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For B—
The boy you once were. The man you never got a chance to be.
I wish you could have been saved.




I grew up in a very Latino culture in the American Southwest. The colloquial form of speaking that we called “Spanglish” was very common with both Anglos and Latinos, and it was especially prevalent with gang members. I’ve been true to that way of speaking in this book. All of the Latino characters sprinkle their dialogue with Spanish words, and especially the hero, Juan, who is a gang member. While I think the connotations of those Spanish words are pretty clear from context, I’ve also included definitions. Simply click on the footnote next to the Spanish word to see the definition, then click again to return to the page you’re reading.
Thanks for reading!





MY homies used to say that you weren’t a real man unless you’d been in 1la prisión. Then you could show how loyal you were to the RH—the 2Reyes Hispanos. ‘Cause if some Aryan Nation 3hijos de puta were breathing down your neck while you were alone in the showers and you stayed true to the Reyes, then everyone knew you’d always be true. That was it, bro—if you were willing to take it up the ass for the Reyes, you were the real deal.
Fuck that. I made it through prison—with my virginity intact, if you know what I mean. I never betrayed the Reyes, but I’m not their 4soldado. I did what I did to stay in the US. I do what I do to stay alive. Sometimes that means playing ball with the RH. Sometimes that means hurting people I care about.
And now, after four long years in that fucking hell hole, after fights where I thought I’d never make it out alive, two stays in the prison hospital ward for stab wounds, more near misses on my damn backside than I care to remember, and endless fucking jobs for the RH, I’m free. Well, a hell of a lot closer to free anyway.
In every movie I've ever seen, when the dude gets out of prison, he walks out alone, no matter how out in the middle of nowhere the place is. Those scenes of the guy, paper bag of belongings in hand, walking out a big chain link gate, past the guards, and into the dust of some dirt road are bullshit. That's sure as hell not how I left prison, and thank God too. If I'd walked out of those gates alone, the RH would have had a car and driver waiting for me—probably Pretty Boy or even his girl, Destiny—and they'd have driven me straight back to the barrio, where I'd have had to go to work without so much as a welcome home party.
No, I didn't exit prison on my own two feet. I left in a van, with an electronic cuff on my ankle, and went straight to the Austin Sanctuary Halfway House for Reformed Offenders. Shit—as if anyone's going to use that entire name. We just call it La Casita—the little house—because it's like the Big House, only a whole hell of a lot smaller. Here, I'm still a prisoner, bound by this cuff for another six weeks, while I endure classes and lectures and meetings about shit like writing a résumé, how to dress for a job interview, the importance of education, and all the logistics of renting an apartment.
The thing is, if anyone had ever paid attention to my history, to who I was five years ago, they'd know that those lectures are bullshit. Hell, I could give most of those lectures. I was a straight-A student in high school, a varsity soccer player, and a really good kid all the way around. And I would have stayed that way—would rather have stayed that way—if only 5la inmigración, the INS, hadn't ripped my whole world apart. After that, there was no more Juan the student, Juan the soccer player, Juan the son. Only Juan the RH, Juan the drug runner, Juan the accessory to a drive-by shooting.
And now, there's Juan the ex-con who will fight like hell to be Juan the ex-RH.
My new prison does have a few advantages over the old one though. The halfway house is in a regular neighborhood in Austin, and it has a yard. Not a fenced-in patch of dirt, but a real yard—with grass and plants. My cuff will only let me go twenty feet from the house—not far enough to hop in a car pulled up out front—but it's far enough to get my feet in the grass, my hands in the soil, and my mind off my future.
I'm outside now, checking out the rosebushes along the side of the small, brick, ranch house. The place must have been for a family at some point. There are three bedrooms, a living-dining room combo, the kitchen, and two more bedrooms in the basement. Outside is mostly grass, but there are planters along both sides and part of the back, and they've got a few roses and some honeysuckle in them.
It's a beautiful spring day, not too hot or humid yet, and I found a pair of hedge clippers in the outdoor storage trunk, so I'm pruning the roses. Yeah, that's right—I like plants. Big, bad gangster boy likes plants. I spent hundreds of hours reading about plants in prison. I'm so damn happy to get my hands on some that I'd stay out here all day if I could.
What I don't have, though, are any gloves, so I'm getting my fingers chewed up by the thorns. I've just stabbed my thumb and snapped out something along the lines of "fucking bitch," but in Spanish, when I hear someone laughing.
I turn around, the meaty part of my thumb in my mouth, and there she is. It takes me a moment to process. She's seven years older—just like I am. Her hair isn't quite as long, but it's still thick and shiny and a dark mahogany color that makes me think of leaves in the fall—someplace like Vermont. A place I'd like to go someday—if I ever get out of the bottomless pit I've buried myself in.
She's looking right at me, and too late I realize she knows exactly who I am. I drop the smile that automatically came to my lips when I saw her and replace it with my RH face. It's a look you learn to don real quick once you've been in a couple of street wars. You learn not to give anything away through your face—not fear, not anger, not disgust. And nine civilians out of ten who see that look will turn around and leave—fast. The thing is, though, she doesn't. She doesn't turn and run or look scared, or panicked, or even offended. She gives me a glowing smile and walks right over from the women's halfway house next door, her firm, lush tits bouncing in her too-thin tank top, and those smooth, brown legs sliding against the fabric of her shorts.
She's fucking beautiful, and she's coming right up to me—within touching distance. What is she, nuts? Doesn't she have any regard for her own safety? I'm a fucking felon, she's alone, and I have scissors in my hand.
"Juan?"she asks, looking at me eagerly.
"Uh, yeah," I answer with a tip of my chin, full-on RH armor in place.
"Do you remember me? Beth. David's sister. From Floresville."
I study her for a minute as if I didn't know exactly who she was the moment I laid eyes on her. As if she weren’t the ideal for the kind of girl I wanted to marry someday back when I was Juan the straight-A student and not Juan the felon.
"Oh yeah. Beth. 6¿Que pasa?" I turn back to the roses before she can answer, hoping she won't be able to see the panic on my face. I'm crazy scared she's going to keep talking to me, keep trying to act like I'm not what I am. She needs to go away.
But no. Instead, she moves around beside me, closer—so close that I can smell the spicy scent of her skin or her shampoo or something. Like cinnamon. I'm clipping at the rosebush frantically now, my eyes glued to it so that I won't see her, my adrenaline so high that I don't even notice the thorns that are gouging me right and left.
"How are you? This is so cool. I work right next door," she chatters, seemingly oblivious to my mounting discomfort. "At the women's house. Are you staying here then?"
"Yeah," I mumble.
"I can't believe I've run into you like this. Have you talked to anybody since you've been here? I mean, anyone from home? I know David would be so happy to hear from you."
This finally stops me. I freeze in mid-clip, the shears partway through a branch of the bush. I turn my head and look at her, so stunned that I forget to put the mask in place.

"7¿Estás loca?" I ask her. "Because in case you hadn't noticed, I'm a fucking convict, Beth. I just spent four years in Huntsville. Your 8hermano is an accountant, and unless he's cooking books for the RH, he don't want to hear from me."
She looks at me with her head tipped to the side for a moment, her pretty little lips pursed in thought. I'm so thrown off-balance by her that I just stare right back, hedge clippers dangling from my hand, the sounds of cars moving along the street out front echoing in my ears.
Finally, she takes a deep breath and lets loose. "So, you think my brother is such an elitist prick that he'd turn away a friend just because you've made some wrong choices? Glad to know you respect my family so much. The family that treated you like one of their own for most of your childhood. The same people who took you in when your mom was deported. Or maybe it's really you who's the snob. Maybe you think because you're all badass gangster with your tattoos"—she gestures at my arms—"and your time served that poor David the accountant isn't good enough for you anymore? Is that right? The Garcias aren't street enough for the big Reyes Hispanos man?"
A part of me wants to grab this girl and kiss the hell out of her right now. She's so beautiful. Her face is pink from being pissed, her eyes sparking like fire, hands on her hips, chest jutted out so that I can nearly touch the soft roundness there. Another part of me wants to warn her off though, tell her not to fuck with the big boys—because I am one, whether she realizes it or not. The things I've seen—and done—would shock her, I have absolutely no doubt about that. They shock me and I’m the one who did them.
But the part that wins out isn't either of those. It’s the part that is so astounded by her 9huevos, her guts and sass, that something inside me just bursts. It travels up through my chest, around my frozen heart, until it comes out my mouth—and I laugh. I laugh harder than I have in years. I laugh until there are tears forming in the corners of my eyes.

Then, I reach out, take her hand in mine, and say, "10Odelay, 11linda. You haven't changed a bit."

1 La prision = prison
2 Reyes Hispanos = Spanish Kings
3 Hijos de Puta = Mother Fuckers
4 Soldado = soldier
5 La inmigracion = The immigration department
6 Que Pasa = What’s happening/going on
7 Estas loca = Are you crazy
8 Hermano(s) = brother(s)
9 Huevos = eggs/balls/testicles
10 Odelay = exclamation meaning “cool” or “right on”
11 Linda = beautiful




I didn't know it was possible for one body to contain as many emotions as mine has in the last five minutes. From surprise to fascination to red-hot attraction that reels into confusion, disgust, and white-hot anger. Juan Martinez, my older brother David's best friend from childhood. Juan Martinez, the sweet, charming guy who both my sister and I yearned for as young teens. Juan Martinez, the gangster convicted of being an accessory to a drive-by shooting at the age of twenty and sentenced to hard time in the state penitentiary.
I recognize him immediately, some part of me having always thought I'd run into him somewhere, somehow, like fate. But as I move closer and get a moment to look into his face, I realize how very much he's changed. His eyes are hard, his lips set, and he’s a man now, rough, dark stubble dotting his firm jaw. He also has a scar above his left eyebrow that was never there before. It isn’t long, but it’s jagged, and I cringe on the inside thinking of how he might have gotten it.
I can't help but be aware of how much his body had changed too. Gone is the young boy I knew, with his smooth limbs and loose gait. In his place is six feet of solid, lean muscle, biceps that bulge, pecs that are abundantly on display under the white wife-beater he wears. A posture that’s coiled as if he’s permanently ready to spring, attack, or maybe even run like hell.
Then there are the tats. His hair is cropped short but not shaved, so I can't see if he has any on his scalp, but he has them up the back of his neck, on each shoulder, and down onto his forearms. They’re scary and sad all at the same time.
On his shoulders, he has stars. I know those represent that he was more than a regular foot soldier in the gang. Nothing like having your rank etched into your skin forever. On the back of his neck is a three-pointed crown. That’s the symbol for the Reyes Hispanos, the Spanish Kings, one of the most dangerous gangs in the country. A couple of years back, a very high member was captured and convicted on a slew of charges including narcotics trafficking, racketeering, extortion, murder, assault, tampering with federal witnesses. You name it, the guy did it. My mind can't quite wrap itself around Juan working for people like that.
But before I can examine the tattoos any more, he reaches out, grabs my hand, and tells me, "You haven't changed a bit." He’s laughing. It has such a rich, warm sound, and it reminds me so much of who he used to be, the Juan I knew as a girl, that I forget all about the gangster and smile back at him, suddenly embarrassed for my outburst.
I look down at our still-linked hands. "I'm sorry," I say. "My sister always tells me I need to learn how to control my temper. I didn't mean to be rude."
He follows my eyes and suddenly stiffens, pulling his hand away from mine like I burned him. He turns to the rosebush then back to me as if he doesn’t know where to go or how to escape.
"No, you don't even know how to be rude," he answers quietly. "I, uh, just forget how to talk to normal people anymore." He gives me a wry smile then steps back, creating more distance between us.
"Well, it's a good thing I'm not normal." I smile. "So, how long have you been out?"
He looks even more uncomfortable as he rubs his hand along the back of his head. "Uh, about ten days now."
"And how long are you here for?" I pursue, refusing to let him just fade away like I can sense he wants to.
"Ninety days." He pauses then glances at his feet.
I follow his gaze and see that he’s wearing an electronic cuff. I know exactly what they are and how they work. I’m in graduate school at the University of Texas for women's studies, and I have an internship at the women's halfway house next door. I work with post-release women, helping them with things like résumé writing and other life skills. Most of them have the electronic cuffs the first few weeks they’re there. I don't even notice it anymore.
But I can see the humiliation on Juan's face when he realizes that I’ve seen his. It breaks my heart. Juan was always a modest guy. He never bragged or strutted, but he was one of the smartest, most athletic, best-looking guys in school. He was always kind and generous though too. I realize immediately that I never want to see this look on his face again—the one that says he’s ashamed of who he is. It just doesn't go with Juan. Not my Juan.
"Those things suck, yeah?" I say, trying to lighten the moment. "My girls over here at the other house always bitch about how they can't get under the cuff to shave their legs, so when it finally gets removed, they've got one ankle that looks like a gorilla's."
Juan cracks a smile, and my heart hums with relief. "It's a good thing I gave up shaving my legs altogether then," he tells me.
"Really?" I ask, winking. "They were always so smooth and pretty in high school."
"Watch it, 1chica." He laughs. "Those legs got me a state soccer championship."
We start talking about high school then and who we remember. Juan doesn't know much about anyone or what they’re doing—except my brother, and my guess is he got that information off the Internet. It seems that, when you join a hardcore gang and spend four years in prison, you don't keep in touch with many high school classmates.
We’re still standing next to the side of the house. I know his cuff won't let him reach the back patio next door, where I was sitting earlier, but I also know that there’s a similar patio behind his house. He doesn't invite me to come sit down though, and after a few minutes, he grows quiet, the liveliness I saw in his eyes briefly fading as they turn hard again.
"You haven't told me what you do next door, linda," he says quietly. I can feel my cheeks heat when he calls me beautiful.
"I work there. Well, I volunteer. I'm in school at UT in women's studies. My focus is how poverty and abuse affect women in unique ways. So things like women who end up in prison because they're poor and forced to be with men who are committing criminal offenses. I mean, some of these women are pushed onto the streets as young as fourteen, and the only way they can survive is to hook up with a powerful man. A lot of times, that means getting involved in his illegal business too. The next thing they know, they've ended up in prison. I counsel them when they get here. Try to help them understand that there are other ways out of poverty. Ways that don’t require being dependent on men."
I see Juan studying me—his face softer and more open than it was moments before.
"I'm sorry," I say. "That probably all sounded really stupid to you. Just forget I said anything. I spend too much time with other graduate students and not enough time in the real world."
"No," he replies softly. His hand reaches out as if he’s going to touch my face, and then he quickly drops it back to his side, shaking his head gently as he does so. "It doesn't sound stupid. It sounds like you're every bit as smart and kind as I always thought you were. I've known girls who needed someone like you."
I feel something inside my chest sting suddenly. Juan knows girls. Given what he looks like, Juan has probably known lots of girls—known them very well. I’m pretty sure I don’t like that idea. I’ve always thought of Juan as belonging to my family—to me. It’s a ridiculous idea, but one that stuck.
"Well, anyway, that's why I'm here." The sensation in my chest is making me increasingly uncomfortable. I need to leave. I just have to. "And, uh, it's why I need to get back to it. It was nice to see you." I give him a tight smile.
"Yeah, of course," he says, his expression grim. "You take care, Beth."
"Okay." I falter, unsure what to do next. "Um, you too."
He nods, the mask he wore when I first saw him slipping back into place. 2"Hasta la vista, linda," he whispers before he turns and walks away, into the house.
The sound of the door closing firmly drifts out to me as I stand on the grass, looking at the spot where he was moments ago. My head is swimming with things that don't make sense. It’s all too much—again. Too many feelings in one body, one hour, one moment, one heart.
I walk to the patio at the women's house, grab my notebook, and head to my car, sensing that my life has just blown up and I didn’t do a damn thing to stop it.

1 Chica = little girl
2 Hasta la vista = see you later




IT’S the same dream I’ve had nearly every night for four long years. I wake from it in a cold sweat, my jaw clenched and my hands shaking. I lie in the dark, trying to will the images out of my mind, but I know it’s of no use. They stay there like some sort of fungus growing and spreading over the walls of my soul until someday everything will be black, infected, smothered.
Images and sensations careen through me in random order. The music that was pounding, the roar of the car engine as we drew closer to the house where the captain of the Bustout Boyz—the BBz—was crashing. The pop, pop, pop of the guns. The look in her little eyes as she crumpled to the ground, a woman screaming and exploding out of the house while windows shattered and our tires squealed. Then the smell of the gunpowder and the pitch of Lobo’s voice as he shouted over and over, “You killed a kid, motherfucker! You killed a kid!”

It’s been days since I ran into Beth, and I can’t stop thinking about her. Beth was only two years behind us in school. She was David’s little sister—supposed to be off-limits, a baby, someone to tease and find annoying. But I never admitted to David—or anyone, really—that I always had a thing for Beth.
Even as a little girl, she was gorgeous, all long, thick hair and big, brown eyes. Her 1madre used to put her in these sweet cotton dresses with tiny straps on the shoulders and ruffles at the bottom. She looked like a doll—until she got old enough to take clothes off by herself. Then she wandered around in nothing but little girl panties and bare feet, following David and me from the front yard to the back yard as we played soldiers and superheroes. When I look back at my childhood, there really isn’t a period before I was seventeen that I don’t remember Beth as intimately a part of my world as David was. At home, it was just me and mi madre. At David’s, it was David and Beth.
By the time David and I were in high school and Beth was thirteen, I was hopelessly hooked on her. She was the prettiest, smartest girl I knew and fun as hell even though she was two years younger. I remember I used to make up all sorts of excuses why we couldn’t sleep over at my house so we would have to go to David’s instead—all because I wanted to look at Beth Garcia across the breakfast table on a Saturday morning.
I had lots of fantasies about her when I was a teenager. I dreamt about how I’d go away to college and come home over vacation when Beth was a senior. I’d tell her how I felt and she’d say that she felt the same way. Then we’d go off to UT together when she graduated. I’d become a lawyer and buy her a big house in San Antonio in one of the old neighborhoods with the Spanish-style mansions.
I went to San Antonio once when I was a kid. My mom was helping a friend clean house for a party a rich doctor was having. It was a giant two-story stucco place, red-tile roof prominent above the wall that enclosed the whole property. Live Oak trees covered the yard, giving it this air of established, almost Southern gentility. There was a circular driveway for guests and a smaller back driveway for the ‘help.’ My mom’s friend was their live-in maid, and she had her own apartment over the garage. It was a choice job for an undocumented worker. The kind of job my mom was never able to have because of me. No one wanted a live-in maid with a kid.
After the trip, that house and neighborhood—that way of life—became my ideal. I went through the rest of elementary school and on into junior high and high school with the dumbass fantasy that I could own a house like that someday. I actually dreamed that little Juan Martinez, whose mother had brought him across the border in the back of a furniture moving truck when he was two, could get an education—a law degree, no less—and become one of San Antonio’s elite.
By the time I was fifteen, Beth Garcia had become part of my fantasy as much as the house. In Beth’s family, you were expected to go to college, to make something of yourself. Beth’s parents were respected. Her father was looked up to. David was going to go to UT. There was never any question. I knew that, if I could marry a girl like Beth, be part of a family like that, I’d have made it.
Yeah, when I was fifteen, I thought I could have it all.
I was a fucking fool.
Now, I lie in the tiny bedroom of the halfway house, on the single bed they’ve wedged in along with a dresser, and I can’t stop thinking about her. It’s like having your teenage-boy wet dream brought to life in your own backyard. I keep telling myself that it’s just because I haven’t gotten laid in four years, but somewhere deep in the back of my mind, I know that’s bullshit. Still, I hold out hope that, if I could find some willing homegirl to blow me, my desire for Beth would fade.
The biggest problem with that plan is that all the homegirls I know are RH women. I text one of them and the RH will know where I am within five minutes. Not that they don’t already, but me making first contact is like a big invitation to ‘come get me.’ The last thing I need is them breaking me out of here as if they’re doing me some favor. Then I’ll be in violation of parole, and it’ll be just a matter of time until I get picked up again and sent back to the big house. I’ve seen it with my hermanos in the gang over and over. The RH doesn’t give a shit if you get sent to la prisión. They just want to use you, wherever you are. And as long as I’m in this halfway house, they can’t use me. If I don’t make contact, they’ll wait patiently until I’m released. Otherwise, they’ll take me out and put me back on the streets.
So, without some attention from an RH woman, my only outlet for the building pressure in my groin when I think of Beth is my right hand. And that’s what I find wrapped around my dick when I envision the way her tits stretched out that cotton top she was wearing in the yard the other day. Latina girls have it going on when it comes to T and A, and Beth is no exception. She’s stacked, with a tiny waist and the roundest, softest set I’ve ever seen. My hand squeezes my shaft harder as I imagine putting my mouth on those rosy nipples.
I stroke up and down, harder, faster, my eyes drifting closed and my neck arching at the thought of her mouth where my hand is. Those perfect pink lips slick with my juices, moving up and down, over and over. My balls draw up, and everything south of my waist tingles as an excruciatingly hard orgasm drives through me. The waves are so intense that I’m left breathless, struggling to stay conscious and remember where the hell I am. Not in my childhood bed. Not in David’s room at his parents’. Not on a sofa in a seedy apartment in the 2barrios of Austin. Not in a prison cell. No, I’m in a halfway house. Safe for the first time in so many years that I hardly remember what it feels like. Safe. But only for now, and never safe enough to be with Beth.
No matter how much I think I might still love her.

1 Madre = mother
2 Barrio = neighborhood, generally poor




MY roommate, Jill, has a new girlfriend. This is never a good thing, and it happens frequently. As much as I adore Jill, she runs through women like some of the worst manwhores I’ve ever known. She likes them young, buxom, and dumb from what I can tell. Jill is in love with lust, so for the first two or three weeks of a new relationship, it’s like a lesbian lovers’ fiesta at our place. New girlfriend will be here night and day. There are breakfasts in bed, movie nights, nonstop giggling, communal showers, and articles of clothing left draped over random pieces of furniture.
My sister, Alexis, can’t understand why I put up with it. “You’d never tolerate a guy roommate acting like that,” she tells me. And maybe Alexis is right. What she doesn’t understand, though, is that, underneath the womanizing crap, Jill is one of the loyalist, most honest friends I’ve ever had. There are never any doubts about whether she’ll support me, never any questions about whether she’ll be there for me. Jill is one hundred percent on my side—always. So I tolerate the girlfriends coming and going, although I have to admit that I’ve quit trying to learn their names.
When I come home from class the day after seeing Juan at the halfway house, I walk in and step right on a pair of denim cut-offs lying on the floor of our tiny living room. Guess that means Jill and the flavor of the month are here—hopefully in Jill’s room and not on top of the kitchen table like last week.
“Jill!” I call before stepping farther into the house. “I’m home!”
I hear giggling followed by a door slamming. Relief washes over me. Good thing I’ve learned to announce my presence.
Kicking the cut-offs to one side, I make my way across the creaking oak floors that are everywhere except the kitchen and bathroom. Our little house is one half of a duplex and has exactly two bedrooms, one bathroom, a living room, and a kitchen. The entire thing measures eight hundred fifty square feet. It’s a dollhouse, but it works for us. Jill is in my program in women’s studies, but she’s already done with classes and writing her thesis. She works nights bartending at a gay bar on Sixth Street. I’m still taking a class, researching my thesis, and volunteering at the halfway house during the days, so we’re on opposite schedules for the most part.
I make my way to the kitchen, grab a Monster out of the fridge, and head back to my room. Once there, I get out my laptop and Google Juan Martinez, conviction, Travis County, 2010. About one hundred thousand hits pop up, but of course probably only the first twenty-five are actually useful. I start with the second item, a story in the Austin American-Statesman newspaper dated July 19, 2010.
 
The highly publicized trial of the drive-by shooting of seven-year-old Amanda Johnson concluded Wednesday in Austin when prosecutors gave closing arguments to the jury, urging them to convict known Reyes Hispanos gang member Juan Martinez and sentence him to the maximum allowed by law, twenty years in prison.
The case has been controversial because of the inability of police to prove that Martinez was the gunman in the car. Without solid evidence that he was the one who pulled the trigger, the charges were reduced to accessory to a drive-by shooting, a second-degree felony. The penalty for that offense is as little as two years in prison and a maximum of twenty. Family members of the child shot and killed have been protesting the reduction in charges throughout the eight-week-long trial. The victim was believed to have been the niece of a member of the Bustout Boyz, also called the BBz. In recent months, the BBz have been in a violent turf war with the Reyes Hispanos.
Due to the fractious nature of the parties involved in the case, police have kept a lid on both the investigation and information regarding which Travis County facility Martinez is being housed at. The defendant is being kept in solitary confinement for his own protection, and extra security measures have been in effect at the downtown Travis County courthouse throughout the duration of the trial. The Statesman will continue to follow the story as it develops and bring you the latest information on the reading of a verdict. Simply follow the story online at…
 
My heart beats double time as I read, imagining Juan being in that kind of danger. I try to imagine what it would be like to fear for your physical safety every moment of every day. Wonder what it would be like if the person who just walked into the room was trying to kill you. What if you had to watch every face for signs that he was the one who was going to end your life? What kind of person would you become when you lived like that every day? Would you ever feel normal again? Can you ever see the world the same way after that?
I close the computer and stare out the window over the desk. The trees outside are swaying gently in the late afternoon breeze, and the sky is full of big, puffy, white clouds. I look down at my hands, surprised to see them shaking. I swallow, my throat so dry it’s painful. It occurs to me that I might be in mild shock. I know Juan was in a gang. I know he was in prison. But it crystalizes for me that it was all theoretical until this moment. Now that I’ve seen him, talked to him, read some of the details of what happened to him, it’s real. Too real. So real that I’m not sure what my stunned soul should do with it all.
Mentally and emotionally exhausted, I move over to the bed and lie down, curling in a ball and hugging my pillow like a lover. For a long time, I stay that way—motionless, feeling nothing. Then, finally, when I think maybe sleep will simply take over, the tears start. They aren’t hard tears. They don’t submerge me, but rather envelope, welling up from someplace deep inside and sliding out to coat everything until I feel saturated—inside and out. It’s a painful, quiet sensation. Not a sharp pain, but a crushing pain, the kind of weight that attaches and then travels with you, day after day, year after year. Juan’s life isn’t the sort of thing you ugly-cry about. It’s too dark and too serious for that. It isn’t a soap opera or an in-your-face reality TV show. Juan’s life is a tragedy, pure and simple.
The drops of salt water roll slowly down my cheeks as my heart presses against my rib cage so hard that it aches. When I close my eyes, I see the boy I knew as a child. I remember his mother and the way he used to hug her when she’d come to pick him up after a playdate with David. “Te he echado de menos,” he would tell her—I missed you.
I think about the man I saw at the halfway house, his hard eyes when he first looked at me and then the way the brittle layer cracked open when he laughed, his full lips turning up and revealing the perfect, white teeth that are so familiar to me. I try to reconcile those memories with the story of his trial, his imprisonment, and most of all, his crime. Could that sweet, loving boy I watched grow into a talented young man possibly have shot and killed a child? Would he have hidden behind the sturdy metal of a one-ton machine and gunned down an unprotected innocent?
And can I really yearn to be around a person like that? I fear the answer to that last question—it’s ‘yes.’ He is all I’ve been able to think about since I saw him. Like there’s some sort of magnet that pulls me back to memories of him, questions about him, feelings for him, over and over. My stomach churns at the idea that I could possibly be attracted to someone who would murder, someone who could kill without remorse. Can I be that woman? One of the women I’ve studied and taught and fought for? A woman who has so little faith in herself and her values that she would give them up at the drop of a hat for a beautiful man who paid her attention?
The answer has to be ‘no.’
I make it ‘no.’
I reassure myself—I’m not weak; I never have been. I’ve never relied on a man for my self-esteem. I’ve had my share of boyfriends, but I’ve never needed approval from any of them. I’ve lived my life the way I wanted, believed the things I wanted, been who I wanted. I respect myself, my opinions, the Beth who lives deep inside and makes decisions about people and events I encounter.
I simply don’t believe that Juan is the man the newspapers talked about. The boy I know is still inside somewhere. He may have strayed, but I know deep in the very fibers of my being—he isn’t lost. A man who would gun down a child is lost, and Juan isn't. He might be buried beneath the years of suffering and deprivation, but he isn’t lost.
As the sky outside darkens and eventually turns to night, I make a decision. I’m going to find Juan—the real Juan. I’m going to bring him back from the dark, deep place of pain and punishment he’s been living in since that fateful day when he was seventeen. I know who he is. I’m going to remind him who he is, and then I’m going to make sure the world knows him too.




I’VE got an appointment with the vocational counselor they’ve set up for me. He’s supposed to help me decide what kinds of jobs I should apply for after my cuff gets removed. I don’t know why the hell I need to see a vocational counselor for that. It’s no mystery after all. I’m a convicted, violent felon with a history of gang involvement that goes back to before my eighteenth birthday. I don’t have a real high school diploma and no job experience beyond the lawn mowing and soccer coaching I did in high school. About the only job someone like me gets is a dishwasher or a parking lot attendant. And if you're on the run from the RH, it had better be a job off the books and out of sight as well.
The guy meets me in the former garage of the halfway house that’s been remodeled into an office. He’s about thirty-five and Latino. I’m sure they set me up with him intentionally. The penal system is always very conscious of my ethnicity.
“How you doing, man?” he asks as he puts his hand out when I enter the room.
I shake his hand and give him a chin tip but don’t answer verbally.
“I’m Navarro,” he sits and motions for me to do the same. We’re separated by a small, round conference table, all sorts of papers stacked in the center of it.
“Juan,” I answer as I slouch in my seat.
“They told you we’re here to talk about what kinds of jobs you can look for once the cuff comes off?”
“Yeah, man.”
He picks up a piece of paper and a pen. “Let’s start by finding out what kind of work experience you’ve got. Tell me the last two or three jobs you had before you went in.”
“Let’s see.” I rub my chin like I’m really considering the whole thing.
What a crock of shit.
“I was a regional administrator for the RH. That involved managing six employees…you know, the teenagers we sent out to make the deals? And see, I kept track of who was going to which high school to push poison on the kids. Then, if they didn’t sell their quota, I’d impose corporate incentive plans—things like threatening their mothers and sisters. If someone’s employee evaluation wasn’t satisfactory, the company was pretty clear about the consequences, and it usually started with damage to your family and ended with damage to your body.”
I pause to see what the guy’s reaction will be. I figure, if I’m lucky, he’ll be pissed enough to bounce me on out of here and I’ll get to go work on the plants some more.
He raises an eyebrow then leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Nice try,” he chuckles. “Really. You know where your mistake was though?”
I glare at him.
“The fact that you even know what an incentive plan or an employee evaluation is. Don’t waste your time and mine, Juan. I’ve seen your records—all of them. Elementary school, middle school, high school, the court records, your first arrest at eighteen, all the way up through your incarceration and on to what you ate for dinner last night. I already know you’re smart, and I know you’re not a typical gangbanger. Why don’t you cut the crap and let’s figure out a way to get you back in the world with a chance at a normal life.”
I shake my head for a moment until I meet his eyes. “Odalay, vato. Do a lot of homeboys fall for that? ‘Cause you’re right—I’m smart. Smart enough to know that there ain’t no normal life waiting for me out there. I’m a felon. I was convicted in the murder of child, man. A tiny little girl whose worst offense in this life was playing with her dolls in the wrong front yard at the wrong damn time. No one, and I mean no one, is going to give me a normal life.”
He meets my gaze with a firm, unyielding expression, his jaw set and his lips tight. He slides the pen and paper toward me. “Write down the last two jobs you had before you went in.”
I roll my eyes and pick up the pen. I look down at the sheet where there are four spaces for each job—title, employer, length of employment, and list of duties. I sit up straight, and write carefully.
 
1. Lawn boy. The neighbors. Sixth grade through eleventh grade. I mowed grass with a machine that I pushed.
2. Soccer Coach. Floresville Youth Soccer League. Summer after eleventh grade. I coached soccer to little kids. Like the one I went to prison for helping kill.
 
I smirk and slide the sheet back over to him. Navarro doesn’t bat an eye as he reads what I’ve written. He pushes the paper to the side and takes the next one off the top of the pile, sending it toward me just like he did the first.
“I know you got a GED while you were in. Write down any other courses you took. Even stuff you studied on your own. Could be online gambling, how to seduce a woman in thirty days, whatever. You never know when something you’re interested in could be a marketable skill.”
I sigh. The guy just isn’t going to give up. All I want to do is get my dishwashing job and a studio apartment then rinse and repeat in a different town every few months until the RH forgets about my ass and my parole is served. If I can stay alive and under everyone’s radar long enough, there’s a chance I could live in peace. Maybe even visit my mother someday. But fuck it. I don’t have anything the hell else to do, so I fill out his useless damn form.
 
1. Coursework completed – Web design I and II. AutoCAD Gaming design I and II. App development I. Translation specialist certification (Spanish). Psychology 101, 201, and 301. Landscape design I and II. Botany 101, 201, and 320. Drawing 101 and 102. Painting I, II, and III. Precalculus. Trigonometry. Biology II.
2. Other experience and studies – Plants. I read a lot about plants.
 
I push the paper back at him. He studies it, his lips pressing together tighter and tighter as he goes along. Finally, he looks up at me, eyes blazing.
“You’re really trying to screw yourself over, aren’t you?”
“Whatever, man,” I mutter, watching him cautiously.
He sits back. “You serious? You’re halfway to a college degree and you’re not going to cooperate with vocational placement? You’ve got a fucking translation certificate? You know how hard it is to get one of those? People go to college for years and can’t pass that exam.”
I shrug. “I grew up speaking Spanish. It’s not rocket science.”
“You grew up speaking kitchen Spanish, 1vato. It’s not the same thing. Plenty of native speakers don’t pass the test the first time.”
I shrug again.
“So, you like plants? I see the landscape design, the botany, all that.”
“Yeah, they’re okay,” I mumble, not wanting to let on about my secret fascination.
“You ever thought about a job in a nursery? Working with plants? You’d be outdoors, wouldn’t have to deal with customers too much—I mean, no offense homez, but you don’t seem like much of a people person.” He smirks, and I can’t help but crack a small smile.
“I don’t know, maybe. Or maybe I just wanna wash dishes at a restaurant somewhere. Isn’t that what guys like me do? Spend eight hours a day up to our elbows in dirty dishes in the far back of the kitchen where we can’t see no one and they can’t see us? Then we stand around out in the back alley and smoke some cigs during our breaks.”
“You smoke?” he asks as if it matters.
“No.”
“Then why would you want to be a dishwasher?” He’s following my fucked-up logic now, I guess.
For some reason, I can’t shake this guy. Usually the gangbanger attitude keeps people at bay. It ensures that they don’t try to tempt me with crap about hope and a future I know I can’t have. But it’s not working with Navarro and that pisses me off.
“I don’t want to be a fucking dishwasher, and I don’t want to waste my whole day sitting here talking to you about nonexistent jobs I’ll never get hired to do. I know what my future is. Quit trying to tell me it looks like something else. The only future a guy like me has is one that includes a gang, prison, or a graveyard, 2ese. Just let me get to it.”
I stand up, knocking the chair over as I do because it makes noise and that intimidates your opponent. Pretty Boy taught me that the first week I started living with him and Lobo. Back when we were just punks handing out pills to kids down at the middle school.
“Make as much noise as you can in a fight, bro,” he told me. “Confuses everybody, gets ‘em off-balance. You gotta take every advantage you can get.”
It’s become second nature to me now, but somehow, with Navarro, it feels like more of a show than ever. He sits calmly and watches me as I flip him off and stomp out of the room.
Ten minutes later, I’m sitting on my bed, head resting against the wall as my mind spins with ideas of a job in a greenhouse. Fuck. I hate that he put it there. I hate that he wants me to grow hope. I haven’t had hope in years. Not since the day the INS sent mi madre back to Mexico. I don’t have the time or the energy for hope. It’s all I can do to stay hidden and alive.
I hear a knock. Then a voice travels through the flimsy, hollow-core door. “I’ll see you next week, Juan. Same time, same place. Bring me three job listings from the paper that you’d like to apply for.”
I scowl and don’t answer.
“It’s not a request,” he adds before I hear his footsteps receding down the hall.
If only I could explain to him that I’m not what he thinks. I’m not just any gangster looking to be rehabbed. I’m not a guy that the RH will ever let go. Hiding out and staying buried is the only way I’ll ever be free, and being free is the only thing I have left to hope for.

