
  
    [image: Daniel Mendoza Thrillers]
  


  
    
      DANIEL MENDOZA THRILLERS

      BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      
        DANIEL MALDONADO

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2024 Daniel Maldonado

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2024 by Next Chapter

      Published 2024 by Next Chapter

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAY IT PLEASE THE COURT

          

          DANIEL MENDOZA THRILLERS BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to my friends, family, and coworkers who encouraged me to turn back to my legal roots and write novels that reflect this genre. Thanks for all of your support and encouragement.
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1 SWEET SIXTEEN


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottsdale, Arizona

        Present Day

      

      

      “Mija, this is your special day, but you don’t have to be rude. Your Tía is just trying to help. I taught you better than that. Now apologize.” The stern, female voice pierced the room, dominating every other boisterous sound. Everyone in the cramped dressing room stopped and glanced up, taking heed of what Mrs. Clifton would say or do next.

      Reyna Clifton was known to be a strong disciplinarian given her parents’ upbringing on the east coast. Her parents hailed from New York like their parents before them. The family grew up there before they moved to the mid-west when their kids were infants. Although they no longer lived in Spanish Harlem, Reyna’s parents raised her and her sister the same way. Despite the hectic atmosphere in the dressing room, Reyna, like her Puerto Rican parents, always demanded civility, especially from her children. Alejandra, Reyna’s oldest child, knew that.

      When Alejandra instinctively twirled around in angst to unconsciously direct a piercing glare at her mother, she quickly stopped herself such that her floor-length, periwinkle blue dress suddenly jerked back. The diamond-studded, silver tiara on her head unexpectedly began to slip. Before it fell off, the nimble Tía Esperanza stood next to her holding it in place.

      Alejandra’s eyes slightly welled up. She knew what was coming and did not want a verbal lashing from her mother before her sweet sixteen ceremony. This would embarrass her, especially in front of all of her girlfriends and female cousins who were her damas. She braced herself.

      “Reyna, it’s nothing. She’s just nervous. That’s all.” Esperanza straightened the askew tiara. “There. That’s better.”

      Esperanza’s calming voice disarmed Reyna like it frequently did since their childhood. The sisters were many years apart in age, but the younger Esperanza was always mature in ways that evaded Reyna. Somehow, despite the age difference, they were still close.

      “Doesn’t your daughter look beautiful?” Esperanza now sounded muffled as she stuffed a couple of bobby pins into her mouth so that both of her hands were free. She stepped aside so that Alejandra was in full view.

      “Ay Dios mio. Yes, you’re lovely, beautiful. That dress is amazing. I’m glad you picked it.” Reyna stopped herself from saying anything untoward. The first dress that Alejandra selected was hideous according to her mother. But that seemed ages ago. There was no point in mentioning it now and dampening the mood even further.

      Reyna walked towards Alejandra to hug her. As Mrs. Clifton walked closer to her daughter, Porsha, Alejandra’s dama de honor, followed with a set of earrings in her hand. Porsha had known Alejandra since the sixth grade when they were seated next to each other in Ms. Hittson’s class. They were inseparable since that day. Like Esperanza, Porsha was adept at keeping people calm and focused. The two classmates were also like sisters.

      “Put these on. Frank will love them. They match your tiara.” Porsha smiled as she handed the diamond earrings to Alejandra.

      “Tía Esperanza, can you do it? I’m shaking so badly.”

      Her aunt dotingly complied.

      Alejandra’s long, bronze neck was daintily revealed above the princess scoop neckline, giving the young woman an air of aristocracy uncommon for her age. She was pleased. Months of preparation had paid off.

      There were the four dance rehearsals with Alejandra’s court as well as the rehearsals with her father, Anthony Clifton. Her party planner, Mariposa Aponte, choreographed the entire affair including Alejandra’s upcoming entrance. Every last detail of the sweet sixteen party was meticulously planned and paid for in advance. Her family spared no expense for the special occasion. Next would be her prom, her graduation party, and, of course, her wedding. But those events were far off and out of her mind. Today was Alejandra’s sixteenth birthday.

      Even though her sweet sixteen party was not in her hometown of Las Vegas, Nevada, Alejandra was still pleased. Her Aunt Esperanza insisted that the festivities be held in Scottsdale, Arizona where she lived. Esperanza relocated to Scottsdale after her parents sold the small, family home in Chicago. Of course, her sister, Reyna, obliged at the request because Esperanza and her husband insisted on paying the bulk of the expenses. Twenty years ago, Esperanza married a wealthy plastic surgeon, Efron Martinez. They treated Alejandra, her first-born niece, as one of their own because they were also Alejandra’s godparents.

