the way a child would embrace their parent who’d just returned from a tour in the armed services.

The two stood locked together for an extended period, the tall, graceful Ximena embracing the petite Deisi in her willowy arms. They eventually separated, and Deisi looked up at her, and with her natural chattiness returning, spoke first. “Ximena, how are you, and what are you doing here? When did you leave Guatemala? How is our village? Do you still speak with anyone from home?”

Ximena smiled back at her. “My dear, I know that we have much to talk about, but it has been a long and emotional day for you both. Let us rest. I’ll have dinner brought to your room. Tomorrow morning, we’ll have breakfast together, just the three of us, and we’ll talk all morning, as long as we desire.”

Josefa spoke before Deisi had the chance. “That’s a good idea. I would like the time to rest and reflect on the day.”

Deisi looked back up at Ximena, nodded, and embraced her one final time before they separated.
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The knock on their door came precisely at eight in the morning. Josefa and Deisi had been awake for over two hours, their minds full of thought and their body clocks awry. Deisi opened the door, and a young man, dressed in white robe cinched with simple braided rope, stood across from them, motioning for them to follow.

Deisi and Josefa trailed behind as he led them in the opposite direction from the prior day, eventually reaching a small, windowless room with one small table in the center, at which Ximena sat waiting, coffee in hand. Set out on the table was a large but simple arrangement of fruits, pastries, coffee, and orange juice, along with highly ornamental place settings and silverware. The room was empty except for the three of them.

“Sit,” said Ximena. “And help yourselves. I know you must be hungry.” She motioned towards the food, encouraging them to eat.

Josefa and Deisi sat, placed a few pieces of fruit and pastries on their plates, and their napkins on their laps.

Deisi took a bite of her pastry as Josefa looked across at Ximena and spoke first. “I have heard many stories about you from Deisi and my mother, stories of kindness and of bravery. The last story ended with your giving my mother the amulet of Saint Drogo, and instructions on how to travel to the United States. But I don’t know what has happened to you since.” Josefa took a moment to gauge her feelings before continuing. “Would you be willing to speak to us of your life after that moment? All the way through how you ended up here at The Vatican?”

Deisi put down her pastry and turned her full attention to Ximena.

Ximena sat upright, adjusted her gown perfectly over her long legs, and said, “Of course. It’s a long story, and one of pain and triumph. After Deisi and your mother left San Mateo, the civil war raged on for years. A series of presidents were elected, some more benevolent, some more brutal, but the war raged on nonetheless. Eventually, the rebels declared a ceasefire, and the following year signed a peace treaty with the government. While we had been disappointed before, we were hopeful that the worst of the hostilities were over. And for a while, they were.”

Ximena took a sip of coffee, and as she continued, her demeanor became more serious, her voice slower and deeper. “Later that year, Father Alonzo passed, and with his passing, and with peace in the village, I felt that my time in San Mateo had come to a close. I said a sad farewell to my many friends there, and went to work in Guatemala City with a wonderful man, Monsignor Juan José Gerardi Conedera, who was working on the Recovery of Historical Memory Project for the Catholic Church, documenting the abuses of the Civil War, ensuring that history would know the truth about the war, in an effort to prevent future atrocities. It was noble work, and we looked forward to its publication. However, on April 26th of last year, just two days after its publication, Monsignor Conedera was assassinated in the garage of the parish house.” She paused to collect herself. “It was the low point in my life, and I was heartbroken. Just when it seemed as if we had turned the corner, that there would be peace, this fine man doing God’s work was taken from us in brutal fashion.”

Deisi leaned over and took her hands in hers. “What happened to you? Where did you go from there?”

“I was too stunned to make a decision,” said Ximena. “Fortunately, The Pope heard of our plight and offered to bring me here to The Vatican. I felt as if The Lord was telling me that it was time to leave Guatemala, and so I came, and I stayed.”

Deisi and Josefa sat speechless.

Ximena released Deisi’s hands and sat up in her chair. “I do not seek sympathy. I have seen thousands of others suffer much greater than I have, and being here, and seeing you again, has lifted my spirits.” She paused for a moment, her face relaxing. “But enough about me. Deisi, please, tell me all there is to tell about you, and of course about Hana. I have a month to speak with Josefa, but not so much time with you.”

Deisi sat up straight and, in her characteristic chatter, filled Ximena in on their travels through Mexico, their time in Texas, her separation and reunion with Hana, and the current state of Josefa’s teachings.

After concluding her long story, she caught her breath and looked across at Josefa. “I know that I cannot stay with you this month. The offer to stay here is for you alone, and I need to go back home to help care for the center.” She turned her attention to Ximena. “But you must come visit us, see our center, hear Josefa speak. And most important, you must see Hana.”

“I will see Hana again,” said Ximena. “That is my promise.”
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Josefa quickly settled into her daily routine: early breakfast with Ximena, followed by quiet days of religious study and silent contemplation, then afternoon tea with Ximena, and later in the evening a quiet dinner alone in her quarters. On many days, she would venture outside The Vatican walls into the beautiful city of Rome, sometimes to visit one of its ancient churches, other times a museum or historical site. Over time, she managed to befriend the previously silent driver, after discovering that he too spoke Spanish.

Her conversations with Ximena were generally superficial in nature. While they shared a mutual affection, they had not shared the same history that Ximena had with either Deisi or her mother. And while Ximena had always been of strong opinion, she now understood that Josefa was there to come to an understanding by herself, and that she was not charged with helping guide her decision.

On this particular Sunday afternoon, however, Josefa felt unusually talkative, sensed the same in Ximena, and took the opportunity to open up about her feelings.

“I have very much enjoyed my time here,” she said. “I’ve been here for just a week, and have already seen and learned much. Don’t get me wrong, I am grateful for the opportunity, but sometimes I wonder why I am here—here at The Vatican, but in a larger sense, why am I here at all. What is the meaning of my life? Why have I gone down this path? And what does the future hold for me?” She paused to take a sip of tea. “I have gathered so many followers, and each hangs on my every word. The responsibility feels overwhelming at times.”

Ximena put down her teacup, thought for a moment, and replied. “Josefa, dear, that is why you are here, to take a month out of time, in a quiet and protected environment, and get in touch with your feelings. You are so gifted at feeling others, but perhaps you need to take some time to get in touch with your own feelings. That is also why I’m here, to help you get in touch with yourself.” Ximena looked directly into her eyes. “This is a good start. I find that expressing yourself organizes your thoughts, enables your brain to understand them better. Please, keep talking. I’m a good listener.”

Josefa sat back in her chair and let her shoulders relax. “Thank you, it is nice to have someone to talk to who isn’t judging my words or looking for hidden meanings.” She took a long sip of tea and wiped the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “When I first started preaching, I doubted myself. I had feelings, and was told that these feelings were special, but how could I know what that meant? For me, a fourteen-year-old girl at the time, the praise felt good—and the more I spoke, the more praise I received. It did seem as if my words brought people happiness, which also felt good. However—and I’ve never spoken to anyone about this—once I felt the tornado, I began to wonder if perhaps I had special abilities, or if I’d been chosen to communicate with The Spirit. Over time, the more I felt, and the older I got, I came to believe that while I did indeed possess abilities that others did not, I was not chosen, per se, but had just been able to tune into information that is all around us and available to everyone.”

Josefa looked at Ximena, waiting to see if she had any questions, and when none came, she continued. “I’ve come to believe that we’re all attached to each other in some way, to one another, to the universe in general, as well as to whatever we think of as God, or The Spirit, as some call it. While it may sound extraordinary, science is beginning to discover evidence of this. For example, consider String Theory. It postulates that particles, rather than existing in a particular time and place, are actually more like strings floating through time and space, interacting with each other in strange and previously unpredictable ways, perhaps even explaining gravity. And consider the simple sense of smell. It is said that dogs can sense fear. And how do they sense it? For dogs, this is by smell. When one is fearful, they emit certain hormones, and these hormones get released in the sweat. Dogs smell these hormones and know that someone is scared. These molecules are invisible, and to a more primitive society, the ability of invisible little chemicals causing nerve endings in a dog’s nose to send messages to their brains, signaling that someone is scared, would seem unbelievable. Perhaps we’re still primitive enough that we cannot fathom an ability to use another sense, to feel what is around us all the time.”

Josefa sat back in her seat and looked away from Ximena for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “I’m not sure what is happening, or how, but I do feel a deep sense of love and peace when I’m able to feel this spirit world, and I want to share that feeling. I wish to help others feel the same way. I’m just conflicted as to the best way to do that, and how to get there.”

Ximena leaned forward in her chair, brushed her long gray hair over her shoulder, and looked Josefa directly in the eyes. “You have come a long way for a young woman. It feels to me as if you already know where you’d like to go, and are just seeking the best way to get there. That’s a major accomplishment, and perhaps the primary reason you’re here. I cannot tell you what to do, but I can listen to you, and can help you express your thoughts to yourself. Even after just one week together, I’m confident that you will come to see the right path.”

“Thank you, Ximena. I can see why my mother drew strength from you in her youth. But may I ask something of you?”

“Certainly.”

“I sense a sadness in you, something that you’re not sharing with me.”

Ximena’s face tightened, and she sat back in her chair. “Yes, my dear. I did not intend to speak of it, but you are correct. I am not well. When I arrived at The Vatican last year, I lacked my usual energy. I believed that perhaps I was depressed after seeing the Monsignor killed, but after a few weeks, the feeling persisted, which was not my nature. I was taken to see a doctor, and after testing, they determined that I had cancer, which had already spread to other locations.”

Josefa nodded her understanding as Ximena continued. “I went through a course of chemotherapy, but it was unable to prevent the spread of the cancer. I stopped the chemotherapy last month, which actually has me feeling better, but I’m told that it is just a matter of a few months.”

“I am so sorry,” said Josefa. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“No, thank you,” said Ximena. “I am at peace with it. I have lived far longer, and been more blessed, than most. I’m thankful for the time I’ve had, and seeing you and Deisi has been one final blessing.”

Josefa reached out and held her hands. “Bless you, Ximena, with all the peace and love in my heart.”

Ximena gave her hands a subtle squeeze.
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Ximena stood off to the side as Father Marino knocked on the door, waited, then pulled it open and motioned for her to enter. Ximena walked around him and through the open door, and saw The Pope across the room, standing beside his desk.

As she approached, he waved towards two chairs facing each other off to the side. He sat in the closer, and Ximena sat across from him.

“Welcome, Ximena. How are you this day?”

“I am well, Your Holiness.”

“And how is your time with Josefa? Has she found peace here? And does she give an indication of the direction she’d like to follow? She is here for just another few days. I plan on meeting with her soon.”

“That’s what I would like to discuss today, Your Holiness, because I believe all of your questions are related.”

The Pope looked back at her, head tilted slightly, brows furrowed. “Please, continue.”

“You asked me when I entered how I was, and I said I am well, Your Holiness, but that is not the complete truth. I am, in fact, very well. Or... to be more clear... I am better.”

“I do not understand.”

“Your Holiness, I went to my doctor’s visit a few days ago, and they did some tests, and the tests showed improvement. They were so surprised that they did further testing, including scans, and to their great surprise, they can no longer find any evidence of cancer in my body.”

The two of them sat across from each other, and neither spoke. After a moment, The Pope leaned in to question Ximena. “Is that uncommon with your type of cancer? What did the doctors say?”

“I asked them that exact question, and their response was that, while there have been reported cases of spontaneous remission of this type of cancer, it is extraordinarily rare, and none of them had ever seen it.”

The two shared another silence, and The Pope responded. “And what do you feel is the reason for this remission? You have always been honest with me, Ximena, and I trust your judgment. What reason can you give for this?”

Ximena placed her hands on her knees, sat up as straight and tall as she could, and looked directly into his eyes. “Your Holiness, I feel it in my heart, and in my soul, that this is Josefa’s blessing.”

The Pope paused, sat deep in thought, and looked back at her. “It is a miracle.”
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Josefa took advantage of her final opportunities to study in the Vatican Library, including the sacred texts and personal correspondence of past Popes stored in the Vatican Secret Archive, not available to the general public. She had little interaction with Ximena during this time, and their conversations focused entirely on Josefa’s studies. On the afternoon before her final day, she was summoned to meet with The Pope, and was brought back into the Sala dei Santi Pietro e Paolo, where they had first met.

By this time, although she’d not taken for granted her circumstances and access, she had gained a certain degree of comfort in her surroundings. She remained excited, but no longer overwhelmed, at the process of being taken to see The Pope.

Escorts led her into the grand room, and she sat across from him as he made himself comfortable.

“A month passes quickly, especially at my age,” said The Pope, a gentle smile coming across his face.

“It has passed quickly for me too, Your Holiness.”

“I am glad. I know that Ximena has also enjoyed your time together.”

“The spirit of The Lord shines brightly in her, and her presence has been a gift to me, as it had been to my mother many years ago.”

“I understand,” said The Pope, sitting forward in his chair. “But I brought you here to speak about you, and about your future. Have you come to any decision? Do you have any questions you’d like to ask, or anything you’d like to tell me?”

“I do, Your Holiness.” Josefa waited, took a deep breath, and steadied her nerves. “I’m very thankful for your gracious gift of spending time here, and I have seen and learned much, but after much reflection, I feel that while we may pursue the same goals, we must do so separately. I feel that our union would bring more difficulties upon each other than benefits, that our association would interfere with our messages, and with our missions.”

“I understand how you feel, my child, but before we make a final decision, let me give you one more possibility. I have brought you in to meet in The Room of the Saints for a reason. I would like to make you another offer, one that has never been made before, one that can only be made speaking Ex Cathedra, and in the most special circumstance.” He paused, took a deep breath, and continued in a voice both calm and firm. “I am offering to make you a Saint of The Living. There has never been a living Saint. I believe that you are special, and that your special nature deserves special consideration. The world has not seen one like you since our Savior two millennia ago. Take a seat beside me, and together we will forever change the foundation of religion in this world, and in the next. Come, my child, fulfill your destiny.”