In the days since I’ve seen Beth, the yearning to catch a glimpse of her hasn’t lessened. But I’m used to being deprived of things I want. I’m used to wishing in vain. This is no different than the thousand other things from my previous life that I wish for every day. I keep my head down, spending any unscheduled time in my room alone or out tending to the plants. I convinced the house manager to get me a few small groundcover plants to put in the rose beds, so I’ve had a small task to fill the time.
The other two guys living here seem fine, but I stay as far away as possible. One was in for involuntary manslaughter in a DUI, and the other guy was part of an auto theft ring. They tried to make nice the first few days I was here, but I haven’t had a friend since I went in four years ago and I’ve learned to live without. I don’t talk to anyone, and they don’t talk to me. Makes things a lot simpler, and it helps extend your lifespan as well. The other two seem to be happy with the unlimited access to TV and a gaming console, so I’m left to wander the outside of the property at will.
I’ve been trying to decide how much space the groundcover plants will eventually grow to fill. Without a tape, my measurements are approximate, and I’m walking back and forth along the planter on the side of the building, pacing off the length one more time, when I hear the door to the house next door open and shut. I try not to turn and look—I really do—but it’s like I have no control over my head as it swivels on my shoulders, my body following right behind. Before I can blink, I’m standing there, staring right at Beth.
She’s wearing a sundress, the hem falling to a couple of inches above her knees. It’s flowered and has little straps on the shoulders, bringing instant memories of her as a little girl in those dresses her madre put on her.
“Your mom would be proud,” I say, remembering at the last second that I can’t simply walk over to her without setting off my cuff. It sobers me rapidly.
She tilts her head at me in question. “Why is that?”
“The dress,” I answer, wishing I hadn’t turned around now. She’s so fucking beautiful that it hurts. “She used to put you in dresses like that when you were little, no?”
She looks down at her clothing then back up at me, a smile rippling across her face. “Oh my gosh, you’re right. I never even thought of it. I can’t believe you remember that.”
She walks closer until she’s standing in front of me, a touch closer than you’d normally stand for a conversation. I catch a hint of cinnamon in the air around her and feel every nerve in my body stand at attention, like the whole battalion is salivating, ready to sit down to a feast. And really, being near Beth like this is a feast. For my eyes, my nose, my ears, my skin. Even though we’re not touching, I can feel her as if she were stroking one of her soft hands down my arm.
“I remember all sorts of things about you, linda,” I say, my voice rough.
She blushes. “I remember a whole lot about you too.” Her eyes sparkle in the afternoon sun, and I feel more out of my element than I ever have in a gang war or a prison lockdown. I’m drowning, and I’m not sure what to do about it, because simply willing it away doesn’t seem to work. I’m also hungry, so starved for any scrap of who I used to be, that I just can’t send her away. Not yet.
“So,” I say, gesturing to the patio around the corner at the back of my house. We walk that direction slowly. “What do you remember about me?”
When we reach the patio, I pull out the bench at the picnic table that’s there, abandoned, just like me.
We both sit, and I straddle the bench so I can face her. She leans the side of her face on her hand as her elbow rests on the tabletop.
“I remember how much you loved your mom,” she tells me. “She was a really sweet woman.”
I nod. Most of the pain I used to feel when I thought about my mom has dulled. I risked a visit once, years ago, before my arrest and conviction, when I knew the cops were closing in on me and I might not ever have another chance. I try to write her as much as I can. She quit going to school in Mexico when she was eight or nine, so she has to get someone to read the letters to her. It’s hard for her to find people she can trust to help her write back too, so I don’t get many return letters, but when I do, I can tell that she’s been reading what I sent. She was heartbroken over the conviction, but there wasn’t much I could do. I wasn’t willing to end all contact, and the return address to a prison makes it pretty damn obvious where you are.
“Yeah,” I tell Beth. “Mi madre is the best. She gave me as good a life as she could. I was a lucky kid.”
She nods, sadness washing over her features. I hate to see it, hate to see the sympathy or whatever the fuck it is. I’m a man. I don’t want a beautiful woman viewing me as something to be pitied. I struggle not to let my frustration show.
“So, where is she now?” Beth asks.
“She’s near Monterrey, and she’s got a place to live with her sister.” I don’t tell Beth that it’s a corrugated metal shack with a dirt floor and that my mom has had to move four times in seven years so he won’t find her. I don’t tell anyone about him. Ever.
“That’s good,” she says, giving me a small smile. She folds her hands on the top of the table primly, and I can’t help but reach out to touch one finger. Softly stroking the ring that circles it.
“And your parents? How are they?”
“Good. My mom had a heart attack a while back, but she’s doing well, and the doctors say she should be just fine.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Did it scare you?” I bring her hand down to the bench, holding the tips of her fingers in mine.
“A little, but she’s tough, and I feel good about the recovery.”
“Good.” I watch my thumb rubbing gently over her fingers as if it’s not attached to my body. Her skin is so soft that it sort of inhibits my ability to think straight. I hear a little sound from her and look up into her eyes. They’re sweet and warm, maybe a little tired.
“Juan?” she asks quietly.
I clear my throat, looking back down. “Yeah, linda?” I know I need to quit touching her. I’m sure that’s what she’s about to say, but I just…can’t. I can’t. It’s been so long since someone talked to me, wasn’t a threat to me, touched me, let me touch them. I feel like I’ve died and gone to Heaven just from this one little point of contact, my thumb on her fingers.
“I always had a thing for you. You know, a crush or whatever.”
I chuckle, the bitter irony of it all catching me hard in the solar plexus. I waited years to hear Beth say something like this to me, and now that she finally does, it’s too late.
“I always had a thing for you too.” I keep my head down, watching our now intertwined fingers so that she won’t see the sorrow on my face.
“I think I might still have a thing for you,” she tells me so softly that it’s almost a whisper.
Now I look up into her eyes. “Oh, 3mi corazon,” I answer sadly. “You can’t. You know that. I’m not for you, and you’re definitely not for me.” I let go of her hand and scoot back away from her.
She doesn’t move, just watches me thoughtfully. “But you’re out now, and you can change things, can’t you?”
I scratch my head and huff out a laugh. “Yeah, it’s not that simple, chica.”
“I know it’ll be hard—getting a job, finding a place to live—but you can do it. I’ll help you. It’s what I do. I know people who can work with you.”
I stand up, realizing what a mistake it was to let down, even for a few minutes. If I thought a job in a greenhouse was the shiny diamond of hope, I had no idea what talking to Beth Garcia could do. It’s like someone setting the Crown Jewels in front of me. But, of course, if I reached out, they’d be wrenched away before I ever touched them. Just like every good thing in my life has been wrenched away for the last seven years. I know better than to fall for that trick again. Fate loves to fuck with me.
It’s time to remember who I am. An RH. Put the mask on and get back to business.
“Hey, I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I don’t need no help. Between the RH and the penal system, I got more help than I know what to do with. Really. Save it for your girls next door.”
She blinks at me. Then her eyes narrow and her lips purse. God, when she does that, it makes me want to plunge my tongue in her mouth and fucking eat her up.
“You keep telling yourself that, Juan. Tell yourself you don’t need us anymore—4tu familia. Because that’s what we are. What we’ll always be. I’ve already called David and he and Tomás want to come up and see you. They’re ready to help. My mom is sending some tamales for you, and I’ve asked Alexis and her boyfriend Gabe to come with me one of these weeks to meet you.”
Wait. What the fuck? Panic wells up inside of me. No, no, no. This is not how it’s going down.
“What the hell, Beth? Are you fucking crazy? 5Madre de Dios.” I grip my hair in both hands, pulling hard to try to keep my fists from punching something. “I’m not going to hang out with your hermanos, and you shouldn’t be talking to your madre about me at all. What the fuck are you thinking?” I totally lose my cool at this point, pacing around the patio like a caged cat. I’m so used to being confined that I don’t stray from the concrete, ensuring that my cuff won’t get set off.
6“Estas loca. No sabes nada de mi vida,” I start ranting in Spanish. I’m that pissed.
“I know more about your life than you think,” she counters. “And maybe I’m crazy, but nothing I’ve said is any crazier than what you did! I know you were upset when the INS took your mom, but to run off and join the RH? What the hell were you thinking, Juan? Why would you do something like that?”
And here we are, right where I never wanted to be. The place I’ve tried to avoid for seven long years. The question I simply can’t answer, because if I answer this one, the next one is the one that means life or death—to me and to my mother. No one can ever know why I allowed myself to be bought by the RH, because that’s what they did—they bought me. Paid in the one currency I couldn’t turn down, and once the exchange took place, they owned me. Beth can’t change that. No one can.
If it were anyone but Beth, I’d do the gangster routine—make a lot of noise, say something crude and angry, then go inside the house where she isn’t allowed to follow. But it is Beth, and I just can’t do it, no matter how freaked out I am.
I stop, standing in front of her, trying to calm my voice. “Look, linda. I appreciate the effort. But I’m a lost cause. It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter why I joined the RH. The fact is I did, and it can’t be undone. You were my family, and that’s why I can’t have you all up in my business. It’s not safe, and it’s not the right order of things, you know? Your brothers should be worrying about getting their next client for their business and which women they’re going to marry. Your mom should be taking care of her health and giving you all a bunch of crap about having grandkids. No one should be worrying about me getting a job or how I’m going to hide from the RH when I’m out of here. And not you, especially. The idea of you near this life—it makes me sick, Beth. Can you get that?”
I see hurt pass over her face, and she turns away from me so I’m looking at her profile. She stands silently for a moment, and I try to memorize the curve of her jaw where it scoops up to her ear, the tiny bump in the bridge of her nose that I know happened when she tried to climb up to David’s tree house when she was seven, the way the breeze sends her hair feathering across her brow. I know this is probably the last time I’ll be this close to Beth Garcia, the love of my youth. I want to engrave this image of her, this feeling, this day, on my heart where it’ll keep me warm for the years to come.
She slowly turns back to face me and what I see in her eyes stops me from uttering a single word. There is a stony determination there, an unwavering solidity, but also something else. Something that jabs at my chest and makes my palms break out in a sweat. Deep down, I know what it is, but I won’t allow even the idea to pass through my mind. The words shouldn’t be thought, much less felt.
“I know he’s in there. My Juan. The Juan I grew up with and cared about all those years." Her voice is solid, unyielding. "I don’t know what happened, why you went to the RH, but I do know you didn’t do that drive-by. You’re not capable of shooting a little girl.”
I swallow hard, my gut twisting and my vision growing hazy around the outside. I silently tell myself to breathe, bringing my hand up to my face and scrubbing at the stubble there so she won’t see me gasping for my next breath.
“I haven’t held on to that many things in my life, Juan. My family, a couple of friends—that’s it. I haven’t cared enough to bother with a lot of people. As long as I had my brothers and sisters, I had what I needed. But that’s why I know, if I want to hang on to something or someone, they must really matter.”
She turns her back to me, takes a couple of steps away, then swings back around, and before I know it, she’s right there in front of me, her palm cradling my cheek.
“I have to hang on to you. I can’t bear for you to disappear again. I won’t let you. You don’t have to like it. You don’t even have to agree to it. It’s just how it has to be. I’m going to find you, Juan. And then I’m going to bring you home.”
She looks into my eyes for another moment before she turns on her heel and walks away.

1 Vato = Dude
2 Ese = slang term similar to dude, but less polite
3 Mi corazon = my heart
4 Tu familia = your family
5 Madre de Dios = mother of God
6 Estas loca. No sabes nada de mi vida = You’re crazy. You know nothing about my life.




I let the phone ring a fifth time. “Please pick up, David,” I whisper.
“Beth?” His voice on the other end is short. I’ve apparently caught him at a bad time.
“Yeah, hey,” I answer as I lean back against the kitchen chair. “I really need you, David.”
I can hear him moving around, then a door shutting. “Okay, what’s up?”
“It’s about Juan.”
“Have you seen him again?”
“Yeah, just a bit ago.”
“And what happened?” He sounds concerned, but I suspect it’s not for the right reasons.
“He pretty much told me to mind my own business. And the rest of the family too.”
I sigh as I stand and open the refrigerator, absentmindedly taking out a Monster and popping the top. I take a sip before continuing, the cold bubbles stinging as they roll down my throat.
“He thinks that he’s a lost cause and we should all go on about our business.”
I can hear my brother breathing on the other end. “Well,” he says glumly, “that’s what we’ve been doing for seven years. Going on about our business.”
“David, no. Don’t start with the guilt again. You did everything you possibly could to find him. You and Dad spent weeks combing the streets looking for him after he ran away. He didn’t want to be found.”
“And now he doesn’t want to be helped. What’s the difference, Beth?”
I take another gulp of what tastes like a bubbly SweeTart, wondering when I became so inured to both the caffeine and the flavor.
“The difference is, I know where he’s at, and he can’t get away for another seventy-five days or something. Now’s our chance, David. Once he leaves the halfway house, he’ll go off and do something stupid or noble again and we won’t be able to find him. We have a little over two months to convince him that he deserves a real life, you know?”
I listen to the silence from the other end of the phone, picturing the way his forehead is probably wrinkling in concentration. The way he scrapes at his thumb with his forefinger while he weighs the options. Finally, he answers.
“You always did have a thing for him, didn’t you?”
“What?” My heart skips a beat. “He’s like a brother to me, and he’s a good guy. That’s all.” I cross my fingers behind my back, hoping somehow it will ward off the bad karma I’ve just invited by lying.
David snorts over the phone. “Yeah, right. I’ll tell you something, little girl. If I come up there and decide that he’s not our Juan anymore, you’ll be finding someone else to save. I won’t have you spending time with anyone who’s dangerous, Beth. I don’t care if he was like a brother to me or if you’ve laid all your schoolgirl fantasies on him. Your safety matters more than any of that crap.”
I bite down on my tongue to prevent the litany of Spanish insults straining to emerge. The men in my family are such overbearing asses sometimes that it makes me want to hurt them…with my fists. But I need David’s help with this. I can’t afford to piss him off. So I keep quiet for a minute until my temper is under control.
“Okay. I hear you. Just please…come up this weekend and we’ll go see him together. Talk to him, find out whatever you can about his plans. Remind him how much you meant to each other.”
David clears his throat, and when he speaks, his voice is rough. “He was the best friend I ever had. That’ll always be true, no matter what happens next.”
I nod, too overwhelmed with the emotion in my throat and behind my eyes to speak.
“All right. You win,” David mutters. “I’ll be there Saturday morning around ten. And if you had some empanadas and coffee for me, that’d help.”
A smile stretches across my face as I pump my fist in the air. “You got it, big brother.”

Friday seems to drag on forever. I spend the day in class and at the library. Finally, late in the afternoon, when I can’t take the strain of acting like I’m focused on coursework anymore, I text Jill and head to our favorite local coffee shop off campus. The Higher Ground is a hangout for women’s studies students, skate punks, and a random collection of Rastafarians and wannabe musicians. The place usually has several guys with guitars sitting around, strumming their latest creation on the sidewalk out front while kids in skinny jeans and multiple piercings clatter their skateboards up and down the pavement.
After dodging a guy with a purple Mohawk whose board flips out from under him and crashes into the side of the building, I walk into the darkened interior of the shop, breathing in the scent of patchouli and roasted coffee. Once my eyes adjust, I see Jill sitting across the room on one of the shabby, velvet sofas that fill the corners of the space.
“Hey,” I say as I approach her and collapse onto the sofa.
“Hey yourself,” Jill answers, reaching to the table in front of us and grabbing a cup of coffee, which she hands to me. Her platinum crew cut is starting to get dark roots, but somehow it manages to look good on her, even with the hot pink nose ring she’s sporting in one nostril.
“Thanks.” I sip at the hot liquid gingerly. “I really needed this.”
“What’s shakin’, girl? You’ve been MIA for days now and you look all stressified.”
I lean my head against the smooth, leather back of the sofa, closing my eyes briefly.
“It’s this guy,” I say, opening my eyes and looking at Jill, who watches me with a bemused expression.
“The convict?”
“Juan. His name is Juan.”
“God, you finally go and do it and holy shit, Bethy.”
“What does that mean?” I scowl at her.
“You finally get bitten by the love bug and it’s a fucking gangbanger who’s served hard time.” Jill shakes her head. “You just had to make it really complicated, didn’t you?”
“I haven’t been bitten by any bug.” I roll my eyes. “He’s an old family friend. I told you that.”
Jill smirks as she takes a sip of her drink. “I think you told yourself that. All I heard was yada yada yada, Juan is wonderful, yada yada yada, Juan is special.”
“Fuck off,” I mutter.
Jill laughs, and I can’t help but crack a smile.
“So tell Mama Jill all about it. He still being an obstinate ass?”
“Yeah. I saw him the day before yesterday and he pretty much told me to go away and mind my own business.”
“But you’re not going to, I assume.”
I set the coffee down on the adjacent table and turn so I can face her. “Seven years ago we couldn’t stop him from walking out the front door of our house and joining a gang. It ended up getting him put in prison for four years. Then, just ten days after he gets out, I go to work and there he is, standing fifteen feet away from me. What are the odds? He’s stuck there for ninety days, and I work next door. I can’t ignore that. It’s like a big, flashing neon sign that says, ‘Help him. You failed him before. Don’t fail him again.’”
“You sure you’re not doing all this just because you feel guilty?”
I shake my head but keep my lips sealed for a few beats. My heart flutters inside my chest as the image of him flashes in my mind. His thick, soft hair and eyes that are almost black, the pupils only a few shades darker than the irises. The way his strong jaw flexes when he goes hard and cold, trying to withdraw. Then, before I can stop it, the image shifts down his body to his broad shoulders, which stretch the white T-shirts he wears, his firm chest and abs that, even through a shirt, I can tell are rock hard. He’s sex on a stick, right up to his damn ears. I can visualize licking a line right from the corner of his mouth, along his jaw, to one of those earlobes, then sucking it into my mouth as he whispers my name.
“It’s not guilt,” I say, my voice a bit shaky. “I can’t explain it. David doesn’t understand either, but I have to help him. One way or another, I have to save him, Jill.” I look up at Jill, eyes stinging with the tears I never allow to fall.
Jill takes my hand and squeezes briefly before releasing it. “Oh, Bethy.” She shakes her head and sighs. “So what’s the plan? And how can I help?”
This is the Jill that I adore, the loyal friend who’d walk through fire—or hang out with a felon—to support me.
“I convinced David to come up tomorrow and go visit Juan with me. I told him to get whatever information he can out of Juan. I don’t think he did it. The drive-by. I don’t think there’s any way he could shoot a little girl like that. I mean, I knew him his entire life, Jill. People don’t change that much in a couple of years.” I shake my head briskly to dispel the very idea that Juan could commit such a heinous act. “Something’s just not right—about any of this. Joining the gang, the drive-by, the way he pushes me away. It’s not right. It’s not Juan. There’s something here we’re missing and we just have to keep digging and asking questions until we find it.”
“So let’s say you’re right and there’s more to this than a kid who panicked and joined a gang. How are you going to figure it out if he won’t tell you the truth?”
“I’m going to start by finding out about his conviction. I’m going to get every piece of information on it that I can. Something’s in those records that no one else has noticed and it’s going to help point me to what really happened to Juan.”
“And I suppose I’m going to be bringing you coffee and snacks while you comb through all of these reams of information?” Jill raises an eyebrow at me.
“I thought you’d never ask,” I reply as I reach into my backpack and pull out said reams of information.




SATURDAYS are low-key days at the halfway house. No meetings or training sessions. Just our assigned house chores and free time. For guys who’ve been in prison for a while, time with nothing to do is the rule rather than the exception. We’re real good at sitting around in small spaces with absolutely nothing to occupy ourselves. But here, I can go outside, smell the fresh air, and watch the world. Birds, squirrels, flowers. I’m so hard up that I’m even happy to see bugs. Any chance to be outside and look at something other than chain link and bare dirt. It’s like a gift.
It’s about eleven, and the temperature is getting warmer quickly. Summer’s just around the corner. I can feel it in the air. I’m watering the new plants along the side of the property when I notice a tiny frog in the dirt underneath one of the honeysuckle bushes. I bend down and carefully lift him between my thumb and forefinger. I place him in the palm of my opposite hand and softly stroke his tiny back.
“Hey, little vato. How’s it goin’?” I ask quietly.
He’s smooth and still, his sides expanding and retracting as he breathes. I hold him up to my face so we’re nose to nose. He blinks at me. Do frogs blink? News to me.
“I’m putting more plants out here for you, little man. There’ll be more shade and water. We’ll keep you cool this summer, yeah?”
“Wow. I thought the RH would have broken you of the whole talking-to-small-animals thing,” a voice says behind me.
My heart nearly stops. I close my eyes, a sharp pain stabbing through my chest as I try to take a breath. I slowly return the frog to the dirt beneath the shrub. Then I stand and roll my shoulders before I turn around.
David was always an inch or two shorter than me, but he’s filled out, not the skinny kid I used to put in a headlock when we were fucking around at soccer practice. He has his hair cut short—a business cut, I think they call it. He’s wearing a short-sleeved polo shirt untucked over a pair of faded jeans. His watch is expensive, and I notice a set of Volvo keys dangling from his fingers.
My eyes shoot over his shoulder to where Beth stands a few feet away, her hands clasped in front of her chest, a look of hope on her face. She gives me a small, encouraging smile, and I know I have to do this even though it’s nearly enough to put me down for the count.
I scratch my head, not sure how to begin.
“Yeah,” David says as he takes a step closer. “I don’t know what the hell to say either.” He puts out his hand and we clasp for a moment. “It’s good to see you, hermano,” he tells me quietly.
I release his hand. “I guess I know how you ended up here,” I answer.
He raises an eyebrow to me then glances behind him. Beth has vanished, leaving us to deal with one another in all our angst and awkwardness.
“You look real good, bro.”
“Thanks, man.” He stuffs his car keys in his front pocket. “Beth tells me you’re here for a few weeks, yeah?”
I nod. “Yeah, just, uh… Just trying to get settled, you know. Find a job, a place to live.”
Fuck, this is humiliating. I want to either die or crawl into the dirt with the frog. David’s everything I always thought I’d be—professional, clean-cut, smooth. The kind of guy girls like his sister should be with. The kind of guy who lives in a big house in San Antonio.
“That’s great, man. Any ideas what you might do? Where you’ll live?”
I glance down at the spot where the frog was and see that he’s disappeared. Lucky bastard.
“Not too sure, no. They’ve got all kinds of fancy ideas for me, but I imagine I’ll be washing dishes at a restaurant or something.”
David scrutinizes me. It’s a dumb-ass word, but there’s no other way to describe it.
“Yeah, you always loved washing up after your mom made enchiladas, so I can see why that’d be a good choice.”
I can’t help it. I snort. My mom made the cheesiest enchiladas ever seen, and our little apartment didn’t have a dishwasher—well, except for me. Trying to pry all that melted cheese off the plates after enchiladas was sheer torture. I used to pay David all my lawn mowing money to get him to do it for me.
“Seriously, hermano,” he says as he walks past me and sits backwards on the bench at the picnic table. “What the hell are you doing? A dishwasher? Why don’t you go back to school, try community college or something? Maybe coach some soccer? You’re good at all kinds of shit, and you know as well as I do that you’re a good damn student. There’s no reason you should be washing dishes at some greasy spoon.”
I try really hard not to scoff at him as I kneel and start pulling tiny weeds out of the flowerbed I’ve created next to the rosebush.
“Yeah, well, ain’t no one going to be letting me near their kids to coach soccer, bro. In case you don’t remember, I just spent four years locked up for killing a kid. Not exactly soccer coach material.”
“You spent four year locked up for the being in the general vicinity when a kid got killed. Beth doesn’t think you did it,” he answers, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees.
“Beth’s got a good heart, man. But not much knowledge about how the world really works.”
He nods like he’s thinking about stuff. His lips kind of purse the same way Beth’s do when she’s about to let loose over something.
“Funny thing is, I don’t think you did it either. I spent my whole fucking life with you, and as long as I can remember, you were rescuing kittens and helping my little sisters with their homework, talking to toads.” He huffs out a bitter laugh. “Hell, you wouldn’t even kill a bug when you found it in the house. I can’t even begin to remember how many times I watched you catch some sort of spider or beetle and toss its ass outside instead of just smashing it the way everyone else would. You could no more shoot a child than I could hit my mother.”
I look at him, an understanding of sorts passing between us. It might have been seven years, but David knows me—better than anyone else in this world.
“Yeah, well, the courts said I did it, the penal system said I did it, the newspapers said I did it, so that’s all that matters now.”
“No, it’s not, hermano.” He stands and walks to me before he places his hand on my shoulder and looks me in the eye. “There are people who care. I care. Your family cares. Don’t let this go. Fight it, man. Fight it all. If it’s too late to fight the conviction, at least fight for the rest of your life. You’re twenty-five damn years old. You’ve got sixty years ahead of you. Fight for that shit.”
I shake my head at him, my insides aching and my stomach nauseated and cramped. “Look, Beth doesn’t understand this and I don’t want to explain it to her, but you can. The RH will never let that happen. I’m stuck in Texas for the next seven years because of the restrictions on my parole. If I get settled anywhere in the state, they’ll find me. You don’t walk away from them, bro.”
He looks horrified. And rightfully so. His hand drops from my shoulder and he runs it through his hair, immediately messing up the stylish cut.
“So what the hell are you going to do? You can’t go back to them, Juan. Seriously. Tell me you aren’t just going to go back to that.”
“No, man. I’m going to try to do everything I can to stay the hell away from them. But that means I’m going to be taking whatever backroom jobs I can find, living off of cash, in out-of-the-way spots, and moving around as much as possible. There’s no fancy schools or cushy office jobs in my future.”
I almost feel sorry for him. No civilian could ever really understand what I’m facing here. And it’s not like I’m a normal gang member. The RH knows exactly who I am and how much I’m worth. They keep much tighter tabs on me than they do a normal member.
But I’ve forgotten how smart David is. He’s always been quicker than a whip, outsmarting teachers and coaches our whole childhood. Not always the one to shout out the answer, but always ready with it when needed.
He’s pacing the area between the planter and the patio now, wearing out the poor grass as he goes. I can tell the wheels in his head are grinding away, and I’m scared of what he’s going to come up with.
“Why’d you join?” he says suddenly. “You had a safe place to live. You know my parents would have let you stay forever. You’d have had a home there for as long as you wanted or needed. Why’d you run off and join the RH? I never understood what happened.”
“I was going to get deported, ese.”
“And we were ready to fight that. You know we were. You couldn’t prove you were born here, but they couldn’t prove you weren’t. Without a birth certificate, no one could prove anything. It would have taken years to get to the point where someone was seriously looking to deport you. By that time, all kinds of things could have happened—another amnesty act, a great lawyer, some loophole somewhere.”
“I couldn’t take that chance,” I say, my agitation at his line of questioning increasing by the second. This is the conversation I’ve been avoiding for seven years, the one I knew would happen if Beth pushed me to keep seeing her and her family.
“And if you were deported? Would living in Mexico with your mom really have been that much worse than sitting in a prison here? Fuck, man. How can Mexico be worse than prison?”
And there it is, the crux of it all. As usual, David is too damn smart for his own good. And certainly for mine. I debate. Do I pull out RH Juan? Tell David to fuck himself, threaten him maybe? It’d send him and Beth on their way for good, I have no doubt. There’s no chance David will risk Beth’s safety if he thinks I’m violent or unpredictable. It’s what I ought to do. The smart, safe thing to do, because if he can ask the question—why is living in Mexico worse than living in prison—then he can search for the answer, and I can’t let that happen.
But somewhere deep inside me, there is a seventeen-year-old straight-A student and soccer star clawing to be free. A young man who has a future and wants to claim it in spite of the odds that it’s already far too late. So I don’t pull out RH Juan.
“You got to believe me on this one, hermano. For me, living in Mexico would be worse than being in prison.” Then, before he can say another word, I give him a quick tap on the shoulder. “Thanks a lot for coming by. Tell Beth I said goodbye. Take care, bro.”
I head inside faster than one of my homeboys leaves the scene of a turf war.

Most kids think they live under constant rules. Schools, parents, coaches, sports, games—they all have rules. It seems, when you’re ten or twelve, that your life is nothing but rules. At seventeen, I thought being an adult meant I’d finally be out from under the rules. I’d be free to do what I wanted, go where I wanted. Little did I know that, by the time I was eighteen, I’d be living with more rules to follow than I’d had in the rest of my life combined.
Gangs may seem like they’re chaotic, disordered anarchy. They’re anything but. Some of the smartest men I’ve known are the higher-ups—the lieutenants and captains—in gangs. There are rules in gangs. Lots and lots of rules. And when you’re me, the rules are even stricter. From the very first day with the RH, I lived under a complex set of rules designed to get the most use out of me while affording me the protection I needed.
I went from the rules of the RH to the rules of prison, which are even more complex because they involve the rules of the prison administration, the rules of the legal system, the rules of the prison guards, the rules of the prison gangs, the rules of the guy in the laundry who’s a lot fucking bigger than you and doesn’t feel like doing his share of the work. It’s nothing but rules day in and day out. And you’d sure the fuck better learn them fast or you’ll never make it without becoming someone’s old lady or a corpse.
Now, at the halfway house, there are fewer rules, but enough to keep the place from blowing up. The rules about visitors are simple. You can have visitors outside and no more than two at a time. I’ve stayed inside the last couple of days to make sure that Beth can’t ambush me again. I feel certain that David is done with me, but Beth is another issue. She’s persistent as fuck, and I’m worried that she won’t give up without me doing something I’ll despise myself for afterwards.
That’s why, when the house manager knocks on the door to my room and tells me I have a visitor out front, my gut clenches at the same time my heart speeds up and my palms start sweating. God, I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to send her away, and I don’t want to hurt her. The mere thought of it is killing me inside.
“Who is it?” I ask through my door.
“Your priest,” the manager answers.
I’m not sure if he’s being sarcastic or not, but I hear his feet retreating, so I know I have to handle this myself.
I stand up, run a hand through my hair, and try to get my head on straight. I have to be firm with her. Just tell her in no uncertain terms that she can’t come back, that I don’t want her help. No matter how much of a lie it is, I have to tell it. After all, I’ve told far worse lies in my life. Lies to save me, lies to save my mother, lies to make other people suffer.
A couple of minutes later, I open the front door and stop dead. It’s not Beth standing there waiting for me, but Father Jorge, parish priest for Our Lady of Assumption and paid employee of the RH.
I swallow and step out onto the front porch, tilting my chin at him. “Father,” I say in my best RH tone. “Long time no see.”
He smiles, and it reminds me of a snake about to strike. “Juan. My son, it’s good to see you. You look well.”
I briefly clasp his offered hand and follow him to the chairs on the porch he motions to. We each take a seat, and he leans forward, elbows on knees, and looks at me from under his bushy brows.
“How are you, Juan? Are things here going well?” he asks.
“Yeah, 1Padre. Everything’s good. Just serving my last few weeks until I’m done here.” I don’t elaborate on what being done means next, but I hope he’ll assume I’m referring to returning to the RH.
“A lot of people are waiting for you, Juan,” he tells me with that same smarmy smile on his face. “Your hermanos are anxious to hear from you. They’re wondering why you haven’t been in touch?”
My heart races for a moment before it settles back down. I’m too good at this game to get caught up by Father Jorge. Stupid bastard.
“I still got the cuff, Padre. I figured there’s not much point in calling until it’s off. Besides, I want to come see everyone in person, you know? As soon as the cuff’s off, I can get over to the old neighborhood, bring everyone some gifts. I’m just laying low now so I don’t draw no attention to anything. It’s better safe than sorry.”
He nods. “It’s good to hear you’re thinking about when you can see your hermanos again. I know they’ll like that. You’ve got a few more weeks until it’s off, 2verdad?”
“Yeah, that’s right.” Fuck, they’ve been watching closer than I thought.
“Well, I’ll be back to help you celebrate, son. But until then, your friends sent this.” He hands me a small envelope. “They do searches here?” he asks quietly as he nonchalantly glances around.
“No, man. Not without cause.”
“Good.” He looks at me with a new hardness in his eyes. “Don’t give cause, no?”
“Yeah, Padre. Whatever you say.”