Josefa leaned back in her gilded chair, overwhelmed by the unprecedented offer, and thought silently. Together they sat, next to each other, each deep in thought and prayer, neither moving an inch. Minutes passed with no sound or motion.

Finally, Josefa looked up and turned towards The Pope, who looked intently in her direction. “Your Holiness, I’m humbled by the generosity of your offer, but I do not believe that the world is prepared for that. I don’t feel that path in my heart, and I’m concerned that until the world is ready, such an offer would be met with shock and violence, and would interfere with our message.”

“But my child, I too have concerns. There are people entrenched in power who do not like change, and you represent transformative change. These people will resent you, and will fight to prevent you from succeeding, from delivering change. Here in the safety of The Vatican, we can protect you. We can let you deliver your message while living in peace and safety.” He paused, looked directly across at her, wiped a tear from his eye, and continued in his most solemn tone, almost pleading. “My child, the last time a Child of God tried to deliver a message of peace and love, he was crucified. I do not want to see that happen to you. Are you not concerned about such an outcome?”

“I am not,” said Josefa, looking up at the painfully beautiful images of the many suffering Saints. “In the words of Saint Drogo, ‘If it pleases the Divine Goodness that I should escape the flames, His will be done.”

“God bless you, and save you, my child.”
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Chapter 20
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Indiantown, Florida, Summer 2017

The phone rang a fourth time, then a fifth, and a sixth, piercing the silence, demanding attention, extinguishing thought, creativity, and inspiration.

“Will somebody please pick that up!” called out Josefa in an unusually sharp tone.

Deisi looked up from the phone call she was on, asked the person on the line to hold, and picked up the incoming call. “Indiantown Cultural Center, may I help you?

Josefa turned her attention back to her work, as Deisi stood up with the portable phone in hand and took the call outside.

While Josefa was pleased to be sharing her message with ever greater numbers of people, she struggled with the increasing demands on her time and effort—the phone calls, meetings, and interviews. While each seemed important, and were meant to help expand her reach, she began to feel as if the demands on her time and attention were interfering with her true purpose, which was to hear the word of God and share that word with the people. To hear, she needed to listen, and it was becoming progressively more difficult to listen while surrounded by so many distractions. She often missed her time in The Vatican, where the lack of distraction allowed her ample opportunity to relax and reflect, but her commitments demanded her attention, and the few months since her return left her feeling pulled in different directions.

Deisi returned a few minutes later and cautiously approached her. “Josefa, may I speak with you for a moment?”

“Of course, Deisi, and forgive my tone earlier when the phone rang. I’m just trying to concentrate, and it’s becoming more difficult to do so.”

“Yes, I understand, and I’m sorry for the interruption now, but I feel that this is important.”

“Well then, what do you need to discuss?”

“I just got off a phone call with a Ms. Simone Peterson. She’s a very wealthy person, as I understand, a Silicon Valley billionaire. She created some sort of group texting app, or something like that. However she made her money, it seems as if she’s made a lot of it, and she’s taken an interest in you.”

“That’s flattering,” said Josefa, “but I’ve made it clear that I will not accept money from anyone.”

“She didn’t say that she wanted to give you money. She only requested a meeting with you.”

“Everyone wants a meeting.” Josefa sighed, and immediately regretted her impatience. “I sincerely wish to meet with each and every one of them, but I need time, and peace, to be able to listen and communicate.”

“I understand,” said Deisi. “And I know that I must do a better job of keeping the details of daily responsibilities from interfering with your efforts. But please, take this one meeting. I’ll make sure that it doesn’t take too long, and I’ll double my efforts to free you of other distractions.”

“Okay, Deisi, I’ll meet with her, but please request that the meeting be held here, and try to discourage any other meetings or commitments.”

“Thank you, Josefa. I will,” Deisi turned to leave.

Josefa looked up and called to her before she left the room. “And Deisi, I know how much you do for us, and that without you, I would not have a single moment of peace.”

Deisi’s face flushed. “Thank you, Josefa. It is my honor and pleasure.”
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Tadao rose from behind his desk and approached Deisi and Josefa, who stood speaking near the water cooler. “I’ve researched Ms. Peterson, and I do not believe that she’s a threat.”

“What else have you found out about her?” asked Deisi.

“There’s surprisingly little about her on the internet, given her wealth and position,” he said. “There’s much about her business, and there’s much to admire about that, but very little about her personally. She’s an only child, the daughter of two teachers from Missouri. She graduated at the top of her class in high school and received a scholarship to Cal Tech. Went to work at an internet startup, worked there for a few years, then started her own company, which quickly grew and went public. She became rich before the age of thirty, and a billionaire by thirty-five.”

“That is impressive,” said Deisi.

Josefa leaned forward in her chair, rested her chin in her hand, and looked directly at her uncle.

Tadao continued. “Other than that, there’s very little about her personal life—never married, no children. Although she’s contributed significant sums towards protecting the environment, as well as to the local Children’s Hospital, there’s no record of political activity or strong positions.”

Deisi looked at Tadao, then at Josefa. “Then what do you think she wants with us?”

“We shall see,” said Josefa.
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Tadao heard the knock, rose from his desk, and opened the door.

Standing across from him was a small woman with tightly-cropped, straight, shoulder-length blonde hair, dressed in a sharp, light-blue pants suit and bright white, two-inch heeled pumps.

“May I help you?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m Simone Peterson, and I have a meeting with Josefa.”

Tadao studied the woman, peeked outside the door to make sure she was alone, and motioned for her to come in. As she entered, he continued outside, and stood watch outside the front door.

Deisi approached first. “Welcome, Ms. Peterson. I’m Deisi, Josefa’s assistant.” She motioned towards Josefa, who approached from behind her desk. “And this is Josefa.”

[image: image]

Josefa reached out her hand. “Welcome to our center, Ms. Peterson. It’s an honor to have you visit our humble home.”

Simone reached out and shook her hand. “Please, call me Simone. And the honor is all mine.”

“Come, have a seat,” said Deisi. “May I get you something, some water or coffee?”

“No, thank you, I’m fine,” Simone sat on the simple wooden chair across from them.

“To what do we owe the honor of this visit?” asked Josefa.

“I’ve seen your sermons online.” She turned directly to Josefa, put her feet together in a perfectly straight line, placed her hands in her lap, and sat straight up, in the manner of a teacher or librarian, seeming taller seated than when standing. “And I’ve learned about you, your history, and your message, and I’m impressed. Not only impressed, but moved by you in a way that I’ve not been moved before.”

“Thank you,” replied Josefa. “That’s very kind.”

Simone continued in a clear voice, conveying seriousness but little emotion. “I’ve listened to your words, and I’m not sure that I believe you’re communicating with The Lord. I’m a scientist, and I make decisions based on evidence, on data. So it’s against my nature to believe things based on faith.” She paused, brushed some lint off her knee, then continued. “But while I’m not certain that I believe, I am certain that you indeed believe that you’ve heard His words, and they are beautiful words. The message is true, and kind, and loving, and is just what the world needs right now.”

Deisi made as if to talk, but Simone continued unabated. “I’ve had to live a life of secrecy because of who I love—how I love. If I’d lived my true life all my life, I would never have been accepted by my family, and would have had to struggle even more to start my own company. I cannot change my past, but perhaps I can help change the world so that it can accept and love people like me in the future. Perhaps I can help people to see things from another person’s point of view, and learn to love more fully, and completely, and unconditionally.”

Josefa spoke before Deisi had the chance. “Those who condemn true love are condemned to never love truly.”

“And that’s why I want to help you,” said Simone.

Deisi spoke quickly. “And how can you help us? In what way can you help us deliver our message?”

“I’ve read about your conditions here, and I have some thoughts on what you need to better deliver your message.” Simone looked around as if expecting an initial reaction, and when none came, she continued. “I believe you need a better venue, so that more people may hear you—somewhere that’s easy to get to, and that can accommodate the ever-increasing number of people who wish to hear you in person.” She turned her shoulders and faced Josefa directly. “And you need a proper office, staffed with people who can take phone calls, respond to requests, and coordinate the day-to-day activities without taking you away from your studies, your teaching. Furthermore, you need a private area, for you to live and work, which will provide the right environment for you to thrive. It doesn’t need to be extravagant, just proper space and support to enable you to better deliver your message to a world that so desperately needs it.”

Josefa sat silently, considering her words. “Ms. Peterson, I appreciate your kind words and thoughts, but I have my concerns.” She paused to take a sip of water. “We’ve been approached by a number of people who seek a partnership with us, and each have been seeking to influence us in some way, to direct our message towards their particular cause or concern. Many of these are worthy causes, to be sure, but we cannot steer our message in any particular direction. We must follow where it leads, unbiased and unconstrained.”

“That is my wish, too,” replied Simone. “I do not seek a partnership. I seek only to support and assist you, in whatever manner you require.”

“And if I seek your guidance and opinion,” asked Josefa, “would you provide them in an unbiased manner? And would you be accepting if I did not heed your guidance, and chose my own path?”

“I know of no other way than the truth. It has gotten me this far, and I will not change my ways now.”

“And this venue of which you speak... where and what would this be?”

“We will go not far from here,” said Simone. “To the Everglades.”

Simone looked at Deisi and Josefa, waiting for a reply. When none came, she continued. “Yes, we’ll go back to nature, in the Everglades.” She paused to allow her words to sink in. “I believe in you, Josefa, and I will build you a city.”

“On this rock I will build my church,” replied Josefa.
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Chapter 21
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Elysian Fields, Florida Everglades, Late Fall 2017

The wave of appreciation washed over Josefa like a warm tide as she stood silently on the newly-constructed amphitheater stage, looking out at the seated crowd of sixty thousand blissful followers, as well as many thousands more standing in the fields behind them. Josefa basked in their energy, her body vibrating in rhythm with the cheering crowed like a tuning fork, feeling the energy like a seismograph. Chants of Hallelujah and Praise the Lord, along with clapping, singing, and cheering, rang from the crowd.

She’d just finished her third sermon in the compound Simone had built for them, deep in the Florida Everglades. Simone had purchased eight hundred acres, and constructed an amphitheater with grandstands and fields with the capacity to accommodate over a hundred thousand worshipers, and, with the planned future addition of live video screens and the clearing of additional fields, soon a hundred thousand more.

Other than the amphitheater, the grounds were modest, with an unassuming administrative building capable of housing her small full-time staff, and humble living quarters for fewer still. Facilities for campers were built on the more solid ground. The simple concrete construction kept costs down, and enabled them to build the facility, and make it fully functional, in just a few months. Future plans included much larger and more elaborate spaces, which they’d build as the need arose.

Josefa waited for the post-sermon activity to settle, then walked to the side of the stage. She left through the rear exit, carefully designed to allow her access to her private quarters without having to traverse the large crowds, minimizing her efforts, and maximizing her safety.

Deisi accompanied her on the walk back to their office, and was the first to speak. “How wonderful and blessed are we, Josefa. You’re able to reach more people, in a more comfortable setting for them as well as for you, while easing your interference with outside concerns. Simone has done a wonderful job with this complex, and has greatly advanced our cause.”

Josefa nodded. “I’m pleased, and more relaxed and focused than I’ve been in many months. I feel the voice of God in me stronger than ever, and feel an urgency to impart His word to as many as can accept it.”

“You’re reaching more people than ever,” said Deisi. “We’re consistently drawing close to a hundred thousand people to your sermons, and each sermon is seen by millions more online. Your last sermon has received almost twenty million views.”

“That is most satisfying, but I prefer to see the people in person. I don’t feel like I can convey my feelings the same way online that I can in person. You cannot really listen to a screen. You cannot feel it the same way.”

“I agree,” said Deisi. “But still, it delivers your message. And many of those who see you online decide to make a pilgrimage to see you in person, to hear The Word for themselves.”

“That is my hope.”

A few minutes later, they reached the small cluster of buildings, and entered the administrative offices. Simone sat reading in a large, upholstered chair in a corner of the room, and Tadao sat at a desk in the other corner, in front of two computer screens.

“Good afternoon, Simone,” said Josefa. “Each sermon I give, I’m more thankful for the wonderful setting you’ve provided for us. I grow more comfortable here each day.”

Simone looked up and smiled. “Thank you, Josefa. It’s being put to good use. Your crowds grow each week.”

“Yes, it’s very gratifying. And hello, my Uncle, how are you today?” asked Josefa.

“I am well, Josefa,” he replied.

Josefa paused, studied him, and replied in a calm voice. “You seem troubled. Is there something on your mind?”

“There is always something on my mind, Josefa. That’s my job.” Tadao sighed and considered his words. “I generally don’t trouble you with such things, but you do receive threats quite often. Many of those are easy to ignore, just troubled people saying troubled things. And our security is much greater here. Simone has installed video cameras everywhere, and there’s a guard gate out front. But sometimes it weighs on me.”

“I’m thankful for the both of you who look over me, and take comfort in your efforts.”

Tadao looked up at her, confused. “The both of us?”

“Yes,” said Josefa. “You... and Saint Drogo.”

Tadao smiled, and Deisi let out a giggle.

Tadao let the smile wane, then turned serious. “Josefa, there’s someone who has contacted me who would like to set up a meeting with you. I’m not sure if you should take it, but I feel that I should at least inform you of his request.”

“You want to schedule a meeting for me? That’s what Deisi is for.” Deisi smiled, and Josefa continued. “Who is it, and what does he want to discuss?”

“His name is James Bachman, and he’s a representative of the Coalition for Faith and the Family. He said the meeting is important.”

Deisi was quick to speak. “That’s the organization that represents all those far-right religious groups. They’ve been among our biggest critics, calling us a cult, saying our message is fake, that you’re a false prophet. They’re against everything we’re trying to do here.”

“I’m aware of them,” said Josefa. “It’s difficult for me to understand, but it feels to me as if those who most strongly claim to be defending religion are those who most strongly resist our message. I have repeated, in every single sermon I give, in every interview, that my words are not counter to any one religion. I preach only the message of love, peace, and tolerance. If religion helps you to pursue that, then I’m fully in support of it, no matter what religion you follow.”

“But they’re threatened,” said Deisi, her large eyes narrowing, her voice rising. “Not the followers, but those in power—those who gain status, or financially, from the status quo. If one is free to follow The Word themselves, they worry. Why would they need organized religion? And where would that leave them? I don’t think you should meet with him.”

Tadao spoke. “This man promises me that he’s different. I’ve expressed our history with his group, and he replied to me that he seeks to be an emissary between them and us, to help us work together to bring the Word of God to the people. He wants to broker a peace between us.”

Josefa thought silently to herself, then looked towards Simone. “Simone, you’ve remained silent. Certainly, you must have more experience with matters and people such as these. Please share your thoughts on this matter.”

Simone stood up from her chair, prepared to speak, then hesitated.

Josefa noticed her reluctance, and spoke before Simone could continue. “Simone, come, let us take a walk. I often find that my thoughts flow more freely while walking in nature than underneath a roof.”

“Certainly,” Simone said, and followed Josefa out of the office.
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Josefa walked across the grounds surrounding the administrative complex, across the parking lot, and onto a walking trail cut through the marshy grounds. Simone followed a half step behind, waiting for her to speak. As they turned onto a section of the trail wide enough to allow the two to proceed side-by-side, Josefa spoke.

“I felt inside the office that you had more to say, but were reluctant to do so.”

“You are correct,” said Simone. “I do have an opinion about the meeting, but I was reluctant to express myself. I didn’t want to disagree with Deisi, at least not so publicly. I know how close you two are, how important she is to you, and was concerned that if I disagreed with her in front of everyone, that I’d upset her, or the both of you. I’m new here, and I know my place.”

“Your place is here with me, with all of us. Neither Deisi nor I would be bothered by an opposing opinion, as long that opinion is honest and in our best interest.” Josefa turned directly to Simone. “Please, share your thoughts with me now. I value your wisdom.”

“Okay then, I’ve come across similar circumstances while building my business, and have some thoughts on the matter.” Simone looked directly at Josefa, her tone turning professorial, authoritative. “There are two possibilities. The first is that his word is true, that he indeed desires to partner with us, to help us negotiate a peace with his organization. The second is that he is being untruthful, and that he desires a meeting just to gather information about us, or worse, to harm us in some way.”

“Yes, that is the concern,” said Josefa.

“Well then, let us address each possibility separately,” said Simone. “If his word is true, if he desires to help us, then it seems clear that we should welcome that assistance. He represents a large number of people, many of whom have been hostile to our movement. Having him on our side will enable us to deliver our message without interference, at least, and perhaps even to get our word out to his group’s members, at best. If this is the case, then it serves our interests to align with him.”

Josefa smiled. “Yes, that’s the easy part.”

“Of course,” replied Simone. “But here’s the more difficult argument. What if he’s here to do us harm? Surely we can just refuse his efforts. That would be the simplest course of action, but I don’t think the correct one.”

Josefa nodded and waited for more.

“Here’s the argument for meeting with him under these circumstances. First, even if he cannot, or will not, help us, it will be valuable for us to learn more about him and his organization. The more we know, the better prepared we can be to respond to their efforts to harm us. Second, even if he arrives at the meeting without any intention of working with us, perhaps his time here will change his mind. I myself was a skeptic, a follower of science over faith, and I’ve become a believer. It only took a few moments to reach that reporter a few years ago, the one that brought you those first followers. Maybe Bachman is your next Jaime Janson.”

Josefa smiled. “That was a long time ago.”

“Yes it was, and I’m not saying the same thing will happen here. I think this man may have firmer beliefs than Janson did, but people tend to be changed after meeting you, and even if you cannot change his positions, at least you’ll put a human face to his rival. People tend to be less vindictive, have a harder time vilifying someone, if they actually know or have met them, than with a faceless name they’ve never met. It’s the internet troll syndrome. People will do and say terrible things about someone they don’t know, but are less prone to do so after even one quick meeting.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” said Josefa. “You’ve certainly put a lot of thought and analysis into this. I’ve generally made my decisions based on feelings, and my feelings have guided me well.”

“That may be true, but it’s easier to have the right feeling when you have all the information and have done the analysis. Josefa, you’re surrounded by people who provide you with their feelings, without the benefit of data and analysis. I’m here to give you data and analysis, without feelings.”

Josefa stopped walking and looked around the trail, deep in thought.

Simone paused next to her, waited a few moments, then said, “There’s an old proverb which says, Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.”

Josefa looked back at her. “They are not enemies. There are those who see, those who have yet to see, and those who will never see.”

Josefa turned and began walking the path back towards the administrative compound, with Simone walking silently by her side. After a few minutes, they reached the doorway, and Simone opened the door, let Josefa inside, and followed after her.

Once inside, Josefa walked across the room to where Deisi sat working at her desk. “Deisi, I know that although you’ve counseled me to take meetings in the past, you’re troubled by this one. I understand your thoughts and motives, and am thankful for your concern, but if I’m going to reach as many people as I can, then I must reach out to the skeptical just as I would the willing.”

Josefa turned to Tadao. “My worthy protector, please schedule the meeting.”

[image: image]

Tadao greeted Mr. Bachman at the compound’s front gate and directed him to a parking lot adjacent to the guard house, far from the administrative compound.

“Hello, Mr. Bachman, we spoke on the phone last week,” he said. “I am Tadao Marroquín, Josefa’s Great Uncle, former Major General in the Guerilla Army for the Poor in the Guatemalan Civil War, and Director of Security for our compound.”

“That’s most impressive,” Mr. Bachman replied. “I admire your achievements, but no security will be necessary. The only force I bring is The Hand of God.” Bachman paused as if expecting a response, then continued. “And thank you for allowing me to meet with Josefa. I truly appreciate your assistance.”

“It was her decision, not mine,” Tadao replied.

Bachman followed him past another large gravel parking lot closer to the administrative buildings, and he led their visitor inside the largest building in the cluster, where Josefa and Deisi waited.
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Josefa studied him as she and Deisi approached from the far end of the room. He looked out of place, she thought, in the hot Florida sun in his navy-blue, plaid, wool suit, and ligh- blue, crisp shirt with white collar and cuffs. Three pins sat in clear view on the left lapel of his suit: an American Flag, a large white cross, and a third, which was a small gold circle with writing around some sort of crest, too small to be read from her distance.

Unusually boyish in appearance, he had a full head of perfectly straight, sandy-brown hair parted on the side, above a face with not a single trace of stubble—like a prepubescent forty-year-old. He was of average height, and though slim and trim, he had chubbier cheeks than usually found on a man in such good shape, giving him a childlike, appealing glow.

Josefa reached out her hand to greet him. “Welcome to our home, Mr. Bachman.”

“I’m most honored that you’ve agreed to meet with me.” He gently shook her hand.

Deisi stood a few feet behind her, not offering any greeting.

Josefa nodded toward her and said, “And this is Deisi, my most trusted advisor.”

“It’s my honor to meet you, ma’am,” replied Bachman.

Deisi shook his hand, and nodded.

“Deisi,” said Josefa. “Why don’t you get Mr. Bachman a glass of water. He must be warm on this hot Florida day.”

Deisi looked at Josefa, nodded as if she understood her message to treat him like a guest, and poured Mr. Bachman a large glass of water.

Josefa motioned for them to sit, and they walked across the room and sat across from each other on matching simple wooden chairs.

She began the conversation in her most formal tone. “Mr. Bachman, what brings you here today? I’m aware of you and your group, and you’ve said unkind things about us, about our message, and about me personally. I’ve even received threats from some of your members. It’s most difficult for me to understand, since I’ve never spoken ill of you. In fact, it’s my belief that we should be natural allies, that we’re on the same team, the side of The Lord. If you truly believe in His message, then I would have expected your group to have supported me rather than to have tried to discredit our work.”

“Miss Josefa, I agree with you, and I’m truly sorry for some of the negative things that a few of our followers have said about you. We have many followers, and unfortunately, we cannot control the words of each of them, especially now that modern technology has made it so easy for anyone to have a voice. The anonymity of the internet has made it even easier to express such thoughts without fear of consequences. Again, I deeply apologize for such actions from a few of our fringe followers.”

“They’re not all from fringe followers,” countered Josefa in clear, firm voice. “Your executive board has called me a cult leader, a false prophet.” She leaned forward, and her face ran hot as she continued. “I make no claims of being a prophet. I do not predict the future, or tell anyone what they should or should not do. Yes, I did feel the presence of that tornado a number of years ago, but that’s not prophecy, it’s just listening to the earth, feeling its forces. And I do not say that I speak directly with God. I say that I feel His presence in me, and that I express what those feelings mean to me. If I remember correctly from my days in Sunday School.... Is it not Christian teaching that The Lord is everywhere? That we should strive to have a personal relationship with God? That we should feel His presence inside of us?”

Mr. Bachman began to reply, but Josefa cut him off. “And what of those who say they have been born again? Who claim to have seen, or spoken directly with, Jesus? They’re welcomed in your church, in your organization, and with open arms. Why are they not called cult leaders, or false prophets?”

Mr. Bachman waited a few beats more than usual to respond, then turned his gentle face directly towards Josefa, and locked his eyes onto hers. “Ma’am, you’re absolutely right. I’ve tried to deliver that exact message to my group, but have had limited success. I’ve begged them for the opportunity to speak with you, to validate my feelings and report back my findings. I believe—I truly believe in my heart—that I can change their minds. Maybe not all, and maybe not right away, but I’ll try. It’s better for each of us, and more importantly, for our followers, for us to integrate our messages into each other’s teachings. We’re stronger together than apart, and working alongside each other, we can bring the Word of God to an even greater number of people. I believe it is God’s Will.”

Josefa looked back at him, but did not speak.

Mr. Bachman broke the uncomfortable silence. “Josefa, I will help you. You must trust me.”

“We’ll work with you, Mr. Bachman, but it’s not trust that guides me. It’s faith—my faith that The Lord has laid out a path for each of us, and that, for some purpose, our paths were destined to cross.”
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Chapter 22
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Elysian Fields, Florida Everglades, January 2018

The darkness came first, then the thunder, followed by the pounding rain. Deisi turned on her desk lamp to better see her papers, and raised her voice to be heard over the storm. “This reminds me of my home in Guatemala. In the rainforest, the storms came upon us quickly, and darkened the skies.”

“It’s not the darkness that disturbs me,” said Josefa, “It’s the sound. The rain hitting our flat roof is so loud that I cannot think.”

“If you cannot work, then perhaps we may talk?”

Josefa smiled. “It is never too loud for you to talk.”

“That’s how your mother used to feel about me when we were children,” said Deisi, smiling at the memory. Her face turned serious as she continued. “Josefa, your presence grows. There are those who say that you’ve healed them. They say that you have special powers. While I’m pleased that you’ve brought relief to their suffering, I’m concerned that there may be some who will use this against you. They’ll claim you’re making false promises, that you’re reaching too far.”

“I do not have special powers, and I have not healed anyone, but I may have helped some who suffer to heal themselves. The Antediluvian Patriarchs lived extraordinarily long lives. Methuselah lived to nine-hundred-sixty-nine years, Noah to nine-hundred-fifty. After the flood, life spans decreased towards where they are today. Why is that? Why is it that, in a world which had not yet been punished for sin, people lived so long? Is it because they lacked the stress and worry that we now feel? Why is it taken for granted that we must age and die? We can take a cell in a lab, put it in the right environment, and have it live many times its normal lifespan. Why is that? Because it is free of worry, free of fear, free of guilt, free of the stress hormones the body produces, and the inflammation and decay they bring. If you live a life of true peace, you can eliminate those effects on your body.”

Josefa considered her words, having never spoken them out loud to another. “I’m not claiming that we can live forever. We are indeed mortals, not Gods. But must we take for granted that we must age the way that we do, that there’s a limit of a hundred years of life? We’re told that we must seek God, become closer to Him. Perhaps as we get closer to Him, we become less mortal. To take it a step further, as we get closer and closer to God, can we become so close that the distinction blurs? Are we not taught that God is inside us all? Perhaps the distinction between the Holy and the Mortal is artificial. Perhaps we are God, and He is us. Perhaps each step closer to Him brings us one step farther away from the limits of mortality.”
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Deisi folded up her papers, rose from her desk, walked outside the office, and approached Josefa, who was sitting on a bench outside her personal quarters, admiring the vibrant evening sunset. “Josefa, may we speak?”

“Yes, of course, Deisi,” she replied. “What’s on your mind?”

“The first phase of the compound is finished, and it has turned out to be better than we could have hoped.”

Josefa nodded. “That’s true.”

“And your birthday’s coming soon.”

“How do you know that?” asked Josefa. “I’ve never spoken about my birthday. In fact, I don’t speak about myself at all.”

“My dear,” said Deisi. “I’m your mother’s best friend. I knew of you in her belly before you were born. Of course I know of such things.”

“That’s kind of you,” said Josefa. “But why do you bring up my birthday?”

“I bring it up because I was wondering if you’d agree to having a birthday celebration here. It’s your twenty-first birthday, a milestone. Perhaps we can celebrate it with a Sermon. Perhaps it’ll bring even more people to hear your words.”

“The milestone means nothing to me, nor does my birthday. I don’t want to take any of the focus off our mission, any attention away from the message.”

“I had a feeling you’d say that, but I have an alternative.” Deisi paused, studying Josefa, looking for clues to her thoughts. “Then how about a Jubilee? We’ll have a weekend of group prayer, music with song and dance—a chance for everyone to enjoy themselves in the presence of other seekers. Our message includes joy, happiness, celebration, and communion with each other, and with nature. Why are we in such a facility if we cannot use it to its full extent?”