1 Padre = father, either your actual father or a priest
2 Verdad = true




DAVID makes me so mad I could spit nails.
“What do you mean I don’t understand and there’s nothing more we can do?” I rail as we drive back to my house after we’ve visited Juan.
“Exactly what I said. He’s up against stuff that you don’t get, Beth. It’s more complicated than just getting him a job and an apartment or something.”
“So explain it to me. I’m not stupid, in case you hadn’t noticed.” I huff out an angry breath and look out the car window so I won’t have to face my asinine brother.
David rubs his chin, exasperation spreading across his handsome face. He grips the steering wheel of his Volvo C70 until his knuckles turn white. “The RH will come after him,” he finally says, his voice low and sad.
“What do you mean? Like they’ll force him to come back to them?”
“Exactly.”
I turn, my eyes wide, and stare at him, the low-lying buildings of central Austin blurring on either side of the car as we drive. His eyes are covered by Aviators, but I have a strong feeling that, if I could see them, they’d be misted over.
“I’ve heard it’s not easy to leave a gang, but that’s when you’re still living in the neighborhood, right? Still trying to hang out at the same places? I mean, if he’s in a different town, doesn’t call anyone from his past, it’s not like they’re going to hunt him down in Laredo or whatever.” I squint at David, looking for confirmation of my rationality.
“No. Actually, they will hunt him down. At least that’s what he says. He also says that, because of it, he’ll be forced to take jobs off the books and move around a lot. Not really conducive to achievements or friends and family.” David turns the car onto my street and pulls over in front of my duplex.
He turns the engine off and shifts to face me. “Look, I get why you asked me to come. He is the same guy underneath it all. I could feel it too. I don’t think he’d ever hurt you, and I don’t think he hurt that little girl. But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s in a situation we can’t fix for him. This is major shit. Organized crime. Guys who kill for a living. This is way beyond what we can help with.”
I digest what he’s said for a moment. I’m trying to be reasonable—I really am—but there’s a place in my heart, this soft spot far deep inside, that hurts every time I look at Juan, and it won’t be reasonable. It just won’t, and it seems to be in control of most of what I think, feel, and do. But I’m smart enough to know that I can’t explain this to my big brother in a way he’d ever understand. Best to let David think I’ve given up. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.
“Okay,” I answer quietly. “I understand what you’re saying. I hate it, but I understand it.”
“I’m really sorry, 1hermanita.” He leans over and gives me a kiss on the forehead. “It’s tearing me up too, but sometimes people can’t be saved. Juan’s one of those people.”
I nod.
“I’ll always wish I could have figured out what the hell made him do it though,” he mutters almost to himself rather than me.
“Made him do what?”
“Join the RH. I asked him today. I told him he’d had a home with Mom and Dad as long as he wanted and that he was never in danger of being deported right then anyway. He just kept up the same old song and dance—he couldn’t risk the deportation. But you know, I finally asked him how being in Mexico with his mom was worse than being here in prison.”
“What did he say?” I ask, trying not to look too interested even though warning bells are going off in my head.
“He didn’t answer. Just thanked me for coming and went inside.” David pauses, watching a little boy across the street riding his Big Wheel. “That’s the part I’ll never understand though. Why would Huntsville be better than Mexico?”
Somehow I know that David has finally asked the million-dollar question. And I’m going to get it answered even if it kills me.

The papers are endless. Even with only the most basic social worker’s access to public records, I’m able to pull hundreds of documents dealing with Juan’s arrest and conviction. And regretfully, I’ve learned it all by heart. I know that, at six thirty-two on a Friday night, five years previous, a dark Cadillac Escalade traveled down the 700 block of James Street in Austin, where seven-year-old Amanda Johnson was playing in the front yard of her mother’s house. She was standing, holding one of her Barbie dolls, and talking to the puppy her Uncle Felix had brought her as a gift the day before.
Her uncle and two other men were outside drinking, leaning against a Lincoln Continental parked in the yard near her.
Neighbors who were outside reported seeing the Escalade slow down as it approached the house. Then, before the men in the front yard had a chance to react, the rear window of the Escalade rolled down and the barrel of an AK-47 extended. Shots rang out as Amanda’s uncle ran for the house, diving through the front door while bullets sprayed the yard, injuring one of the other men. The Escalade came to a complete stop as the occupants fired a round at the front windows of the house. The men in the yard had produced their own guns by that point and were returning fire. Autopsies showed that the bullet that killed the child came from the AK-47, however—not one of the Glocks used by the men on the property.
Amanda’s mother was heard screaming as she exited the house, running toward her daughter amidst a final round of gunfire from both sides. Then the Escalade peeled off, heavily tinted windows preventing bystanders from seeing who was inside, and a blacked-out license plate further hampering any possibility of identifying the shooters.
I’ve read the account so many times that I now know what types of guns were used, all the places in the yard and house where the bullets were recovered, and the names of the BBz who were involved. I also know how many bullets tore through that girl’s tiny body and the hysterical words her mother screamed when police and paramedics found her clutching her baby four and a half minutes later.
But knowing all of this tells me nothing. Nothing more about whether Juan was there, whether he fired a gun, whether he killed a child. All knowing the details of that horrible, tragic day does is make me feel like giving him the benefit of the doubt might make me somehow complicit in the cycle. The cycle of violence and abuse and denial. I don’t want to be part of that cycle. I don’t want Juan to be part of that cycle. I just want it to all go away so I can have that beautiful boy back. I want to be the sixteen-year-old Beth who loved the seventeen-year-old Juan. Both of us so innocent, so idealistic, so untried.
But the world doesn’t stop because I want it to. Time doesn’t stop because people get hurt or make mistakes or die.
While I don’t find answers to my questions about Juan’s participation in that day, there are reams of information on Juan and his time with the RH. I read it all voraciously, desperate to understand his choices, his actions, him. His arrest record goes back to when he was eighteen and convicted of possession for the first time—an amount so small that the conviction was only for a misdemeanor. I find the investigating detective’s report on Juan’s relationship with the head of the Austin RH. The notes indicate that Juan was a member of the boss’s inner circle. He was made a captain at the age of nineteen and put in charge of his own team of mules, runners, and dealers.
I feel my stomach flip when I read the details. How could Juan be this person the reports talk about? I can’t picture him as a drug lord, sitting in some sleazy room somewhere, counting out cash and distributing heroin and meth to teenagers who then go out and spread the poison to other children and junkies.
The disparities between the Juan I knew growing up and the Juan in those reports are more than my mind can process. Juan was scared when his mom got deported, yes. He was lonely and worried during those days he stayed with my family, but how could he have been so desperate he’d turn to complete strangers? Strangers who a kid as smart as Juan had to have known would get him involved with very dangerous things? As much as Juan has tried to explain it away, I know it makes no sense. I know that what my family so easily accepted seven years ago isn’t the truth—or at least not all of it. I need a new way to get to the truth. I need fresh eyes, a creative approach to the puzzle, and I know exactly who can give it to me.

Uncle Max isn't really my uncle, but he's known me and my brothers and sisters since we were born. My dad's best friend from Mexico, Max came to the US just a few years after my dad and managed to get a law degree while he went through the process for citizenship. It was Max my family turned to when Juan's mother was deported. It would have been Max who braved the INS to try to stop Juan's deportation if Juan had let him.
I walk into Uncle Max's offices late in the day, hoping to catch him after he's done most of his work. His secretary, Isabella, looks up from her desk and smiles indulgently. "Well, look who wandered in off the street. How are you, mija?"
I lean over and give Isabella a kiss on the cheek. "I'm good. How are you?"
"I can't complain, but don't tell Max that. I like him to think I'm always slightly unhappy so he'll do things like give me longer lunches or pay for my health club membership.” She winks, and I laugh.
"Speaking of, is he around?"
"Sure. Just go on back. And I'm heading out in fifteen minutes, so I'll see you soon?"
"You got it, Isabella."
I walk down the carpeted hallway past the offices of Max's two partners and reach his corner suite, where the door is ajar. I knock twice.
"Uncle Max?" I poke my head in to find Max in his shirtsleeves, leaning over a conference table with stacks of papers and open books spread all over. "Uh oh. Looks like you're busy." I can't keep the disappointment out of my voice.
"What?" Max looks up as though he's been in a different world. "No, no. Come in, mija." He walks over and grabs me in a big bear hug. "I'm so glad to see you. Your timing is perfect. I've been looking through the documents in this case for hours. I can't do it another minute. Come in. Sit down. What brings you by?"
I sit in one of the big armchairs facing the desk while Max goes to the bar fridge in the corner of the room and takes out two bottles of water. He hands one to me before sitting in the other armchair.
I place my hands in my lap, take a deep breath, and jump in, telling Max everything I know about Juan, his last seven years, and the conviction. When I’m done, Max sits quietly, nodding for a moment.
"So what we all assumed about why he ran to the RH—that he was scared of getting deported—you don't believe it anymore?"
I look at Max, his astute gaze boring into me. And I realize he never believed it.
"You don't either."
He shakes his head, seemingly deep in thought for a moment. "I've never had any real proof. It was a hunch based on something his madre said to yours years ago."
"Maria? What did she say?"
"She told your mom that she could never go back to Mexico because of Juan's father. She said he was a dangerous man and she'd taken Juan and run from him when Juan was a baby."
"So he was probably abusing her." I gnaw on my lip for bit. "You think she told him his dad was dangerous and that's why he was desperate not to go back?"
"It certainly makes sense," Max replies.
I stand and pace up and down the length of the office. "So she was scared he'd find them and hurt her or Juan. And I can understand that when Juan was a child, but by the time she got deported, he was seventeen. I mean, doesn't it seem a little excessive to be that worried about your grown son and the father he wouldn't even remember? And obviously the guy hasn't found her, because Juan told me she's near Monterrey and fine."
Max shifts in his seat. "I agree. It seems excessive, but it's like she'd put the fear of God in Juan. He was really damn desperate to stay out of Mexico, no?"
Something in my gut kicks up a notch. Desperate is definitely the word for it. Juan's desperation was apparent in his decision to join the RH, and it’s apparent now in his refusal to accept any help or consider the possibility of another way out of his situation. Could an abusive father he's never known really make him this desperate?
"This is a clue, Max," I say definitively, coming to a stop in front of his chair. "But it's not the final answer. We need to find the answer. I can't just let him disappear again."
Max sighs as he leans forward and places his elbows on his knees. He looks tired and every one of his fifty-something years, but he’s nothing if not loyal to his best friend's family. He's never had a wife or children of his own, just his law practice and the annoyingly loyal Isabella. He's always had an extra-soft spot for me, something I’m afraid I know and use to my advantage.
"All right, mija. You know I can't deny you much of anything." He runs his hands through his hair before standing. He walks over to the large conference table and starts stacking papers up, slowly clearing half the surface. "Bring all those documents here and we'll sift through them, see what we can figure out. You're going to be spending a lot of nights and weekends here for a while. Hope you like whatever Isabella orders to eat. The woman tortures me with crap from that vegan place down the block whenever she gets the chance."
I laugh and wrap my arms around Max's ample middle. "Thank you, 2Tio," I say softly. "This means a lot to me."
"Eh. Thank me after we've actually figured something out. I have a feeling it's not going to be that easy."

1 Hermanita = little sister
2 Tio = uncle




AFTEr my meeting with David, Beth doesn’t come back, and I realize just how much I wish she would. It’s wrong, selfish, destructive, but God, how I wish she would. I'm lonely in a different way than I have been in years. In the RH, I had people to talk to, spend time with, distract me. In prison, I had my life to protect constantly, and that leaves very little energy to be lonely. Now, I have time in a safe place, and I have a vision—a vision of Beth and David and the life I once thought I'd lead. It makes me miss people and things that I haven't in years. It makes me so lonely that I physically ache inside.
Then, out of nowhere, on a sunny Friday afternoon, as I’m walking around the corner of the yard, bringing some fertilizer to put on the rosebushes, there she is.
Her hair is loose, a few little pieces blowing gently around her face. I see her reach up and pull a strand away from her lips where it’s stuck in her lip gloss. She’s wearing a pair of cut-offs and a lacy, white top with ruffles and tiny straps. It ends a good couple of inches above the waistband of her shorts and I can see her smooth, tan skin there, beckoning me like a sweet piece of caramel. The urge to lick that little strip of flesh is so strong that I have to stop walking for a moment and take a deep breath.
When I look up, she’s watching me, the expression on her face so serene and beatific that I momentarily think I must be looking at an angel.
“You came back,” I say softly as I step closer to her.
“I told you I wasn't going to let this go," she tells me matter-of-factly.
"I thought, once David explained everything, you'd get some better sense." My words are harsh, but my tone is tender, because I realize that, even if I was furious with this woman, I could never speak harshly to her. She will always be that gorgeous little girl in the floral sundress I need to protect above all else.
"I have plenty of sense." A tiny smile turns up the corners of her lips. "What I don't have enough of is men I care about and want to keep in my life."
"Ah, linda." I sigh. "You're killing me here. You know that, right?" I move a bit closer to her now, almost near enough to touch.
"Then stop fighting it," she whispers.
I take the last step, leaving only an inch between us, head to toe. I can see the shine on her sweet cherry lips and smell the cinnamon in her hair. "It'll never work. I'll never be free, and I won't bury you with me."
She gazes up at me, and there's so much trust in her eyes, so much faith and pure devotion, that it literally steals my breath away. For a moment in time, everything stops. The birds in the trees, the cars rolling by on the street, the sun beating down on my skin—all of it just stops as if someone hit the pause button. I look into her eyes, and I can't fight it any more than I can fight the gravitational pull that keeps my feet on the ground.
My head tilts incrementally to one side and lowers bit by excruciating bit until her breath feathers across my face and my lips meet hers. I press against their softness, hearing the tiny gasp that she makes. The lip gloss is slick, and I can't help but think of all the other places on both her body and mine that I'd like to make slick. I feel my breathing ratchet up a few dozen notches as my mind goes to static. I haven't kissed a woman since the night before I went behind bars, and my engine is revving at full throttle.
But Beth is special—beautiful and strong. If there is one thing I've learned working for the RH and living behind bars, it's how to control myself. When so much around you is out of control, you realize quickly that self-control is one of the best weapons you've got. As much as I want to press Beth up against the wall of the house right now and drive every part of me into every part of her, I don't. I stand stock-still, hands fisted by my sides, and I gently, ever so softly, kiss her.
It's electrifying. Like someone just took a defibrillator to my poor, shriveled lump of a heart. It surges to life and screams for freedom—freedom from the past, freedom from the sins, freedom to love this woman. I start to pull away, knowing that touching her more will only make the inevitable loss that much harder, but her hands snake up around my neck, and against my lips, she murmurs, "No."
"Beth," I gasp. "We can't."
She opens her eyes, lips millimeters from mine. Her long, dark lashes sweep up and then down once as she says, "Yes. We can."
Before I know what's happened, we're together from knees to lips, her warm, giving curves molded against me in places that haven't felt this in so long they've forgotten just how amazing it can be.
I put my hands on her waist, willing myself to keep them there. Her fingers play with the short hairs at the nape of my neck, and even as my dick swells and turns hard as a rock, some kind of tension releases from me at her touch. Her soft fingers soothe and entice at the same time. My tongue seeks hers, and when she opens her mouth to me, I stroke along her perfect, white teeth. She tastes like the cherry lip gloss and I know that cherry candy will now be my favorite flavor until the day I die.
I can feel her nipples harden against my chest, and I push my hard-on into her, desperate for relief. She groans and stands on her tiptoes, grinding her pelvis against me as she does.
My hands move up her sides, my thumbs finding the underneath of her breasts. If there were a form that was considered geometrically perfect, the curve of that sweet spot where her breasts meet her chest would be it. That curve should represent the most complex mathematical equation there is, and God, how I'd love to be the one man to solve it.
A car on the street honks, and I'm broken out of my spell. I pull back, breathing hard, my eyes searching her face for any sign of what she's thinking.
"I'm sorry," I say, quickly taking a step back. "I shouldn't have done that."
She has that look, the one where she's about to give me hell. If I weren't so embarrassed by my actions, I'd have to smile. As it is, I steel myself for her anger.
"I'm not sorry," she says. "We did that, not you. I kiss who I want, when I want, how I want." Her voice grows husky. "And I want you. To kiss—and a whole hell of a lot more."
I turn and pace a few steps away, running my hand through my hair. "But you shouldn't, linda. And you shouldn't say shit like that to men, especially not dangerous ones."
"You're not dangerous," she huffs out as she folds her arms across that perfect chest.
I feel a surge of adrenaline and stride forward until I’m looking down at her, her defiant stance mirroring my harsh one. "I am, little girl," I tell her firmly. "Not in the obvious ways. I would never raise a hand to you or any woman. But make no mistake—I'm dangerous as hell to you."
We freeze there, in a standoff of wills, and as committed as I am to protecting her, I also know, deep inside, that I can't deny her anything—even when that anything is me.
"Why did you join the RH?" she asks softly, breaking the stalemate.
I blink a couple of times, trying to let my body and my heart catch up with my brain. Shit.
"What?" I ask, stalling.
"Why did you join the RH?"
"You know the answer to that. I didn't want to get deported. They gave me forged papers, if you need me to spell it out."
"You wouldn't have been deported," she says confidently.
I scoff. "You don't know that, and I sure as hell didn't know it at the time."
"So"—she steps away and walks past me onto the patio—"you thought joining an organization that would almost certainly end up getting you killed or put in prison would be better than getting sent back to Mexico to live with your mom?"
I'm unable to respond. I am clearly fucked at this point. My jaw opens and closes, but no words come out.
"I mean, I can't believe that your mom would have thought it was better for you to be in prison than poor in Mexico. Right?"
I scratch my head and look down at my ankle with its big, plastic cuff. I hate this fucking cuff. It's almost harder having freedom right outside the door but not really within reach.
"Look, it was a long time ago and what's done is done. All I can do now is work with what I've got. Which ain't a hell of a lot, and that's why you can't be in the middle of it."
"Too late, vato. I am in the middle of it, and after a kiss like that, there's no way you're going to chase me off now." She stalks back to me, placing her hands on my chest, her palms pressing heat into my skin even through my T-shirt. "See, you gave yourself away with that kiss. No man kisses a woman like that unless he really feels something for her."
"I've never denied that I feel something for you," I whisper.
"Then you can't deny me. You can't tell me to lock my feelings away and pretend this isn't something important."
"Please don't do this, Beth. You know I can't resist you forever."
She nods, a devilish smile playing around her lips. "Exactly," she murmurs as she reaches up and initiates another steaming-hot kiss. When she pulls back, I'm dizzy with the closeness of her. My hands are on her arms, and I can't stop myself from running my fingers up and down her silky skin.
She looks down at my left arm. "Is it her?" she asks softly.
My eyes follow hers. The picture inked into my skin was copied from a newspaper, and it looks like a photograph, the details fine grained and multi-dimensional.
"Yeah," I say, my voice rough. "Amanda Johnson. This was her first-grade photo that they took in school the year she died."
I see Beth's eyes mist up. "Why? Why did you get this?" she asks, her voice trembling.
"So I'd never forget. So I'd always remember the price that's been paid for me to have a life, no matter what kind of a life that might be."
"You didn't kill her," she states factually, laying her head against my chest as my arms move to her back and rub gently.
"Does it even matter if I did or not? I'm as guilty as anyone. Anyone who was in the RH is equally guilty. The entire way of life is guilty. That poor kid was doomed the moment she was born into a gang family. You can't know what that's like, Beth. The gangbanger life is encoded into DNA or something. You're born to it and it'll find you one way or another. She never stood a chance. Just like I didn’t."
She looks at me closely. "No. You're not going to waste yourself like you intend. I know you're keeping something from me—from all of us. I know it's what will save you, so I'll find out what it is eventually. Until then, I'm going to keep coming to see you. I'm not going to leave you here alone. I'm coming back soon with my sister and her boyfriend. Then, when you get your cuff off, I'll be here and we'll figure out together how to keep the RH from taking you back. We lost you once, Juan. I lost you once. I won't let it happen again."
She gives me a sweet, chaste kiss on the cheek then walks next door, leaving me with an aching dick and a tangled mind.

Later that night, I open the envelope Father Jorge gave me. It's already getting worn from the hundred times I've looked at the contents. I pull out the newspaper clipping from the San Antonio Express. The photo is too small to see the man's face very well. He is wearing Aviators and a business suit as he walks through the airport, his well-toned physique clearly evident under the expensive fabric. His hair has only a small amount of gray at the temples, and like everything else about him, it's styled perfectly. He looks like a CEO or a movie producer.
I read the caption below the photo. Purported 1Santos Mexicanos leader Miguel Ybarra arrived in San Antonio yesterday for what he is calling "personal business." Authorities did not respond to inquiries from the Express about what the cartel boss could possibly be doing in the US. Ybarra has been banned from the country for over twenty-five years, but he recently got a reversal of the decades-old decision against him.
I lie on my bed, the newspaper clipping over my heart as I stare up at the drab ceiling. I measure out my breaths, that thing I do when everything around me feels so out of control. I can always control myself, and that’s what I’ve come to rely on. But now I’ve encountered two things that are wrecking that self-control I’ve relied on for so many years—Beth Garcia and Miguel Ybarra.
I pick up the clipping and focus on his image one more time. I try hard as I can to control what I feel when I look at the photo, but I can't. I'm cold and angry and empty. And I know that he's getting closer every day, and there might not be anyone who can protect me this time around.

1 Santos Mexicanos = The Mexican Saints




I visit Juan two more times before I bring Alexis and her boyfriend, Gabe, over. Each time, he tells me not to come back. Each time, I give him a kiss goodbye and say that I’ll see him in a few days. In between those battles, we talk—about growing up, about his mom, about plants. I explain my research project to him, and he asks about it when I see him the next time. I tell him my favorite drink at Starbucks, and he tells me he’s never been to a Starbucks. He says gangbangers don’t drink coffee. I laugh and ask him what gangbangers do drink. He says, “Coke and Colt 45.” I laugh harder.
The third week, I bring Alexis and Gabe. I know they only want to meet Juan because they think he’s dangerous, but I don't care. I want him to see how many people will care about him if he'll let them.
I watch as Gabe, a former Army MP who can give Juan's bad-assery a run for the money, sizes up the guy I’m falling hopelessly in love with. Once some sort of unspoken acceptance occurs between the two of them, an awkward conversation about tattoos takes place, ink apparently being the only thing the super-mechanic and my gangbanger have in common. At the end of the visit, Juan asks Alexis to keep me away from him and my heart is a little worse for wear.
I ride home with Gabe and Alexis, and I’m acutely aware of how difficult it’s going to be to integrate Juan into any sort of normal life. I’m at a loss as to how I’ll ever convince him he can live in the regular world when simple conversations with normal people are so fraught with landmines.
All the usual questions—what do you do for a living, did you go to college, where do you live—were off-limits. Anyone with any sense will notice within a few minutes of meeting Juan that he has a seven-year gap in his life. Years that can't be mentioned, discussed, exposed. And that’s if they even get to the point of speaking to him, because he’s more than a little intimidating to look at.
The tattoos are visible—on his arms, his neck, his shoulders, and his chest. And they aren't hipster, weekend tattoos; they’re gangbanger tattoos—the RH crown, the stars on his shoulders, three teardrops on his left hand between his index finger and his thumb. It makes me feel nauseated to think the teardrops might mean what urban legend claims they do—one for each murder the wearer has committed. I never fear what Juan might do to me, but I often fear what he might be capable of doing in general.
I know there’s no way he could have served four years in the state pen without being capable of some serious shit. It’s frightening to imagine, and in some of my weaker moments, I wonder if it’s too late to save someone who’s done those kinds of things. But then I strengthen my resolve and I’m ashamed of myself for the doubt. Juan deserves someone who will believe in him unconditionally. I’m determined to be that person.
And it’s with that determination firmly in hand that I leave my house two days after I took Gabe and Alexis to the halfway house. I go straight to my Uncle Max's office, where he meets me at the front door, locking it after I come in.
"I've been here for about an hour," he says as we walk back to his office. "I took a second look at the investigator's report from Juan's third arrest for possession with intent to sell. There's something I want you to see."
I follow Max into his domain, where he takes a file folder off the desk and motions for me to sit next to him at the conference table. He opens the file between us and runs his finger down the page, scanning for the spot he wants.
"Here it is," he says, jabbing his finger against the paper repeatedly. "Just look at this. ‘An informant within the Reyes Hispanos contends that suspect, Juan Martinez, has severed family ties to the Santos Mexicanos and is under the protection of the Reyes Hispanos. There is no other information about this rumor and no evidence to indicate its veracity, so detectives have dropped the line of inquiry, feeling that, true or not, it has very little bearing on these charges.
"Since we know Juan's mother isn't with the Santos Mexicanos"—Max huffs out a sarcastic laugh—"I didn't think a lot about this. The cops seemed to feel it wasn't worth much, and the informant was probably about as reliable as any desperate gangbanger would be. But then I was looking through a stack of back newspapers, trying to find something we'd posted in the legals for a client, and I came across this." Max slides a newspaper clipping along the surface of the table for me to read.
I look at the photo of a middle-aged man standing by a long, dark car, talking on his cell phone. He’s in shirtsleeves, cuffs rolled midway up his forearms, his tie loosened, one hand holding the phone and the other in his trousers pocket. Everything about him screams money, from the way he holds his body with such confidence to the thick, gold watch on his left wrist and the starched-linen collar of his shirt. He’s facing the camera, and from the slight blurriness in the photo, I’m guessing it was taken with a very long telephoto lens.
A big man in a suit and dark glasses is a few feet behind the other man. He stands watch, obviously a driver or some type of bodyguard.
As my eyes travel to the caption of the photo and back up to the man's face, my heart nearly beats out of her chest—Santos Mexicanos boss, Miguel Ybarra, stops to take a phone call on a street in San Antonio Saturday. US officials say they can no longer legally prevent Ybarra from entering the country, but they are keeping a close watch on him and his associates. The Mexican Consulate in San Antonio, where Ybarra was seen having lunch an hour before this photo was taken, had no comment on Ybarra's first visit north of the border in twenty-five years.
I swallow once hard before looking up at Max. There is this little part in the back of my head that’s already figured it out, but the rest of my mind is screaming, “No!” What it’s piecing together is too awful to imagine. Too much for me to comprehend, yet it takes all the loose ends in Juan’s life and his story and ties them neatly together.
"That was taken two weeks ago," Max tells me.
"It couldn't be…right?" I ask, breathless with the shock.
"I got online," Max continues, "and I found this." He pushes another photo at me, this one printed from the Internet. It’s a shot of Miguel Ybarra from a charity event. He is wearing a tuxedo and holding a glass of champagne, a smile gracing his face as he listens politely to the older woman talking to him. I stare, mesmerized and horrified in equal measure, into Juan's eyes in an older face.
"Oh my God," I choke out, shaking my head. "Oh my God."
Max looks at me seriously. "I'm not sure God is anywhere in this deal, mija."

I spend the next few days in a stupor. I go to class, I come home, I eat, I sleep. My mind is a tangle of reactions, fleeting thoughts, ominous fears. Finally, on day four, Jill corners me.
"All right. Out with it, Bethy. What the hell is going on?" Jill says as I stand waiting for soup to heat in the microwave.
"What are you talking about? Nothing's going on," I mutter, turning my back on her.
"I call bullshit." Jill hops off her perch on the kitchen table and walks over to lean against the counter next to me. She bends her face down, forcing me to look her in the eye. "What's. Happened? I know it's got something to do with Juan. Did he hurt you? Or threaten you? Don't be one of those girls, Beth. Don't protect him when he doesn't deserve it."
I sigh and press ‘end’ on the microwave as it beeps.
"I'm not, I swear. At least not in any way you might think. He's been nothing but good to me. And if he hadn't, you'd have known about it because you'd have heard me sharpening the knives before I castrated him."
Jill bursts out laughing. "That's my girl!" she beams.
I look at her, open my mouth, then shut it again, shaking my head silently.
Jill becomes serious again. "So, what is it? You've got to talk to someone or you're going to make yourself sick. Seriously, Bethy, just take a load off."
I take my bowl of soup and a package of crackers then motion to the kitchen table.
After we’re both seated, I look at Jill, wondering what unforeseen consequences there might be if I admit what Max and I believe we’ve discovered. Max cautioned me against speaking to anyone about it, even Juan, for a few days while he digs around some more both in Mexico and the United States.
"What I'm going to tell you can't ever leave this room," I say, giving Jill a serious look.
"Oooh, cloak and dagger even." Jill rubs her hands together in anticipation. "This just gets better and better."
"I'm serious, Jill. It's not fun and games. In fact, I'm guessing it's life or death."
"Whoa. Okay, girl. My lips are sealed, I swear it."
I nod in acknowledgement then purse my lips, considering how to begin. Finally, I start at the beginning—the chronological beginning.
"Juan was born in Mexico and always said he didn't know anything about his father. We've never thought anything about it, but my Uncle Max heard something Juan's mom said once—about his dad being dangerous and that's why she'd run from Mexico."
"So, domestic abuse?" Jill questions.
"That was Max's assumption, but then, when he was looking through the records of some of Juan's prior arrests, he found something that talked about Juan possibly having family ties to the Santos Mexicanos."
"Holy shit! So you think maybe his dad was a gangster too?"
"Um yeah, but not just any gangster." I stand and go to my bedroom, returning a moment later with a file folder. I place it on the table and remove the newspaper photo of Miguel Ybarra, which I hand to Jill.
Jill's face bleaches of color for a few seconds. She stares at the photo then up at me. "Him? You think this guy is Juan's father?"
"Yeah, we do."
"Holy shit," Jill gasps out.
"Yeah. It's a lot to take in."
"And does Juan know this?"
"He must. It's got to be the reason why he was so desperate to stay in the US. Apparently, until a few weeks ago, this Ybarra guy was banned from the US. He just got the whole thing overruled somehow and immediately came across the border."
"So you think Juan's mom brought him here so that Ybarra couldn't get to him, and when she got deported, Juan was so scared of ending up in Mexico he was willing to join the RH to get forged papers?"
I nod my head and look at my loyal, unyielding friend. "That's exactly what I think happened."
"But now big, bad man is here. In Texas. Maybe even in Austin."
I don’t answer, because there really is no answer that I want to vocalize. Somehow, every time I say it out loud, it becomes more real.
Jill's hand is warm as she squeezes my arm. "A guy like that can find Juan easy if he wants to."
"Oh yeah."
"This is too dangerous, Beth. Juan is too dangerous. You can't continue to be involved with him. If Ybarra is his dad and he wants to see his son, he will. You can't stop him and Juan can't stop him. If you thought the RH was a problem, it's nothing like this. I mean, maybe his dad wants to kill Juan, or maybe he wants to take him back to Mexico to make him a mafia prince or something. There's no telling. But anyone who gets in his way or who he thinks can help him get to Juan is in danger."
I look at Jill and swallow. I hate this moment more than any point I can remember in my life ever. More than when I found out my mother was in the hospital. More than when I heard my sister had gone missing in Afghanistan. More than the day Juan disappeared from our home.
"Promise me. Please," Jill begs me.
"I don't know what I'm going to do, but I can't do anything without talking to Juan and getting his side."
Jill scowls, chewing on her bottom lip. "One more visit, Beth. One more. Then you're done. You have to be. I know it's not his fault, but you can't risk your life for him."
I feel my eyes fill with tears, and my throat aches. I know Jill is right. No rational, normal person would take the chance. And I am rational and normal. Very, very normal.
"Okay," I whisper. "I know. I just need to say goodbye, and then it'll be over. I promise."
Jill looks at me sadly. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart."
I make one last effort to keep it from crashing in, but I swallow once and then the dam breaks. I sit with Jill's arms around me and pour my heart out in a river of salty water.