Josefa smiled. “You’re persistent, my trusted one, and persuasive.”

“Does that mean I can begin planning The Jubilee?”

“Yes,” replied Josefa. “We’ll have a Jubilee. We’ll celebrate love, peace, and happiness. We’ll celebrate together, and we’ll celebrate here.”
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Tadao rose from behind his desk, walked towards the office door, and turned towards Deisi. “I’m going to my quarters for lunch. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Deisi nodded and waved, barely looking up from her papers.

Tadao strolled across the administrative compound, past the parking lot, and onto the walking trail that led into the deeper brush, the most private area of the compound. He looked around to ensure that he was alone, reached into his pants pocket to retrieve his cell phone, and dialed.

The person on the other end of the phone beamed back at him in his typical sing-song southern voice. “Mornin’, Mr. Marroquín. How are you this fine day?”

“I’m fine, Mr. Bachman. I saw that you called this morning. I was in the office and couldn’t answer, but I can talk now. What do you need?”

“What do I need? That’s a funny way to ask. Perhaps I just called to thank you again for helping me set up the meeting with Josefa. Or to thank you for letting me know what’s been happening at the compound. Can’t someone call a friend without being asked if he needs something?”

“Get to the point, Bachman.”

“Okay, okay, I understand, my good man. I’ve heard some rumbling that something is happening there, some sort of party or festival. What’s the story with that?”

“It’s a Jubilee,” said Tadao. “It’s Josefa’s birthday, and since she won’t allow us to celebrate her birthday, this is the closest we can come.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet, a little birthday party,” said Bachman. “And how is our Miss Josefa these days? What is she up to?”

“I worry about her,” said Tadao, his voice growing deeper, slower. “People have started to claim that she possesses healing powers, and I’m concerned that Josefa is beginning to believe it herself, that in her mind, she’s moving from prophet to savior.”

“Hmmm... that’s not good. That’s what I was afraid of. That’s why it’s so important for us to combine our organizations. We’re large enough, and have the administrative ability to handle her compound, her followers. We can allow her to continue her sermons under our umbrella, and be relieved of her mundane chores. And many of our followers are spiritual enough to follow her no matter what she claims, especially if she has our blessing, and the rest of them have seen and heard enough false prophets to ignore yet another one.” Bachman cleared his throat, swallowed, and continued. “And that’s why it’s so important for us to become one. It’s the best thing for her, as well as for you, Tadao.”

“And on this I have your word?” asked Tadao.

“For certain, my friend. I would never harm Josefa. On that you have my word. She’s my spiritual sister. You see, your Josefa is not the only person who hears The Word of God. I hear His voice too, and follow His commands, wherever they may lead me. And for you, my friend, you will become Head of Security for the combined entity. That’s a position of great responsibility, and a major move up for you. This is a win-win-win, for all of us. You know that in your heart, Tadao.”

“Yes, yes,” said Tadao. “But back to why you called.... What is it that you need?”

“Okay, let’s get down to business. This Jubilee, as you call it. This is our chance, our best opportunity to convince Josefa of the need to join our group. If this Jubilee gets disrupted, becomes a fiasco, then she’ll understand that her movement has become too big for her to manage, and that she needs help. And that’s me, Mr. Marroquín. I’m a helper.”

Tadao pulled the phone from his ear, looked at it as if it suddenly emitted a foul odor, and put the phone back to his ear. “I will call with information.”

As Bachman’s voice replied from the other end, Tadao hung up the phone and thrust it back into the darkness of his pocket.
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Josefa smiled as her mother opened the door to her childhood home and waved for her to enter into the place she still felt most comfortable in the world. Josefa embraced her mother and looked around at her old home. “Forgive me, mother. I’ve not visited you as often as I’d like.” Josefa took her mother’s hands in hers and looked down. “It’s a poor excuse, but I’ve been very busy at the compound.”

Her mother gently raised Josefa’s chin with her finger, so she could look her in the eyes, then smiled and squeezed her hands—as always, “Hana’s way.”

“Thank you, mother,” said Josefa. “You’re so kind and understanding.”

Her mother smiled and pointed back at her as she walked across the room and sat in her chair.

“I know.” Josefa laughed. “That’s where I get it from.”

Her mother smiled, always the proud mother.

Josefa sat across from her on the loveseat, her demeanor turning serious as she began to speak. “I wanted to tell you that we’re having a special event at the compound. We’re calling it a Jubilee. It’s a weekend-long celebration of peace and love. There will be music and dancing, and I’ll be holding a sermon each day.” Josefa paused for effect, and added, “Mother, I’d like for you to come.”

Her mother looked her directly in the eyes, then down at the floor, then back up at her, this time with a tear in her eye.

“What’s the matter?”

Her mother looked back at her and shook her head no.

“You will not attend?” Josefa’s voice raised. “Even this, Mother? This is not a sermon, it’s more of a festival. Will you not attend even this?”

Her mother pointed at a photo of the two of them at the Women’s Center.

Josefa looked at the photo, and back at her mother. “Don’t give me that. I know that’s not the reason. Yes, I know how busy you are now that you’ve taken over for Vita, and I’m happy for you, but you’ve given me that excuse for years. And your worry about me being safe? I’ve got Tadao looking after me, and nobody gets by Tadao.” Josefa paused and smiled. “Or Saint Drogo.”

Her mother smiled, embraced her daughter, and let her go.

“Okay, Mother, but one of these days....”

Josefa walked past her mother and into the kitchen of her old home, with the ease and familiarity that only comes with home, and poured herself a glass of cold water. She walked back into the living room and turned to her mother.

“Deisi tells me that you communicate regularly with Ximena. I’m so pleased that you’ve stayed in touch.” She took a swig of water. “How is she feeling? I pray her illness treats her mercifully.”

Her mother smiled, walked over to the table, and picked up a letter, handwritten on yellow, high-bond, scented paper, and handed it to her.

Josefa began reading the letter, and moments later, looked up at Hana, her eyes wide, her face growing warmer. “She’s in remission? She is better?”

In the typical “Hana’s way,” her mother smiled and made the sign of a cross over her heart.

She’s healed. It’s a miracle.

Josefa spent the next hour at her mother’s home, reading and making small talk. Neither mentioned Ximena’s letter, careful not to misinterpret its meaning or make any claims regarding her cure. Josefa eventually realized it was time for her to leave.

“Mother, I must leave. But if you can’t make it to the Jubilee, you must watch it on your computer. It’ll be live-streamed the entire weekend. There will be one camera on the stage, and another one focused on the crowd. I’ll feel better knowing that you’re watching over me.”

Her mother again smiled, approached Josefa, and embraced her tightly.

After a moment, they separated, and Josefa said, “After the Jubilee, we’ll be together. I’ll come for you.”
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Josefa stirred, awakened by the familiar sounds of an Everglades morning: the dry croak of the great egrets, the rhythmic clicks of the cricket frogs, and the high-pitched whining of the alligators, scary to first-timers, but not so to longtime residents, who knew the alligators were more scared of you than you were of them.

The familiar sounds were soon replaced by ones less so: the opening and closing of car doors, the sounds of people setting up camp, and the general chaos of human activity.

Josefa rose from her bed, washed and dressed, and walked the short distance from her personal chambers to the administrative office, where Deisi, Tadao, and Simone awaited.

Deisi greeted her first. “Good morning, Josefa. Big day today.”

“Indeed,” she replied. “Are we all set for the day?”

Deisi ‘s eyes sparkled as she spoke. “We’re ready to go. It’ll be a wonderful day. The sun is shining, it’s not too hot, and we expect a record number of people, all here to share the experience.”

Before Josefa could respond, Tadao interrupted. “Josefa, if it’s okay with you, Mr. Bachman would like to attend. He’s on his way now. I told him that I’d call him back and let him know your decision.”

Simone jumped in. “I wasn’t here when you met him, and I know of our history with his group, but since his visit, they seem to have taken a more conciliatory tone. I haven’t seen them criticize you in a long time. In fact, I’ve even heard them say some kind things.”

Deisi hurried to get her voice heard. “I agree. I was against meeting with him, but he has been true to his word. He seems to have had a positive effect.”

“Then let him share in our celebration.” Josefa turned to Tadao. “My Uncle, you can tell Mr. Bachman that he’s welcome.”

“I will do so,” he replied, and turned to leave the office.

After the door closed behind him, Josefa, Deisi, and Simone sat down at the small conference table in the center of the room to review the day’s agenda.
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After a few minutes, Deisi stood. “I left my notes in my chambers. Let me run over and get them, and I’ll be right back.”

Josefa and Simone nodded, and continued their conversation.

On her way back to her chambers, Deisi heard a voice in the distance, and walked towards it to see who was there. As she approached, she recognized Tadao’s voice, and saw him huddled beside a tree, in conversation on his cell phone, his voice lower than usual, his tone different.

“I will leave the service entrance open.... Yes, you can fit an SUV through.... No, no, it will not be guarded.... Any time after 11AM.... She starts at noon.... Fine, fine.... Goodbye.”

Deisi’s muscles tensed, and she froze—out of shock, as well as fear of being seen. She turned and quietly, carefully, made her way back to the administrative office—first tiptoeing, then walking, and finally running. When she reached the office, she burst in and approached Josefa.

“Josefa, I must speak with you... urgently, and privately.” Her face flushed as she almost tripped over her words.

Without speaking, Josefa rose, walked out the front door, and took a few steps away from the office to ensure their privacy.

“What’s the matter, Deisi? Is there something wrong?”

“Josefa, I don’t know what to make of this, but I just heard something, and I feel that you need to know.”

Josefa looked at her and nodded.

Deisi swallowed hard, and continued. “I just heard Tadao speaking on his cell phone. He was out in the woods, and looked as if he wanted privacy. He was speaking with someone—I believe it may have been Bachman—and it sounded like he was planning on helping him enter the compound outside of security. It sounded like they were planning something—plotting something... together.”

Josefa turned her eyes away from her and looked off into the distance.

Deisi couldn’t wait for her to reply, and grabbed her forearm, pleading passionately and desperately. “We must do something. We must stop this. You cannot go on stage today. Please, Josefa, it’s not safe. You can’t go, I beg of you.”

Josefa turned back to Deisi, a calm look on her face. “I had sensed this would happen, had felt it in my soul.” She paused, looked away, then back at her. “I’ve always felt that I was destined to cross paths with Mr. Bachman. Perhaps this is the time and place where our destinies were meant to cross.”

Deisi tried to reply, but Josefa cut her off. “I will speak today. We will continue with the Jubilee. If Mr. Bachman is to be present, then let it be. I’m at peace with myself and The Lord, and will accept whatever fate decrees.”

“No, Josefa,” said Deisi, pleading with her entire being, still holding onto Josefa’s arms. “No, you cannot. Please, please.”

“If it pleases the Divine Goodness that I should escape the flames, His will be done.”
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Josefa took a deep breath, pulled her shoulders back, walked to the center of the stage, and looked out at the largest crowd she’d ever seen, many times the size of her first large-scale event, The Sermon on the Beach. It was much larger than her weekly sermons at the compound. The winter sun shined in her face, and she felt the energy of the crowd. She could hear it, yes; everyone could hear the celebratory welcome. But only she could feel it. Only she possessed the ability to shut out all extraneous thoughts and truly feel her surroundings. This connection had allowed her to feel the oncoming tornado, to feel and understand The Word of God. It was the reason they were all there today, and she was in no hurry to let the moment pass.

Deisi stood on the side of the stage, her eyes ablaze, carefully surveying their surroundings.

After a few more seconds, Josefa greeted the crowd. “Welcome, my fellow seekers of Peace and Love. I believe that fate has brought us here together on this very special day.” She stood with her eyes closed, smiling in the center of the stage, and let the sun shine on her outstretched arms.
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Simone watched the live stream from the administrative building, preparing to walk towards the stage. As she opened the door to leave, a vaguely familiar, well-dressed, youthful-appearing man approached her.

Simone attempted to avoid his attention, but he came up to her quickly.

“Hello, I’m James Bachman. I’m meeting with Josefa today. Do you work for her?”

“No, I do not,” replied Simone.

Bachman persisted. “Do you know how I can get to her?”

“No, I don’t know where she is.”

“Do you know who’s guarding her?”

“I do not,” replied Simone.

Bachman turned to the sound of rising cheers, and began running towards the stage.

Simone chased after him, screaming, “Stop! Stop!” As she ran, her screams were drowned out by the noise of the crowd.
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Bachman bounded up the steps and rushed past a shocked Deisi onto the stage. He stood directly in front of Josefa, and began screaming, thrusting his gun in the air above his head. “You are a false prophet. You are no child of God. Any powers you have are the work of the devil.”

He then pointed his gun at Josefa and shot her three times in the chest.

Josefa collapsed to the ground.

Bachman stood over the body for a moment, then turned to escape, but was surrounded and overcome by the crowd surging the stage. As they surrounded and carried him away, Bachman was heard screaming, “I declare Plenary Indulgence. I declare Plenary Indulgence of The Jubilee.”

Simone raced onstage, and reached Josefa’s lifeless body at the same time as Deisi did from the other end of the stage. They each fell to their knees, and Deisi cradled Josefa’s lifeless, bloody body in her arms, screaming and crying.
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Chapter 23
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Indiantown, Florida, January 2018

Señor Mazum finished his eulogy and took one final look at Hana, nestled between Deisi and Ximena, sobbing silently in the front row. He then walked quietly down the center aisle, through the sad, familiar faces, and back to his seat.

Father Domingo returned to the podium, spoke for another few minutes, and concluded the ceremony.

Ximena stood and helped Hana to her feet, led her past the open coffin containing Josefa’s well-preserved corpse, and to the side of the small community center, where Josefa had studied for so many years.

Deisi followed closely behind, motioning for well-wishers to wait a moment before making their way to Hana to express their condolences.

Ximena directed Hana to her appointed position, leaned over, and whispered in her ear. “Are you up for this? You don’t have to go through this, if you’d prefer not.”

Hana nodded her willingness to proceed, and Ximena motioned to the line of people that had formed a few feet away, each waiting to share their sorrow. First in line was Señor Mazum, who fought back tears as he approached Deisi, then Ximena, and finally Hana.

“Hana, my dear, I’m so sorry for your loss.” He looked away, then back at her, now with tears in his eyes. “I blame myself. I should have gone with her to the Everglades rather than stayed here at the community center. I could have helped her, protected her.”

Hana took his hands in hers, and placed them over her heart.

Señor Mazum brought their hands to his mouth, kissed hers gently, released her hands, and moved on, allowing the next mourner to approach.

Hana received mourners for another hour, until the last one had given their condolences. When the line finally ended, she walked over and slumped into the nearest chair, head down, shoulders drooped.

Deisi looked over her shoulder into the distance, where police barriers kept the non-invited mourners from the ceremony, and leaned over and spoke to her in a voice just above a whisper.

“Hana, I think we should leave. The crowd has swelled to many thousands, and the police cannot keep them back forever. Let’s go back to your house while we still can.”

Hana looked up at her, and at Ximena, who stood behind her, and nodded.

Deisi placed her hand under Hana’s arm to help her up, and began walking towards the community center, when Hana motioned to her with one finger. Deisi understood.

I just need one more second.

Hana walked back to the open casket, took one last look at her deceased daughter, and cried—the saddest cry of all: that of a mother losing a child. Her only child, and the last of her family, had been gunned down in her prime, just as her parents had been.

Ximena, her faced contorted in pain enough to distort even her perfectly proportioned features, motioned to Deisi for them to lead Hana away from the casket, and together they approached her. When they arrived, they took one final look inside at Josefa, and as the three of them viewed her body one last time, silently and suddenly, her body disappeared.

Just vanished.
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Ximena blinked her eyes in disbelief, then looked across at Hana, who stood right at her side, also staring down in disbelief.

Then, just as suddenly, Hana disappeared. Then Deisi.

Ximena recoiled in shock, and turned towards the large crowd gathered behind the barricades. As she watched, people in the crowd began to vanish—first just a few, then many more, silently and suddenly. Several seconds later, all but a few of the thousands of people gathered had disappeared.

Instantly, silently, and completely.
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People watching the event live-streamed around the world suddenly began to disappear. Even many of those not watching vanished. They disappeared in Asia, in Africa, all across the world, with no apparent pattern, suddenly and silently.

Within twenty minutes, more than two-thirds of all human beings on the face of the Earth had vanished without a trace.
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Chapter 24
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Spaceless, Timeless, and Immaterial

The intensity of the light overwhelmed Hana as she opened her eyes. It was not uncomfortable, just intensely bright in a way she’d not experienced before. She wasn’t sure if she’d awakened from sleep, from being unconscious, or from a coma, but the awakening brought her a deep sense of contentment.

She pressed her hand to the ground to push herself to her feet, and noticed that she was on a beach, and that the sand was the whitest and softest she’d ever felt. She blinked her eyes a few times to help bring her surroundings into focus, and turned around three-hundred-sixty degrees to orient herself. The white, sandy beach sat deserted, and gentle waves from the teal-blue sea took turns washing ashore. After a while, she felt steadier on her feet, and walked forward, following the shoreline, which paralleled the rocky bluff looking down on her from above.

Eventually, she could make out some forms in the far distance, and as she continued forward, it became clear that they were figures.

As she drew closer to the figures on the beach, she noticed more figures standing on the bluff above, first a few, then more, and finally a few dozen. Each stood dressed in white robes of different lengths and tied in different patterns, but each one perfectly white, and each more beautiful than the last.

The closer she came, the more detail she could make out, until eventually she saw the details of individual faces. Then it struck her: I knew these people.

On one rocky outcropping stood Ximena, striking as ever in an all-white, floor-length robe, smiling back at her.

To her left.... Can it be? Yes, it was Luz.

The farther she walked, the more familiar faces she saw. Some she could easily recognize, such as her delivery nurse, Josefa. Some were only vaguely familiar.

Are any of these my parents?

Farther down the beach, she was able to clearly make out Vita, and next to her Deisi. Seeing Deisi gave her the sudden urge to run to her, but as she did, Deisi smiled and pointed down towards the shoreline.

Hana stopped, looked to where Deisi had pointed, and finally made out the identity of the figures approaching along the shoreline. First came Josefa, in a flowing white robe ending just below her knees, silhouetted by the sun over her left shoulder, which formed a halo above her. To her right stood a small child, a young girl approximately five years of age, with dark black hair and eyes, and smooth brown skin.

Hana and Josefa embraced as they reached each other, and the young girl wrapped her arms around their legs. After a while, they released.

Josefa looked Hana straight in the eyes and said, “I told you I’d come for you.”

Hana looked back at her, and in a voice strong and clear, replied, “The path to thee is love.”
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CHAPTER 1—The Die is Cast

Maryland Eastern Shore, July 1991.

“Mike, I’m hurt.” Emerson brushed the glass shards from the shattered windshield off his arms, and struggled to focus on his cell phone.

“What happened?” Mike’s voice boomed from the phone. “Where are you, and how badly are you hurt?”

Emerson struggled to hear him over the ringing in his ears. “I’m at Ballynahinch, just inside the front gate. I was coming back from the golf course, and had just pulled in, when I dropped my phone. I reached down to pick it up and crashed into a tree.” He paused for a second to catch his breath and look around. “I hit hard. It’s pretty bad.”

Mike’s voice settled down to its usual tone and cadence as he began asking questions.

The more excited he gets, thought Emerson, the calmer Mike gets. A real pro.

“Are you bleeding?” asked Mike.

Emerson looked around. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Did you lose consciousness?”

“I was stunned, and still am, but I don’t think I ever lost consciousness.”

“Have you been drinking?” asked Mike. “Tell me the truth. I need to know.”

Emerson paused. The truth hurt him more than did his ribs. “Yes, I had a few at the club before I drove home.”

“Where is Fiona? And is anybody else home?”

“Fiona is at a charity lunch in The District. She’ll be home in a few hours. Nobody else is here.”

“Okay, then don’t move. I’ll be there in seven minutes, quicker than an ambulance.”

Emerson took a moment to process Mike’s words, still stunned by the accident. “Okay. Please hurry.”

“I will, and one more thing. Put down that phone. Do not call anybody else. Nobody, do you hear me!”
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Emerson leaned over to pry the door free to get out of the car, but recoiled from the searing pain in his ribs and knee.

I’m hurt even worse than I thought. I’m sure I have broken ribs and a leg injury. Maybe I’m bleeding internally? Should I have told that to Mike?

As he struggled to straighten himself in his seat, Mike’s gray Suburban pulled up alongside him.

Mike jumped out, ran to the driver’s side door, and after a few full bodied tugs, pried the mangled driver’s door open. “Don’t move, sir. I need to evaluate your neck.”

“My neck’s fine,” said Emerson. “It’s my ribs I’m worried about, and my legs.”

“Okay, don’t move.” Mike leaned over and maneuvered Emerson’s body out of the car the way an obstetrician delivered a breech.

Emerson felt Mike bend him over and pick him up the way he’d seen firemen remove people from burning buildings. As he rested across Mike’s broad shoulders, he admired the man’s focus as well as his physical abilities. Although they were approximately the same age, Mike’s stocky musculature could not be more different than his own lithe gracefulness, Mike’s military crew cut more a contrast to his own wavy, gelled hair.

“Where are we going?” asked Emerson. “What do we do with the car? What do we tell the police? Fiona?”

Mike stuffed him into the front seat of the Suburban, pulled the seat belt across his crooked body, and came around into the driver’s seat. “Don’t talk or ask any questions. Let me handle it.” He pulled out of the gate and drove cautiously, below the speed limit. “The less you know, the better.”

Emerson struggled to find the least painful position, and tried to rest. The activity, and no doubt the alcohol, made him sleepy. He closed his eyes, but could still hear Mike on the phone beside him.

“Yes, the car is at Ballynahinch,” said Mike. “Get rid of the car and clean up the scene. I don’t want to see any shred of the accident, do you hear me? Clean up all the broken glass and trim any damaged branches off the tree. Repair whatever skid marks or mud there is. I want that site to be like this never happened. Understand?”

Mike paused, then continued. “And take the car and make it disappear. You know what I mean. But first, remove the contents of the glove compartment and the license plates, and hold them for me. I’ll need them later.”
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The Suburban jostled as it left the well-maintained highways of Maryland and made its way along the rural roads of West Virginia. Emerson was awakened by a particularly rough bump, and fixed his eyes on Mike.

His ribs ached as he spoke. “Where are we, and where are we going?”

Mike kept his eyes on the road as he spoke. “We’ll go over this again, Mr. Murnane, but listen carefully. We’re heading to Berkeley Hospital in Martinsburg, West Virginia. It’s affiliated with West Virginia University, and is the closest hospital in West Virginia to your home. You’ll be much less a person of interest there than you would be in any hospital in Maryland. We’ll tell them that we were hunting on your property here, and you fell off a ridge. Do you follow me?”

“Yes,” replied Emerson, admiring Mike’s ability to be deferential to his boss, yet in full control of the situation at the same time.

Must be his military training, or his years on the force.

Mike continued. “If they ask you if you’d been drinking, you say no. Even if they smell it on your breath, you say no. Even if they do a blood alcohol level, you say no. Do you understand?”

Emerson nodded.

“I’ve arranged to have your car removed and eliminated, and the scene completely scrubbed. There will be no trace of an accident ever having occurred. We’ll keep the license plates, and I’ll replace the car in its exact form, including plates. Nobody will ever know.”

Emerson thought for a moment, squirming to find a comfortable position as Mike drove, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

Emerson struggled to sit up straight, and let out a grunt, then continued. “And what will I tell Fiona? And Robert and Jonathan? Fiona will be home in a few hours, and I’m due at the office tomorrow. I have cases, responsibilities, and Robert’s and Jonathan’s offices are just a few feet from mine. I interact with them every day.”

“We’ll go over it again the next few days, but here’s the story. Mrs. Murnane has been concerned about your drinking, and has been asking you for a while to check yourself into rehab. Today, you got drunk at the club, which can be independently verified. As you left, you finally realized that you had a problem, and drove to my house, and told me that you were ready to go to rehab. I immediately drove you to the O’Brien Center at UPenn, and checked you in for a month-long program.”

“And neither of us called anyone?”

“You wanted it that way. You didn’t want to change your mind.”

“And the boys? Will I have to tell them that I’m checking into rehab? It would kill me to have to tell them that.”

“I have some thoughts about that, but it’ll require Mrs. Murnane’s assistance,” said Mike. “It’s trickier, but doable, I believe.”

Emerson thought for a moment, and wiped the sweat from his cheek. “And what if she wants to visit me?”

“I’ll tell her that you’re not allowed visitors for the first two weeks. By then, you will have checked out of Berkeley Hospital and checked into O’Brien. She can see you then.”

Emerson struggled to sit straight. “You mean I’m really going to rehab?”

“Yes sir. That’s the only credible plan at this point.” Mike finally turned his gaze from the road and snuck a peek at Emerson. “And permission to speak freely, sir?”

“Yes, Mike, of course.”

“Perhaps the time in rehab will do you well, sir. I believe you could use it.”
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Mike visited Emerson a couple days later. “Here you are, Mr. Murnane.” He placed a tray of cheese and crackers on the swinging table attached to Emerson’s hospital bed.

Emerson picked up a garlic Crostini, dipped it into a fresh tin of sun-dried tomato spread, and took a bite. “Delicious. Thank you, Mike. After a couple of days in the hospital, it’s good to finally have food with some taste.”

“My pleasure, sir. I hear you’re doing well.”

“Yes, a few broken ribs, but the knee is just bruised. It could have been a lot worse.”

“Certainly, sir, and not having your leg in a cast will be one less thing to explain. And by the time you’re out, your ribs will have healed.”

Emerson looked out the hospital window, paused for a while, then turned back to Mike. “Yes, physically, I should be fine, but this means the end of any realistic chance I have of seeking higher office.”

“I believe you’re correct, sir.”

Total honesty. Love that about Mike.

“I may be able to keep this little adventure under wraps if I stay a private citizen, but if I run for office, someone here will remember me, and will speak to the press,” he said. “I know there are all sorts of privacy laws, but they can never keep the press in the dark.”

“I’m sorry to have to agree, sir, but I do.”

“Anyway, I’ve never really thought that I’d be the one who ran for office. I’m too old, and already have too many skeletons in my closet. The real opportunity is for the next generation. That’s why I’ve worked so hard, struggled to create a platform for my children—built our family empire, our contacts, our good name.”

“That you have, sir,” said Mike. “And I don’t think this will get in the way of that.”

“I agree, and I have just the right man for the job. Robert has the right stuff—brains, work ethic, money, contacts. He went to the right schools, and is well on his way to a distinguished legal career. Jonathan has assets too—charm, charisma, looks—but Robert is the one.”

“I agree, Mr. Murnane. Both of your sons are exceptional, but Robert never struck me as someone who’d want to serve in elected office. He seems happy practicing law, and he has a strong commitment to his family. Elizabeth is an equal partner in their marriage, and they’ve just had a daughter, Emily, to which he seems quite devoted. Do you think he’d want that sort of life? The spotlight, the scrutiny, the hours, the travel?”

“He will. Even if he’s not certain, I’ll make sure of it. Sometimes a father knows his son better than the son knows himself. With his gifts, it’s his responsibility to serve. He’ll come around. It may not be now, it may not be soon, but one day he’ll decide to run for office. Oh, he’ll go along with his life, practicing law, spending time with his family, going to soccer practices and PTA meetings like that’s all there is to life. But one day, it’ll hit him, and he’ll decide to fulfill his destiny. Either he’ll come to me and let me know, or I’ll come to him and tell him that it’s time. But before too long, you’ll see a Murnane in the Senate, if not higher.”