AS soon as I walk out the front door of the halfway house, I know what Beth's here to do, and my heart skips a beat, simultaneously flooding with relief and sorrow. She’s standing on the front porch, waiting for me, and her eyes are downcast, the fire in her stance vanquished.
"Hey, linda," I say softly as I shut the door behind me and look down at her.
"Hi," she answers before she sighs and motions toward the two metal chairs sitting next to the door. "Can we talk for a minute?"
"Sure." I sit down—just inches away from her, but the distance seems like miles—and I feel something deep inside me throb like a small animal convulsing in its last moments of life. It's just one achingly brief pulse. Then it's gone, and I know I'll never get it back.
The afternoon sun is low in the sky, dipping down below the edge of the hills that surround the city. It makes her hair glow with a red sheen as she sits and looks down at her hands for a moment. I watch her delicate fingers clutch each other when she folds her hands on her lap. I can't help but reach out to touch her—a fleeting butterfly of a touch—just to reassure myself that she's real, that she's flesh and bones, and the same beautiful soul she's always been before she leaves my life forever.
"It's okay, Beth," I tell her as I draw my hand back. "I know you can't come anymore. You're doing the right thing. I want you to stop feeling bad about it. This is how it has to be."
She looks at me, and the pain in her eyes makes me want to shut mine.
"I know," she says simply.
"Good. I'm glad you finally accept it. Now you need to quit feeling guilty and go on with your life. It's going to be a great life, linda."
She shakes her head, her brow furrowed. "No. I know your secret. I know about him."
My heart hammers in my chest as my mind races with the possibilities. There's no way. No way she could ever connect us. She must be talking about someone else.
Sounding every bit as cool as any seasoned gangster does under questioning, I respond, "Who's him? I don't got no secrets, linda. I've had it all laid out, nice and pretty, in the newspapers even. What you see is what you get."
I see the anger take over, her cheeks turning pink and her eyes flashing. "Stop it," she hisses as she stands up and faces me, her hands on her hips. "Stop defaulting to gangster talk every time you're cornered. You know how to speak proper English. Quit trying to sound like some asshole who never finished middle school."
I throw my hands out to the sides, palms up, indicating I'm not sure what she wants me to say.
"I know about Miguel Ybarra," she whispers as she leans down closer to my face. "I know he's your father, and I’m guessing you've been hiding from him nearly your whole life. I know why you'd join the RH to get fake papers—so you wouldn't have to go back to Mexico. It's because he's looking for you."
I blink. Once. Twice. Then my breath comes out in a whoosh, almost as if someone knocked the wind out of me, which is basically what this five-foot-three bundle of kick-ass woman just did.
"No," I mutter.
"Yes," she answers definitively. "And he's here now. In the US. In Texas. And my guess is he's coming for you."
Fuck. Fuck, fuck, motherfucking fuck. I stand up, forcing her to step back as I do so. I pace up and down the porch, feeling the sweat break out on the back of my neck.
"Where the hell did you come up with this…this…bullshit anyway?" I snarl at her.
She looks smug and all too sure of herself. "My Uncle Max has been helping me review your case files. He just happened to put three different clues together, and once he did, it all fell into place."
I come to a stop right in front of her. She's nine inches shorter than I am and doesn't seem to be the least bit intimidated when I get in her face. "And why. Were you. Reviewing my case files?"
"Because I'm in love with you," she answers obstinately. Then more quietly, she says, "I always have been."
Once again, she leaves me speechless. We stand, nose to nose, staring into each other's eyes, and I see hers soften, I hear her breathing become rapid, and I can feel the heat coming off her skin. My own breath is audible. I'm nearly gasping as if I just can't get enough air. We look at one another—one second, two seconds, three seconds. She breathes, I breathe. Time stops. My heart stops.
"Madre de Dios," I gasp as I wrap my hand around the back of her neck and pull her to me.
I crash my lips into hers, openmouthed, seeking, penetrating. I hear her moan, and I run my other hand up the front of her top, palming her breast over the cotton fabric. She's lush and full, and I'm ready to come just from the sensation of her slick lips and the ample handful I'm massaging.
"Fuck, Beth. God," I gasp.
"I'm so scared," she murmurs. "I promised. I promised I'd stop seeing you. He's too dangerous, Juan."
I run my lips down her neck, skimming her collarbone, one hand squeezing her ass and the other rolling her hard, little nipple between my fingers.
"I know," I pant out, some distant part of my mind telling me that I need to stop kissing her, stop touching her, stop wanting her. But it's no use. She's got her hands under my T-shirt, stroking my abs, making every part of me quiver in sheer delight. I walk her back against the wall of the porch, in between the door and the front window of the house. If anyone's sitting in the living room, they're getting a hell of a show right now, but I just can't bring myself to care.
"You need to stay away from me, linda."
One of her hands runs along the outside of my pants, rubbing my erection, and I jerk, pressing my groin against hers.
"Ahh," she sighs, stroking me harder as I take her mouth again.
I can't help myself. I'm completely lost now. I pump against her hand, over and over, not even noticing the layers of fabric between her skin and mine, only the incredible flame of pleasure that's been ignited inside me. While my one hand continues its exploration of her breast, I rub the other along the hem of her shorts, quickly finding my way underneath and then to the lace edge of her panties.
"Tell me to stop," I growl
"No," she demands. "Don't you dare stop."
"Do you know how many times I dreamed about you?" I ask. "How many nights I imagined what it would be like to taste you, to feel you, to hear you say you loved me?"
"Probably about as many times as I did," she answers with a dry laugh, undoing the button on my jeans at the same time.
I slip my finger under that last tiny bit of fabric and find a hot, wet heaven. She gasps as I slide my finger through her folds and then inside her. She frantically yanks at the zipper on my jeans, lowering it as I begin to work two fingers in and out of her in a slow, sweet rhythm. Then her hand finds its way into my boxers, her soft fingers wrapping tightly around my dick, and I freeze, my fingers inside her, my manhood in her grasp.
"God, oh God damn, 1mujer." My eyes are squeezed shut, and I'm trembling with the effort it's taking not to simply let go and humiliate myself all over her palm.
She wiggles and contracts her muscles around my fingers.
"Jesus," I hiss as I nip at her neck just hard enough to warn her. She squeaks like a little girl and then softly chuckles.
I plunge my tongue into her mouth again, losing myself in the sensations of her hand stroking my cock and her little tongue teasing along my lips. I circle her clit with my thumb, eliciting a shiver from her and another moan. My hips are thrusting in time with my fingers pumping in and out of her, and things are just on the verge of flying apart for both of us when I hear an all-too-familiar voice.
"Odalay, bro. Now we know why 2Guapo couldn't be bothered to drop us a line. He's been making up for lost time." Laughter and hoots follow the remark.
I feel everything inside me freeze up. It's like racing down a smooth-as-silk highway and suddenly hitting a cattle guard, tiny ridges in the pavement that jar the shit out of you and ensure you slam on the brakes.
Beth is frozen, her breath coming in little pants. Thank God I've got her pinned to the house so no one can see her around my back. I pull my face away from hers and turn to look over my shoulder.
"Hey, homez. Give me a minute, yeah?"
Pretty Boy snorts and rolls his eyes. "We'll be right here, bro. But hurry it up. We got business to attend to."
I give him a sharp nod, watching as he saunters back to the big Lincoln Navigator parked at the curb. I turn to Beth. Her eyes are wide with fear, and our bodies are still pressed together, our hands in each other's pants. I lay my forehead against hers as I remove my hand from her shorts and smooth out her top.
"Listen carefully," I whisper. "They're RH. I'm not sure what they want, but it probably involves taking me with them—"
"No," she whispers back, her desperation evident even when speaking so quietly.
"Beth. This is important. Really important. You need to do everything. Every. Single. Thing. That I tell you to do. Don't talk unless you absolutely have to, don't argue with me, don't let any of them close enough to touch you. We're going to get you out of here, and I can handle the rest."
I stand up straight, releasing her from the weight of my body, and tuck everything back where it's supposed to be before zipping and buttoning my jeans.
"I don't want them to take you," she says, her eyes misting up.
I place my palm along her cheek. "I'll be fine, linda. I always am. It's time for you to go live that life now. Promise me you won't do anything stupid, yeah?"
She nods, biting down on her bottom lip to keep from crying.
3"Bueno," I say. I lace my fingers through hers and take a deep breath before I turn around and face my past.
Pretty Boy strides forward, hand extended. He's gotten a few more tats since I last saw him, including a teardrop at the outside corner of one eye. A gold cap glints on his top front tooth as well.
"Fuckin' A, homez," he says as he clasps my hand and gives me a half hug, Beth still attached to my other hand.
"Long time no see, ese," I tell him. I give a chin lift to Lobo, who is lounging against the SUV behind Pretty Boy.
"Guapo," Lobo says, returning the greeting. He glances at Beth and grins. "Glad to see you back in action, bro."
I scratch the back of my head, not even having to feign the embarrassment of being caught with my pants undone on the front porch of some house.
"Yeah, this is Angel, man. I knew her back in the day. She organized a little welcome home celebration for me." I wink at the guys, and they laugh.
Beth is silent at my side. Good. Just like I told her.
"So, yeah, babe. I got some biz with my homies. You should head on out."
I start to move her toward her car parked behind the SUV at the curb.
"Not so fast," Pretty Boy says. He steps closer to us, looking Beth up and down lasciviously. "Maybe we'd like to get to know this pretty little Angel better ourselves."
I feel Beth shaking, and I hope the guys can't see it. I keep her hand firmly in mine. "You know, I been sharing everything for four long years. I'm not really in the mood to share right now. I think Angel will just stick to partying with me." I pull her closer and wrap my arm around her shoulders. "I'm more than enough for you, ain't that right, baby?"
She nods, swallowing hard and making a weak attempt at smiling.
Pretty Boy narrows his eyes at us, watching her carefully. Fuck. He's way too smart for my purposes. Lobo, I can handle. Pretty Boy, not so much.
"C'mon, vatos!" Lobo shouts from the curb. "El Jefe wants us to get Guapo back right away."
"Yeah, man. It’s all cool," Pretty Boy answers. "We gonna take a little ride, and we can bring the pretty Angel along too, just to make sure Guapo here don't get lonely." He reaches out and grabs Beth's upper arm before she can move away and pulls her toward the SUV.
"Hey, bro." I've got Beth's other arm and I’m not letting go. Pretty Boy's mouth sets now, and though I'm going to try, I know this isn't going to end the way I want it to. "I don't want a fucking bitch in the middle of work. Just leave her and let's roll. I want to catch up with my homies. She'll only be in the way."
I eye Pretty Boy's hand clasped around Beth's arm and see his fingers tighten as Beth winces. Rage courses through me in waves, and I see red. I've never wanted anything so badly as I want his filthy hand off her skin. It's so vile and disgusting that I feel sick.
"Nah, man," Pretty Boy continues as he moves toward the car, Beth—and therefore me—in tow. "We're all going on a ride. It'll be good, bro."
I'm frantically scanning the area for a way out of this when I see Lobo lift up his T-shirt to scratch his stomach. It's a move with a very specific purpose, which is to show me the Glock he's got in the waistband of his baggies. Fuck. The game's up. They might have come here acting like long-lost friends who missed their boy, but it's pretty obvious they were sent to bring me in no matter what I wanted.
"Yeah, it's all cool," I answer with a shrug as if I don't give a shit.
Pretty Boy gives me a sharp nod indicating his approval that I've acquiesced. Beth looks up at me, her eyes desperate. I lean toward her as Pretty Boy leads us to the car.
"It's all good, Angel," I tell her in a low voice. "Just remember what I told you."
She nods and squeezes my hand tight as I slide into the backseat of the car behind her. The tinted windows hide us from public view as Lobo starts up the engine and we pull away from everything Beth's ever known, heading into a world I'd give my life to keep her from.

1 Mujer = woman
2 Guapo = handsome/good looking man
3 Bueno = good/ okay




I’VE never been as scared as I am right now. I sit in the backseat of the big, dark car, rap music blasting from the multiple speakers. The guy in the passenger’s seat, the one they called Pretty Boy, is turned halfway facing the backseat, chatting to Juan. Guapo, they call Juan. Handsome. Guess he has a reputation of sorts. Of all the things to be worrying about right now, that seems like a stupid one, but it bothers me anyway.
Juan bullshits with Pretty Boy like this is all completely normal. Like people who are your so-called friends come and force you into a car in front of your house any old time they want and there isn't anything wrong with it. But as I watch him, looking so relaxed, so gangster cool, I can also feel the death grip he has on my hand. He keeps our clasped hands on his lap and strokes my knuckles with his thumb. But his grip never relaxes and he never looks at me.
I know my best bet of surviving this whole thing is to keep from attracting attention, so I stay mute, my eyes down, watching my hand in Juan's and praying there will be some way for me to get away and call for help once we’re out of the car.
A flash of light catches my eye and I look down at the floor of the car, wondering where the tiny, red beacon is coming from. Horror washes over me as I realize it’s Juan's ankle bracelet. The RH has pulled him out of the halfway house and set the cuff off. Now the police will be looking for him. He'll be wanted, in violation of his parole, and if he’s caught—when he’s caught—he'll be put back in Huntsville. My stomach sinks, a bitter feeling washing through it. I struggle to push the tears back.
First things first—I repeat the mantra in my mind. Get out of this alive. Then we can figure out how to prevent Juan from being sent back. I’ve never wanted my parents and Uncle Max so badly in my whole life.
We’re quickly moving into a part of Austin I’m not familiar with, and there’s a reason for that, of course. No one goes to these neighborhoods if they don't have to. Pretty Boy stops his rant about the new patrol patterns of the local police and how inconvenient it is to his business.
"So, bro, El Jefe wants to see you right away." He turns to look back at Juan, lowering his sunglasses so Juan can see his eyes over the tops of the lenses. "You shoulda gotten in touch as soon as you were out. He's fucking pissed now, and there are offers on the table. I did everything I could, 'cause you know I love you like a brother, but this shit is bigger than me."
He turns to the front of the car as we pull through a set of iron gates that have been opened by two armed men. The gate is off of an alley at the back of a double lot on a small side street. Once inside the compound, the driver pulls the car into a slot next to several other similar SUVs.
Juan shifts uncomfortably in his seat. "Yeah, man. It’s all good. Thanks for putting the word in. I'll take my medicine."
We all get out of the car, Juan still holding to my hand. Pretty Boy faces Juan and looks at him. Then he reaches up with both hands and lays them alongside Juan's head. 1"Vaya con Dios, hermano," he says quietly.
My heart stops. Even I can tell this is a goodbye, and it scares the hell out of me to consider what type of goodbye it could be.
"Don't forget us, yeah?" Pretty Boy adds with a soft pat on Juan’s cheek.
"Yeah," Juan answers hoarsely.
"Take 'em in," Pretty Boy tells Lobo, dropping his hands from Juan and turning away. He strides toward a group of men sitting on a patio outside a building on the other side of the property.
Lobo walks ahead, motioning with his hand for us to follow. We enter the back door of a large single-story house, the windows and doors covered in iron bars. We pass into the big kitchen, where some men sit eating while an older woman washes dishes at the sink. Her hair is white, and she wears an old-fashioned, cotton, print dress just like the kind I’ve seen my grandmother wearing in old photographs. The men look at us glumly, a few lifting hands in silent greeting. Juan gives them a chin lift and mutters a few names in response.

Then the old woman turns and exclaims, "2Mijo! You're home." She rushes forward, grabbing Juan's face in her hands and inspecting him for a moment. "3Mira. You're a man now."
Juan smiles sadly at her. "4Abuela. It's nice to see you."
Abuela's eyes turned to me then. "And you brought someone along. Isn't she pretty." She takes my free hand and squeezes it.
I smile as much as I’m able through the fear that sinking into my very bones. I watch her dark eyes, feeling the first tiny bit of hope I’ve had since Pretty Boy showed up at the halfway house. I don’t know gangbangers, and I don’t know what to expect from criminals, but Latina grandmothers are as familiar as Mass on Sundays and 5pan dulce for breakfast.
"Yeah, Abuela. This is Angel."
"Angel," Abuela repeats. "She looks just like one."
Juan gives her a sweet smile. "I need to go see El Jefe. Do you think Angel could stay here with you until I get back?"
I shoot a look at Juan, and my heart seizes up at the idea of being separated from him. "No," I whisper, trying to keep my voice low.
But Abuela's hearing is obviously well intact. "Shh, shh, mija," she says quietly. "You'll stay with me, and you'll be perfectly safe. 6Comprendes? I'll take you to my granddaughter, Destiny. You can visit with her and soon your man will come back for you, no?"
Juan gazes down at me and runs his big, warm palms up and down my arms. "It's the safest place for you here," he whispers. "Just do whatever Abuela and Destiny say. I'll find you soon. I promise, linda."
I look between the old woman and the man I’m so hopelessly in love with. Both sets of eyes beg me to trust them, believe in what they’re telling me. I take a deep breath, stuff down my fear and nod with a tight smile.
"Please be careful," I tell Juan, hoping he can hear all the words I’m not saying as well.
"Come on, man. Jefe's waiting," Lobo directs from the doorway where he stands finishing a cookie he swiped off the kitchen counter.
"I got to go," Juan says as a look passes between him and Abuela.
"7Vaya, vaya," Abuela indicates, sweeping me into her embrace and bustling us through another doorway.
I look over my shoulder at Juan, but his back is turned, his shoulders squared and his head held high. All I can think is how very much I hope this isn’t the last time I ever see him.

1 Vaya con Dios = Go with God
2 Mijo/a = my son/daughter / my boy/girl
3 Mira = look
4 Abuela = grandmother
5 Pan dulce = sweet bread
6 Comprendes = you understand
7 Vaya = go on/ you go




AS I walk away from Beth, my heart screams. It rants and rages and tears at the inside of my chest. But seeing Abuela standing there in the kitchen was the first break I've gotten since Pretty Boy and Lobo showed up. I had to take it. If anyone in this shithole can protect Beth, it's Abuela. She's Jefe's madre, and even though she's spent a lifetime raising gangbangers and feeding them and waiting on them, she knows what they're capable of—especially when a pretty woman is involved. Abuela will do everything she can to keep Beth away from the guys, and then hopefully I'll find a way to get my linda off the property before Jefe puts a bullet in my head.
Lobo leads me to the den where Jefe holds court when he isn't out tending to business in the neighborhood. Luis, Jefe's personal bodyguard, frisks me as I go into the room, and then both he and Lobo leave, closing the door after them.
The den is oblong, a flat-screen TV on one wall, doors to a patio on another. There's a large, ornate desk of dark wood at the far end and two leather armchairs with a side table set up between them in front of the desk. Jefe stands from the desk, eyeglasses balanced on his nose.
"Guapo," he booms as he strides across the room to grasp my hand and pull me into a tight hug. He steps back, his hand still on my shoulder as he leads me to the desk and indicates that I should take a seat in one of the armchairs. "You didn't call me when you got out. I'm hurt. It was ungracious, and I thought your madre raised you better than that. It cost me a lot of money to keep you safe inside. You were a popular commodity."
I lean forward, elbows on my knees. "1Lo siento, Jefe. It was ungrateful and I didn't mean it to be. I've just been chillin', trying to lay low until the cuff comes off so I could visit proper-like, you know?"
I watch his hands carefully as he leans back in his chair. I once saw Jefe smile and laugh as a guy told him a story right in this very office. He looked as relaxed as though an old friend were regaling him with some tale from their childhoods. And in the middle of the whole thing, with no warning whatsoever, his hand came up with a gun in it and he shot the guy right in the face. The smile never left, and after the guy's blood and brains had splattered all over the room, Jefe slowly replaced the gun and closed the drawer, chuckling to himself. "I always loved that story," he said.
Now, luckily for me, the sick fuck's got his hands on top of the desk, but I don't trust him for a second.
"Well," he continues, looking at me thoughtfully, "I understand. It's hard to adjust when you first get out, and I would have let you have a few more weeks of vacation, but something's come up."
I nod, keeping my face as neutral as I can until I hear what he has to say and then determine what my reaction should be.
"You remember what I told you when you came to me all those years ago, Guapo?"
"Yes, sir," I answer.
"Good. You remember I said I'd protect you from your old man under two conditions—the first that you work for me, and the second that he was in Mexico. I never thought I'd see the day when he was allowed back in the country, but now it's happened." He stands and walks over to a small bar in the corner.
Once again, I keep a close eye on his hands. He pours two shots of tequila and grabs a bowl of limes out of a mini fridge and a shaker of salt before he returns.
"Drink?" he asks as he sets a shot down in front of me.
I nod my acquiescence while he wets his hand between his thumb and forefinger with tequila. Then he pours salt on it, licks it, and downs the shot, sucking on a wedge of lime afterwards. I follow his lead, feeling the burn of the alcohol as it rolls down my throat, leaving a trail of numbness in its wake. I can't help but think that, if he's going to kill me, I'd like about five more of these so I don't have to feel the bullet tearing through my flesh and bone.
"I like you, Guapo. I always have. You did good work, and you were useful when we wanted to keep the Santos Mexicanos out of our pockets. Your padre has been very clear for years that he wants you alive, and as long as I kept you that way, he stayed out of my business. It pissed him off, and you don't even know all the times he tried to take you away so I'd lose my leverage, but I've always thought you were worth it."
He leans back in his chair again, his hands folded across his stomach. "Now though? Now I'm afraid your padre has become more than I can reasonably handle. With him here in the country, he's got access to resources he didn't from Mexico, and you've become more of a liability to me than an asset. Please know this is all just business, kid. Nothing personal, no?"
"Yes, sir," I respond, already dreading what's coming next.
My heart is frantically pounding away as I wonder if I can negotiate to get Beth released before he kills me. Maybe as a last request? Maybe I could ask him to let Destiny drive Beth back to the halfway house. If I don't get her off this property today, she's liable to end up dead in an alley or as a junkie being sold on the streets for the gang's profit. She wouldn't be the first girl they've turned junkie against her will. The very idea makes my blood boil and my stomach churn.
"So," Jefe continues, "your padre has been kind enough to offer me a very lucrative exchange rate. I'll get some capital I need for a new venture and he'll get his boy back. He's missed you very much all these years, Guapo, and he's looking forward to being with you again."
My head spins as his words sink in. Exchange? Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. My guts lurch and I have to clear my throat as the bile surges up.
"You sold me—" My cool-gangster act is blown to shit. I can't pretend to be anything other than stunned right now. "To my father?" I run my hand through my shorn hair.
"No worries, Guapo. Just think—you'll be rich. The lone heir to everything he has, and believe me when I say he has a lot. And someday, when you're in charge of it all, I hope you'll remember your friends here at the RH. Good relations between our two familias benefit everyone."
I swallow. "When?" My voice sounds choked. "When do I get sent to him?"
Jefe checks his watch just as the door to the room opens and Lobo leans his head in. "They're here, Jefe."
Jefe looks at me, a smile of triumph on his face. "2Ahora," he answers. Right now.

I was ten years old the first time I asked my mother about my dad. Or maybe I should say I was ten when I asked for the details. As a small child, I questioned her once or twice when I noticed that other kids, especially my best friend David, had an extra parent. Mi madre's answer was always something along the lines of, "Some kids have dads, some don't." At the age of six, that was adequate. At the age of ten, I realized it was biologically impossible for a child to exist without a father in the mix somewhere. I pressed my mother until she gave up the briefest bit of information she could.
"Your padre," she told me as she swept the floor of our apartment with more force than usual, "is in Mexico, and he can't ever come here to America. He is not a nice man and so we don't want to live with him."
"So, will I be a mean man when I grow up?"
"No, mijo," she answered, looking at me with such sad eyes. "That's why you live here with me—so you'll grow up to be the nicest man ever."
"Good," I told her. "I want to always be a nice man, Mom."
"You will be, mijo. You always will be."
That explanation of my father's existence and subsequent absence was good for several more years again—until I hit fifteen, itching to be a man, sometimes resenting my mom's rules.
"I won't ever be good enough for you, Mom. Maybe I should go live with Dad in Mexico. I bet he'd be happy to see me."
"Don't you ever say that to me, Juan Antonio," she gasped out, and I knew I'd gone too far. "You have to promise me you will never try to contact your padre. You can't ever let him know who you are or where you are. Promise, mijo."
"It's not hard to promise, Mom, since I don't know his name, where he lives, or anything else about him. I've never seen a picture. I don't know if you were married to him. I don't know anything. It's like half of me is this big mystery."
My mom sank down into a chair, suddenly looking older and more tired than I'd ever seen her. "Come and sit," she told me. "I think you're old enough. I'll tell you about your father, but if I do, you will make me the promise to never, ever seek him out or let him know about yourself."
I was so desperate for any sliver of information about the man who'd helped create me that I was ready to promise I'd give up girls if she'd tell me about him. Promising never to see the guy seemed like a good deal at the time.
"Yes, Mom. I promise."
"I was very young when your abuela died and I had to quit school and find work. I got a job cleaning at the house of the local 3Patron. He was a rich man, but I didn't understand that he made his money from crime—all sorts of crime. At his house, there were many men who worked for him coming and going every day. Men with guns, men who drank too much and were violent. The woman who hired me, she was the head of the house staff, and she made sure that I only worked in the back rooms—the kitchen, the laundry room—where the men wouldn't see me."
She took a deep breath, and I noticed that her hands were shaking. Right then, I felt like a real cabrón for making her tell me the dirty secrets of my origins.
"But when I turned sixteen," she continued, "it was time for me to do an adult's work, so I was promoted to one of the regular maids. That's how I met your father. He was the Jefe's second-in-command, and he lived on the property in a guesthouse. He was ten years older than me—"
She paused, her eyes getting a faraway look in them. "And he was very handsome. Muy guapo. I was so flattered when he paid attention to me, and by the time I was seventeen, I was pregnant with you. As soon as your padre found out I was expecting, he insisted I quit my job and had me move into his casita on the grounds.
“Without my work and the friends I had in the main house, I was very lonely, and Miguel, your padre, was gone a lot with work. He would leave in the middle of the night. He would go for days at a time. I never knew when he might disappear or reappear. He told me to enjoy not having to work and to make sure I was healthy. He wanted a son, and he was very particular that I eat right, get plenty of sleep, and not lift a finger to take care of the house or myself."
I interrupted. "I thought he was a really bad guy, Mom. He sounds like he cared a lot."
She shook her head sadly. "Oh, mijo. The line between caring and controlling is so slim. Once you were born, I began to learn that he didn't know the difference between the two things. He was obsessed with you, and I was there to ensure that every directive he had regarding you was followed to a T."
She stood and began to pace around the room. "By the time you were born, I had also begun to get wise about the business your padre and the Patron were in. I realized that all their money didn't come from any normal sort of businesses, but rather from threatening and blackmailing and, most of all, from selling drugs.
"You were almost two when I stumbled onto your padre doing his work one night. I needed to get some fresh milk from the big house for you. You had woken up and nothing but a cup of milk was going to help you go back to sleep."
I remembered the warm milk that my mom used to give me to help me sleep, and it seemed so odd that she'd been doing that for me in another country, another time, someplace I had absolutely no memory of.
"Walking between our casita and the main house, I heard angry voices. I tiptoed to the fence that surrounded the parking circle and peeked between the iron bars. What I saw… Oh, mijo, that's when I knew I could never stay there and let your padre raise you. Your father was torturing a man—burning him with a red-hot poker while some of the other men held him down. The man was screaming, but they'd stuffed a handkerchief in his mouth to keep him quiet. I still remember the way his legs thrashed as your padre pressed that metal into his skin. There was a thin line of smoke that would rise each time and a smell of burning flesh that wafted through the air as far away as I was."
My stomach roiled as my mother described the torture, and I began to understand why she'd kept this from me my whole life. I also had the beginnings of a niggling voice in my head that asked, "If I came from someone who could do those things, what did that mean I was capable of?" Just two years later, I was forced to answer that question, and it wasn't an answer I wanted.
My mother managed to run from my father just a few days after my second birthday. She paid a coyote—a smuggler—to get us over the border, where she knew good old dad couldn't get to us. Then she kept me safe and out of his sights until that horrible day when the INS found her.
Now, as I stand in Jefe's den, everything my mother told me about my father comes crashing down around me. I realize that I've been running from him, desperately trying to keep him from finding me for so long that he's reached the status of a mythical monster for me. I almost expect him to have horns and a spiked tail.
Instead, the door to the room opens and a well-armed bodyguard enters, sporting a bulletproof vest over his dress shirt. Following right behind him is a good-looking man in his early fifties, hair perfect, suit pressed and fitted precisely. He strides inside, glancing at Jefe, who steps forward with his hand extended. But Miguel, my father, barely acknowledges him and makes no effort to shake his hand. Instead, he focuses in on me and walks until we're just an arm's length apart.
I look at him, and for some reason, I'm surprised as much as anything. There are no horns, no flaming eyes or foaming lips. Instead, there is a familiarity. Not one particular thing, but a definite sense of having seen this face before, watched those eyes before. And I realize it's because I've looked at it every day of my own life. I look just like him, and it's akin to having a mirror placed in front of me, but a mirror that travels through time, showing you yourself decades hence.
For a moment, we're both silent, and I wonder what he's thinking as he looks at me. I see his eyes mist up, and the corners of his mouth draw tight.
"Juan Miguel," he says in a thick voice. "Mi corazon." He puts his hands on my shoulders and then pulls me to him and hugs me hard. I'm frozen, both in fear and shock. I stand like a mannequin, arms at my sides, at a loss for what to say to this man without whom I wouldn't exist.
Miguel pulls away but keeps his hands on my shoulders. "Let me look at you," he whispers as his eyes run over me from head to toe. He steps to the side to see the back of my neck. As he touches the RH tattoo and then my arms, he says, "Don’t worry, mijo. I have doctors who can take this filth off of you." He shoots a look of disgust at Jefe, who shrugs.
He gives me the once over again then stops, his eyes suddenly hard and his grip on my shoulders nearly painful. He drops one of his hands, moving it inside the edge of his jacket lapel.
"What the hell is this on my son's ankle?" he spits out.
His guard and another who entered after him both stand up straighter and maneuver so that none of Jefe's men are at their backs. They're smooth and the whole thing is seamless, but I notice things like that. When you've lived in prison for years, you recognize combat maneuvers though they seem like random movements to civilians.
"What do you mean?" Jefe answers, craning his neck to see my ankle.
"This fucking cuff courtesy of the 4policía," Miguel hisses, pointing at my leg.
"Oh, Señor Ybarra, my men were supposed to take that off, I'm very sorry. We'll get the tool to remove it right away. It'll only take a moment."
I'm surprised because Jefe actually seems afraid of Miguel. I didn't think Jefe was scared of anyone. But I guess there's badass and then there's my father. I still have no idea what I'm supposed to do about any of this, so I just stand, my father's hand on my shoulder while he glares at Jefe.
"I will remove my son's cuff," Miguel answers.
Then, with no warning whatsoever, no tell, no blink of his eyes, no twitch of his fingers, in one continuous smooth movement, he removes a gun from his inside jacket pocket and blasts Jefe in the chest. At the same moment, his guards take out Jefe's two men who are in the room with us. One of them is Lobo, and I see his eyes look at me in desperation as he falls, blood pouring from his mouth. The whole thing takes less than five seconds.
At the sounds of gunfire, my natural reaction is to move for the floor and then the door. It’s kept me from getting shot several times, so I figure why screw with what works. This time though, my father's hand on my shoulder and the commanding tone in his voice keep me motionless.
"You stand, son, while these scum take the floor like they're meant to. You're no lowlife gangbanger, Juan. You're royalty, and today, you take your place at my side. 5El Príncipe de Los Santos Mexicanos." He turns away from Jefe's body and looks me in the eye. "Welcome home, mijo."

1 Lo siento = I’m sorry
2 Ahora = now
3 Patron = boss, group leader
4 Policia = police
5 El Principe = the prince




ABUELA leads me down a hallway to the private rooms of the house and knocks on a door. It swings open and there stands a pretty girl about twenty-one years old, dressed to the nines in skintight, black leggings, spike-heeled pumps, and a hot-pink, satin bustier.
"Who's this?" she asks Abuela as she picks at one of her fingernails.
"1Gracias a Dios, Guapo's home," Abuela answers. The girl's eyes dart up. "And this is his girl, Angel."
I watch the girl's face fall, and I’m instantly struck with jealousy. Was she his girlfriend before he went to prison? Did Juan have someone waiting for him to come home?
"Hey," the girl says cautiously. "I'm Destiny. You, uh, want to come in?"
I look at Abuela for confirmation, and the older woman nods. We all three walk into the bedroom, and Destiny points to an overstuffed chair in one corner.
"Have a seat."
"Destiny will take good care of you, Angel." The older woman smiles at me. "You stay here, and you don't let nobody in. Guapo will come get you soon. Don't be scared, yeah?"
I reply, “Okay.”
Destiny smiles at Abuela. "Don't worry. I'll make sure we stay put."
"Good girls," she answers as she leaves, closing the door behind her.
I turn to look at Destiny, feeling unbelievably awkward. "So, um, thanks for letting me hang out here." Then I take what I realize is my first full breath in nearly an hour.
"Sure. No big thing," Destiny answers softly. "Juan's in trouble. They're taking him to my dad."
"Your dad?" I swallow. Hard.
"Yeah." Destiny looks up almost apologetically. "The boss man, El Jefe. That's my dad."
"Oh."
"Yeah." She sighs. "So, you're Juan's girlfriend?"
My lips turn up into a small smile at the thought. How I’d love to be Juan’s girlfriend. It sends shivers through my whole body. But I answer truthfully. "I don't exactly know what Juan and me are."
"You known him long?" Destiny asks.
"My whole life."
"But you were never around before. I mean, before he went in, all those years he was here in the RH. Where were you?"
"He ran away from us. From me and my family. He was my brother's best friend while we were growing up," I explain. "Then his mother got deported and he disappeared. We looked for him, but he never got in touch again."
"What about when he went to Huntsville? You visit him there?" Destiny pursues.
"No," I answer, sadness leaking into my voice. "And I should have."
"It probably don't matter much. I went to see him and he wouldn't agree to the visit." Destiny shrugs, continuing to pick at her nails as she flops down on the area rug at the foot of her bed.
"Really? He wouldn't let you visit?"
"Nah. He didn't want to see me, I guess. My boyfriend, Pretty Boy, he visited a couple of times, and some of the other guys when they had jobs Juan needed to do. But he wouldn't see me."
I watch Destiny, certain there’s more to the story than she’s telling me. There are feelings floating in the room like wisps of smoke or vapor.
"You call him Juan," I observe.
Destiny's eyes shoot up. "Yeah. So?"
"Well, no one else here does."
"Yeah, I guess."
"You were friends?"
"You want to know if I slept with him?"
The question is blunt, and it surprises me, setting off a cascade of emotions—sadness, fear, and of course envy—but I try not to let it show. I’ve already noticed that you don't let your real emotions out around the RH. Everything is an act, a façade. I think of the women I work with at the halfway house. How closed off most of them are, how hard their outsides have become. After seeing this place, these men, I think I understand better what makes them that way.
"It's none of my business who you slept with," I answer. The politically correct answer, even though I definitely want to know, and in fact, I’m already burning inside with jealousy at the thought of this girl touching Juan, kissing him, feeling him in places and ways I myself haven't.
"It's okay. I'll tell you. He don't love me or nothing, so you don't need to worry. But you can't tell anyone here, ‘cause if Pretty Boy ever found out, he'd beat the shit out of me and then try to kill Juan."
My heart squeezes hard. This is going to hurt, but it’s like watching a car crash—I just can't look away.
"I always had a thing for Juan, you know? He was different. Nicer. But Pretty Boy, he came after me real hard, so I ended up with him. But then Juan got arrested for the drive-by. Everybody knew he'd end up doin' hard time one way or another. I knew it might be the last time I got to see him, so the day before his sentencing, I got one of Abuela's friends to get me a conjugal visit."
I feel my insides flutter and tears burn at the back of her eyes. I tell myself that I’m being a fool. It was four years ago, and Juan isn't even my boyfriend. Right now, we’re both being held hostage in a gang’s headquarters and might not live to see the next day. How the hell I can find the energy to feel hurt and jealous, I really don't know, but the feelings are there all the same.
Destiny continues. "The only reason he did it was because he was going away the next day. I knew that, but I didn't care. It was my only chance. I guess I'm telling you just ‘cause I'm saying he's special, you know? I hope you treat him right. If you really are Juan's girl, you're lucky." Destiny gives me a small smile and turns to look out the window that faces a small lawn.
I clear my throat, not sure how to respond to the ill-conceived confession. "He's a good guy," I agree. "Do you think… Do you think he'll be okay? I mean, your dad won't hurt him, will he?"
Destiny stands up suddenly. "I don't know. I don't know nothing about Jefe's business. That's how he likes it. But you can't do nothing about it anyway, so you just don't worry about it. You let the men do what men do. Me and my girls, we have fun and party, and some of us got babies, so that keeps us busy. We don't worry too much about the rest."
I’m about to argue the point when suddenly a loud noise echoes from the far side of the house. Three sharp pops.
"Fuck!" Destiny cries out.
"What?" I ask, my heart racing. "What is it?"
"Gunshots. In the house. Get in the closet."
"Guns? Those were gunshots?" I ask, some part of my mind thinking I never would have expected gunshots to sound like that.
"Yes. Quit asking stupid questions and get in the closet," Destiny instructs brusquely as she shoves me toward the closet door.
My pulse speeds up. Gunshots. And Juan is out there somewhere—in another part of the house where guns are being fired.
I look at Destiny frantically. "Juan," I say, my voice wobbly and fearful.
"You have to stay here," Destiny warns
"Not a chance," I counter, steeling myself for a fight.
Voices can be heard now, shouting in Spanish, feet pounding through the house, and then more gunshots.
"You'll get killed," Destiny says looking exasperated.
"I love him."
Destiny studies me for a few seconds then sighs. "Ay, I'm going to regret this." She starts toward the door to the bedroom. "Come on then."

1 Gracias a Dios = Thank God




I stand staring at my father for a few moments, my peripheral vision taking in the bodies of Jefe, Lobo, and the other RH bleeding out on the floor.
"Señor Ybarra, we need to get you and Señor Juan off the property."
I notice that the guy is holding a finger against his ear and I realize that my father's men have earpieces like the fucking Secret Service.
"Señor," the guard says again. "Are you ready?"
My dad is watching me like he's waiting for me to make the decision. Then we hear men running through the house, Spanish being shouted, and more guns being fired.
Fuck. Beth.
I'm out the door before any of them can stop me. I head for the kitchen, stepping over a body on my way through the living room. I don't take the time to see if he's RH or Santos Mexicanos.
As I turn the corner into the kitchen, a shot slams into the wall next to my head. "Fuck!" I shout as I slide down the wall and crouch, looking out from under the legs of the kitchen table I'm behind.
If I had a gun, this would be different. I'm not afraid to blast my way out of any shit, but without one, I'm completely vulnerable, and I can't help Beth if I'm dead.
I hear more shots fire outside the house, so I scurry across the kitchen, heading to the hallway that leads to the bedrooms. My guess is that's where Abuela would have taken Beth.
I reach the doorway to the hall and flatten up against the wall, listening carefully before I charge into the poorly lit tunnel. When I'm relatively sure there isn't anyone at the far end waiting to blow me away, I turn the corner and edge down the narrow corridor. A door suddenly flies open next to me and I pull my fist back ready to coldcock whoever it is before they can shoot me. When I register the face in front of me, I'm able to redirect at the last second but not stop the momentum, so my fist slams into the doorframe right next to Beth's head.
"Fucking shit!" I grind out as Beth throws herself on me, wrapping her slender arms around my neck.
She knocks me back into the wall on the other side of the hall, and I put my arms around her waist, holding her as she sobs into the crook between my neck and shoulder.
"Shh, shh, linda," I whisper. "It's okay. I got you now. I got you." I look over her shoulder, and there stands Pretty Boy's girl, Destiny. My stomach does a little flip when I see her, when I remember the last time I was with her. How she comforted me before I went inside. How I let her be unfaithful to Pretty Boy in order to make myself feel better. I feel guilty and grateful all at once.
She gives me a little wave.
"Thank you for helping my girl out," I say softly.
"Anything for you," she answers. "It's good to see you in one piece."
"Thanks." I set Beth away from me a couple of inches so I can see her face. She's working to get the tears under control. "You going to be okay?"
She nods, sniffling. The noise of gunfire from outside has stopped, but I hear men stomping through the house.
I remember Jefe dead on the floor and realize that my father has just killed Destiny's. "You got a place to hide, Destiny?" I ask in a whisper.
She nods. "Dad made sure my room was set up."
"Good. Go, quick!"
She hesitates for a second.
"Please," I tell her.
She turns back into her room, quietly shutting the door behind her.
I grab Beth's hand and head farther back into the hall toward the master bedroom, where I know there's a door to the outside and a small, walled garden that might be safe until I can figure out some other way off the property.
I haven't taken more than three steps before I hear his voice. "Juan Miguel."
I freeze. Beth looks at me with eyes full of questions. Slowly, I turn around, keeping Beth's hand firmly in mine and pulling her as far behind me as possible in the narrow space.
He stands with his hand outstretched, and I hear Beth's sharp intake of breath as she sees him.
"The property's been secured," he says. "It's time to go." Then he seems to notice Beth. "Who is this?" he asks, a glint of interest in his eyes.
"She's with me," I say sternly. "Only me."
He tips his head slightly to the side as if trying to understand my meaning. "Of course, son. No one would ever dream of touching your woman. Is she coming with us?"
I look at Beth. If I leave her here, there's no telling who might get to her before she finds a way out. She'll be completely unprotected, alone with the remains of Jefe's men, who will be out for blood. The entire neighborhood is likely to erupt in gunfire as soon as word of Jefe's murder gets out, which won't take more than ten or twenty minutes tops.
I have to make a decision and I have to make one fast. Even though I'd rather die than take her into whatever disaster I'm headed for next, I can't bear the idea of leaving her alone here. Not under these circumstances.
"Linda," I say softly. "I can leave you here—"
"No." She shakes her head vehemently. "Please don't leave me again."
"Are you sure?" I say, pressing my lips against her forehead. "I don't know what's going to happen next."
She nods, wrapping her hands around my biceps.
"Okay." I look back at my father. "She comes with us," I tell him firmly.
"Let's go then." He turns and strides down the hallway.
When we reach the kitchen, four of his men are waiting. They surround us and we start moving en masse out of the house. Outside, we're hustled into a waiting Mercedes SUV. It's flying the Mexican national flag and has diplomatic license plates. Apparently, I have the Mexican government to thank for my extraction.
As we pull away from Jefe's compound, another SUV in front of us and a big sedan behind us, Beth turns to look back through the tinted windows.
"No!" she screams suddenly.
I whip my head around to see what she's looking at. There stands one of my father's men with a gun to Destiny's head. I grab Beth and bring her face to my shoulder so she can't watch as Destiny's skull explodes in a spray of red and her body falls to the ground.
My father sits in the front seat motionless, as if none of it has even happened.

We travel through the streets of Austin, our path smooth and rapid. My dad and his men are like ice creatures. Even as common as violence was in the RH, the guys were never calm about it. A gun battle always left everyone jittery and usually meant we went underground for a day or so afterwards. But my dad's crew just drives on as if they really are embassy officials out for a look around town.
When we get outside the city limits heading south toward San Antonio, the SUV ahead of us turns off the highway onto a desolate exit. We follow, and a mile or two later, we've moved to a dirt road where we stop in front of an old, abandoned limestone structure that was probably a state highway department storage building at some point.
My nerves ratchet up as I look at how isolated our location is. No other cars in sight, no homes or businesses for miles. If I were going to dump a body, this is just where I'd do it.
Beth looks at me with her brow furrowed. Even though she hasn't lived the life, she has to be thinking the same thing I am. It's like a scene from a thriller movie, the ending is so obvious.
"Come with me, Juan," my father says as he exits the car, his men in the other two cars already striding around the area, checking its security.
I whisper to Beth, "It'll be okay. Just stay here. I'll be right back."
She nods, not looking even remotely convinced, and I give her a kiss on the cheek before I slide over and get out of the car.
Once we're outside, I walk to my father and stand next to him.
"I have waited twenty-two years for this moment," he says.
I look at him, waiting for more. If I've learned nothing else in the last seven years, at least I know that you're always better off letting the other guy talk more. Nothing will get you killed faster than the wrong words.
He takes his jacket off and hands it carelessly to one of his nearby men then starts to roll up his shirtsleeves as he talks.
"When your madre took you from me, I was loco for a few months, mi corazon. It was the greatest pain I have ever felt in my life. The woman I loved had betrayed me and taken the single most important thing in my life—my son. The day you were born, Juan, was the day that my purpose on this Earth became clear to me. I knew then it was my job to ensure you held the place you were destined for. You were born to be a king, son. Everything I've done was to create your kingdom, and now you're here so that I can teach you rule it."
My head is swimming, and I'm not sure how I'm supposed to respond to this guy who is obviously not operating on all four cylinders.
"I know you have been through a great deal, mijo, and I apologize for not being able to get to you sooner. What that piece of filth at the Reyes Hispanos put you through disgusts me. But all of that is behind you now, and you have learned from it. You've learned how to be a man, to survive. I couldn't be more proud of you."
"Um, thank you, sir." At least it doesn't appear that he's going to kill me. If I could be sure he wasn't going to kill Beth, I'd feel a lot better.
"Now," he says, motioning to his lackey. "Let's get this piece of trash off of you so the policía won't be following our every move."
His guy hands him the tool that unlocks electronic cuffs. He kneels carefully in front of me and looks at the big chunk of plastic. He clicks his tongue and shakes his head before he inserts the wand into the slot in the cuff. The cuff opens and my father hands it and the wand to his guy, who then takes them and walks to the abandoned storage building.
As he rolls his shirtsleeves back down and puts his jacket on, my father gestures to the dirt road. "Walk with me a moment, mijo?"
I nod, and we start down the road. I can hear the SUVs start up behind us and they're soon slowly following but at a distance that ensures no dust will blow on us.
"The girl," my dad says. "She has a family?"
"Yes," I answer. "A very close family."
"Here? In Texas?"
"In Floresville, where I grew up."
"Ahh. So you knew her when you were young?" He seems particularly interested by this.
"1Todo mi vida. Her older brother was my best friend. She was visiting me when Jefe's men came. I didn’t want them to take her too, but they did." I shrug, not wanting to make too big a deal of it. If he's anything like the RH, then indicating that I care very much about something or someone will only ensure they're used against me at some point. On the other hand, I want him to know that I'd be fine if he sent Beth home.
He nods, seeming thoughtful for a moment. "But she is with you now, and she is familiar. Something from home, yes?"
"Yes, she's from home." I feel a sliver of pain worm its way through my heart as I think of the home I haven’t seen for years.
"And I see the way you look at her," he continues. "I think it will be good for you to have her along. If you tire of her, we can deal with that when the time comes."
A chill rips through me.
"For now, you will tell me how to find her family so that, when we get home to Mexico, we can assure them she is safe. And if they cooperate and don't involve the officials, I will allow her to speak with them when she wants. This is agreeable to you?"
I nod. Under the circumstances, it's not a bad deal, and honestly, it's not like I can say no.
The cars pull up next to us When we stopped walking. My father puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes it slightly. "This is the second greatest day of my life, Juan. After the day you were born, this day you've been reborn to me is the greatest. I can finally rest, knowing my legacy is safe and you are returned to your kingdom as you should be. We will go home now, yes?"
I swallow, the icy chill I feel being around him snaking down my spine, but I stiffen my posture, lift my chin, and look him in the eye. If I'm going to survive this, I need to pretend to be who he wants, just like I pretended to be what the RH wanted all those years. Yet another iteration of Juan. No longer Juan the straight-A student, nor Juan the felon, and not even Juan the gangbanger. This is Juan the prodigal son, heir to an organized crime empire. This is Juan the King Pin, and I will be him just like I've been all the others. I'll be anyone I need to be in order to survive.

1 Todo mi vida = all of my life




I wake and, for a moment, forget it all, focused entirely on the warm, solid body I’m resting on. I sigh and snuggle closer into his chest. I’m so happy Juan is finally home.
Then it all comes back in a rush. I sit up with a start, blinking and taking in my surroundings. I’m sitting on a plush, leather sofa, Juan's arm wrapped around me.
"Hey," he whispers. "It's okay. We’re landing in not too long."
I lean back a touch and look up into his eyes. He gives me a small smile. I swivel my head to look around the cabin of the obviously very expensive private plane. Juan and I are at the back, in a lounge area with a sofa, two armchairs, and a coffee table. The front portion is more traditional, with several rows of seats, only two to a row. It’s there that Juan's father and his men sit, some sleeping, some reading or playing games on their phones.
I shift, trying to get closer to Juan. He’s warm and the closest thing to comforting I can find. His other arm comes around my waist, and he buries his nose in my hair, setting off little pings of heat and light throughout my body.
"You smell like cinnamon," he tells me, inhaling deeply. Then he pauses before continuing the hushed conversation. "Linda? I'm so sorry. No matter what, I'll get you home. Once we get there and I see the place, learn how everything's set up, I'll figure out how to get you out. You believe me?"
I turn my face up, pausing to brush my lips across his. "Of course I do. We're both going to get out of this. Together. We'll figure it out and we'll get home somehow."
I notice that he doesn't answer. He just strokes my shoulder as he holds me.

Two hours later, we’re buckled into yet another expensive SUV, rolling through the dark to what Miguel refers to as "your new home." I’m rapidly tiring of feeling helpless. I’ve never been helpless, never pretended to be, and the silent-mob-girlfriend act is wearing on me. Juan's father has yet to speak to me, and Juan and I can hardly say anything to one another with Miguel and his guards everywhere around us.
When we finally pull into the gates of the enormous estate that Miguel calls home, I think I might crawl out of my skin. I want to rage, yell, hit, scream. How can everyone be so calm? I’ve been kidnapped for Christ's sake. Forced into cars and planes against my will then taken out of the country. I was in a shootout, nearly saw a woman murdered. What now? Am I going to be locked up indefinitely? Will these armed guards be watching me dress, use the bathroom, sleep? And ultimately, what is the end game here? What does Juan's father think is going to happen with me after a few days or weeks? Is he just humoring Juan so he'll cooperate and then they'll kill me?
From what I can see of the grounds, they’re heavily landscaped, and I’m guessing we’re in southern Mexico. The vegetation is tropical and the air humid. The house rises up above a semicircular drive that fronts it. It’s lit up outside and in, the white stucco surface glowing. The high, red-tile roof is two and a half stories above the ground level, and the structure has a central section with two large wings jutting out from either side of the middle.
The enormous, solid-wood doors open before we even reach them, and an older couple dressed very conservatively steps out, greeting Miguel first and then smiling as Juan is introduced. Next, Miguel turns to me. For the first time since we left Texas, he looks me in the eyes, and I’m confronted with the fact that I think I hate this man, but I also see so much of Juan in him that I feel guilty for my revulsion. I stand up straighter and fight not to drop my gaze. I know it isn't what Juan told me to do, but I don't want this man to think I’m some piece of fluff that can be disposed of like so much trash. I’ve already admitted to myself and Juan that I love him. I’ve always loved him, and I’m the only piece of his real family here. I’m not going to turn him over to Miguel Ybarra without a fight.
"My apologies, miss. In all the turmoil, I never did get your name," Miguel says, holding out an arm to usher me into the foyer with the others.
"It's Beth," I answer, proud of how strong my voice sounds.
Juan puts an arm around me protectively.
"Beth, this is Clara and her husband, Romeo. They run the house and property for me, and if you need anything at all during your stay, please feel free to let them know about it."
I smile at the older couple, thinking that they remind me of my parents. Then Clara begins making noise about everyone needing to get to bed.
Miguel turns sharply to us and says, "Clara will show you to your room now. It's been a very long day for everyone. Please take your time in the morning. I've had clothes and other items you may need delivered to your suite. Goodnight, Juan. Beth." He gives us a brief smile and walks away toward the far wing of the house with Romeo alongside him.
Clara fusses over both of us, lamenting our long journey so late at night but also making sure to tell us that Señor Ybarra has been waiting for many years to have Juan home again.
"This is a great day for Señor. I remember the day you left here when you were a baby. I have never seen a man so tormented with grief."
Juan stops suddenly, pulling me closer to him as he faces Clara. "This is the house? The house where I lived when I was a baby?"
"Yes. Well, you lived in the casita down the drive. That was back when the old Señor ran the business and the familia."
I can see the surprise on Juan's face.
"My mother worked here," he says softly, looking around the wide corridor we’re standing in.
Clara smiles gently. "She did. I remember her well. I was a few years older than her and we worked together for many years." She gives herself a small shake and exchanges a look with one of the guards who shadows us. "But it's probably best if you don't speak of her around Señor," she warns. "As I said, he was nearly destroyed when she took you and left. Sometimes the past is better left in the past."
Juan nods, and Clara starts walking again, pointing out pieces of art and other trivia about the house as we go along. I can't help the sense of foreboding as we move deeper and deeper into the enormous home.
When we finally reach our destination, Clara shows us into an elegant suite with a sitting room, a bedroom, and a bathroom. The bathroom alone is nearly as big as my whole apartment in Austin.
The suite is on the second floor of the mansion, and it includes a balcony that runs the length of the suite so you can walk onto it through glass doors from either the sitting room, the bedroom, or the bathroom. Clara opens the set of doors in the sitting room as she bustles around, fluffing pillows and pointing out the wet bar with a mini fridge stocked full of snacks.
"We serve buffet breakfast every morning between seven and nine a.m. Señor and the men usually eat breakfast in the solarium and the back patio. Lunch will be served in the kitchen as needed because most of the men are working at that time and they all end up eating at different times. Señor has formal sit-down dinner each night. Many times, business associates are guests. I know that he will want both of you there each night. The meal is served at eight."
I wonder briefly if the dinners are like a meal with the Corleones. Someone might pull a gun in the middle of the soup course and shoot everyone. Or maybe it’s more like the Irish mobsters in The Departed and Juan's father will stab someone through the hand with his steak knife if they piss him off.
"Señorita," Clara continues, "while the men are working, if you ever need food served at the pool or brought to your suite, just let me know. I will give you the number to the kitchen in the morning so you can always reach me with any requests. And of course there will always be one of the men assigned to you both on and off the property."
"Thank you," Juan tells the older woman.
I smile as best I can under the circumstances.
After Clara leaves and the guard nods and steps out into the hall, closing the door behind him, I sit on the bed, unable to stand another moment. I try so hard to keep it together, but I start shaking, and suddenly, it occurs to me that I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to stop. My breathing becomes rapid, my heart racing and my lungs closing up. My head is light and I gasp, trying to regain some sort of control over my body.
Juan has me in his arms in seconds, holding me tight and whispering platitudes. "It's okay, linda. I promise. I'm so sorry this happened. But it will all be okay, I swear to you. Breathe. Just breathe."
I try to let my mind go blank, focus on my breathing. Slowly, over the next few minutes, the gasping calms, the shaking subsides, and finally, I’m able to sit back to look at Juan.
He gently pushes my hair back out of my face. "You did great," he says quietly. "I'm so proud of you." He leans forward and presses his lips to each of my eyelids. "You're amazing. So amazing."
I hold my hand over my mouth, momentarily unable to speak as an entire day's worth of very strong emotions wash over me. My eyes well up and I struggle to hold the tears back.
"Sorry about the panic attack," I say in my new, small, wobbly voice.
"Jesus, don't you dare apologize. Do you know how many people would have lost it hours ago? You're fucking amazing, linda. I don't know many men in the business who could have faced Miguel like that. You're a female civilian and you didn't make a mistake all day. You're alive because of it. And gracias a Dios. I don't know what I would do if something happened to you." His voice wavers as he says the words.
"I'm okay. I know it doesn't seem like it right now, but I am. I'll be fine."
"This is my fault. I can't believe I've gotten you mixed up in it. I wanted you to stay away."
Juan pulls me into his embrace, and I let my body mold to his. My heart beats strong and sure, and I can feel his keeping pace with it. Our breathing syncs and I know in that moment that, if someone had told me this would be the outcome when I set out to visit Juan yesterday, I still would have gone. In fact, I can't bear the idea of him going through this without me. He needs me, and even when it means risking my own life, I won't leave him alone ever again.
"Let's try to get some sleep, linda. I have no idea what tomorrow's going to be like." He gets up off the bed and walks to the sitting room where he locks both the door to the corridor and the doors to the balcony.
He walks back to the doorway of the bedroom. "I'll see you in the morning," he tells me.
I move off the bed and take a step toward him. I hate the neediness in my voice, but I have very little emotional control right now. "What do you mean? Where are you going?"
"Just to the sofa right here. We can leave the door open if you want."
I take a deep breath, wondering if he’s just trying to be a gentleman or if he really does prefer the sofa to the bed with me.
"You don't have to do that," I say shyly. "I mean if you want to, but if it's just, um… If it's just to be polite or whatever, I'd actually rather have you in here. I mean, God, that sounds kind of bad, doesn't it? I didn't mean like that. I just meant that it's a big bed, and we've had plenty of sleepovers before. Remember when we were kids? It's fine. Um, yeah. I'll quit talking now." I feel the heat in my cheeks and wish the floor would open up so I could crawl into it.
Juan is across the room in two strides. "You sure?" he asks as he faces me, his hands resting gently on my arms. "I'll stay on my side, I promise." He smiles.
"Yes, it's fine." I kick off my shoes and pull back the covers. "But I'm too tired to change or brush my teeth, so I hope you don't mind a grungy bedmate."
Juan strips off his T-shirt and I work very hard at not looking at all of that lean, smooth muscle. It’s not easy to resist, and my eyes linger longingly on the space between his neck and his shoulder where one of his tattoos fans out across his deltoid muscles. In my head, an image develops—my mouth on that spot, biting gently down on that muscle, Juan’s arms clamped around my waist as he breathes my name and rocks into me.
"No worries. I think I could sleep on a bed of nails I'm so tired," he says as he crawls into the other side of the bed, startling me out of my fantasy. I avert my eyes, turning on my side away from him.
He reaches up and flips the switch on the lamp beside the bed, cloaking the room in darkness.
After a few seconds, he speaks. "Linda?"
"Yeah?"
"What you said back at the halfway house before the RH showed up? Did you mean it?"
My heart races. It seems like a lifetime ago, but I know exactly what he’s referring to. "Yeah," I whisper into the dark. "I did."
"Come here," he says in a rough voice, reaching a hand over to grasp my shoulder.
I scoot back until I can curve my back into his front, and his heavy arm comes across my body, where I hold his hand against my heart.
"I love you too," he whispers into my ear, his warm breath making everything inside me turn molten. "I always have."
I kiss his hand as I hold it in mine. We’re both asleep in moments.




IT'S a strange thing that, when you're in hell, you can find the one or two tiny things that bring you happiness and focus on them entirely. It must be human nature, some sort of self-preservation. When I was in prison, it was the plants. Books about plants, classes about plants, picture of plants. It was the one thing that brought me happiness, so I planned most of my life around it, finding new ways to learn and read and think about plants. I used to draw out elaborate landscape designs for that big house in San Antonio I'd never have. It would keep me busy and strangely happy for hours at a time.
Now, I lie in bed, my head propped up on one elbow, and I watch Beth as she sleeps. This is my new sliver of happy. I know right now that I could look at her sweet lips, her inky lashes and soft cheeks, and it would make me happy for most of my days.
My mind travels to the events of the last twenty-four hours. I can't believe that, after everything I went through to escape this, it's finally happened. The man I've spent most of my life running from, the fate I thought I could avoid, has come and grabbed me right out of the shards of life I was clinging to in desperation. In some ways, I don't even mind. Now that I've actually faced the monster, a lot of the fear is gone. He's a murderer, a thief, a defiler of humanity, but so were the RH. The main difference is that my father is polite about it, and I find that to be a refreshing change.
The only problem is that Beth's been dragged into it. If I'd known she was going to end up in the middle of this, I'd have turned myself over to him years ago. I realized at some point during the plane ride here that whatever stupid logic I was clinging to that made me think the RH was better than my own father wasted years for me. Gangsters are gangsters. I should have just gone to him and gotten it over with. Would have saved a lot of time and trouble for everyone really. And a lot of lost lives too. All those RH dead yesterday, Destiny dead—that’s on me. I cost those people their lives, and it makes me a little sick to think about it too much.
But Beth is what bothers me the most. She shouldn't be here. She shouldn't be anywhere near me or my father. She never should have seen the inside of the RH headquarters. She never should have seen Destiny with a gun pointed at her head. But in the middle of all of that is this flood of awe and joy that she is here. That I can lie here and look at her beautiful face, listen to her soft breaths, smell her spicy hair. I'm a fucking prick, but I'm so happy to have her here that it brings a sweet ache to my chest.
"Hey," she says as her beautiful, big, brown eyes open and she looks at me sleepily.
"Good morning." I keep staring at her. I can't help myself.
"You're staring at me," she observes.
"You're beautiful," I answer as a dumb grin works its way across my face.
She blushes and rolls her eyes.
I lean down to give her a kiss on the cheek, but she turns her head just as I do and our lips brush against each other. Electricity sparks between us and I hear her breath catch.
"Um, I know I don't smell so great right now," she says. "And I think it's been, like, way over twenty-four hours since I brushed my teeth."
"Is that your way of telling me I'm rank," I laugh as I sit up.
"No, honest. I just really don't want to turn you off completely before we ever even get to the good stuff."
I clear my throat at her description. The good stuff. Yeah, I'm betting her stuff is pretty damn good.
"Oh yeah?" I can't help but smirk at her. "Is there going to be some good stuff?"
She rolls her eyes again and sits up next to me, her hair tumbling all around her face. It's the fucking sexiest thing I've ever seen.
"Did you forget what we said last night before we went to sleep?"
I scratch my head, feeling my cheeks heat. "Uh, no, I remember it pretty damn well."
"So, I love you, you love me, right?"
I turn and face her, my expression now serious. "Yeah, that's right."
"Then I'd say the good stuff is kind of what happens at this point, isn't it?"
"Chica. We're hardly in a normal situation here. I mean, you've been kidnapped by a Mexican drug lord. I'm his long-lost son who's a convicted felon in one country and now wanted in at least one too." I pause, realizing that by taking me out of the halfway house and removing my cuff, the RH and my father have now ensured that the police in Texas are after my ass to throw it back in prison. “Jesus, that sounds like a fucking 1telenovela, no?”
Beth places her index finger against my lips. "Shh," she shushes me. "For just a little bit, can we not think about all of that? We're here in our gilded cage, just the two of us, this big bed, that gorgeous bathroom. And we love each other. Let's pretend. Just for a little while. We've got the rest of the day to worry about being fugitives and kidnap victims."
I've been trying to be honorable and rational when it comes to Beth, but at the core, I'm a twenty-five-year-old guy who hasn't had sex in four fucking years and is in bed with the girl I've pined for since I was six. Honor and rationality left the room right about the time she uttered "good stuff." So much of the blood in my body has pooled in my dick that I can barely form words, much less think.
My voice sounds like I've swallowed a mouthful of gravel when I speak. "You, uh, want to hit the shower?" I ask, trying to be casual about it.
She nods as she stands up out of bed. She watches me with dark eyes and reaches down to slide her T-shirt up over her head, dropping it to the floor. I swallow, my throat suddenly dry as I take in her ample tits clad in nothing but a dark, lace bra. I can see her nipples peeking through the fabric, and my tongue darts out between my lips in anticipation.
Next, she undoes the button of her shorts and shimmies them off onto the floor as she steps out of them. Her panties match her bra, and there's very little to them. In fact, as she turns her back to me to walk to the bathroom, I see that she has a thong on. Madre de Dios.
I'm sitting on the bed, jaw gaping, my dick so hard that I'm not sure I'll be able to walk, when she turns and looks over her shoulder at me.
"Don’t you need to get cleaned up too?" she asks, smiling as she goes into the bathroom, and leaves the door open.
Don't have to ask this homeboy twice.

When I get to the bathroom, Beth's in the shower. I can see glimpses of her naked form through the steamed-up glass door. It's like a peep show, and I can't help but just stand there for a minute and watch the flashes of flesh that dance in and out of the steam.
I undo my jeans and drop them and my boxers to the floor. Beth must hear the denim hit the tile because she pokes her head out of the shower door, giving me a long look up and down, her wet hair streaming water down her breasts. I can feel one corner of my mouth tip up as her eyes linger on my hard-on.
Her voice is husky when she speaks. "There're toothbrushes in the cabinet," she tells me before she shuts the shower door again.
I open up the cabinet that flanks the big, oval mirrors over the twin sinks. Everything is a dark wood like cherry or something, and the fixtures are all brass, polished to a gleam. Inside the cabinet, I find multiple toothbrushes still in their packaging along with various types of toothpaste and other necessities like shaving cream, razors, soap, and—lo and behold—condoms. Guess dear old Dad isn't ready to be a grandfather yet. I shake my head.
I quickly brush my teeth then take out one of the condoms from the box and palm it as I open the door to the shower. It's a huge space with a bench and multiple showerheads—the kind of thing I've only ever seen in magazines and movies. Beth has her back to me, letting the hot water pound down on her as she stands facing the spray with her head bowed.
I set the condom on a nearby shelf built into the tile wall and step up behind her. I pull her heavy, wet hair to the side and lay it over her shoulder. Then I gently kiss the back of her bare neck. My hands rest on her hips as she tips her head against my chest and arches her back. I pull her closer to me, pressing the small of her back against my dick, then run my hands up her sides until I reach her breasts. I massage those full, lush tits and groan at how good they feel.
"Mmmm," she moans back as she places her hands over mine and encourages me to continue. I squeeze her nipples and she gasps.
"God, you're so fucking beautiful," I growl into her ear as I slide my tongue down her long neck. I don't think I've ever felt skin as smooth as hers. It's like butter when it melts beneath my tongue. I want to lick her from toe to head. She's my own personal ice cream cone, sweeter than any of the thirty-one flavors.
I release one of her breasts and slide my hand down between her legs. When I run my finger through her folds, I discover the wettest, warmest paradise I’ve ever felt.
“Please tell me that’s not just from the hot shower,” I rasp into her hair.
“Uhh…no,” she gasps as I insert another finger. “It’s all you.”
I begin a slow, steady rhythm in and out of her, and she grinds against my hand, keeping the time.
My balls are so tight that I think they’d pop like overfilled water balloons if anything touched them. I can’t keep this up for very long.
“Beth,” I breathe heavily. “You need to know something… I haven’t been with anyone in four years.”
She stops moving, her muscles tight around my fingers. “Can I ask you a question?”
I whisper, “Yeah,” in her ear.
“Do the guys in prison… I mean, is it true? What they say?” she asks in a small voice.
I slide my fingers out and gently turn her, placing my palm along her face so that she has to look at me.
“Yes,” I tell her firmly. “That does go on, both when guys want to and when”—I clear my throat, memories of guys screaming in pain as they were attacked in the showers crashing down on me for a few seconds—“when they don’t.” Her eyes drop, but I press my thumb into her cheekbone slightly to get her to look back at my eyes. “But not to me. Never. I made it my personal mission to avoid two things while I was in, and that was one of them.”
“What was the other?” she asks.
“Death,” I say simply.
She blinks a couple of times, and I can see the shift when she decides to avoid thinking about yet one more horrifying thing. A small smile curls the ends of her pretty pink lips.
“So, four years, huh?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“That’s a long time,” she tells me as her hand snakes down between us and finds its way around my cock.
I jerk against her. “A really long time.” I swallow and try to count the tiles on the wall in front of me. “Which is why we need to focus on you first.” I gingerly remove her hand from my dick. Again, I’m questioning my own sanity here.
She gives me a pouty face, and I have to chuckle.
“Listen, I’m going to make you see stars and then you’re going to return the favor by promising not to judge me too hard because I think I’m going to have to get inside of you and just let go. I have no patience left, linda.”
I kiss her, openmouthed, putting all my feelings into it, every sweet memory, every burning desire, every dream and hope and wish I’ve had about Beth for the last twenty-some years. My hand finds her core again, and I bend down to suck her nipple into my mouth at the same time. The water is peppering us, and the sensations of her slick channel around my fingers, her firm nipple in my mouth, and the warm moisture all over my body are like I’ve hit the Triple Crown of pleasure.
Within a couple of minutes, she’s back to grinding against my hand, and I’ve walked her to the wall, leaning my weight against her as we both seek the most pressure and friction we can get. I can’t help but thrust against her stomach as I finger her, her little gasps and moans spurring me on in my quest to give her one hell of an orgasm.
I reach down with my free hand and lift her leg so that her one foot rests on the built-in bench next to us. With her opened up more, I drive my fingers in deeper, using my thumb to rub little circles around her clit at the same time. I find that special little patch of skin inside her and focus friction there as I work her clit. Her breathing picks up until she’s rasping out breaths, her entire body trembling.
“Oh, oh, oh God,” she moans.
I thrust in one last time, pressing the heel of my hand against her clit and rubbing that spot inside with my middle finger. Once, twice, and she comes apart, screaming my name, her entire body convulsing in wave after wave after wave.
When the pulsing inside her finally ends, I carefully withdraw my fingers, holding her now relaxed form against mine as I turn us and sit down on the bench. She straddles me and kisses the side of my neck, her fingers digging through the back of my hair.
“If that’s you out of practice, I don’t think I can live through the other you,” she tells me.
I chuckle, trying really hard not to thrust against her soft slick bottom that’s placed so conveniently on my lap.
“I perform well when the object of my efforts is so fucking sexy,” I say as I kiss her. I feel her smile against my lips.
“Now,” she whispers, “I think you said something about being inside me?”
“Huh. Yeah? Did I say that?”
“You did.”
“You sure about this?” I ask, looking into her eyes.
She strokes my cheek with her thumb as she cradles my face in her hands. “Completely,” she answers.
“Gracias a Dios,” I answer, casting my eyes upwards.
She laughs, and I reach up behind us to the shelf where I put the condom. I tear the foil with my teeth, watching her dark eyes the whole time. I let go of her to reach between us and roll the condom on, and she stays on my lap, watching everything I do. When I’m wrapped up nice and tight, she lifts, knees on either side of me on the bench. I look up at her, with all of her dark, wet hair streaming around her face and shoulders, her serious eyes looking down on me, her pink, swollen lips slightly parted.
“2Te amo,” I tell her.
“I love you too,” she answers just before I pull her down and thrust into her.
I first had sex when I was sixteen, after junior prom. It was a cliché—me and my date in the back of the little twenty-year-old Honda I bought with my lawn mowing money I’d saved for three years. It was uncomfortable and awkward, and neither one of us talked about it again. The next time I got laid was senior year when I had a girlfriend for a few weeks, before the obligations of my soccer season sent her looking for a boyfriend with more time and money to spend on her.
So, when I joined the RH, I wasn’t much in the way of experienced. But fucking became the one bright spot in my hellish life. The RH had girls, lots of them, and they knew exactly what guys liked. So the first couple of years, I went a little wild, drowning my sorrows in tits and ass and whatever pussy I could get my dick into. Apparently I was decent at it. The girls were always happy to oblige, and I got the nickname Guapo. At some point, it lost its luster, but for a while, it might have been the one thing that kept me going day after day as I learned to throw a punch, shoot a gun, push drugs, and take orders from assholes like El Jefe.
But never once, in all those years, with all those girls, did I feel even one ounce of what I feel right now with Beth. It’s like some sort of switch has been flipped inside me, and there’s this light, this heat, this fucking thing glowing in me. It feels so incredible that it nearly brings tears to my eyes. There is no other woman for me but this one. I know that the moment I’m inside her.
She. Is. Everything.
I start to move in and out of her, and my mind is abuzz, just this pool of blinding, humming electricity. I thrust harder and faster, my hands digging into her hips, my breath stuttering in and out of me so fast and so shallow that I’m afraid I might die from the lack of oxygen. It’s like the best high you could ever have, and it’s nearly as frightening. I know, right then, that I’ve found my addiction. I never cared about drugs. I’ve forgotten what it feels like to be drunk. I know well how addicting adrenaline can be, but I never enjoyed what you had to do to get that kind of rush—risking your life in a gun battle always seemed like a really dumbass way to get a high.
But this. This, I will crave. I can feel it already. I will crave this feeling that I can only get from being inside this woman, and it will haunt me for the rest of my life. It immediately becomes my personal goal to be inside Beth Garcia as often and as long as I possibly can.
And on that silent promise to myself, I thrust one last time, yelling my passion in Spanish as an orgasm the likes of which I’ve never felt rips through me, and Beth follows right behind, finally collapsing in my arms, her head on my shoulder, our hearts beating in perfect unison.