Mike leaned forward and placed his hands on the dining tray table. “And what of your granddaughter? Being in a political family can be quite difficult for a child. It can affect them for the rest of their lives. Are you ready to put her in that position, without her choosing?”

Emerson placed his hands at his sides, and pushed himself up in the hospital bed. “That’s this family’s destiny. There are great benefits to serving at a high level. She’ll thank me for it one day.”

CHAPTER 2—Emily Jane Murnane

Murnane Family Home, Bethesda, Maryland, December 1996.

Emily cried when the flowers died—the full-bodied, heaving, snot-nosed cry of a heartbroken five-year-old. Hers was the type of sweet, sorrowful heaving that made an adult smile and weep at the same time.

“I hate Nana,” she cried. “Why did the flowers die? Why would Nana give me flowers if she knew they were going to die in a few days?”

“No, don’t say that. Nana loves you,” said Robert, her father. “All flowers die eventually. They’re cut from the plant for us to appreciate their beauty, and after they bring us happiness, it’s their time to go.”

“But why do they cut them if they know they’re going to die? Why not leave them on the plant? Aren’t they still beautiful there?” She turned to her mother. “I don’t understand?”

Elizabeth sighed, at once joyful and frustrated by her daughter’s naivety and innocence. “Well, that’s what they do. Nana bought them for you because they were beautiful. She bought them for you to make you happy, because she thinks you’re beautiful too.”

“But now they died. I hate flowers, and I hate Nana!”

“From now on, we’ll only get you plants—plants that have flowers that keep flowering over and over. I’ll tell Nana that, and she’ll be happy to do it for you. She loves you and wants you to be happy, and I think we’ve figured out how to do that.”

“Okay, but no more flowers.” Emily’s tears began to dry. “I’m thirsty. Can I have a juice box?”

“Yes, here it is.” Elizabeth bent down, picked up a juice box, forced the straw through the opening, and handed it to Emily.

She then walked her into the living room, turned the television to her favorite channel, and set her up on the couch. “You sit here and watch TV. I’ll be in the kitchen with daddy.”

Emily sat stone-faced in front of the TV and did not respond.

Elizabeth turned and walked back into the kitchen, where Robert sat at the table rummaging through the day’s mail. She said, “Boy, what a reaction that was! I never expected her to react that way to some flowers.”

“She is the sensitive sort,” replied Robert. “Must get that from your side. Let’s not tell your mother about this little incident. It would break her heart. But let’s be sure to tell her that from now on, plants only, no flowers.”

“We’ll see her next week, over Christmas. We can tell her then. I think it’ll be good for Emily to be with her. She’ll get over this quickly.”

“Seems like she already has.”

“Nice to be five years old.” Elizabeth chuckled. “I wish I was that resilient. It’ll be nice to be down in Florida for a week, to be out of this cold weather. You know, I must really need to get out of the cold if I’m looking forward to a week in Florida at my mother’s condo... on that stupid sleeper sofa.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean, but don’t blame your mother for the flowers. How could she know? Anyway, it’s just another episode in a long series of adults not understanding what children really like. It used to be worse, but that generation is still pretty bad that way.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it was only a few generations ago that nursery rhymes were about The Plague. Remember Ring Around the Rosie? Or how about London Bridge Is Falling Down? Nice!”

“I guess....”

“And even when we were kids... I remember when I was in third grade. They took us to the movies to see Fantasia. I was so excited to see a Disney Movie on a field trip! All week I was excited. Then the day arrived, and we go on a bus to a movie theater, the lights go down, and all of a sudden.... What the hell?”

He took a sip of coffee and continued. “I was thinking to myself, what kind of Disney movie is this? Mickey is mean, and that broom is kind of a dick! What adult could possibly think any kid would like that? Yes, as an adult, I now appreciate the artistry, but as a kid, I was scared. I hated it!”

“Yeah, I remember doing that also,” she said. “I didn’t much care for it either.”

“And the next year,” he continued, “they took us to see Jonathan Livingston Seagull. A group of fourth graders to see Jonathan Livingston Fucking Seagull? I don’t know what they were thinking, but really? I remember sitting in that dark theater, with a big tub of popcorn topped with that oil they passed off as butter, staring up at the screen, wondering what the hell was going on. We were in fourth grade! The whole episode left me with an afternoon of stomach pain, and a lifetime of nihilism.”

She laughed. “Fortunately, I didn’t have the pleasure of that experience, but my version was when my parents read me The Giving Tree. I remember it clearly. I was lying in my bed, ready to go to sleep, when my father came in to read me a story. He was all excited to tell me that he got a new book that he knew I was going to like. Then he started reading it to me. By the end, I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. That nasty guy just kept hacking away at that poor tree until the end, when he just sat down on that helpless little stump. What were they thinking? And the worst part was the picture of the author on the back cover—the scariest picture of a human being I think I’ve ever seen. And on a children’s book! I can still remember it clearly. If you don’t remember it, google it, look up Shel Silverstein photo The Giving Tree. That’s the picture they decided to use? There are only two possible explanations for why they used that picture. The first is that they took a bunch of photos, and that was the best one, the one that made him look most likeable to children. That’s a scary thought. The other explanation is that they had a bunch of other pictures that made him look more likeable, but in keeping with the tone of the book, decided to use that picture. That’s even scarier!”

Robert shook his head. “Yeah, I remember that book. I hated it too. I read it in high school when one of my English teachers assigned it. I remember thinking that instead of The Giving Tree, it should be called The Enabling Girlfriend.”

“So, it’s the girlfriend’s fault? Is that your take on it?” She felt the heat rushing to her face.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that. What would you name the book?”

“How about The Sadistic Boyfriend?”

“I believe that I’ve lost this argument.” Robert half smiled.

“No, an argument has two sides. This has one side, so it’s called a lecture. Remember that.” Elizabeth also half smiled.

“Well, at least Emily seems to be over it. But anyway, it’s not Florida that I’m worried about, or even Emily.”

She looked up. “What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about the following week, Christmas week at my parent’s house in Maryland.”

“I know. That’s always a tough week, but we’ll get through it. We’ve done it before. We can do it again.”

“I know, but this year, my father said that we need to have a conversation.”

“A conversation?”

Robert swallowed hard. “Yes. A conversation.”

CHAPTER 3—Matthew Ian Wax

Wax Family Home, Hanover, Pennsylvania, December 1996.

Matthew rested his rake against a tree, brushed the leaf crumbs off his flannel shirt, and called out towards the front door. “We’re almost done, Mom. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Matthew’s brother Alex stood up from the tree trunk on which he was sitting. “I’m done now. I guess we’ll be done in a few minutes... once I help you finally finish.”

“But Dad gave us each one half of the yard to clear the leaves and branches. I clean my half, you clean yours. It’s only fair.”

“But I can’t go inside until you finish yours. What’s fair about that? So, if I help you, we both get to go inside quicker.”

“But what if Dad finds out? What if you get in trouble for going over the line onto my side?”

Alex smiled. “First of all, you know I’m not one for staying inside lines. Second, if I’m gonna get in trouble for helping out my little brother, I can live with that. Plus, he never said that we couldn’t help each other. He just told you to clear your side, and me to clear mine. In fact, I think it’s one of his Jedi Mind Trick games to teach us some sort of lesson. You know how he’s always doing those sorts of things.”

“I don’t know, but if you think so, it would be nice to have the help. It’s getting cold, and I think the Steelers game is starting soon.”

“Okay, let’s go. Between the two of us, we should get this cleared out pretty quickly.”

Matthew had always looked at Alex as larger than life. Maybe every younger brother looked at his older sibling that way, he thought, but Alex was different. While Matthew always did his best to play by the rules, do his homework early, keep his room clean, and not use bad language, Alex always did exactly what he wanted at any particular moment. He wasn’t rebellious, doing things just to annoy his parents or teachers, he just knew what was right for him, and didn’t care if anyone thought otherwise. Matthew wondered if his big brother’s freedom was a function of age, but in his heart, he knew that even four years from now, when he was in fourth grade like Alex, he still wouldn’t have the confidence to always go his own way.

“There, that’s the last of it.” Alex grabbed the rakes and placed them inside the shed on the side of the house. “Let’s go inside. I need a fireplace, hot cocoa, and some football.”

“Sounds good. Do you wanna tell Mom that you helped me finish my side?”

“Why? The yard got cleaned. We finished quicker. Everybody wins.”

Matthew paused for a moment, and wondered if Alex had helped him with the yard to be nice to him, to finish sooner, or just to cross another line, but either way, it was nice to be out of the cold.

As they entered the kitchen, their mother held two large mugs. The chocolate-flavored steam rose in little curls like redolent clouds in a Van Gogh sky. The essence filled the room with the scent of warm chocolate—the smell of safety, of comfort, of home.
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When Jamie was in school, her teachers told her that she’d be a great teacher one day. They told her parents that too, who took it as the highest compliment and repeated it regularly to her. That’s what they told good girls in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania in the early 70’s. Ever eager to please, and always worried about making waves or drawing attention to herself, Jamie did what she was supposed to do, and became a teacher—a good one.

“Good work, boys,” she said. “Here’s some cocoa. I figured you wouldn’t mind if I got some ready for you. And here’s a bag of mini marshmallows. Don’t use up the whole bag. I’ll meet you in the living room. Dad’s inside getting the fire going, and the game is starting soon.”
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The boys grabbed their cocoa and marshmallows and hurried into the living room, where their father stood in front of the fireplace, pushing the logs into their proper place with a long steel poker.

“Nice job on the back yard, boys,” he said. “The game’s about to begin. Looks like we’re gonna be division champs again this year. If we’re in the playoffs, we’ll have to watch from Dodah’s in Florida.”

“What do you mean if?” Alex sat up straight, a look of frustration on his face. “All we have to do is win one of these last two games, or have a loss from one of four different teams. That’s over a ninety-eight percent chance.”

“You always know all the angles, don’t you,” his father said. “I guess Dodah had better make sure her TV is working.”

“Or get a real one instead of that little one in her living room.”

“Don’t worry.” Their father looked at both boys now. “If there’s a playoff game, I’ll make sure we watch somewhere good.” He arranged the throw pillows on the couch just the way he liked them, sat down between the two boys, turned on the television, and called into the kitchen. “Jamie, the game’s starting. Do you wanna watch?”

Their mom poked her head out from the kitchen into the living room and smiled at the three of them sitting on the couch. “Enjoy the game, but afterwards, you boys need to make sure you get your homework done. This is the last week of school before we leave for Florida. I don’t want to worry about any last-minute assignments.”

Matthew turned his head towards the kitchen. “Got it, Mom. I don’t think I have anything, but I’ll check and finish whatever’s due.”

Alex kept his eyes on the TV. “C’mon, Mom, why do you keep asking me about homework? Have I ever had a problem with it? Have I ever gotten anything but an A? You really don’t need to keep asking me about my schoolwork.”
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Paul watched as Jamie turned and silently went back into the kitchen. A few minutes later, she called out to the living room, “Paul, can you give me a hand in here for a second?”

He got up from his comfy couch and headed into the kitchen, where Jamie stood at the counter cutting up a roll of Nestle Toll House Cookie dough.

“What’s up? What do you need?” he asked.

She sighed. “You know, he’s just so frustrating! He won’t listen to a thing we say. It’s like he thinks he knows better. And Matthew’s the opposite. It feels like he’s always trying to do whatever he thinks he’s supposed to. Well, neither one is right. I don’t know what to do about it.”

Paul took a deep breath before answering. How many times have we had this conversation? he thought. Paul’s life was structured, with well-defined professional boundaries and possibilities. He’d been the smartest kid in his high school, and graduated Magna Cum Laude from Lafayette as a math major, but, while he earned a fine living as an actuary, he’d reached his professional limits in his thirties. He’d seen lesser students at reunions, who’d gone on to greater professional success, and realized that the common denominator of their success was risk. He was not willing to take that risk, he realized, not with two children at home and a job that paid the bills. Still, he knew what he had in Alex—someone with the intelligence and nature to take that risk—and he was not about to stifle it.

“What can we do about it? That’s the way they came out of the womb. You know it, so why beat yourself up over it. Alex is Alex, and Matthew is Matthew, and I have a feeling that they’re always going to be that way. They’re good boys, though, and they get along together and do great in school. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that, first, it’s disrespectful. We’re the parents. We should know better, and he should respect that. Second, even if he is doing well, there’s going to come a time where he does need us, where he needs our guidance and experience. If we can’t get him to realize that now, he won’t be able to accept it when he does need it.”

“I don’t think he acts out of disrespect. Just the way I don’t think that Matthew behaves how he does just to please us. That’s just the way they are, and I think we need to be happy that we have two such good boys, and to keep doing whatever we’re doing.”

“But how can two brothers, from the same gene pool, raised in the same home, be so different?”

“Who knows? Everyone who’s ever had a sibling, and every parent who’s ever had more than one child, feels the same way. It’s nature versus nurture, and Matthew and Alex are different by nature. Always have been.”

“I guess you’re right. But still—”

“Listen, it’s almost Christmas. Please don’t get into it with him before the holidays. You know how I look forward to our week with Dodah, and I really don’t want there to be tension during our time there.”

“Especially with us all in that small apartment.”

“C’mon, you know how much Dodah means to me, how much I want our kids to get to know and love her. She raised me alongside my mother, and when my mom passed, she was the only one there for me. Other than you guys, she’s my favorite person on Earth.”

“I know, I know. Don’t mess with Dodah. And she has that new puppy, Lucy, which the boys are excited to meet. And I love Dodah too, you know that. I know how good the boys are, I just wish Alex listened a little more, or maybe needed me a little bit more.”