1 Telenovela = Spanish soap opera
2 Te amo = I love you




I finally understand the difference between having sex and making love. And God, is making love better. I’ve had boyfriends, I’ve had sex, and I’ve had orgasms. But until today, I’d never had Juan. I’d never made love, I’d never felt what I feel as we lie in bed together, both sated from a couple of hours of serious orgasmic activity.
Juan runs his finger around my belly button in little circles, causing my tummy to flutter and dance a little jig. His eyes are closed, and he has a look of relaxation on his face that I haven’t seen since I found him again after all the years apart.
“We’re going to have to get up eventually,” I say, staring at the ceiling so I can’t see Juan’s very delicious chest and try to jump him again.
“Mmm. Why’s that?” he mumbles
“I’m hungry.”
He opens one eye and peers at me. “Hungry? Shit, mujer, how can you be thinking about food after everything I just did for you?”
“Hey, a girl can’t live on love alone, and those peanuts and stuff in the mini fridge wore off about an hour ago.”
Juan sighs. “Okay. I guess we can get up. Might as well face whatever the hell we’ve got to deal with next anyway. Putting it off won’t make it any easier.”
“Juan?”
“Yeah, linda?”
“My family… They’re going to be sick worrying about where I’ve gone.”
Juan looks at me with sad eyes, and I know he feels like this is all his fault. “I know, and we’ll talk to Miguel about it today. He mentioned letting you contact them yesterday. Let’s get ready so we can go see him.”
He sits up and climbs out of the big bed before he makes his way over to the walk-in closet.
“Madre de Dios!” he exclaims as he walks into the closet. “You’d better come here and see this, linda.”
I hop out of bed and go stand in the doorway of the closet. “Oh. My. God,” I whisper.
Inside, a room about the size of my living room at home is stuffed, floor to ceiling, with clothes. Pants, shirts, jackets, hats, scarves—every type of clothing item you could think of. It’s like an expensive boutique has vomited all over the place.
One side has women’s clothes, the other men’s, and the back wall is nothing but shoes. Probably close to one hundred pairs altogether.
“Um, wow,” I mutter, walking in deeper.
“Yeah,” Juan answers, seeming mostly speechless.
“He did all this? When he knew he’d be bringing us here?” I ask as my fingers skim the smooth fabric of a very pretty sundress.
“I guess so.” Juan looks at me. “This is kind of nuts, isn’t it? I mean, he’s kind of crazy, right?”
I nod. “It’s pretty crazy. But sort of weirdly thoughtful too.”
“Well, I guess we can find something to wear in all of this.”
“Yeah. Assuming any of it fits.”

Thirty minutes later, I’m dressed in a pair of silk, drawstring-waist shorts that fit perfectly along with a loose, sleeveless, silk tunic to match. Juan has on a pair of khaki shorts and a dark, V-necked T-shirt that clings to his well-toned chest like it was custom made. I picked out his outfit.
“I feel like a fucking 1cabron in this shit,” he complains, tugging on the neck of the shirt.
“You look really hot,” I tell him as I run a hand down his chest. “You should wear stuff like this more often.”
Juan looks down at me, his eyes blazing. “I’ve been dressed like a two-bit gangster or in pretty, orange PJs courtesy of the state of Texas for seven years, chica. It may take me a while to get the hang of this, but if you keep looking at me like that, I’ll wear whatever you want.”
I smile at him. “I’ve got lots more looks just like this one. Keep putting on these tight T-shirts.”
He takes my hand and walks to the door, pausing with his fingers on the doorknob. “I’m pretty certain he doesn’t want to hurt me,” he tells me quietly, “but I don’t know what he’d do if I tried to leave, and I have no idea what he means to do with you. You have to promise me you’ll stay aware all the time and you won’t do anything without checking with me first.”
I swallow, sadness washing through me that we have to leave this little paradise we’ve created for ourselves this morning. “Okay.”
“I meant it when I said I’ll get you out of here as fast as I can. But it might take me a few days to figure out his setup. He’s got a lot of men, I don’t know the area, and we don’t have any money. I won’t lie to you, linda. It’s not going to be easy. He’s got the entire Mexican government on his payroll from what I can tell. When you get out of here, you won’t be safe until you’re over the border.”
“When we get out of here,” I correct. “I won’t go without you.”
He smooths his hand down my hair. “Okay, linda. You and me against the Mexican cartel. Let’s go see what’s out there.”

We walk through the house, led by our personal bodyguard, Ryan. I can’t help but smirk when he introduces himself. He stands a stocky five foot nine, with dark skin and hair, a true mestizo—a mix of Native Indian and Spanish—and the incongruity with the Irish-American name sends me into peals of laughter.
“Beth,” Juan said out of the corner of his mouth as I struggle to stop giggling. “Don’t piss off the big guy with the semi-auto in his belt.”
“It’s okay, Señor Juan,” Ryan says from ahead of us in the hall. “She’s laughing at my name, I bet, and I don’t blame her.”
I feel bad immediately. Just because he works for the Santos Mexicanos doesn’t mean the guy has no feelings.
“I’m sorry, Ryan. I’m really not laughing at you. I’m still tired from traveling all night and it makes me laugh at stuff I shouldn’t.”
“It’s okay, Señorita. Really. My mom had this thing for Ryan O’Neal, the American actor? So she named me after him. Everyone’s laughed at it my whole life. I’d change it, but honestly, it’d break my poor madre’s heart, so I put up with it. She’s just never understood how mismatched I am with the name Ryan.” He shrugs.
I can’t help but smile at him as we turn a corner and come to the large, central staircase that ends at the house foyer. “You’re really good to be so considerate of your mother,” I tell him.
We reach the bottom of the staircase and Clara appears from a hallway to the left.
“2Buenos tardes,” she exclaimes cheerfully. “Did you sleep well?”
I can feel my cheeks heat as I remember everything that came after the sleeping, but Juan answers politely. “Yes, thank you, but I think my Señorita is hungry now.”
“Of course, mijos. How would you like to eat on the patio by the pool? I’ll have one of the girls bring your food right out and I’ll let your father know you’re up.”
Juan nods, and Ryan gestures behind the staircase, where the foyer continues back to a set of glass doors.
We find ourselves on a large, Saltillo-tile patio partially covered by a pergola. Beyond that, there are two steps down to a swimming pool that is a perfect crystalline blue. On the opposite side of the pool sits a pool house. The entire patio and pool enclosure are surrounded by lush, tropical foliage, bushes, flowering shrubs, and flowing, vine-covered trees. It looks like someone has dropped a Beverly Hills pool into the Amazon.
The patio is large enough to host a party on, and there is a large dining table that seats twelve as well as two smaller café tables and a seating area complete with an outdoor fireplace and sofas.
We choose one of the smaller four-person tables and sit down as Ryan goes to stand quietly near one of the posts that supports the patio roof. I notice him speaking into his wristwatch and pressing two fingers to his earpiece as he listens.
I look back at Juan to see him scanning the area carefully. “What are you seeing?” I ask quietly.
“A lot of money,” he says, looking at me from under his lashes.
“You couldn’t have had a father who had all this legitimately, could you?” I mumble. “It would have been pretty damn nice to come visit once a year and sit by this pool for a week.” I wink at him.
Juan smiles weakly. “Yeah, sorry about that, linda.”
I put my hand over his on the table. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to deal with all this so I’m saying a bunch of stupid things. I promise not to do it around him. I’ll get it under control.”
Juan shakes his head. “It’s fine. I don’t know how to deal with it either—” His eyes shift to something over my shoulder, and I turn in time to see Miguel Ybarra approaching us, followed by two servants carrying trays of food.
“Buenos tardes, mijos,” he says as he reaches our table and gives us a small bow.
Juan immediately stands, and I note the sign of respect to his father. “Buenos tardes,” he answers.
The older man gives him a small smile and then looks at me and asks, “May I?” as he gestures to the empty chair next to me.
“Of course,” I answer quietly, instinctively going back into mob-girlfriend mode—be seen and not heard.
He sits, and Juan follows as the servants begin to set plates and glasses on the table.
Once a spread of fruit, salad, grilled meats, and tortillas has been set out, the servants retreat, and Miguel speaks.
“You both slept well?”
“Yes, thank you,” Juan answers.
“Good. Please eat. I will do most of the talking for a bit.”
I shoot Juan a look, but he’s focused on his father, his face impassive as he nods and began to eat. It almost frightens me how he can turn the gangster stuff on and off like a switch. One moment, he’s a sweet, passionate lover, the next an expressionless, cool-as-ice mobster.
“There are many things you need to learn about the business, Juan. I had not anticipated that you would have the young lady with you, so I can see that I will need to make some adjustments with your time. I realize that young people who are as fond of one another as you two obviously are need to spend time together.” He smiles at me, and I do my best to return the gesture even though my stomach roils at having his attention focused on me.
“Ms. Garcia. Juan has told me that you are very close to your familia?”
I nod. “Yes, Señor, I am.”
“Please, call me Miguel. You are practically my daughter now. I want you to be able to speak with your family, and I’m sure they are worried about you.”
My heart leaps inside of my chest.
“However, I cannot, of course, have an international situation on my hands.” He looks at me with one eyebrow raised, questioning if I understand his meaning. “Reports of a young Americana visiting unexpectedly with certain groups in another country would create a very messy situation for all of us, yes?”
“Yes, of course,” Juan interjects, giving me a look that clearly communicates agreement is the best response in this case.
“Good. You understand the delicacy of our circumstances. So as long as I can secure an agreement from Ms. Garcia’s family that they will not speak falsely to US officials, then she may have permission to speak to them by phone and perhaps at some point even accept a visit from them. You have younger sisters, yes?”
“Yes, two. One is still in high school, but the other is only a year younger than me.”
“I think that a young woman living here with all of these busy men would enjoy a visit from her sister, so we will look forward to that sometime in the future after you are more settled.”
I give him a weak smile, thoughts of how far into the future he expects me to remain here causing a wave of panic. That’s quickly followed by a hysterical feeling as I picture Alexis telling Gabe that she’s going to visit her sister the hostage at the compound of a Mexican drug lord. I don’t think Miguel has any idea what he’s just proposed.
“Will you be telling her family she’s okay soon?” Juan asks casually.
“Yes. I have people working on that right now. Hopefully by this time tomorrow, a phone call can be made and your young lady can hear her parents’ voices.”
Juan swallows, his distaste obvious to me and probably to his father as well. “Thank you.”
Miguel nods curtly. “Now, once you are done with your meal, you will need to come with me for the afternoon and Ms. Garcia can enjoy the pool or the theatre we have in the basement. Ryan is here to see to her needs while you are working.” He turns to me again as he stands. “Dinner will be served at eight p.m. most evenings. I would ask that you wear formal attire. I have provided a wide range of clothing in your suite, but if you need something else, please let Clara know and we will send someone out for it.
“Juan, one of the men will show you to my office when you are done with lunch.”
After Miguel leaves, Juan reaches over the table and takes my hand in his. “Tomorrow, you’ll get to talk to your parents. And we’ll learn more. Every hour that we’re here, we’re learning more. It’ll add up to something we can use. I promise, linda.”
My vision wavers through the tears that sit not quite ready to spill down my cheeks. “I know,” I whisper, feeling so terribly hopeless but trying not to weigh Juan down with that burden. “I know.”

1 Cabron = asshole
2 Buenos tardes = Good afternoon




IT kills me to leave Beth after lunch. I can see the distrust in her eyes, so I ask Clara to spend some time with her, hoping that makes her a little more comfortable than Ryan the bodyguard. He seems like a fine guy, but there’s just no way to tell. My father could have given him orders to lock Beth in a closet gagged and drugged all day for all I know.
I’m fucking miserable. Even in all the shit that went down with the RH, I never felt as helpless as I do now. It’s one thing when it’s your own life that’s being fucked with. It’s a whole other deal when it’s your girl’s life.
I walk into my father’s office led by Raymundo, who appears to be my personal guard. It seems he, Ryan, and a very big guy named Pepe are all assigned to Beth and me and take different shifts watching us. Unfortunately for me, they’re armed at all times, Glocks riding easy in their shoulder holsters.
Miguel’s office is as big as some people’s living rooms and full of expensive-looking art and furniture. I notice that it’s all Mexican and Spanish. I wonder if he’s a collector or if I’m the only object of his obsession.
“Come in, mijo,” he tells me as I linger in the doorway.
“Thank you,” I answer.
He gestures for me to sit in an armchair facing his desk while he resumes his seat behind it. “If you are going to run this business someday, you need to learn everything there is to know about it. You need to understand the politics of the world I operate in. You need to know the families involved and the different players and their roles. Someday, this will all be yours.” He sweeps his arm across the room and indicates the window that overlooks the swimming pool and beyond. “You must now learn to fulfill your role as the heir to this empire.”
My mind spins with the enormity of it all. Even if I were interested in running this show, it sounds like a hell of an undertaking. And again, that’s if I actually wanted to.
“And if I don’t want to be the heir to all of this?” I ask, surprising myself with my boldness.
He looks at me thoughtfully. “Currently, you are wanted in the United States for a parole violation, and you are eligible for extradition by the Mexican government should they decide to pursue you. If you are returned to the United States, you will be put back in prison for many years.
“Even if you didn’t have the parole violation hanging over you, you are now wanted by the Reyes Hispanos for the murder of their leader and his closest men. They have no way of knowing you weren’t aware of the coup that was staged. You’re the one they know, the one they’re familiar with, and to them, you’re not my son, I’m your father. Comprendes?”
Yeah, I understand. The old man has tied me up nice and tight. His activities over the last twenty-four hours have ensured that I’m wanted by so many people in so many places that I have no other options but to stay here with him, work for him, do his bidding—from now until the day he dies. It’s a very sobering thought.
But I also know how desperately he wants me here, wants my cooperation and my agreement. I know that he’s oddly obsessed with me, and I’m going to use that to negotiate for the one thing that means more to me than my own life.
“Yeah,” I say. “I understand all of that perfectly. And here’s the thing—I’ll stay here. I’ll give you my word that I’ll work for you. I’ll work hard and learn everything you want me to. I’ll be your príncipe. On one condition.”
He quirks an eyebrow at me and actually looks amused. “Please. What would you like to negotiate, mijo.”
“Beth.”
He nods, his face showing that he understands fully what I’m saying.
“I want to send her home.”
“You think I will agree to send her back to the US when she now knows where I live, when she was at the RH compound and can tie me to the murders there?”
“Yes, I do, because you’re untouchable as long as you’re here in Mexico, and because you must realize Beth’s not going to do or say anything that would hurt me. But mostly, because”—I look him in the eyes—“you love me, and I love her. More than anything or anyone I’ve known in my life, I love Beth Garcia, and if you don’t protect her and return her safely to her family in the US, I will go back to prison or to the RH and I’ll let them kill me. I won’t do a single thing for the man who hurts her in any way. Ella es el amor de mi vida.” She is the love of my life.
My father sits and watches me for a moment. His poker face has been honed over many decades. He has no tells that I can find. No little twitch or habit. I find it hard to imagine what you’d have to do to train yourself to be this cold, this emotionless. But then again, I always had a reputation in the RH for my cold levelheadedness, so maybe it’s in the DNA.
Finally, he stands and leans across the desk with his hand out. “You make me proud, son. You are everything I could have asked for and more. You negotiate like an Ybarra, and you protect what is yours. It is what a man does, what I’ve done for you since I found out where you were when you were seventeen. Your young woman is safe always. Let me make the arrangements to have her taken back to her familia. It may take several days to get the plans set.”
“I want to take her—” I see him scowl. “Just to the border. I’ll stay on this side, but I want to see her walk across to where she’s safe. No planes.”
He’s still standing with his hand outstretched to me, and I refuse to shake it until I have everything I can possibly get from him.
“Very well.” He nods.
I reach my hand out, my heart beating like a small bird’s. Something inside of me cracks and it feels like I’ve broken a part that can’t be repaired. It hurts and it leaves a regret in my soul that I know won’t be washed away no matter how many tears I would cry if I were still capable of crying.
Then I shore up my mask, this time the mask of the King Pin, and I shake the devil’s hand.

I spend the afternoon learning about the various Latin American syndicated crime families. The Santos Mexicanos are the largest family in Mexico and Central America, but they haven’t made the inroads into Colombia and some of the other South American countries that my father would like. That’s one of the things Miguel wants me to help him with. He feels that, with two of us, we can oversee more operations and more men. He wants to double the amount of product we’re moving into countries south of the Panama Canal over the next year.
Apparently, we manufacture and distribute heroin, but we’ve got several large marijuana farms, and of course we love to sell cocaine, the staple of Latin American drug lords. By the time I’m released for 1siesta before we get ready for dinner, I feel like a walking, talking HBO movie. I wonder if I’ll end up being gunned down in some showdown with a Michael Douglas drug czar type, taken out by a dozen American agents in bad polyester suits with Prohibition-style zeal to stop the drug trade.
I make my way back to our suite, anxious to see Beth. When I walk in, she barrels across the room and throws herself on me.
“Whoa, linda, it’s okay. Everything’s all right.”
She peppers me with little kisses all over my jaw and neck.
“I mean, not that I’m complaining…”
She stops and smiles up at me. “I’m really happy to see you.”
I laugh. “I got that.” I look down at her, trying to memorize the curve of her cheeks, the sparkle of her eyes. “And I’m really happy to see you too,” I say seriously. “You’re okay? You were treated well?”
“Yes,” she says as she takes my hand and leads me to the sofa to sit down. “Everyone was very nice really. I mean, Ryan the ‘Irish-American mestizo’ had to follow me around everywhere, but he’s pretty good at staying out of the way. I visited with Clara in the kitchen for a while and she told me some stories about your mom. Then I laid out by the pool while one of the guys drove into town and picked up some magazines and romance novels for me.” She holds up a book with a picture of a bare-chested man on it.
I laugh. “Wait, I thought you were in women’s studies. Don’t they hate shit like romance novels?”
“Actually”—she bounces up and down a little as the excitement overtakes her—“there have been several scholars who view romance fiction as a symbol of women’s sexual liberation and an outlet for women to create relationships between the genders that are more egalitarian than those found in real life.”
I shake my head and chuckle. “Whatever you say, linda.”
“No, seriously. In fact, I was thinking I might be able to do an independent study research project on how romance novels impact the attitudes of women in poverty—” She stops talking suddenly. “Well, I mean, that would have been a good project. It’s okay, I can just read the books without doing some stupid research project on them.”
“Hey,” I say, tipping her chin up with my forefinger so I can see her eyes. They’re dark pools of fear and regret. It makes my heart pinch painfully. “What happened there?”
She sighs. “I just realized that I might not be going back to school anytime soon…or ever. And it’s okay, I just need to get used to doing something different.”
“I have some news for you,” I tell her as I lift her onto my lap and she lays her head against my shoulder. I run my hand down her soft hair. “I talked to Miguel. He’s making the arrangements and we’ll be taking a trip to the border in the next week or so.”
She sits up and turns to face me, her eyes alight. “Do you mean what I think you do?”
“Yes, linda. Home.”
“Oh thank God,” she breathes out. “Thank God. How? Why? I can’t believe he’d just give up that easily.”
“Don’t worry about all that right now. I think he wanted to get to know me and he’s getting a chance to do that. Just think about going home and being safe. I told you I’d take care of you, linda. I’ll always take care of you.”
“But what about your parole? You broke it. They took your cuff off and everything. And will they link you to the stuff that happened at the RH compound?”
My girl is smart, but she’s also innocent. She doesn’t know what’s possible and what isn’t. It turns my stomach to lie to her, but I have to, and as I say the words, I think, This is how it starts—the road to my father’s job. You lie to the people who mean the most to you. You don’t tell them what you do all day. You don’t tell them who you really are. You don’t tell them what’s possible and what isn’t. Until, at some point, lying isn’t lying anymore—it’s just doing business, part of daily life, the way you stay alive.
“My father took care of all of that,” I tell her. “You don’t need to worry.”
“But will you still be on parole? Do you have to get the cuff put back on?”
“Shh, linda,” I croon as I dig my fingers into her hair and lean in close to her face. “The details don’t matter right now. I don’t even know all the details—just that I get to take you home where you’ll be safe and happy.”
I smile as she throws her arms around me and squeezes tight. I know I’ll need to tell her what I traded for her freedom, but not now. I just want to enjoy her happiness and the little bit of time we have left before I have to give her up forever. I know it will hurt her, but I also know it’s the only option. She can’t stay here, and I can’t go home. Sometimes life and the world around us don’t allow our hearts what they most want.
I check the expensive watch my father presented to me earlier in the day. It’s six o’clock.
“We’ve got two hours until we have to be downstairs for dinner. Got any ideas about what we can do until then?”
A crafty smile slides across her face as she slips off my lap and kneels on the floor in between my legs.
“Maybe an idea or two,” she says as she unbuttons and unzips my shorts.
I take a strand of her hair in my fingers. “You don’t need to do that, you know.”
“Well, I mean, if you don’t want me to…” She starts to stand up.
“I didn’t say that,” I exclaim, grabbing her wrist to pull her back down.
“I don’t know. If you’re just not into that…” She smirks at me.
“Holy shit, mujer. Have you ever met a guy who’s not into that?”
She runs a fingernail along the seam of my boxer briefs that’s been exposed through the open zipper. I clench up in anticipation.
“Maybe you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth then, mafia prince.”
I laugh a little desperately as she grasps the waistband of my briefs and pushes them down to bare my cock. “No complaints. I swear. Just uh…ah…yeah, carry on… Oh yeah. That… Do lots of that, baby.”
Her mouth closes on my head and I feel her tongue swirl around the tip. Holy fucking hell, that feels good. Her full lips are slick and wet and her hand is pumping up and down my shaft as she takes me deeper and deeper into her mouth with each stroke.
Finally, she starts to add suction each time she pulls away. I’m lost, my eyes flutter shut, and all I can do is run my fingers through her silky hair as the sensation of utter bliss overtakes me. My head rolls back on the sofa and I moan.
“God, Beth. Jesus that feels good. Don’t stop, baby. Please don’t ever stop.”
I can feel her lips turn up in a smile as she continues to pump me in and out. Just when I think I might die from the pleasure, her other hand sneaks in and she cups my balls, rubbing them lightly with her thumb. I feel the muscles in my legs and groin tighten up and my balls grow rock hard.
“Beth,” I manage to pant out, “I’m going to…” I tug lightly on her hair, but she doesn’t stop, and I come hard.
After the haze clears, I open my eyes and look down to see Beth looking up at me, her eyes luminous and a devilish smile on her face.
“Get up here,” I practically growl at her. She stands and then straddles me on the sofa. “You’re”—I kiss her on the lips—“a seriously bad”—I kiss her on the neck—“girl.” I kiss her on the top of her breasts. Then I lift my head and look into her eyes. “I love you so much, linda.”
“I love you too,” she says, her cheeks glowing.
“I think I need to show you exactly how much,” I tell her as I stand, picking her up at the same time. I carry her to the bedroom and lay her down. “Don’t move,” I say trying to look commanding.
I quickly strip her clothes off and shuck my own as well. They’re just in the fucking way, after all.
“Come here,” I say as I scoot her down until her bottom’s at the edge of the bed. I kneel and gently bend her legs so her heels are on my shoulders. Perfect.
I run a hand up her torso, feeling her smooth stomach and her pebble-hard nipple. I massage her tit as my other hand opens her up and I run my tongue up her center. She cries out at the sensation and I feel a really stupid surge of pride. It’s a guy thing. Nothing turns us on like knowing we can turn our woman on.
I focus my attentions on her clit, the texture of my tongue making her writhe. She’s grinding against my mouth, and I’ve got a handful of the best tits this side of the equator. My dick is rock hard again. I reach down and stroke myself a couple of times as Beth begins to plead with me, “God, Juan, please make me come. Please.”
I give her one last lick and pinch her nipple then reach over to the nightstand and pull out a condom. At the rate we’re going, I’ll have to ask one of the guys to make a trip to the store for me tomorrow.
I stand up, looking at her hazy eyes as I roll on the condom. I lean down, put my hands under her arms, and scoot her farther up the bed. Then I lie between her legs, hooking one of her knees over my arm as I tenderly kiss the inside of her thigh. She runs her fingers through my hair and smiles down at me.
I come up level with her and kiss her lips. “Te amo, mi corazon,” I whisper.
“Forever,” she answers as I plunge into her and we both fly higher than any drug could ever take this mafia prince and his girl.
Afterwards, I lie with her in my arms, softly stroking strands of her hair as she dozes, one soft leg thrown over mine, her arm across my abs, her head on my chest. I take a snapshot in my head, something I’ve done many times since I was a teen who lost his world. I take snapshots of the bad things and snapshots of the good, few as there’ve been. I take a snapshot of this and file it away in my head. It’s in a drawer that’s labeled simply “Beth,” because all my memories of her go in that drawer, and it is the most precious selection of mental photos I have.
Just as people are separated because of wars, because of illness, because of death, Beth and I will be separated because of circumstances out of our control. But even a few days ago, I would have never dreamed I’d get the chance to make love to Beth Garcia. That I would get the brief moment in time to touch her skin, taste her mouth, smell her hair, be inside her. I will cling to those memories for the rest of my life, and no matter what happens to me—prison, death, utter isolation—I won’t regret it, because I had her. For one brilliant, sparkling moment, I had her.

1 Siesta = rest time




THE days at Miguel’s compound merge in a blur of sex, food, and time at the pool. If I weren’t a prisoner I could almost enjoy it. A tropical vacation. But the ever-present armed guards along with the lack of other people to talk to make it an uncomfortable experience. Luckily, Miguel fulfills his promise that I can call my parents.
My mother is hysterical, but when I tell her that I’ve been treated like a princess and that I’ll be home in just a week or so, she calms down some. My father is ready to get Gabe and David and my oldest brother Tomás and fly down here like some sort of paramilitary operation. I explain to him that it would be a really bad idea, and he relents, but only if I can call each day to prove to them I’m still alive and well. I ask Miguel, and he agrees.
Whenever I question Juan about the details of returning to the US, he deflects with generalities or starts undressing me and derails the whole conversation. He continues to spend much of each day with Miguel, and I can’t understand why if we’re going to leave. What is the purpose of learning the family business if he’s not going to be working in it? Juan says simply that Miguel wants to get to know his son, so they spend time together and of course they talk business since that’s all Miguel really does with his days.
Deep down, I sense that there’s something Juan isn’t telling me, but we’ve been through so much and salvation is so close that I don’t want to believe that anything else can go wrong. I want to imagine a happy ending for me and the man I’ve given my whole heart to. I ignore the warning signs, I deny the misgivings, and I make a conscious choice to live in the now, in the warmth and the luxury, and most of all, in Juan’s arms, which hold me so tight and bring me such pleasure.
Finally, eight days after we were brought to Miguel’s compound, Juan comes into the suite at six o’clock like he usually does.
“Hey, linda, you here?” he calls as he enters.
I walk in from the balcony where I’ve been reading. “Hi,” I beam at him as I run across the room and jump on him, wrapping my legs around his waist and kissing him with all the pent-up energy I’ve acquired over the dull day.
“Wow,” he says as he sets me down and looks at my smiling face. “Is that because you’re so crazy about me or just glad to have someone to talk to?”
I sigh. “A little of each, I’m afraid.”
“Well, I got some news you’re going to want to hear then.”
I move to the balcony and sit down as he grabs a beer out of the mini fridge then joins me.
“So? What is it?” I ask fidgeting in my chair. There is so little variation to my days here that the smallest glimpse of something different makes me antsy with anticipation.
“Mmm. Give me some more sugar and then I’ll tell you.” He taps his lips, indicating where he wants it.
I narrow my eyes at him but lean forward, slipping out my tongue and running it along his top lip before I take his bottom one between my teeth and slowly apply pressure.
“Shit,” he mumbles around my mouth. “Okay, you win.”
I lean back, smirking. “Don’t try to blackmail me, mafia man. I’ll always win.”
He smiles. “I’m not worried. When you hear the news, you’ll be all over me.”
“Just tell me!” I harp impatiently.
“We’re leaving for the border in the morning, linda. Tomorrow night, you’ll be back in the States.”
I scream so loudly that it echoes around the property. Then I throw myself at Juan, toppling both of us and his chair to the floor.
“Fuck,” Juan complains, rubbing his elbow that took the brunt of our fall.
“I’m sorry.” I can’t help but giggle. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to. Here, let me kiss it better.” I take his arm and start kissing it up and down until one thing leads to another and we christen one of the few surfaces we haven’t yet had sex on—the hard, tile floor of the balcony.

That night, at dinner, I decide to brave speaking to Miguel. I don’t want to jinx anything, but I really feel I need to thank him for allowing us to go home. He might be a criminal and a violent man, but he must love his son and want what’s best for him. I can’t ignore that. I love Juan too. We have that in common.
“Señor?” I say quietly as some of the guests at the other end of the table are engaged laughing at a joke.
“Yes?” he answers, pausing in cutting his steak.
“I wanted to thank you for tomorrow.”
He nods once. “You should thank Juan. He’s the one who arranged the trip for you.”
“Yes, but you’re the one who allowed it. And I know it will be hard to have him leave again so soon after getting reacquainted, but it really will be for the best. I’m going to make sure that he has a wonderful life in the US, Señor Ybarra. Now that he’s free of the RH, he can really start his life, and I’ll be there with him for every step.”
Miguel looks at me strangely and then down the table at Juan, who is listening politely to one of the employees telling a story. Juan must feel the scrutiny because he looks up at his father then at me. I grin at him and he gives me a weak smile in return before looking back at his father, something desperate bleeding in his eyes.
Miguel turns to me again. “I’m glad to hear that. And I agree. Juan is going to have a very good life. The life he deserves.”
I keep the politeness glued on my face but watch Juan carefully. Something in the way he looked at Miguel was wrong. Something in the way Miguel looked at me was wrong. Deep in my heart, I feel an odd ache begin, and it isn’t much longer before I excuse myself from the meal early. Upstairs, I lie down on the bed and pray that Juan and I will survive the trip to the border, because I don’t trust Miguel Ybarra and I know that something about tomorrow isn’t what he says.




BETH has gone to the suite early, and my father calls me to his office after dinner.
“Come. Sit,” he gestures at a chair.
I do as he asks, waiting silently for what he has to say. I remember the way he looked at me at dinner and I know this has to be about something Beth said to him. I’ve tried to always sit between them during meals, but tonight, there were extra guests, and while I was working to make nice with some cabron who owns a shipping line we want to use for transport, my father invited Beth to sit right down next to him.
“I had an interesting conversation with your young lady,” Miguel tells me.
“Oh yeah?” I answer, trying to appear nonchalant.
“It seems that she doesn’t know she is the only one going home tomorrow.”
“And did you fill her in on the realities?” I ask, my heart beating hard.
“No. That is between you and Ms. Garcia, but I need your assurance that there won’t be a mess to clean up at the border tomorrow.”
“There won’t be. I haven’t told her because it would cause problems. She won’t want to leave without me and she needs to. But I’ve arranged it with her brother. He knows what will happen and how he needs to handle it.”
My father nods, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Bueno. I’ll trust your judgment on this. But please remember that I am concerned for your safety. Any scenes that draw attention to you will endanger you—and your young lady.”
I give him a nod and stand. “I won’t forget,” I say, wondering whether my safety is most in danger from his enemies or from him.
As my hand reaches for the doorknob, he speaks one last time. “I’m sorry, Juan, that you feel you must send her home. Hopefully, in time, you will find other things to take her place.”
I don’t answer as I walk out and quietly shut the door behind me. In that moment, I hate him more than I’ve ever hated anyone or anything in my life. If he really knew me, if he really cared about me, he would realize that nothing in this world or the next will ever take Beth’s place.




THE next morning dawns muggy and tropical. I’m full of jitters, anxious to get to my family so they can stop worrying, curious to see where in Mexico I’ve actually been for the last week, and concerned about whether the trip to the border is going to go as it’s supposed to. Juan and I wake up before six a.m., and he makes love to me so tenderly and poignantly that I am nearly in tears afterwards.
“What’s wrong, linda?” he whispers as our bodies stop shuddering, our orgasms fading into the soft light of the dawn.
I bite my lip, trying to hold the tears at bay. He looks at me with deep, sad eyes and softly strokes my cheek.
“Is everything okay? Will today go like it’s supposed to? I’m scared. It feels like something terrible is about to happen.”
He kisses me on the lips, breathing me in deeply as if I’m the very air he needs to live. “Everything is fine, and it’s going to go exactly how it needs to. Don’t worry, linda. You’re going home, and you’re the love of my life.”
I gulp and paste on a watery smile. “I love you, Juan. I will always love you.”
We kiss again before he pulls out of me and leaves me feeling empty and lost. After dressing, we go straight to breakfast, where Miguel sits waiting for us.
“1Buenos dias,” he says as we enter the solarium.
Juan nods and goes to the buffet table to make a plate.
Miguel takes a sip of coffee then says, “Juan, all of the paperwork you’ll need is in the car. I’ll be sending two escort cars with you, and we have friends in the policia to watch your route along the way. All together, you will have ten men with you, and another four will meet you at the border in Laredo with Ms. Garcia’s parents and her brother David.”
I cough as the juice Juan brought me sticks in my throat. “Is all of that really necessary?” I ask quietly once I’ve recovered, looking between the two men.
“Unfortunately, it is,” Miguel replies. “If certain enemies of mine knew that my son and his girlfriend were traveling ten hours through much of the length of Mexico, they would very much want to take that opportunity to hurt me. The escort and personnel are for your protection.”
Juan doesn’t respond to or look at his father. He simply keeps eating.
I tell Miguel, “I understand. Thank you for looking out for us.”
“It’s a father’s job. I can never make up for the many years that I was unable to protect Juan, but I will make sure to do so from now on.”
Once we finish breakfast, I walk with Juan to the front of the house, where the requisite big, black SUV is waiting for us, flanked by two equally dark sedans. All three cars have Miguel’s men standing outside, waiting, lined up like the American Secret Service. I stifle a shiver at the thought of all those guns.
Juan helps me into the car then leans over and gives me a chaste kiss. “Give me a minute to talk to my father?”
“Sure,” I reply.
He walks up the stairs to the front door, where Miguel is standing, his expression somber. I marvel for a moment at how alike they look. Juan is slightly taller and thinner than his father, his limbs longer, but the eyes, the hair, and the tense way they hold their jaws are very much the same. Miguel speaks to Juan for a moment, Juan listening, arms folded and head down. One curt nod by Juan, and he and Miguel shake hands before Miguel takes Juan’s face between his palms and kisses him on each cheek.
Juan turns and trots down the stairs. As he comes toward me, I see him surreptitiously wipe at his face, and I wonder if anyone else has noticed. Once he’s in the car, the entourage gets into the other vehicles and the driver of our car starts up the engine. We roll forward, sandwiched between Miguel’s cars and Miguel’s men, and as I watch Juan while he looks out the window at the mansion receding behind us, I wonder if we’ll ever truly be free of Miguel Ybarra.

Ten hours is a very long ride when your boyfriend doesn’t want to talk. I try to engage Juan, but he has retreated into silence. He holds my hand and watches the landscape speed by. At some point, we both sleep, and when I wake, he is watching me, his eyes pinned to my face, his breath soft on my eyelids and cheeks.
“Hi,” I say, squeezing his hand that has held mine since we left Miguel’s.
“Have I told you you’re beautiful?” he asks.
I laugh. “Yes. At least a thousand times in the last week.”
“Well, it can’t be said too much. You’ve always been the prettiest girl I know.”
“Did you think about me…when we were younger? Did you ever want to date me or wonder about us being together when we got older?”
He huffs out a laugh. “I told you I had a thing for you when we were kids.”
“Yeah, but a thing could just mean, when you saw me in a miniskirt, you thought, ‘Hmm not bad,’ or it could mean you were dreaming about growing up and marrying me.” I wink at him.
He scratches his neck, looking awkward for a moment. “The second thing,” he mutters.
“What?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I heard him clearly.
“I spent a lot of time dreaming about growing up and marrying you.”
“Seriously?”
He rolls his eyes, and looks irritated. “Yes. Seriously.”
“Oh my God, that’s so sweet,” I cry, a feeling of triumph coursing through me.
“Don’t get too full of yourself,” he tells me. “I also dreamed about driving a Ferrari, having a mansion in San Antonio, and going to law school at UT.”
“And you can have all those things,” I tell him. “Now that you’ve got this chance at freedom and a fresh start, anything is possible, Juan.”
The mask descends over his face, blankness taking over from the animation of moments before. “Whatever you say, linda,” he answers, his voice raspy like he’s swallowed a mouthful of sand.
He turns back to the window and I’m left in the silence once more.

1 Buenos dias = Good morning




WE ride on the desolate highways of Central and then Northern Mexico. They’re nothing like the highways in the US—no traffic jams of individual cars. You’ll find plenty of that in the cities, but out on the highway it’s mostly run-down buses and the occasional wealthy traveler, which oddly I’m one of.
Beth’s questions about what I thought of her when we were kids sends shards of pain through my chest. When I remember who we were—our innocence and hopefulness—it’s crushing to realize where we’ve ended up today. Here on this abandoned road, speeding toward the final act in our short-lived time together.
I turn away from her unable to watch her beautiful face, knowing what I’m about to do. I’m not a good person. In the seven years since Beth knew me last I’ve beaten people, stolen from people, used people, threatened people, and yes, I’ve killed people. I’ve done anything and everything I needed to in order to survive. It’s not pretty, it’s not the kind of thing you can wrap a bow around and call it good. There is no looking away from it. And once again, there will be no looking away today.
But God, how I wish I could. How I wish I could turn a blind eye to what’s about to happen, to the deceit, the betrayal, the tragedy that will become of my love for Beth. Because, make no mistake about it, this time my actions don’t come from my need to survive. This time they come from my need to see her survive. As long as I know she is safe, I don’t need anything else in my life. And for as long as I live, I will know that I did the right thing—the only thing, the loving thing.
If only it didn’t hurt. So. Damn. Much.




We get to Nuevo Laredo at about six p.m., and as we crawl through the border town traffic, my heart rate increases mile by mile. When I see the bridge looming before us, one of the cell phones in the car rings. Ryan, who is sitting in the front seat, answers and has a short conversation in Spanish. He confirms with the caller that we’re near the point of entry. When he hangs up, he turns to look at Juan.
“The other men are at the crossing. They won’t be noticeable, but they’ll be on the bridge as we walk it.”
“Bueno,” Juan answers.
I watch as the enormous structure comes into full view. It’s all hard surfaces, angular planes, blinding light. No landscaping, no windows. It’s a bleak symbol of a bleak culture—immigration with all of its pent-up hopes, frustrations, complications. This bridge is a passage to people’s deepest dreams and their worst fears, including mine. A dream of Juan and me safe and happy together, a fear of some other outcome, too horrible to name or visualize.
We park the car in a lot at the base of the bridge and climb a set of stairs several flights high until we reach the pedestrian walkway that leads from the side labeled ‘Mexico’ to the one labeled ‘United States of America.’ Miguel’s men walk in front of and behind us, in pairs, keeping us surrounded at all times.
The walkways go through covered tunnels on both sides of the border, and in between is an open sidewalk that runs parallel to the car lanes that also cross. The air is full of carbon monoxide, diesel smoke, and despair. As we enter the tunnel, Juan squeezes my hand tighter and I hear his voice, low and forced.
“Promise me you’ll do what we tell you, linda,” he says.
I look at his profile in the weak light of the covered passage. His jaw is set, his lips tightly pinched together.
“What do you mean?” I ask, my heart racing like I’ve run a marathon. Foreboding is thick in the air, and I feel some part of me start to claw to get free.
“Just promise. You’re going to go to your family like you’re supposed to. They’re waiting for you, and they love you.”
I look ahead, and we have just a few more feet before the tunnel opens up. Everything starts to spin around me, and I can’t breathe. No. No. No. The realization of what’s about to happen hits me and I try to stop, but Juan has my hand and Miguel’s men are moving us along like a tide that can’t be stopped. Desperation takes hold. He can’t. He won’t. Dear God, tell me this isn’t happening.
“Juan,” I gasp out. “Slow down. I don’t understand what you mean.”
He doesn’t look at me, and he doesn’t slow down.
“Juan?” I say louder, the panic building inside of my chest until it feels like something might explode out of me.
He doesn’t answer, and we’re out of the tunnel now. I see my brother David up ahead in the open part of the walkway. I start to struggle against Juan’s grip on my hand. Please no. Please don’t do this to me. You said you loved me, you said we would be together. You can’t do this. My heart beats the refrain over and over. I’m pulling, but his grip is like steel, my hand is locked in his, and he’s stopped listening to what I want. Stopped caring about what I feel.
By the time we reach David, my feet are nearly skidding along the concrete as I try to fight the forward momentum Juan and Miguel’s men have created. We reach David, he looks at me, and the sympathy in his eyes, the understanding of what I’m about to endure, breaks whatever self-control I have left.
“No!” I scream as Juan puts a hand on my back and pushes me at David. He releases me now, leaving me floating in this purgatory where he exists, but not for me. He turns away as David puts an arm around my shoulders.
“Come on, Beth. Let’s go,” David says.
At the same time, I hear Juan quietly rasp out, “I love you, but it was never going to work.” Then, he starts to walk back toward the Mexican side of the bridge.
I lunge for him, my chest is breaking open, my blood is spilling on the cold, hard ground beneath me, and my screams sound like they come from something inhuman, some creature being tortured.
“Juan!” I wail as David wraps both arms around my waist to keep me from pursuing the man who’s just deceived me in the coldest, harshest way. “Don’t do this, Juan. Please don’t do this,” I sob uncontrollably, my voice becoming hoarse as I shake and struggle against the gentle but firm restraints my brother places on me. I have never felt anything like this in my life. It hurts beyond what I ever could have imagined it would. If this is what becomes of love, I will never love again.
People along the sidewalk and even in their cars are slowing to look at me now. Juan is almost concealed by his men who’ve closed in around him as he briskly walks farther and farther from me.
“Beth,” David says in my ear. “It’s time to go.”
“No!” I scream at him, kicking and hitting wildly, my insides crumbling like a day-old sandcastle left to dry in the unrelenting sun. “Let me go! Let me go! Juan! Oh, oh God, no. Juan.”
He disappears into the tunnel, and something deep inside of me breaks. He never once looks back. He never slows. He leaves me standing on the sidewalk between two countries, my brother’s arms the only ones to hold me.
And as I fall into a million pieces, my big brother picks me up and takes me away from the heart I’ve just handed to a man who doesn’t want it.




“YOU okay, Señor Juan?” Ryan asks me as I climb into the car for the drive back to my father’s house in Leon.
“Yes, I’m fine,” I tell him with a voice so cold I don’t even recognize it. “Let’s go home.”
“Yes, sir,” the driver says as he starts up the engine.
Beth’s screams echo in my ears, and I feel a sharp pain in my chest. I rub at it as I lean back against the heavily padded leather seats and close my eyes under my sunglasses. The image of her eyes as she begged me not to leave her dances in front of me. The look of sorrow on David’s face mixes with it, and I suddenly feel sick. I remember his voice on the phone when I called him to explain how it would go down.
“You’ll break her heart,” he told me.
“This is the agreement,” I answered.
I could hear him take a deep breath in and then release it. I felt the moment he realized what I’d done, what I’d traded for Beth’s freedom. My compliance for her release—my life for hers.
“Thank you,” he said simply.
“I love her.”
“I know you do, hermano. I know you do.”
“Stop the car,” I demand as I yank at the door handle.
The driver pulls to the side and slams on the brakes, blocking part of a lane of traffic because we’re in town and there’s no real shoulder.
I throw open the door, stumbling out as I bend over and vomit, my stomach heaving and roiling over and over. I stay there, hands on my knees, dry heaving when there’s no food left. All three of the cars in my entourage have stopped, and one of Miguel’s men—one of my men—has gotten out to direct traffic past us while the others take up stations around me and the vehicles to keep anyone from approaching. Ryan stands nearby, staring stoically ahead, while I choke and gasp in the gutter.
When I finally quit retching, I run my arm across my lips and stand up shakily.
“Are you ready to go, sir?” Ryan asks.
“Yeah,” I mutter.
He raises his arm in a gesture to indicate to the rest of the troops that we’re loading up then waits as I get into the car. He gets in after me, sitting in the front passenger’s seat. “We’ll get you some water, sir, and maybe a little dinner. There’s a place on the edge of town that will work well. The owner is an old friend of your father.”
“Okay,” I answer. I look at him gratefully, and he tips his head just a fraction to indicate that he understands.
I lean back against the leather seat once more and close my eyes. This time, I can’t see Beth’s face at all, and that might make this the saddest moment of my life.

When I return to Leon, where my father’s compound is, I throw myself into the work immediately. I learn every detail of my father’s business. I study, I listen, I observe. I sit in on meetings with distributors. I sign off on arrangements with port officials we have on our payroll. I become the perfect heir apparent. I dress the part, I talk the part, I live the part.
Until I get back to my suite in the evenings after dinner.
At night, I strip my clothes off, my cartel clothes—fitted dress shirts, custom-tailored pants, gold watches, wingtip shoes, silk ties. Then I crawl into the bed I shared with Beth, the sheets I haven’t allowed the staff to change. I bury my face in the pillow she slept on and breathe in her scent, the cinnamon that drifted from her hair, the fresh tanginess of her skin. I close my eyes and I dream. Her eyes. Her lips. Her breasts. Her legs. Her slick, hot center. Being next to her. Being on her. Being in her.
And in those moments at night, in the tropical paradise my father has created—the cold, distant, cruel paradise—I feel like my heart can’t possibly beat one more day. But in the morning, I wake, still alive, and I do it all over again.




AFTER David gets me through customs at the border, he loads me into his car, against my parents’ objections. My mother is adamant that I need to come home with them. I know she thinks I was harmed at Miguel’s, given my state of mind. I see her surreptitiously looking me over from head to toe, searching for some signs of physical harm. What she can’t understand is that what Miguel and Juan have done to me is so much worse than bruises or cuts or broken bones. They’ve taken my trust, my self-determination, my love, and destroyed it all like I was disposable, something to be tossed aside when used up.
I stare out the window of David’s car as south Texas rushes by in a blur of brown turning to green, agriculture turning to buildings. I quit crying an hour ago, and now I’m just empty, void of anything except a sick ache in the pit of my chest.
“He did it because he loves you,” David says softly.
“Don’t,” I warn.
“Beth. You need to listen to reason here. He didn’t have a choice. It was the only way to get Ybarra to agree.”
“Fuck that, David. And fuck Ybarra. Fuck Juan, and while we’re at it, fuck you.”
He shakes his head but keeps his mouth clamped shut.
“How could you have done that to me?” I turn to him, so angry, so powerless that my breath is coming in gasps. “How could you have agreed to that when you knew damn well it would kill me? The two of you treated me like I was a fucking child, like I don’t get any say in what happens to me. Like I’m some sort of Barbie doll to be manipulated and arranged and tossed from place to place without a thought as to what I might want. Such typical alpha male bullshit.”
“Seriously, Beth? You’re going to pull the damn feminism card right now? This was your life we were dealing with. What the hell was I supposed to do when Juan told me the arrangements? He said it was what had already been agreed to. I told him it would break you, but he said there was no other way. I couldn’t just leave you there. Tell me, what the hell would you have done if it was Alexis down there and you were the one up here negotiating for her life?”
I pause, my younger sister’s face floating in my mind. Her sweet smile and sparkling eyes. The times I tended her cuts and scrapes as children even though I was hardly any older than her. The times I held her while she sobbed her heart out as she struggled to come to terms with the choice between my parents’ approval or Gabe, the love of her life. I think of the way I felt when she was missing in Afghanistan during a military operation. I would have agreed to anything at that moment. Anything to get her home where I could see that she was alive and safe. That she hadn’t been changed in some fundamental way.
I swallow, look down at my hands in my lap. “Okay. You’re right. I would have done the same thing, but that doesn’t mean I like it.”
“I know, and if it’s any consolation, I hate it. I hate seeing you hurt like this, Beth. It tears me up inside to know what you’re going through right now. But I had to get you home safely. I just had to.”
I feel the tears start up again, spilling down my cheeks like tiny pieces of my soul rolling out of me.
David reaches over and takes my hand in his, rubbing his thumb across my knuckles as he steers with his other hand. “I’m so sorry, hermanita.”
“I know,” I whisper.
“What can I do?”
“Find a way to get Juan back,” I tell him, looking him in the eyes. “Please help me get him back.”
David sighs, defeat masking his features. “Jesus, you’re stubborn. It’s Miguel Ybarra, Beth. International crime syndicates, the federal justice system. Juan’s wanted in the US right now. And working for his father, he’ll be wanted in Mexico and half of Central America in no time. You’re asking the impossible.”
I give him a watery smile.
“God, I know I’ll regret this,” he says, shaking his head. He rubs a hand across the stubble on his chin and groans. “Fine. We’ll get him back, all right?”
“Thank you, David. Te amo.”
“I love you too.”

When I get back to Austin, my sister and Jill are waiting for me. They gently send David away, bundling me up in cozy clothes and putting me in bed with a movie playing on my laptop. Alexis climbs in on one side of me, a tray of tea and ice cream on her lap, and Jill climbs in on the other, a hairbrush in hand so she can braid my hair out of my face.
Alexis starts in on the ice cream, shoving a spoonful into my mouth every other time she dips into the carton. When we’ve finished it off, she pours me a cup of warm tea and we sit and watch Hugh Grant stammer his way into some woman’s heart.
As the movie ends, Jill shuts the laptop off, puts an arm around me, and says, “Okay, time to talk it out.”
I lay my head on her shoulder as I reach for Alexis’s hand. After a big sigh, I tell them the story, the story of Juan and Beth. The story of how we fell in love and why I can’t let him go, even now, even after he left me on a bridge in the middle of two countries, in the middle of two families, two hearts.
“So, what are you going to do?” Alexis asks, concern oozing from her very pores.
“I’m going to go to Uncle Max, and if he can’t help me, I’m going to go to another attorney, and if they can’t help me, I’m going to go to the Mexican consulate, and if they can’t help me, I’m going to go to the American consulate, and if they can’t help me—”
“Okay, okay,” Jill says, patting me on the shoulder. “We get it. Let’s slow down though and think this through carefully before you go off half-cocked”—she laughs—“or in your case, I guess no-cocked, right? I mean, that’s part of the problem. You’ve lost your favorite cock.” She giggles hysterically.
Alexis snorts and then shrugs when I glare at her.
“Sorry,” Jill gasps. “Sorry. Anyway, I think you have to be really careful about this. Juan is wanted here. You don’t want to alert the authorities to where he is and wind up getting him put back in prison. But his dad isn’t going to want to hear that you’ve been talking to people and telling them his personal business either. He knows where to find you and your whole family. You need to be careful, Bethy.”
Her nonjudgmental calm helps balance me. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I’ll go to Uncle Max and talk to him. Then we’ll see what needs to be done next. How does that sound?”
Alexis nods. “Like a good plan. Do you want me and Gabe to go with you?”
“No, I got this, but I have a feeling I’m going to need you. All of you.” I look at Jill. “This isn’t going to be easy.”
“Nothing in life worth having ever is,” Alexis says. “He must be worth it because my big sister would never fall so hard for someone who isn’t.”
I smile at her and close my eyes, suddenly exhausted.
I wake in the middle of the night, moonlight filtering through the curtainless windows in my room. Jill is gone, probably at work, but I look to my other side and there’s my little sister, sound asleep, her head tucked into my shoulder, her hair a jumble around her face. I think about how much I love her, and even though it hurts, I understand why they did it—David and Juan. They love me, and they were scared—scared that my life was in danger.
I’m angry at Juan, and I probably will be for a very long time, but love makes us all crazy. It’s made me crazy, and the crazy isn’t over yet. If I ever needed proof that Juan loves me unconditionally, yesterday’s display provided it. He loves me, and he would rather live without me than see any harm come to me.
So I’ll get him back, I’ll kick his mafia prince ass, and then I’ll forgive him.

I march into Uncle Max’s office at eight a.m. because I can’t wait another minute. I’m so agitated that I feel like my skin is crawling with the anticipation. I haven’t slept in two nights, waiting until Monday morning so I could ambush Max.
“Well, good morning,” Isabella calls out to me as I stride across the lobby of Max’s office suite.
“Hi, Isabella.”
“We sure were happy to hear you were home safe and sound, mija.” She stands to grasp my hand and squeeze it before she pulls me into a hug. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m going to be fine,” I say. “But I need to see Max. Any chance you could slip me in?”
She sits down and moves her computer mouse around to turn the screen on. “He’s free until staff meeting at nine, and we’d love nothing more than to skip his weekly lecture about cleaning out the coffee pot and not rounding up on billable hours.”
I laugh. “Okay. I’ll let him know.” I head down the hall, stopping when I get to Max’s door and taking a deep breath to prepare myself for a battle. I knock twice like I always do. “Max?” I call out as I stick my head into his office.
“Oh, thank God!” he exclaims as he jumps up from his desk and comes over to grab me in a big bear hug. “You scared the shit out of me, mija.”
I breathe in his familiar aftershave. It’s so comforting. “I’m sorry, Max. I really am. It all happened fast and we didn’t have much choice about it, you know?”
He huffs out a laugh. “Really? The RH didn’t ask you if you wanted to be kidnapped and sent to Mexico with a mob boss?”
I roll my eyes. “The main thing is I’m safe and I’m back home.”
We move to his desk, where I take a chair in front of it and he sits behind it.
“You are,” he says slowly. “But you’re home alone, and if I know you, that’s not going to fly.”
“Am I that transparent?” I ask, heat climbing into my cheeks.
“No, mija. No. I just know you pretty well. I also know how much you’re in love with that damn kid. So what the hell am I going to do with the two of you?”
“I want to get him back, Max. Back here to the US, safe and not in prison. How can I do that?”
Max leans into his reclining desk chair, his hands laced behind his head. He sits like that for a few minutes, and I keep quiet as the clock on his cabinet ticks and tocks and the hands sweep on just like time does.
Finally, he sits up straight and rests his arms on the desk. “Tell me where he is and what he’s doing.”
“He’s at his father’s house in Leon. He’s working for his dad, getting trained to take over the family business someday.”
“And you’re sure he didn’t just decide all that money and power were more his style than being on parole here in Texas?”
I shake my head vehemently. “No. Not Juan, Max. He doesn’t care about any of that. He’s loyal and honest and too damn noble for his own good. He’ll always put everyone else before himself, and that’s what he did. He put me first. He consigned himself to a life of crime and violence and living under the thumb of that man in order to save me. I can’t let him do that. I can’t let him end like that.”
“Okay, mija,” he says. “I’ve got a possibility for you, but it’s not going to be easy, and it’s going to force Juan and maybe you to make some pretty hard choices.”
“What is it?” I ask, desperate for any chance at all, no matter what the price.
“I can’t believe I’m even suggesting this.”
I narrow my eyes at him. He sighs.
“WITSEC.” he answers.
I sit and stare at him for a minute as my mind tries to remember the acronym. “What?”
“Witness protection.” He taps his beefy index finger on the desk as he talks. “At this point, Juan’s got a lot of information on the Santos Mexicanos cartel, and if we can convince Homeland Security that he can give them useful intel about Miguel Ybarra’s business, we might be able to negotiate a new identity and protection for Juan here in the US as well as the elimination of any charges relating to his parole violation.”
I can feel how big my eyes are in my face. “So the government would send him somewhere with a new identity and they’d drop the charges against him too?”
Max nods solemnly.
Then the logistics clarify for me. “He’d have to testify against his own father. Turn Miguel in.” Max nods again. “But what about me? I mean, if he has a new identity…”
Max looks at me sadly. “You’d have to get one too if you want to go with him. Otherwise, it’d be far too easy for the Santos Mexicanos to trace you both.”
“And I’d have to move?”
“Mija. I think you know the answers to these questions.”
“I wouldn’t be able to see any of you?”
“Not for a while anyway. Maybe eventually, but it could be years. It wouldn’t be safe for any of your family or friends to know where you were or to talk to you.”
My heart stutters, and for a moment, I’m afraid it might stop altogether. Years. Without my family. Without David, Alexis, my parents, Jill. My heart is sick. My head aches.
“You’d better think about it all for a bit,” Max says kindly. “If you decide you want me to approach the feds, we’ll have to get all of our ducks in a row. I’ll need a full deposition from you about the events from when the RH first approached you at the halfway house all the way through your drop-off at the border. Then we’ll have to get them to agree to give you immunity from accessory charges before we take you in to talk to them.”
“Oh my God,” I say, feeling like the weight of the world’s just been placed on my shoulders.
“It’s a huge decision, mija. One you can’t make without a lot of thinking. And one that you shouldn’t feel guilty about—no matter which direction you choose. So for now, go home. Rest. Be with your friends. We can talk more in a few days, yeah?”
I nod and stand.
Max walks around the desk and puts his hands on my arms. “You’re the smartest young woman I’ve ever known, Beth, and I’m an old bachelor, but I still believe in love. You love each other. You’ll figure this out. And when you do, I’ll be here to help you however I can.”
He gives me a kiss on the forehead and walks out of the office with me. After I’m ensconced in my car and Max’s waving form has faded out of sight, I pull over to a side street and I cry.




MY father has invited women to dinner. Men too, but other than the occasional wife of an associate, this is the first time we’ve had women here. Young women, single women, women, it appears, he expects me to fuck.
“Juan,” he says as turns his best charm on the blonde sitting between us. “Did you know that Miss Lopez here is the niece of Señor Candelaria, our associate in Chihuahua?”
I look at the woman, whose cleavage is oozing out of her sequined tank top. She flicks her long hair over her shoulder and curves her plump, shiny lips up into a semblance of a smile.
“My uncle has such good things to say about you, Señor Ybarra. And we didn’t know that you had a son, much less such a handsome one,” she simpers.
I know I should say something smooth back, but I just don’t have the energy. I’ll play the heir on the job, but I refuse to let him control my sex life too. He can throw as many stacked hueras at me as he wants. I won’t take the bait.
“Yes,” my father answers when I don’t fill the gap in conversation. “Juan was raised in the US and only recently came home to help me with the business.”
“I’m sure he’ll be a very fine addition,” she says as she lays a hand on my arm and squeezes gently.
I move my arm away from her as I toss my napkin on my plate.
“Speaking of business, if you’ll excuse me, I have some work to do.” I stand, give Miguel a small nod, and head to my suite.
An hour later, I’m in gym shorts, sprawled on the sofa, watching some MMA match on TV, trying really hard not to think about how the blonde’s tits compared to Beth’s—a comparison that Beth will win every time.
A sharp rap comes at the door. I’m startled—no one ever comes to my suite. The cleaning staff slips in and out invisibly while I’m working with my father during the day, and the guards stay outside, never making a sound.
I stand up, run a hand through my hair, and mute the TV. When I swing the door open, I find my father standing there, looking uncomfortable. He’s holding a bottle of port and two glasses.
“I thought perhaps we could have a drink?” he asks.
I raise an eyebrow but decide not to push it, so I gesture for him to come in.
He goes to the bar and pours out the dark, thick liquid. I shut the door, go back to the sofa, and throw myself down without making any effort to be welcoming. Apparently he’s set on changing the rules we’ve been surviving by, but I’m not in the mood.
He brings the glasses over and puts them down on the coffee table before taking a seat in an armchair.
“You were rude to Miss Candelaria at dinner.”
“Miss Candelaria is nothing but a high-class hooker looking to catch herself a rich man. She doesn’t seem to realize that I’m not a rich man, just a rich man’s gangster son.”
“Juan,” he admonishes, scowling.
“What? You think you can push women on me like you pushed the business? Well, it’s not going to work like that.”
My father looks shocked, his mouth opening and closing a couple of times before he speaks. “We had an agreement, and I’ve done nothing more than expect you to uphold your side of it. You agreed to learn the business if I returned Ms. Garcia to her family. I don’t see how that’s pushing the business on you.”
“No, you’re right. It was an arrangement and I’ve stuck by my end and I’ll continue to, but fucking associates’ nieces or daughters was not part of that arrangement. You can bring a whole damn cathouse of Miss Candelarias in here and I won’t negotiate on that. No women.”
“Son,” he says quietly. “I really only meant to provide you with some company your own age. I can see that you’re unhappy since Ms. Garcia left. I thought some other young people might cheer you up. I do not expect to dictate who you sleep with.”
I huff out a bitter laugh. “Yeah, unhappy. That’s one way of putting it,” I mutter. “Well, you don’t need to worry about my happiness. That’s not part of the agreement either. My social life, my bedmates, my moods—those are all my business, not yours.” I stand up and walk to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
My father sits and looks at me for a moment as if he’s trying to see past my skin down to my very bones. Then he stands slowly, looking weary in a way I’ve never noticed before.
“Very well. Goodnight, Juan.” He walks through the door I’ve opened for him.
I swing the door closed a little more firmly than necessary. Then I collapse on the sofa, unmute the TV, and close my eyes so I can remember the feel of Beth’s skin under my hands.

My father spends the next few days tiptoeing around me like I’m a bomb waiting to explode. And maybe, in a way, I am. When I sent Beth back, I was so certain I was doing the best thing, and I still know it was the only choice to make for her, but I’m starting to question whether I really thought through the choices for myself well enough.
I didn’t know it was possible to miss something as much as I miss her. It’s like someone took a piece out of my body. I have this hole inside me and it doesn’t get any better. It’s raw and ragged and it stings and aches and throbs all day, every day. At night, it bleeds. It bleeds in my sleep, it bleeds in my bed, it bleeds in my soul. I wake up each morning a bloody mess, and I spend all day trying to ignore it. I thought it would get easier with time, but it doesn’t. If anything, it’s getting harder.
I don’t know what my father would have done if I’d tried to keep walking over that bridge to the US. I assume the slew of henchmen I had with me had been given instructions to keep me in Mexico, but would they have shot me? I felt, at the time, like it wasn’t a risk worth taking. The fact is that, even if I’d managed to get across the border, he’d find me, and then he might bring me back under less pleasant circumstances.
I could try to make a run for it now and turn myself in when I get to the US, end up back in Huntsville. It might be the only place he can’t get to me. I think a lot about whether it would be better to be in prison than here. It’s a choice I always thought I had the answer to. Now, things simply aren’t that clear. Yeah, here is like a high-end hotel, but the isolation is almost more than I can stand. Spending my days learning just how much product the Santos Mexicanos are putting out into the world doesn’t help. The idea that I’m supposed to help create hundreds of thousands of drug addicts, wrecking families, health, and entire lives, is revolting on a good day and unbearable on a bad one.
I’ve just come back from a meeting with a petty local pimp who we use to move product in and out of Guanajuato, the nearest big city. The guy makes my fucking skin crawl, but his girls are very good at stuffing bags of heroin places the sun doesn’t shine so they can get it past roadblocks the police sometimes set up at the major roads into the city.
I enter my father’s office and find him sitting in an armchair, looking out the window at the swimming pool.
“The meeting went well?” he asks absentmindedly.
“Yes. He wanted to up his fee by twenty percent, but I told him I’d only do it if I gave it directly to the mules. I’m not going to pay his filthy ass more to continue treating his girls like shit. As soon as I said that, he didn’t need more money after all.”
My father chuckles quietly. “You have a very original way of doing business, mijo, but it’s effective. You put your own stamp on these dealings. I enjoy watching it.”
I don’t answer—just lean against the wall parallel to where he sits.
“You played fútbol in high school, yes?” he asks, completely off topic.
“You mean American soccer? Yeah.”
“I played too,” he says, glancing at me quickly.
“Huh. I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned anything about growing up.”
He smiles sadly. “I grew up in Guanajuato. We were poor, there were a lot of kids—all the normal things you’d expect from a Mexican family in the 1970s. But I got a scholarship when I was thirteen to attend the Catholic school. I was a good student like you were. And they had a fútbol team. In my neighborhood, we played all day long in the roads. If we had a ball, that was good. Most of the time, we made balls out of garbage that we would smash together and wrap in some sort of plastic or tape. We made do.”
“I’ve seen pictures of the kids in South America doing that,” I say, moving over to a chair now and sitting down.
“At the Catholic school, we had real balls and a team. One of the priests saw me playing in the schoolyard before class and told me to try out for the team. I made it and then played the rest of the time in school. I was a striker. Goal scorer. And you?”
“Center mid.” I look at him. “Playmaker.”
He laughs a big, hearty laugh, not his usual restrained, controlled self. “Of course you were. It explains everything. You are always looking around you, figuring out how to set up the people and the events the way you want. Anticipating how the other players will move, respond, behave. It’s a different way to lead than mine but just as valuable.”
I sit silently for a moment and digest what he’s said, fascinated that he was able to assess me so accurately when I’ve never even thought about myself that way.
“The men often play a game of fútbol after dinner in the evenings,” he tells me as he stands. “Tonight, the Ybarra men will join them and we’ll see how the playmaker and the goal scorer work together.”

That night, after dinner, I follow my father out to the big lawn at the front of the house. Half of the security staff is out there, some of them just in shirtsleeves and bare feet, others in shorts and T-shirts. I’ve changed into a pair of track pants, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. I’m not sure how well I’ll play without cleats, but no one else has them either, so I guess I’m not at a disadvantage. The fact is, my greatest weakness right now is that I haven’t played in years. There were a few guys in the RH who’d screw around with the ball once in a while, but it’s been at least five years since I’ve touched a soccer ball.
There are several balls lying around on the grass, so I grab one to start juggling just trying to get a little touch back. In a few minutes, I’m dribbling around trees, maneuvering, feeling awkward and stiff when suddenly a flash comes from my right and Ryan skims past, grabbing the ball neatly from me as he runs by. A cheer erupts from the men, and I see my father raise one eyebrow at me in challenge. Without another thought, I charge down the field. Game on.
It takes me about ten minutes to get back in the swing of things, but once I do, very few of the guys stand a chance. I was a star player as a teen, playing on the top club team in the area and four years on varsity in school. We won State my junior year and probably would have again my senior year if I’d been there to play. Unfortunately, that was another dream interrupted by the INS.
By the end of the game, I’m dominating the play, feeding my father ball after ball that he then slips past the other team’s goalie. He doesn’t have the power I’m sure he once did, but he’s damned accurate, able to place a ball in the tightest spots you can imagine. It’s possible that the guys are so afraid of Miguel that they always let him win, but I doubt it. Most of them haven’t had much in the way of formal soccer training, and my father doesn’t lose at many things in life.
After we’ve all exhausted ourselves entirely, we collapse on the ground, everyone sweaty and happy. Clara sends some of the staff girls out with big jars of ice-cold water and 1horchata, and we all drink up.
“We work well together,” my father says as he sits near me, wiping sweat from his forehead with his arm.
“Yeah,” I concede. “We do.”
“You love this—the fútbol.”
“I did. A long time ago.”
“Our true loves never die,” he says. “We can ignore them, forget to nourish them—despise them, even—and they won’t die. They wait patiently for us to find them again. You’ve rediscovered one tonight. Others may be waiting for you as well.”
With that, he stands, says goodnight to his men, and leaves. I realize there may be depths to my father that I haven’t wanted to see.

1 Horchata = a sweet, rice milk drink




IT’S been a week since I spoke to Uncle Max, and I finally know what I have to do.
I remember that my oldest brother Tomás once told me, “Family comes first, but you can’t help your family if you’re not being true to you.” Tomás is a very smart guy, and all of us have looked up to him our whole lives.
I’ve spent the last seven days trying to imagine what my life will look like without Juan. A few months ago, I had visions of finishing my degree, getting a job working in a nonprofit or going on for a PhD, dating when I met someone worth dating, hopefully finding ‘Mr. Right’ eventually. Now, all I can see are the endless days, months, and years without Juan. The nights of dreaming about him, the hours of worrying about what’s happened to him, the endless days of combing newspapers and the Internet for any scrap of information I can find on him.
Then, yesterday, something new occurred to me. Not only would my life be moving forward without him, but his would be going on without me as well. The thought of him with other women hit me like a sledgehammer to the heart. Beautiful women, sophisticated women, women who know how to be the mistress of a mobster—or worse, the wife of one. I realized that, if WITSEC is my only option for getting Juan back and I don’t pursue it, Juan’s life will go on without me. Juan will sleep with other women. Juan will live with other women. Juan could marry another woman. The idea that I might open a newspaper someday and see a photo of Juan Martinez, purported leader of the Santos Mexicanos, walking his wife and child into a hotel somewhere is more than I can stand.
I think I finally truly understand what Tomás told me all those years ago. I can never do right by my family if I’m without Juan. I’ll spend the rest of my life lost. No one wants a sister, a daughter, or a friend who is missing the very thing that makes her her. That’s what Juan is to me now. He’s part of what makes me Beth. I can’t move on without him. I won’t move on without him.
So I meet Max in a coffee shop over his lunch hour.
“You’ve been thinking about what we discussed?” he asks as he sits down with a large latte and a ham sandwich.
“I have. And I want to do it, Max. I want to ask for witness protection for Juan…and for me.”
I see sadness flit across his features before he controls it. Max is too good an attorney to let much show.
“Your parents, mija. They’ll be crushed. They might not ever forgive me.”
I reach out and lay my hand on top of his. “They will because I’ll tell them it was my choice. I don’t know what this will mean, when I’ll be able to see my family again, but I also know I can’t move forward without him. I have to believe this will work out and I’ll be able to see everyone someday soon. For now, I need to be with Juan however that’s possible.”
He clears his throat. “Okay then. I’ll get the ball rolling.”