“Or Matthew did a little less,” he said. “Either way, I doubt we’re going to be able to fix everything over the next week, and I know we’re not going to be able to do it by kickoff, so can I please go back to the living room?”

“Okay, but wait one second.” Jamie turned back to the counter, put her finger into the cookie dough, scooped out a big chunk, and placed her doughy finger right into Paul’s mouth.

Paul closed his lips around her finger, lingered there for a while longer than necessary, smiled, and headed back toward the boys and the game.

—-End of Special Sneak Preview—-
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The Minister of Commerce trudged up to the steel hut at the peak of the land bridge, a path he’d climbed a hundred times or more. But never before had it felt so steep.

The land bridge was a patch of red clay kept stripped of vegetation by the two governments, though few plants would have grown there anyway. A black metal barrier topped by jagged spikes surrounded the compound, with the sole access through two gates, one to the east and the other to the west. They called them asylum gates because any refugee who passed through them, even by a hair’s breadth, had the right to request asylum from the other side.

At the crest of the hill stood the meeting center, a white and green structure, once shiny and new, now faded almost to gray. Small wonder. It had been built fifty-two years ago as part of the Treaty of Separation. Perhaps the time had come to dismantle it and build a new one, or at least bake on a new layer of paint.

It straddled a negotiated boundary and provided the only contact between the minister’s people and the soulless, races that had kept apart—except in time of war—since the Great Sundering. At least that was the story preached by the senkyosei from their pulpits. According to them, Lord Kanakunai, creator of the Spirit, in response to the folly of reason, had sundered the world into two identical landmasses: The Blessed Lands for believers, and The Republic for the soulless. These He separated by a great ocean, leaving only this slender spit of earth at the top, like a windpipe connecting the nodes of the lungs.

But as the senkyosei loved to say, only one side possessed a heart.

The Minister of Commerce’s first encounter with the soulless had been as a young bureaucrat coming to evaluate refugees requesting transmigration to The Blessed Lands. Back then, he needed two days to travel to the land bridge and would arrive tired and dusty, a supplicant. Today, he’d come with an entourage, and the trip had taken less than three hours thanks to technology he’d negotiated from the other side—a motorized wagon on a newly paved road. Importing such inventions had been one of his greatest accomplishments and had resulted in a better life for his people, but it had also brought great wealth for many on the other side. Now he was a peer in their eyes, no longer a supplicant.

When he reached the hut, he stood patiently, arms outstretched, as troopers from The Republic patted him down, searching for weapons and, far more dangerous, any form of the written word. His own guardsmen would be doing the same to the soulless on the far side. Once he was cleared, he stepped inside.

Underlings from each race were still fussing over the position of the conference table. He watched the debate as the table was nudged first one way and then another to ensure precise placement over the boundary. The representatives of the soulless measured with their instruments, more needless wonders conceived through the worship of reason. His people took a different approach, eyeballing the line intersecting the floor and then praying they be granted their fair share.

When each side was satisfied, he took his seat and waited. This meeting had been set up at his request and so, by protocol, he’d been the first to enter. After a painful minute, a door on the opposite wall opened and two stout men marched into the room, taking up positions on either side of a padded leather chair. Though unarmed, they appeared more than able to defend themselves without weapons.

As he waited, his mouth went dry and his palms began to sweat. He took a sip of water from a glass on the table, and pulled out a handkerchief from his suit pocket to wipe his hands. He’d met many times with high-ranking officials from The Republic, those responsible for education, culture, or trade, but never before had he met a man who commanded an army.

Moments later the Secretary of the Department of Separation strode into the room, a bear of a man with the carriage of one accustomed to power.

The minister sat up straight and forced himself to look the man in the eye, to try to read his thoughts and more, to see the soul those of his ilk denied.

For this man controlled not only an army, but the fate of all the minister held dear.

CHAPTER 1 – A BOAT WHERE NONE SHOULD BE
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Helena Brewster sat atop the rocks, five feet above the receding tide, and pretended to read. At least until Jason came jogging along the beach below. She planned to wait until he was a few steps away, then turn the page she wasn’t reading and let her eyes drift up to meet his. Perhaps his eyes would find hers, and for the first time since he’d reappeared, he’d stop and stay. But today, he seemed agonizingly late. To fill up the time and tamp down her anticipation, she practiced the motion, turning a page and looking up.

No Jason.

She understood the first day’s awkwardness, brought on by their unexpected encounter—they hadn’t seen each other in over four years, hadn’t been in touch for more than two. But the second day wasn’t much better. He’d been out of breath and tongue-tied; she’d still been numb from the funeral. It was the third day before they managed a brief conversation, an exchange of pleasantries unworthy of what had once existed between them.

Today she hoped for more.

She abandoned all pretense of reading and stared out to sea. There, through the fog brooding over the ocean, a boat appeared. What in the name of reason would a boat be doing here? Must be her imagination playing games with the fog while she waited for Jason to arrive.

She slowed her breathing as she’d been taught, to control the passions and clear the mind. Then she listened again for the beat of his shoes on the sand. Nothing but the slosh of waves breaking on the shore. She checked the high-water mark beneath her feet, calculating how much the tide would have to recede before exposing enough beach for a runner. Still a few minutes to go.

They’d gone to the same academy, she and Jason, levels one through eight, though it took a while before they became close. She sat near the window, he by the inside wall. She paid attention to the mentor, while Jason stared outside, seemingly building castles in the air. Each year, he managed to get assigned a row closer, and by the time they’d achieved fifth level, he sat next to her and passed notes, asking if he could walk her home after school. When she told him she was concerned they’d get caught, he changed the notes, ending each with the phrase: “Take a chance, Helena.”

In the spring of that year, she did.

From then on, he walked her home every afternoon along this very beach, but never beyond this point, too intimidated by the big houses on the cliffs.

That came to an end when their class advanced to secondary school. He’d gone to the communal one in the village, and she to the private one where children of the Polytech faculty studied. Yes, they tried to see each other every day, but she’d become obsessed with grades, trying to please her father, and he’d taken a job at a snack shop after school to save money for university. She’d gone to see him as often as possible, ordering a lemon-flavored drink and visiting during his break. It wasn’t much, but they were unconcerned; there’d be time when they were older.

After she moved away—she’d never questioned attending her father’s school—they stayed in touch for a while. Jason would drop a note, and she’d respond. Then, somehow, two years of silence ensued.

Now, after all this time, he’d reappeared, jogging by as she grieved along the cliffs, exactly a half hour past high tide. Like a fleeting glimmer in this darkest of summers. Like a miracle.

She shook her head. If her father were alive, he’d chastise her for such a thought. She could hear his voice, that of a true scientist—there were no miracles.

The ripple at the edge of the fog again drew her gaze. For an instant, it took shape, but quickly vanished, a reverse mirage, something solid where only water should be. She squinted, trying to penetrate the haze, and turned away to find something more substantial.

She traced the coastline instead. The land rose southward in a gentle curve toward the tip of Albion Point, and ended at the Knob, which stood like a clenched fist challenging those who sailed the Forbidden Sea. The northern firs that capped the rocky coast were broken here and there by a handful of dwellings. From this distance, they looked like great seabirds nesting.

The fog had shifted with the tide, enough for her to pick out her parents’ home, the white one in the center, overlooking them all from the highest cliff. It was where she slept for the time being, where she stayed alone and apart. Only the second floor of the house and the garret above it showed. With the rest blended into fog, the house looked like a phantom rising from nothing. It had felt that way since her father died.

Each of the four days since driving her mother to the farm, she’d come to this spot, always a half hour before high tide. To her left, the long stretch of beach ended at the cliffs. To her right lay an inlet carved into the rocks, where waves crashed with a roar that echoed off the walls. Her father used to call it the thunder hole. Sitting on this bench-shaped rock above it, she could dangle her bare feet in the spray, neither in the water nor out.

Her father had given her a silver anklet for her twelfth birthday, an age when she worried she might be too old to curl up in his lap. He’d claimed that if she sat on the rocks above the thunder hole at high tide, the spray would wet the chain and make the links sparkle. Two days before he died, he reminded her of the anklet and told her when the ocean brought the stars, she should think of him.

Jason, she assumed, came for more rational purposes—the breadth of the beach below, the firmness of sand compacted by the waves—to this spot, their spot, the last easy place to clamber up to the road before the cliffs. Old friends turned strangers, now reunited by the rhythm of the tides.

She glanced back out to sea and caught the beacon of the Light of Reason. The ancient tower stood on a craggy rock in the middle of the bay, ten stories high and always first to peek through the fog. She balanced the book on one knee and scanned lower, down along the horizon.

The mirage burst out and became solid—a boat where none should be.

The sail luffing in the breeze was a clumsy triangle with no arc, holding little air. The front was awkwardly shaped, more tub than prow, and it sailed where boats were banned—a ripe target for the shore patrol. If it had been launched by zealots overcome with missionary zeal, it was too small and ill-fitted, not salvation vessel, but death trap.

And it was drifting toward the rocky coast.

She turned to a new sound—Jason finally arriving on his tidal schedule. Soon he’d slow to a halt, measure his pulse with two fingers on the carotid artery, and gulp half a bottle of fortified water. After checking his time, he’d scramble up the rocks to her perch, flash that boyish grin she remembered so well, and ask how she was doing. She’d smile as she struggled to find words to make up for the years apart. When she failed to say much, he’d mumble some nicety, turn, and jog away down the steps and along the road to the village.

Or that’s how it would have gone, if it weren’t for the boat.

It drew closer now, gaining speed. The sea breeze had risen with the turn of the tide, and the resulting chop held the boat in its grasp, driving it toward the rocks below the cliff. Even if it were seaworthy, it was doomed.

Jason pulled himself onto the rocks and approached her.

She closed the book and set it down, forgetting to reset the bookmark, and pointed toward the boat. A kingfisher glided along the coastline and dove where she pointed, disappearing into the water.

Jason smiled.

She shook her head and tried to find her voice.

“A boat,” she finally said.

Now, Jason saw it as well. The sun glinted off something on its bow as it dipped into a trough. When it rose again, someone clutched the mast—a girl with golden hair.

Jason vaulted back to the beach and beckoned for Helena to follow. She moved to the edge, squatted, and jumped. He caught her by the waist and swung her to the sand.

In those few seconds, the boat crashed against the rocks. The crack of wood splintering rose above the sound of the waves.

The two of them raced into the surf as the girl with the golden hair thrashed about in the water, struggling to avoid jagged debris from the shattered boat. They waded in a few steps, braced against the undertow, and pressed forward again. Three more waves and they reached her.

Jason grabbed the girl just as she began to sink. Despite the buffeting sea, he carried her back to the shore without straining and lay her fragile form on a swath of grass beyond the rocks—a slip of a child no more than nine or ten years old.

Plain cotton pants clung to the girl’s legs, and an elaborately embroidered tunic covered her slender frame—the typical garb of the zealots, but other than her clothing, she looked nothing like a zealot. Her skin was light and perfect, unblemished but for a trickle of blood on her arm. Her golden hair hung down to the middle of her back, and her round eyes held the color of the ocean.

Were Helena a believer, she’d have considered this the face of an angel.

Jason offered his bottle, but the girl shied away. Helena cradled the child’s head and tilted her chin while he trickled a few drops into her mouth.

The girl licked her cracked lips and opened for more. After she’d drunk her fill, she turned to Helena. Her eyes grabbed and held. “The dream,” she said. “It’s true. I can see it in your eyes.”

Helena felt a sudden urge to distract the girl, to disrupt that penetrating gaze. “Who are you?”

The girl ignored the question, instead resting her hand on Jason’s forearm.

His muscles twitched as if he were unsure whether to linger or jerk away.

“Your arm is hot,” she said.

“That’s because I’ve been running.”

The girl’s ocean-blue eyes opened wider. “From what?”

He withdrew his arm and flexed his fingers. “Are you from the Blessed Lands?”

The girl nodded.

“Why would you make such a dangerous voyage alone in such a small boat?”

“I was in no danger,” she said.

He waved a hand at the flotsam, still surging in the tide. “But your boat’s destroyed, and it took us to save you.”

“Yes, I suppose.” She looked back out to sea as if expecting to find her boat still afloat. “Then I thank Lord Kanakunai for sparing me and delivering me to kind people who would help.”

“But who are you?” Helena said more insistently.

The girl motioned for more to drink, this time grasping the bottle with both hands and emptying it. When she finished, she sat up and lifted her chin like royalty. “I am Kailani, the daughter of the sea and the sky.”

Then slowly her lids closed and her body went limp.

Helena looked to Jason. “Dear reason, is she...?

He probed the hollow along the girl’s neck with two fingers and found a pulse. “Just exhausted. She’s passed out.”

From the road behind them, a door slammed and footsteps approached. A uniformed official walked toward the sea, some sort of locator in hand. Halfway there, he stopped to recheck the coordinates. The title inscribed above his shirt pocket read: Examiner, Department of Separation.

“What’s happened here?” he called out before he reached them.

“This girl sailed in,” Helena said, hardly believing her words. “On a small boat that crashed on the rocks.”

“Impossible.”

Jason walked him to the edge and showed the wreckage scattered on the beach like matchsticks, already being reclaimed by the sea. “There’s what’s left of the boat.”

“Well, that would explain the size of the blip on the readout. When they’re that small, it’s usually driftwood or a school of mackerel. Is she alone?”

Jason nodded.

“Odd,” the examiner said. “Still, she has to be taken in. That’s the law.”

Helena knelt by the girl’s side. “Can’t you see she needs medical attention?”

“Well... that may be, but she’s still here illegally.”

“She’s just a little girl.”

“So I see. I’ll call for help, but make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.” The examiner turned and headed back to his patrol car.

When he was out of earshot, Kailani began to stir, mumbling, slurring her words. “Penance... must do penance for the loss of the wind.”

Helena brushed away a strand of hair that had fallen across the child’s face. “It wasn’t the wind, Kailani, it was the chop. No one could’ve sailed through that, not in such a small boat.”

But the girl was dozing again.

Helena glanced at the examiner, who held an earpiece to his ear and fiddled with his communicator.

She leaned in close to the girl and stroked her bare arm. “Kailani, if they ask you questions, don’t say anything about penance or dreams. Do you understand?”

The girl faded in and out, and Helena shook her as gently as she could. “Kailani, can you hear me?”

The lids fluttered.

“If they ask why you’ve come, say just one word—asylum. Can you remember that? Asylum.”

Kailani’s lips moved to form the word, but she drifted off to sleep as the sound of sirens approached.
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Jason returned from the road where he’d delivered Kailani to the health services van. He plodded toward her, rubbing his hands together, studying them as if trying to understand how they could’ve let the girl go.

Helena felt the same.

When he was two steps away, he stopped and faced her with the same smile she remembered when he was a boy.

“The examiner took my statement. He said to wait for him. He wants to speak with you as well.” He glanced at the ground and shifted from side to side, his running shoes sloshing with each step. His clothes were still dripping with a salty combination of sea water and sweat.

“I have a towel,” she said, “if you want to dry off.”

“Thanks. I’ll be all right.” He scanned the horizon before fixing on her. “He said they’ll need to interview us up in the city. You know the department—security above all.”

“What will they do with her?”

“The department? Who knows? Figure out why she came, then send her back, I suppose. Unless she keeps talking like that....”

Helena turned from him and stared out to sea. All she could think of was loss—of her father, of the girl she hardly knew. “She’s just a child.”

If only the boat could arrive again. If only she and Jason could rescue the girl again, but this time whisk her away somewhere safe, shelter her, protect her. That’s what was due the daughter of the sea and the sky.

Jason focused on the road. “I should go. I have just enough time to finish my run and get back to work.”

“Where do you work?”

He cast a glance over his shoulder. “At the Polytech.”

At the Polytechnic Institute, like her father. Thoughts of her father distracted her, and the spell was broken. The girl with eyes the color of the ocean was gone, and Jason took off at a jog toward the village, never looking back.

She turned to watch as a maverick wave, oblivious to the ebb tide, crashed into the thunder hole and slogged back to sea with a groan.

When she glanced back up, she was alone.

CHAPTER 2 – THE DEPARTMENT OF SEPARATION

~~~
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Monday morning, Chief Examiner Carlson tried to temper his usual interrogation. He’d never dealt with a refugee this young before. A nine-year-old girl was unlikely to be a threat.

“Are you feeling better today?”

She glared back at him. “Three days ago I was outside on the water. I haven’t seen daylight since.”

“I know, and I’m sorry, but we have to keep you secure until we determine your status.” A trace of disdain in her tone had forced him to apologize even before the interview had begun. “I trust you’ve been... comfortable?”

The question needed no answer; she seemed anything but comfortable.

The overstuffed chair, designed to be welcoming to the newly arrived, was far too big for her. She slouched in it, unable to find a position where she wasn’t constantly slipping down. Her feet kicked about, reaching for the floor. The uniform the department of separation had provided was too big as well—they simply never received refugees this young. The orange sleeves covered her hands, all but the fingertips, and some well-intentioned attendant had kept the rolled-up trousers from falling by tying a pink ribbon around the child’s waist.

Carlson glanced past the child to the poster of the Lady of Reason, holding her torch on high and offering hope to the oppressed. He’d often used it as inspiration in challenging situations, though he’d never seen one quite like this before.

“It might be easier if we call each other by name, don’t you think? My name is Henry Carlson, but everyone calls me Carlson. What’s your name?”

She fiddled with the ribbon, inspecting its bow.

When she finally looked up, he blinked twice, certain he’d seen the ocean in her eyes.

“I am Kailani.”

“Very good. Kailani.” He wrote the name down phonetically and followed it with scribbles that looked like waves. “And do you have a last name?”

“No. Just Kailani.” She tugged at the bow, but it was double-knotted and refused to release.

“Okay, Kailani, then can you at least tell me who your parents are?”

“Why do you have no windows in this room?” Her tone was oddly adult and commanding.

Her very presence, the golden hair and the deep-seeing eyes, made his office feel drab. Sure, the dark wood was worn and faded, but he took pride in his workplace and always kept it orderly. Files were lined up neatly in rows, and on either side of the poster, perfectly spaced, hung portraits of his father and grandfather, their tops level and their frames dust-free. Centered under each was a slightly tarnished plaque engraved with the words: Chief Examiner, Department of Separation. He was third generation, defending the Republic from zealots and offering support to refugees.

He had nothing to be ashamed of. “Many of our offices have windows. Mine does not.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s the way it is.” He wasn’t about to explain seniority to a nine-year-old. “But we were talking about you, Kailani. Do your parents know you’ve come here?”

She pressed down on the chair’s arms and lifted her head. The arc of her neck was perfect. “I am the daughter of the sea and the sky.”

Carlson made an effort to not roll his eyes. Why on a Monday morning?

He reveled in order—folders aligned with the edge of the desk, paper clips paraded in a row. For more than thirty-two years, he’d arrived to work at eight and left at four-thirty. The retirement clock that glowed in the corner was ticking down the time he had left: seven months, six days, three hours, and a diminishing number of minutes and seconds. When it reached zero, he would, like his father and grandfather before him, retire with the Republic at peace, the shores secure, and a solid pension in place.

He forced himself to refocus.

Beyond her odd speech, the girl from the far side of the ocean was nothing like other zealots he’d met. Her skin, though tanned, was naturally fair, not the olive of her countrymen. No dark pupils scowling through almond shaped eyes, and no unruly black curls; instead, long yellow hair hung straight to the small of her back, and she had a face that might adorn banners carried into battle by acolytes.

Could she be a diversion? Could others looking to make trouble have disembarked earlier? Might they be disembarking now? The zealots were not above using a child. In his grandfather’s day, soon after the Treaty of Separation, boats would arrive with dozens on board. Some were asylum seekers, others missionaries. Occasionally, armed insurgents had hidden among them.

His father had warned him to be careful to distinguish between them. “The mythmakers are a race of fuzzy thinkers,” he said. “None of them have a right to the benefits of the Republic unless they’re willing to fully assimilate. When in doubt, ship them out.”

“Tell me, Kailani,” he said, “did you come here alone?”

“Did you see anyone else in the boat?”

“No.” He rearranged the paper clips on his desk from a horizontal row to a vertical column. “But it’s hard to believe someone as... young as you could’ve crossed the ocean by yourself.”

“I am alone.”

How does she manage to end every sentence as if the interview is over? He persisted. “Did someone send you?”

“Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I asked. It would be useful, Kailani, if you’d cooperate. You’ve violated our borders and broken our law. You’re in a fair bit of trouble, and I’m trying to help.”

She nodded, not disagreeing but not paying much attention, either, and went back to picking at the bow.

He checked his fingers. The tremor that had troubled him since Miriam left had returned. He did his best to control it. “Could you please look at me when I’m speaking to you? I’m curious why you’d undertake such a dangerous voyage alone.”

“I’m the daughter of the sea and the sky. I was in no danger.”

Blind faith. He’d have to come up with a more effective approach, or—

“Is it true you punish people for believing?” she said.

He lost his train of thought. “We don’t—”

“And that you deny Lord Kanakunai and his gift of the Spirit?”

Almost the exact words of Olakai, their so-called prophet, before he launched the fourth holy war. “Why do you deny Kanakunai?” he’d thundered. Twenty years of bloodshed followed, ending only when the Treaty of Separation was signed.

Carlson eyed her more suspiciously. “I see you’ve been brainwashed by your people. Here in the Republic, we don’t reject any idea out of hand, but we won’t accept your god merely because you say so. What you call belief is based on myth, yet your people pursue it with a blindfolded certainty.”

She slid back in her chair, set her feet onto it, and hugged her knees. “I don’t understand,” she said, with something less than blindfolded certainty.

He pressed the advantage. “Don’t they teach history in the Blessed Lands? This is its lesson—mythmaking muddies the mind and unleashes the passions that lead to violence. The preaching of your faith has led to four wars and unspeakable assaults on our citizens. Thousands of innocents have died. Because of that faith, we’re bound to be vigilant about our security, even at the cost of our freedoms. That’s why we have a law against preaching. Were you an adult, you’d have just broken that law. But we’re a rational people and you are a child, so I’ll strike your words from the record. Now once again, Kailani, tell me why you’ve come to our shores.”

“Why does it matter to you?”

“Please don’t play games with me.” He let his bifocals slip down his nose and glared at her through them. “I may be your only friend.”

She tilted her head to one side and stared back as if he were the curiosity. “I was sent by a dream.”

“That’s interesting. Can you tell me about the dream?”

“I saw the soulless in my dream, people with sad eyes. I came to help.”

The soulless. Carlson had heard the term many times before. But this child was different from the other zealots he’d processed, who spat out the term with contempt or sugared it with sentimental pity. He’d need time to observe her. The system offered only three options: grant asylum, send her back, or arrest her as a threat to their way of life. What if none were applicable in this case?

She squirmed about in her seat and glanced up at the corners of the ceiling.

He thought she’d forgotten he was there when she fixed him with her gaze.

“Why are you so sad?”

Sad. How dare she pry into his personal life? His problems were his own. She was a child from a backward culture whose values he’d rejected his entire career.

He smacked his palm on the desktop, making her jump. “Enough! This is my interview, not yours. I ask the questions. Why have you come to our shores?”

Her little shoulders quivered and a trace of fear flashed in her eyes—she was, after all, a child.

A moment later, she whispered a single word. “Asylum.”
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Helena called the department the morning after Kailani’s arrival, desperate for news, but the official she spoke with was hardly forthcoming.

“This is not a patient in a hospital. This is a zealot who entered the Republic illegally. You’ll have to wait until she’s been processed. The chief examiner will answer your questions when you come in for your debriefing on Tuesday.”

So for four long days, Helena waited. Now that Tuesday had arrived, she sat in the reception area outside the chief examiner’s office and waited some more. She tried to study her book, hoping to keep her promise to her father, but the words swam on the page. She’d skimmed and re-skimmed the same paragraph for the last ten minutes and absorbed nothing.

She gave up and decided to study the reception area instead, beginning with the ceiling, which needed some paint, with bits of plaster bubbling in places and threatening to fall. The walls were faded tile, possibly once green, but now too dreary to be considered a color.

And what is that smell? She sniffed twice and thought she detected a faint odor of disinfectant. It reminded her of the waiting room where she’d spent so many hours with her father.
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She’d taken leave from the university so she could accompany him to treatment; her mother had been too distraught to go. On their visits to the hospital, they always had to wait. She distracted herself by analyzing the faces in the waiting room, hoping to learn from others how to cope. She watched the faces as they changed, old faces getting older, and young faces thinking about the old faces getting older and becoming more vulnerable. With nothing else to do, she began to worry about time, about how much her father had left, about what remained for her and how best to use it.

Eventually, they were ushered into the infusion room, a long hall, with blue recliners along either side. Floral curtains hung from tracks on the ceiling, providing some modicum of privacy. Behind each curtain, patients sat with needles in their arms, reading, napping, or listening to music—anything to make the time pass while the chemicals seeped into their veins.

They waited again for Sorin the nurse—her father had taken to calling her Sorin the Savior—to come and connect the tube.

Sorin unwrapped two hot packs and shook them until they were warm enough to place on her father’s forearm. “Do you care which arm?”

He shrugged.

“How about where I stick you? Wrist or forearm?”

“Anywhere’s fine, as long as the stuff makes it into my veins.”

When he’d first been diagnosed and given no chance for a cure, he’d remained reasonable as always, saying he wanted to die in peace and be no burden to his family. But the doctor said he had a growth pressing on his lower spine. As an expert in the field, her father knew the consequences—incontinence, paralysis, and pain. If he desired a peaceful end, he would need treatment.

Helena wondered how he could be so buoyant.

He looked up at the ceiling while the needle went in.

Nurse Sorin kept up a constant chatter as she arranged the tubes. “So, are you retired?”

“Do I look that old?”

“No sir. You look like you could run a long-distance race.”

“I did, just three years ago. And I’m not retired. I teach at the Polytech.”

Helena glanced up from her book. She couldn’t let him get away with the understatement. “He’s a tenured professor of physiometry, named best teacher at the Polytechnic Institute five years in a row. Some say he’s in line for the Order of Reason.”

The nurse wrapped the plastic tube around the pole and flicked it with her finger. “That right? You must be very smart.”

“Not as smart as my daughter,” he said. “Have I introduced you to Helena? Someday, she’ll be a better researcher than me. She’ll solve problems I never dreamed of, find cures for diseases like the kind that’s killing me.”

Helena flushed and looked back at her textbook, but the words had blurred.
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It had been the same textbook she was staring at now—and the words were no clearer.

The door beside the receptionist’s desk opened, and to Helena’s surprise Jason emerged. As soon as he saw her, he flashed that boyish smile, stepped in her direction and spoke her name. Her lips parted, and she rose to greet him.

An official-looking man came bustling from behind and wedged himself between them. He placed a hand on Jason’s back and nudged him toward the exit, clearly eager to avoid the two of them speaking before he’d interviewed them separately.

“Thank you for coming, Jason. Please contact me if you think of anything else.” Only when Jason was out the door did the official turn to her. “And you must be Helena. Come right this way, please.”

As he led her into his office, Helena twisted around to peer into the hallway, but Jason was gone again. She had so many questions to ask him. What had he been up to these past few years? What kind of man had he become? Had the dreams of their youth worked out better for him than for her?

But more, she wanted to ask the most unusual of questions: if he’d dreamed the past three nights as she had; if he too was haunted by a girl with golden hair on the prow of a sinking ship.

—-END OF SNEAK PREVIEW—-

GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

DAVID LITWACK’S Books at Evolved Publishing

~~~
[image: image]
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