Several days later, Max has spoken to the feds, gotten immunity for me, and shown them my deposition about the events during the week I was with Juan in Mexico. This is the first they’ve known that I was at the RH headquarters or with Juan. I’m now on their radar, and I notice that a dark sedan with two guys in suits has started following me around town. It’s scary, but really, nothing is as scary as living without Juan.
The feds take forty-eight hours to read my deposition and then they call me in. Max and I go for a three-hour-long meeting, and when we’re done, I walk out with a solution and a problem. They’ll offer Juan and me WITSEC, but Juan will need to turn himself in. They won’t contact him to tell him about the deal. That’s up to us to manage. They won’t extract him from Miguel’s compound. That’s up to him to figure out. Once he crosses the border, he needs to go straight to the feds, turn himself in, and only then will the WITSEC procedures kick in.
“How the hell are we going to get word to him that this deal is waiting and then figure out a way for him to get to the border without being killed?” I ask Max as we walk through the parking garage at the federal building in downtown Austin.
“They aren’t going to make this easy on either of you. They don’t want people in WITSEC who are looking for an easy out and might change their minds. They want you to work hard for it so you’ll stick with it once they sign you up.”
I get in the passenger’s side of the car, which Max has unlocked for me, and growl in frustration. “I can’t believe this. He’s under lock and key twenty-four-seven in that mausoleum his father owns. How will we ever contact him?”
“I don’t know, but I think it’s time for more brains on this than just yours and mine.”
“Like who?”
He starts up the car. “Let’s start where we always do. The family.”

Alexis, Gabe, and David come to Max’s office for dinner. Isabella orders a ton of Chinese takeout, and after everyone’s gotten a plate, we sit down at the big conference table and dig in.
It’s David who jumps in first. “So, I don’t want to sound like a suspicious older brother, but given our talk on the way back from Laredo, I’m guessing this isn’t just a friendly get together.”
Max chuckles. “You’re right. Beth and I have been working on something, and it involves Juan of course.”
David sits back, putting on his older-brother, CPA face. “Well, we’re all ears, Uncle Max.”
Max explains the legalities of what he’s arranged with the feds. Then he gets to the crux of the problem. “It’s up to us to figure out how to get word to Juan about the deal and then get him across the border.”
Everyone is silent when he finally pauses.
I see Alexis lean into Gabe, pinching the bridge of her nose. Gabe puts his arm around her and whispers something in her ear.
David is solemn, his brows knit. “Bethy, you’re sure about this? You’ll be sent someplace with a new name, no family, no friends—only you and Juan. If you try to contact us, you could lose the protection. They might kick you out of the program. It could be years, Beth.” His voice is level, but I can see the anguish in his eyes.
I struggle to keep the pain at bay, and I see that Alexis has lost the battle, quiet tears rolling down her cheeks as Gabe kisses her hair and rubs her shoulder.
“I know,” I answer, trying to sound sure of it all. “We have to believe it’s all going to work out. I won’t go years without you guys. That’s just not how things work for the Garcias.” I give them a smile, swallowing down my fears.
It’s Gabe, the guy who kept my sister safe from insurgents in Afghanistan, who put up with her rejections for years, who stayed positive and determined no matter what crap she threw at him, who comes through for me now.
“Look, it’ll be fine. We’ll figure out a way to stay in touch and see you no matter what the feds say. We’re not stupid. We can manage it without tipping off the Santos Mexicanos. They’re the Mexican cartel, not God. And if Juan’s testimony works, his old man will be in prison anyway. Whoever takes over after he’s locked up may be thanking Juan, not trying to kill him.”
Max shrugs as if to say, “Anything’s possible.”
David rubs a hand across his face. “So you’re saying we go along with this but use our own rules?”
“Damn straight,” Gabe answers. “I spent three tours in Afghanistan, and I can tell you that, in war, there are no rules. This is war, dude, and we’ve got to make the rules that work for us.”
David stands up and starts pacing around the room.
“But before anything else, we have to figure out how to reach Juan, right?” Alexis asks.
I nod at the same time that Gabe says, “I think I’ve got that one covered.”
Alexis looks at him with surprise.
He smiles at her. “Don’t worry, babe.”
“What’s your idea?” Max asks.
“I’ll go down there and get him,” Gabe says simply.
The room explodes. Alexis gasps and starts protesting, David is telling Alexis to quit bossing her boyfriend, and Max is trying to get everyone else to be quiet.
“I can’t ask you to do that, Gabe,” I say when things settle down.
Gabe leans forward with his elbows on the table. “Look, I’ve got the training. I was an MP in one of the most dangerous places in the world. I can put my hands on the right kinds of weapons, and I think I can even get a buddy of mine to go with me.”
Alexis is looking at him with utter horror, but I can tell that David is mulling it over.
Max looks amused and I hear him mutter, “If Lex doesn’t kill you first.”
“You’re seriously going to try to go onto the property of a Mexican mobster and kidnap his son, take him back to the border, and get him through customs all without getting killed or arrested?” Alexis snaps at him.
“Babe,” he says softly. “It’s for your sister, and you know I can handle this. I’m not going to do something stupid.”
Alexis rolls her eyes and snorts. “Yeah, right.”
“You’re going to need false papers for him,” Max tells us.
“I think I can take care of that too,” Gabe says. “My buddy, Nick, is a cop out in Hawaii. He’s got informants all over the place. I’m willing to bet he knows someone who can do up papers.”
David finally sits back down at the table. “How are you going to do it?” he asks Gabe bluntly.
Gabe runs a hand through his dark-blonde hair. “I’ve got a friend, Benji. He’s home on leave right now from the Middle East, and he speaks fluent Spanish. His cousin is my boss at the shop. I figure the two of us drive down to Leon then start talking to the local guys, saying we’re former US military looking for security work. You know, the old ‘stick as close to the truth as you can’ deal. Someone’s bound to send us to Ybarra’s place before too long. Once we get on the property, we can figure out the best way to help him out from there.”
“I’ll pay for whatever you need and all the trip costs,” David says, getting into the whole thing now.
“Yeah, and my boss, Ramon, can help us outfit a car so we’ve got some hidden storage to put guns and other equipment in. Probably take us a week or so to make the modifications to one of his cars. And I’ll call Benji tonight—tell him to get his ass on a plane.”
“You’ll want false papers for you and your friend too,” Max says. “So if you have to show them to Ybarra’s men, they can’t connect you to Beth or Juan.”
Gabe nods then finally looks over at Alexis. “Babe?”
“I’m scared,” she says. “You can’t promise it won’t backfire.”
He puts his hand on the back of her neck and pulls her into his chest. “No, but I can promise that I’ll be very careful and I’ll get out at the first sign of trouble. I love you, babe. I’m not interested in a suicide mission.”
Alexis sighs with resignation and gives him a quick kiss on the lips. “Fine,” she says. “Go play cops and robbers, but so help me, if you get hurt, I’ll cut you off for a month.”
“Shit. I do not need to hear stuff like that from my baby sister,” David groans.
Gabe cracks up. “It’s an effective threat though, dude.”
After a few more minutes of timetables and details, everyone finishes up their food and prepares to leave. I corner Gabe as he steps out into the hall to throw something away in the trashcan.
“Hey,” I say.
“Hey yourself,” he answers.
“I don’t know if there’s any way to thank you for this.”
“Just be happy, Beth. That’s all the thanks I need.”
“You don’t have to do this.”
“I know. I want to. You’ve got to know that, when I was at my lowest with your sister, when I thought I was going to have to live the rest of my life without her, you were there for me. You kept me going and you kicked my ass when I needed it. You were always straight with me, but you also let me lean on you. This is my way of saying thanks to you. I want you and Juan to be as happy and your sister and I are. You both deserve it.”
“Who knew Gabe Thompson was such a romantic?” I tease.
“I’ve been in a war zone, Beth. It makes you realize that there aren’t many chances in this world to find that one perfect person and make a life with them. Juan’s your one perfect person, I could see that when you introduced us to him. I want to help you make a life with him like you’ve helped me make a life with your sister.”
I throw my arms around Gabe, tears running down my face. “Thank you so much,” I gasp out as I sniffle into his neck.
He chuckles. “Wait till I get him out. Then you can thank me.”
After I leave Max’s and head toward home, I realize that getting Juan back might just become a reality. I only hope he wants to be with me the way I want to be with him.




IT’S been nearly two months since Beth left, and the days blend into one another. I have meetings, I look over financial records, and I try to understand the complex network of mules, distributors, pushers, and manufacturers that make up the Santos Mexicanos. My father takes two brief trips out of town, but I’m not invited along. I figure that’s because he doesn’t want to risk my getting away. I’m still shadowed night and day by the security staff. It’s couched as being ‘protection,’ but I know they’re really just high-end jailers.
It’s late in the afternoon on a Wednesday, my father is in Guanajuato for the day, and I’ve been going over some records he asked me to review. When my eyes start to cross from all of the numbers, I leave the office and step outside to the patio, thinking about whether I want to take a swim and have an early dinner then go back to the work. I hear voices and see three men walk around the corner of the pool house. As they approach, I notice that one is Latino, but the other is blonde—and American. I watch, partially hidden by the pillar I’m leaning against under the pergola.
“My buddy here was one of the best mechanics we had in camp even though it wasn’t his job. He’d be happy to do some work on the cars on the property too. You’ll get double duty out of him,” the Latino says to Ryan, who leads them along.
“Señor will like that. He always feels more comfortable when things are done in-house. Less chance for security breaches that way,” Ryan tells the guy.
The American obviously doesn’t speak Spanish, so he’s not really participating in the conversation, but he’s watching, taking everything in. He’s casual about it, but it’s obvious he’s casing the place pretty carefully. I need to know who these two are and what’s going on. If they’re from a rival syndicate looking to raid the place they’ll be after me as well as my father. I don’t feel like dying today.
I step out from behind the pillar as they get within shouting distance and feel my heart stop when I realize that the American is Gabe Thompson, Alexis’s boyfriend.
I swallow the shock down and work very hard to pull on my mask. I remind myself that, just like with the RH, my ability to cover my emotions and responses could very well be the thing that saves my life.
“Señor Juan,” Ryan says, smiling as he leads Gabe and the other guy to me. “I want you to meet our two newest staff members. Señor hired them last week and they’ll be officially on duty starting tomorrow. This is Jorge and Nate. Nate doesn’t speak a great deal of Spanish, but maybe you’ll enjoy having an American around since you grew up there.”
I give a lukewarm smile to Ryan. “I had no idea we were hiring new staff. But welcome. I’m Juan Martinez, Señor Ybarra’s son.” I put my hand out to Jorge and then Nate.
Both men shake my hand, and Gabe holds my gaze for a moment longer than necessary. My heart races with thoughts of what the hell he’s doing here. Could it be that he’s been with the feds all along and they’ve sent him after me? I’m desperate to get him alone so I can find out. I don’t know if I can trust him, but right now, I don’t really care. I just want answers.
“So, will you be staying here on the property?” I ask Gabe in English. About half of the staff live on site in cottages my father’s built for them. The other half live in Leon and commute.
“Señor Ybarra has offered us a place here,” he answers. “My friend and I are former US military and heard there might be security work for some of the families in this area. We’re very grateful to be working for your father.”
I give him a quick smile, and Ryan moves the tour along. I watch them as they walk away into the house and wonder what in the hell they’re doing here. But my guess is that I’ll find out sooner rather than later. I just hope that whatever it is doesn’t involve me in a Mexican prison. I’ll take Huntsville over that shit any day.

It’s nearly midnight when I hear the light tapping at my balcony door. I turn the bedside lamp off and tiptoe to the door. I pull the edge of the curtain back a fraction and look directly into Gabe’s grinning face.
As I open the door and he slips in, I whisper harshly, “What the fuck, ese? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“Dude, I’m smarter than that. Benji’s down at the cottages running a poker game with all the guys. He’s managed to get half the staff distracted because they think he’s too stupid to understand Mexican money. They think they’re going to make a killing off of him. Dumbasses. He’ll take them all to the cleaners as soon as he knows I’m back safe and sound.”
“So you’re here, a thousand or so miles from home, why? And does Alexis know? And again, are you fucking trying to get yourself killed?”
He chuckles softly and shakes his head. Then he slowly strolls around the room. “You ever watch TV this late at night?” he whispers.
I nod and grab the remote, turning on a boxing match that’s pretty loud. I motion to the sofa so we can sit.
“Are you okay, man?” he asks, looking concerned.
“Yeah, I’m safe and sound—as long as I keep playing my part. Who sent you? The feds? Are you here to take me in?”
He shakes his head. “Yes and no. Beth sent me—“
“What?” I exclaim before Gabe puts a finger to his lips, reminding me to keep quiet.
“Just give me a minute to explain. It’s complicated. Beth and her Uncle Max went to the feds. They got immunity for her and then she gave them testimony about everything you two went through with the RH and during the week she was here.”
“Oh fuck,” I say, raking a hand through my hair. “Madre de Dios. Why would she do that? No one knew she was involved at all. All she had to do was get home and go back to living her life.” I put my head in my hands and try to breathe.
“You do realize you’re talking about one of the Garcia girls, right?” Gabe looks at me, incredulous.
I sigh. “All right. What else?”
“She got the feds to give you a deal.”
“So I need to go back to Huntsville?”
“No, man. She got you WITSEC.”
“Witness protection? What do I have to do? Rat out the RH?”
Gabe looks at me like he’s examining a bug under a microscope. “No. You have to rat out your dad.”
I think my breath and my heart both stop for a full minute. There is nothing but empty air inside me. Then, like a light flickering before it turns back on, everything reboots. My brain sparks, my lungs inflate, and my heart pumps once, twice, three times.
I stare at him, and everything inside me is a tangle of conflicting impulses. Part of me collapses in relief—a chance to go home, start fresh, leave all the old Juans behind. Another part is disbelieving—it’ll never really happen. This is just one of a thousand dead ends. And strangest of all, there is a third part that barely dares to whisper, but I hear it all the same. He is your father, it says in the darkest corner of my heart. He is your father, and in his way, he loves you.
“Why?” I ask. “Why did Beth do this? I mean, she’ll never see me again either way. Why would she do this?”
Gabe looks uncomfortable as he shifts around on the sofa and looks down at his hands briefly. “Actually, the deal is for both of you.”
“No.” My head is ringing, my heart pounding. “She didn’t. She wouldn’t. Fucking hell.” I stand up, no longer able to sit and digest information like this.
Gabe looks me in the eye. He’s a boisterous, friendly guy but deeper and more perceptive than you realize at first glance. “Dude, she’s the one, right? Your one?”
I swallow and consider lying, but I know he’d never believe me. It’s far too late to deny it. “Yeah. She’s the one. The only one. Ever.”
He nods. “Then there’s nothing else to say, is there? She’s waiting for you. David and Alexis and Max helped plan this whole thing. All we need is for you to agree and we’ll get this party started.”
He stands up and walks to the balcony doors. “You’ve got twenty-four hours to decide. I’ll be back tomorrow night, same time, and if you’re coming, then be ready to go. Benji and I have figured out how we’re going to do this, and we have a car stashed just outside the property. We’ll head for the border right away and not stop until we get there. The car’s got an extra gas tank. Hopefully no one will realize that you’re gone until the morning so we’ll have a good head start.”
“Okay,” I choke out, still so overwhelmed by all of it that I’m not sure what to think, feel, or say.
He pauses at the doors to the balcony, and I briefly wonder how he scaled the damn house.
“Dude. She loves you and you love her. Trust me—that’s all that matters here.” Then he’s out the doors, disappearing into the dark with incredible stealth for such a big guy.
I flop back on the sofa, my mind a whirl of chaos. I close my eyes and try just to breathe for a few minutes. Then I go through what Gabe told me again, slowly, trying to really understand it all. The idea that Beth is willing to give up everything she knows, everyone she loves, in order to be with me is overwhelming. I’ve done nothing to deserve that kind of devotion and love. I’m so worried for her that I almost can’t bear it. I want nothing more than to see her, touch her, talk about this with her. This isn’t the kind of decision she should have ever made without me, and I don’t want to make it without her either.
But I have twenty-four hours, and I have to choose. I realize that I’ve been given a second chance with Beth, a chance I never thought I’d have. I also realize that, if I don’t take it, I’ll never get another one. It’s this or give up Beth forever.
I think about my father then. The way he looked when he first laid eyes on me in the RH headquarters. The praise he’s given me at every point since I’ve begun working with him. I think about his words to me when we played that first game of fútbol together. The idea that, if you truly love something, it’ll always be there. You’ll find it again and again. No matter what. My father found me again. I know deep in my heart that, as far as he is able, he truly loves me.
And although I’ve only known my father for a few weeks, he’s had a greater impact on my life than any other person ever, including my mother. He’s the reason I ended up being raised in the US. He’s the reason I joined the RH. He’s the reason I ended up in prison. He’s the reason I lost the woman I love, and if I take this offer of witness protection, he’ll be the reason I get her back.
Because I think some part of me loves my father no matter how much I also hate him, I decide that, just once in my life, I want him to be the reason I get something good, something I want, something I love. I want my father to be the reason I find my true love again. I want my father to bring me back to Beth.




I sit at my desk, watching my son and the 1Americanos as they slide quietly across the patio to the lawn, fading into the dark as they get farther away. I remember when Juanito was a baby and he’d just learned to walk. He would come to see me when I was here, working at the main house. His madre would visit with the women in the kitchen and I would tell her to leave him with me. Everyone loved my Juanito. He was a beautiful boy—happy, smart, polite.
The ache in my heart that has been there most of the last twenty-two years expands again, gnawing at my ribs and choking off my breath.
I pick up the phone on my desk, ringing the gatehouse. “Ricardo? You’ll see Señor Juan and the two Americanos leaving out the east edge of the property soon. They’re free to go, but keep them in sight. They’ll be traveling to the border, so stay with them until they’re across safely. Take Ryan with you.”
I set the receiver down and turn to look outside again. I used to spend hours sitting in this very chair, wondering what he would be like if I ever got him back. Now I know, and the knowledge makes everything so much better and so much worse than I could have ever imagined.
I’ve never been more proud than I was the day I laid eyes on my son again after twenty-two years. He is handsome, bright, sensible, and strong—a born leader. And he is good. Pure of heart, a gentle soul. He was never meant for the life he was handed. He is so much better than anything I’ve ever envisioned for him. He’s worth whatever sacrifices I end up making on his behalf. My hard, scarred heart can take comfort that I had this brief moment when he was mine again.
And now I release him one final time.

1 Americanos = Americans




WE’VE been waiting in my living room for two hours and they’re not here yet. Alexis and I are both bouncing off the walls. David and Tomás are here too, and I can tell we’re irritating the shit out of them. Max has moved out to the front porch, saying that he’s too old for all the agitation.
The front door opens and Lex and I both leap up, looking expectantly at Max.
“They just called. They’re five minutes away,” Max says.
Alexis and I are out the door and in the front yard almost before he can finish the sentence. We stand on the edge of the yard, watching the street. I hear the guys all come out of the house behind us and take seats on the porch.
It feels like an hour, but I think it’s actually less than five minutes before the big Ford sedan that Gabe had his boss outfit for the trip comes pulling up to the curb. Suddenly, the adrenaline I’ve been living off of for the last week abandons me and I feel like I might faint. As if I’m watching a movie, I see Gabe get out of the driver’s seat as Alexis runs around the car and throws herself on him. Benji gets out of the passenger’s side and smiles at me as my brothers reach him and start asking questions.
But those things are happening like background music. My full focus, the only thing that feels real right now, is the tall, handsome man who emerges from the backseat of the car. He’s wearing an old pair of jeans and a black, untucked polo shirt. His hair is longer than when I last saw him, curling up at the collar of his shirt. His face is somber, and he stands looking at me, his hands in his front pockets.
I walk to him slowly, frightened of what he might say to me but also relishing the sight of him like he’s a drink of water after a month in the desert.
“You’re here,” I say, my voice breathy as I look up into his eyes.
“Oh, linda. Did you really think I wouldn’t be?” A small smile curls the ends of his lips.
“I’m supposed to be mad at you, but I keep forgetting.”
“I should be mad at you too. WITSEC for both of us? Are you sure?” he asks.
I nod, biting my lip to keep the sting behind my eyes at bay.
He brings a hand up to my face and gently cups my cheek. “I’m so sorry, linda. I thought it was the best thing for you.” He clears his throat, his voice thick with emotion. “All I want is what’s best for you.”
I fiercely clutch the front of his shirt. “You are,” I tell him emphatically. “You’re what’s best for me. When will you get that through your stupid head?”
He laughs softly. “I get it now, I promise. And you’re the only thing for me. The best, the worst, the everything. My world starts and ends with you, Beth Garcia. Te amo, mi corazon.”
His lips slide across mine and I feel myself melt into his embrace. Something inside me takes flight. A weight that has pulled me down, kept me from soaring the way I need to. I know in an instant that, whatever else happens, Juan and I are going to be fine. We have each other, and that’s all we’ve ever needed.




Nine Months Later
 
I wake to the very delicious feeling of my fiancé licking his way up my body. I open my eyes and look into Juan’s deep, serious gaze as he strokes my stomach with his tongue.
“Good morning, linda,” he whispers.
“Mmm, it’s starting out pretty well,” I tell him as I rock my hips against him.
He smirks and goes back to licking around my belly button. His big, strong hands smooth up my sides and find my breasts, massaging and stroking my nipples. I moan at the sensations.
He runs that talented tongue up my center, igniting fireworks that make my hips buck up off the bed.
“Oh, God. I swear I never get tired of that.”
He doesn’t answer, but I can hear his breath coming in pants as he moves a hand down and slides two fingers inside me while he continues to lick and suck on my clit. Holy mother of God, that feels good.
“You’re so warm and soft,” he growls. “Come here.”
He grasps my hips and turns me over on my stomach, pulling my ass back against him. He leans over my back to fondle my breasts for a moment while he kisses along my neck. Then he sits back up and thrusts into me, sending my body rocking forward.
“Put your hands here,” he instructs as he lifts my arms to the top edge of the headboard.
We’re now nearly vertical and he pumps into me deeper and harder, one hand on my breast and the other rubbing magical circles around my clit. He thrusts again and again, and I feel the ache in my core grow heavier and heavier until everything stops and I’m floating, for one spectacular moment in time, in the air, on the edge of a star-filled night, before I plummet in a thrilling, wicked ride back to Earth. As I land, I feel Juan tense up, and then he groans, breaking into Spanish, telling me that I’m beautiful, I’m everything, I’m his one.
As we collapse onto the bed, he pulls me close, kissing my eyelids, my nose, my lips.
“That’s a hell of a way to wake up,” I tell him.
“I just wanted to make sure you have a good day since I won’t see you until dinner.”
“Are you working all day, or do you have a studio class this afternoon?”
“Working, but tonight, I want you to look over some of these plant choices I have for the hotel project my group is assigned. Tell me which ones you like best.”
“Sure thing,” I say as I kiss him quickly and climb out of bed. “Can we go out to dinner? I’ll be at the Women’s Center until five and I’m always so hungry after supervising that eating disorders group.”
Juan laughs and watches me as I back into the bathroom to take a shower.
“I’ll take you out to eat, linda, but you’ve got to promise to be my dessert afterwards.”
I roll my eyes and shut the door to the bathroom, trying not to get distracted by all his smooth, rippled muscle as he stands up from the bed.
In the shower, I think about how much our lives have changed in the last nine months. We survived weeks of interrogations by the government, staying in seedy hotels with FBI agents stationed outside our door to protect us. Then we faced Juan’s father at a trial as we both testified to what we knew—me very little, Juan a great deal—about his criminal business dealings.
Throughout that entire trial, Miguel never looked angry, just sad. If I hadn’t heard with my own ears the kinds of things he’s done in his life, I almost might have believed he was just a man who had lost his son and not a drug lord who’s been responsible for the distribution of billions of dollars’ worth of illegal substances over the last twenty-five years along with the murders of the heads of several other crime syndicates.
After the trial, we were relocated here, to Portland. I finally finished my thesis and got my master’s degree a couple of months ago, and now I work at a women’s social service center. Juan got a job as a driver for a high-end limo company. He’s a regular driver for several celebrities, and he’s started a degree in landscape architecture. It will take him a long time to finish, but he doesn’t mind. He hasn’t been this free in nearly ten years. He relishes every single day. Just doing the most normal thing is a joy for him, and he makes it a joy for me as well.
We both insisted on keeping our first names, but he’s now Juan Espinosa and I’m Beth Harper. While we were in FBI custody, they had a laser specialist remove most of Juan’s RH tattoos. The stars are gone, the teardrops gone, the three-pointed crown gone. The picture of little Amanda Johnson is gone, but he got a small heart with her name in it tattooed on his hip where it can’t be seen by anyone else instead. Sometimes, when he’s sleeping, I sit and look at that tiny reminder of his time with the RH and I thank God I found him when I did.
He tells me stories about his life with the RH and what he did while he was in the gang, but we take it slowly, bit by bit. I might never know everything he’s done and been through, and that’s okay. I know who he is inside, and that’s what matters. He’s slowly learning who he is as well. He’s finally free to choose, and I’m helping him do that. We experiment with music, with clothes, with food, with hobbies. It’s fun, and I love watching him find himself after he was buried for so very long.




I have one of my regular clients this afternoon. A real honest-to-God rock star. Joss Jamison, lead singer of Lush, always requests me for his driver, so I see him nearly every day I work.
“How are you today, Mr. Jamison?” I ask as he slides into the backseat of the limo.
“You don’t even want to know, Juan. But can I ask you one thing?”
I smile at him in the rearview mirror but know he’ll keep talking whether I answer him or not. I can tell he’s in a mood, and I’ve gotten pretty good at handling him when he’s in one of those.
“Why the hell do those girls think I want their underwear? I mean, why in the world would they think I find that even remotely sexy? Can you imagine if we were to get the hots for some starlet or pop singer and throw our boxers at her every time she came outside? Would she find that sexy?”
Mr. Jamison has had women camped outside his condo building in downtown Portland for weeks now, ever since his new album went platinum. I guess it’s getting old. I try really hard not to laugh, but this rich, movie-star-looking 1huero bitching about the thongs being tossed at him is just too much.
“Really, someone needs to explain to these girls that, just because their underwear has brighter colors and less fabric than mine, does not mean it’s sexier. And especially not when it’s thrown at my face. Fuck.”
I struggle for a few more moments and then bust out laughing, glancing at Mr. Jamison in the rearview after I’ve calmed down. He’s smiling sadly at me. I feel bad for the guy. I don’t think he’s very happy, which just goes to show that money can’t buy it for you. I’ve never missed anything I had at my father’s estate since I left. All his money and power weren’t equal to one minute of Beth’s touch. Money can’t buy me choices or freedom or love, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted. It feels really damn good to have them.
After I drop off Mr. Jamison at his recording studio, I stop back by the apartment to get my books so I can study while I wait to drive him home. That’s a great thing about this job—I have lots of waiting-around time to study, read, sketch landscape plans, and dream about my gorgeous girl.
When I walk in the front door, the mail has already come, scattered across the floor where it fell through the mail slot. I bend down to scoop it up, leafing through the bills and junk mail as I walk to the living room. The final envelope I hold makes me stop dead in my tracks. The return address is Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. My hands shake as I slowly run my finger under the edge of the plain, white envelope until I tear open the seal. I withdraw a single sheet of paper and unfold it, my heart beating triple time. Then I read.
 
My Dearest Juan:
I am settled here in my new home, and really, it is not so bad. I find I enjoy the time to read and study, something I haven’t done since I began working for the Santos when I was seventeen. Of all the things I could miss, I find that Clara’s cooking is really the main one. But she sends me a treat once a month, and I’ve found that, if I share with some of the guards, they allow me to keep the rest.
I hope that you have a new home in Portland and you and Ms. Garcia are comfortable. I have heard that you are planning to marry the young lady, and I am very happy. I never married your mother. Perhaps things might have gone differently for us if I had, although I doubt it. She was a good person, much like her son, and pure hearts like hers and yours are not meant to be paired with hardened ones like mine.
Speaking of your mother, I hope that you will approve of the house I purchased for her in Monterrey. She does not know that it was me who did it, so perhaps it is better that you don’t tell her. I will never forgive her for taking you from me, but I also can never repay her for the way she raised you. You are everything a father could want in a son, and I owe her a debt of gratitude for that. I know that you love her, and I have sworn to always protect and care for you and those you love.
Which brings me to my last remark. Do not fear me, son. I love you more than I have ever loved anything in this world. I have lived my whole life for you, and if my incarceration was necessary for you to have the things you love, then I will gladly serve this sentence, comforted in the knowledge that you are happy, that your wife is happy, that your children—my grandchildren—will be happy. Someday, when you are a father, you will understand this sacrifice I make for you and why I make it willingly, joyfully.
No one will ever find your whereabouts, and you will always be watched over. I have resources that the Americanos cannot touch and people that they cannot reach. The money is there whenever you need it. The people are with you even when you do not know it. They will protect you and those you love, as I always have.
Te Amo,
Miguel.
 
I stumble to the sofa and sit down, the letter dangling from my fingertips. Finally, I go to the kitchen drawer and pull out a prepaid cell phone. We keep them to talk to Beth’s friends and family. Every month, we get a new prepay, and so do each of her family members. Then we can talk. The feds don’t know, but I guess Miguel probably does. I hesitate, deciding who to call, but finally, I choose Gabe. He’s the only one besides Beth who was there with me, saw the place, met the man who is my father.
He answers on the fourth ring. “Bethy? Is that you?” he hollers obnoxiously.
“No, it’s, uh… It’s Juan.”
“Hey, dude. What’s up? How’s everything there?”
“Well, I need to talk to you about something,” I tell him as I sit down, still clutching the letter in my hand.
“Shoot,” he says. “I can take a break from this carburetor for a few.”
“Okay.” I read him the letter, and when I’m done, he’s silent for a while.
“You still there?” I ask.
“Yeah, man. Sorry. So, I guess the feds aren’t as sly as they think, huh?”
“I guess not, since it doesn’t seem like it was all that hard to track me down.”
“Can I tell you something, dude?”
I swallow, not knowing if I can take more bad news right now. “Uh, sure. Why not?”
“When we took you out of there? I didn’t want to say anything, but it was far too easy.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. I never expected the whole thing to go that smoothly, and while I’d love nothing more than to sit around and congratulate myself on what a badass operative I am, the fact is, I’ve suspected all along that Miguel let us take you.”
“Shit, ese. Are you serious?”
“Yeah. Completely. And if that’s true, then I don’t think he’s a threat. I think he means what he’s saying in that letter. He might be crazy, but I have a feeling his crazy includes doing no harm to you and yours.”
I consider what he’s said. I consider the life Beth and I have started to make here. The home we’re building in this little apartment. And I think that, at some point, you have to stop looking at your world in terms of what should be and look at what is. A man like my father should be a threat to me—to everyone, really. But in reality, he’s never done a single thing to harm me. Things that I took as threats could have been misinterpreted. Stories that my mother told me might have colored my perceptions. Experiences I had in the RH may have led me to see him in a way that wasn’t fair.
“I think you might be right, hermano,” I tell Gabe. “And thanks for that.”
“Sure thing, but watch your back, man. I can’t have you or Bethy getting hurt. Alexis would never get over it, and it’d kind of piss me off too.”
I chuckle, feeling better already. “No worries. We’re safe. We’ll stay that way.”
“All right. Call again soon so Alexis can talk to you.”
“Bueno.”
After we end the call, I grab my books and the letter and head back to the limo. I go straight to Beth’s work and text her to come outside where we can talk. She slips into the front seat of the limo and kisses me on the cheek.
“Oooh, are we going to have a nooner in the fancy car?” She flirts.
“Sorry, linda, I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.”
“That sort of sounds serious.”
“It is,” I answer as I hand her the letter.
She sits and reads, her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide, and by the time she gets to the end, there are tears in her eyes.
“I’m so sorry, Beth. I just can’t believe this, now, after we finally get settled and everything’s going so well. You don’t deserve this, linda. And if you want me to leave, I will. You can go back home to Austin or stay here—“
“Stop it,” she snaps. “I thought we were done with that. There is no you and me, only us. You know that.”
I nod. Old habits die hard. “Okay. You’re right.” I look up and cup her cheek with my palm. “What do you want to do?”
“I want to hear what you think of this letter,” she tells me.
I swallow. “Well, I called Gabe and read it to him. He told me something that he’s never mentioned before. He said that, when he came to take me out of Miguel’s, it was too easy. Much easier than he’d expected. Linda”—I pause, looking at her steadily—“he thinks Miguel let me go that night.”
She lets out a breath she’s been holding and sniffs. “So he thinks Miguel allowed you to go, knowing what might happen?”
“Sounds that way, yeah.”
“And what do you think?”
“I think that maybe it’s time to quit living in fear of my father. Because, linda, he’s never actually hurt me. Ever. Maybe it’s naïve or careless, but I don’t want to leave our life here. I don’t want to keep reacting to shit as if we’re being hunted. I love it here. I love my job, you love your job, we love us. And my father says he loves us too. Maybe we should just accept that and quit worrying.”
I watch as a little smile curves across her face and she leans over and kisses me gently on the lips.
“Juan Miguel Antonio Martinez Ybarra, I love you and I trust you, and if you believe in your father, then so do I. Life’s full of risks. You can’t live it without taking some. We’re just learning how to live. Let’s not stop now.”
We kiss, and as my lips slide over her smooth, silky skin, I know we’ve made the right decision. I know that, as long as I have this woman by my side, I’ll keep discovering who Juan is, and we’ll make it through anything. I also know that, if I’ve learned anything in the last ten years of my life, it’s that love is powerful and it can make people do some amazing things—like give up their world, risk their safety, start a new life. Love can make you lose it all, risk it all, want it all. But most of all, love can help you have it all.


1 Hueros/as = blondies/ fair skinned
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A Lush Betrayal (Lush No. 1)
Joss Jamison has it all. He’s the lead singer for the world’s hottest rock band, Lush. He’s wealthy, sexy, talented…and miserable. Twelve months ago, Joss lost his finely honed control and made a mistake he can’t undo. A mistake that could end up costing him his best friend, his band, and maybe his heart.
Mel DiLorenzo has it all. She’s been hired to document the world tour of her sister’s fiance’s rock band. She’s gorgeous, talented, loved…and sick of being the little sister. When she agrees to the summer job, Mel has no idea she’s walking into a minefield of friendships lost and hearts destroyed. She also has no idea what it means to be the object of Joss Jamison’s affections.
One hot rock star plus one life-altering mistake, add a dash of sexy younger sister and a handful of broken hearts, and you’ve got a recipe for fire. Life on the road can be hot, but for the boys of Lush, it’s about to get a whole lot hotter.
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Six months ago, Walsh Clark was the drummer of America’s hottest rock sensation, Lush. Now he’s living at the Double A Ranch in north Texas, home to cows, cowboys, and lushes—like him. He’s survived alcoholism, rehab, and the breakup of his band. But the one thing Walsh might not survive is the return of his ex fiancée Tammy DiLorenzo.
Tammy and Walsh met at fourteen, and she was with him on every step to fame and fortune—until one fateful night when she betrayed him. Now she’s back, begging for forgiveness and ready to fight for her man. But some betrayals are too painful to forget, some mistakes can’t be repaired, and Walsh is certain that he and Tammy can’t ever be together again.
But DiLorenzo women don’t back down, and Tammy always gets what she wants. In the wake of the lies and losses, she’s prepared to do whatever it takes for a second chance. She’ll give it all—for the love of a lush.
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