      Despite the sweltering Arizona summers, Alejandra visited her aunt and uncle every summer for several weeks to a month. Sometimes the entire summer. That allowed her to become close with her cousins, Clarice and Elisa. They were only a year or two younger than Alejandra. Trips to Sedona, San Diego, Rocky Point, Hawaii, Europe, and even their native Puerto Rico made the trio inseparable. Clarice and Elisa were two of Alejandra’s seven damas. Esperanza never insisted upon that as a condition of paying for the ceremony. She took for granted that her niece would ask her daughters as well as two of their high school classmates, Jennifer and Sequoia. Alejandra eagerly selected them without prodding. Two of Alejandra’s girlfriends flew in from Vegas to attend and to also participate as part of her court. Their parents gladly chaperoned.

      All of the damas were frantically putting on their evening dresses. Swathes of matching but lighter, periwinkle blue filled the room like a symphony of clothing floating effortlessly in the air. Giggles could be heard along with fits of anger from trying to squeeze into their clothing. Some had too much to eat when their nerves got the better of them during the past week or so. But in the end, nothing was more important to each girl than to be supportive of Alejandra on her birthday.

      “Alejandra, we’re ready.” A loud knock at the door was heard before Mariposa cautiously entered. Mariposa saw the majestic Alejandra smiling and pleased with her dress. Without hesitation, Mariposa then sternly spoke into the microphone of her headset, “Cue the band. Superstar is ready.”

      Superstar was the name Mariposa used to refer to every one of her sweet sixteen clients. That way her staff did not have to remember the various names of the family members, only the titles used to refer to their respective positions. Mariposa was different from her staff. Every client was memorable. She treated every event as special, as if it was her first and learned everyone’s name by heart.

      Alejandra faced the door and gleamed after taking a deep breath. “I’m ready too.” She turned to Porsha. “Can you find Frank? I’ll need help with my dress.”

      “No worries, Alejandra. That’s my job. I’ll have one of my guys bring him here,” Mariposa interrupted before Porsha could consent to the request.

      “Thank you, Mariposa. You’re the best.”

      “Hank. Can you bring Lancelot to the Superstar’s dressing room?”

      A husky male voice responded in her headphones in the affirmative.

      “I told you she is the best party planner. Worth every penny,” Esperanza gleefully whispered to Reyna and squeezed her arm.

      They originally disagreed about hiring a party planner located in New York, but Mariposa came highly recommended and her references were impeccable. Esperanza promised that she would spare no expense. That included paying Mariposa’s hefty fee along with paying to fly her entire entourage in from New York. Reyna relented like she always did to Esperanza’s wishes.

      The seven damas left the dressing room for the ceremony along with Reyna and Esperanza. When Frank finally arrived, he held up Alejandra’s dress while she walked so that it wouldn’t drag on the ground and get dirty. She walked briskly from the dressing room across the lawn towards the Grand Ballroom to avoid the newly arriving guests from accidentally seeing her. She wanted her dress and her entrance to be a surprise.
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        * * *

      

      When all of the guests were finally seated after arriving from an earlier Mass at Saint Joseph’s Cathedral, the announcer, Hector Perez, stood up and announced the first two damas as they entered the Grand Ballroom.

      “Please clap for Melissa and Claudia.”

      The two Vegas damas and fellow classmates of Alejandra entered the room in tandem as they swayed their arms to the rhythmic music played by the band. They walked to the front of the ballroom on the matching periwinkle blue carpet runner placed in the middle of the wooden floor. After reaching the end of the carpet, both girls turned to opposite sides of the ballroom and walked along the side of the room towards the back and lined up on opposite sides of the carpet runner facing each other.

      “Next up, Jennifer and Sequoia. Clap, clap, clap, everybody.”

      Hector mimicked how he wanted the audience to clap. They heartily obliged for the local girls.

      The girls entered to rousing applause with the same rhythmic swaying of their arms. They stopped half-way into the room, shifted their hips in opposite sides, and placed their arms on their hips, making an arch with both of their bodies.

      “Make some noise,” Hector yelled into the microphone so that the audience could cheer again.

      A professional photographer took pictures of both girls as they continued up the ballroom and then back around towards Melissa and Claudia, forming two separate lines on both sides of the periwinkle blue carpet. All four girls swayed in unison to the music.

      Two more damas, Alejandra’s cousins, Clarice and Elisa, entered the ballroom after Hector announced them. They twirled around after entering and then pointed both arms to the front of the ballroom.

      “Oh yeah, nice,” Hector exclaimed.

      When Clarice and Elisa formed a line with the other four girls, all six girls twirled in unison.

      Porsha was announced and entered by herself. She walked daintily up the carpet swaying her arms to her side.

      “Next up, ladies and gentlemen, Alejandra’s parents. A resounding applause for Anthony and Reyna Clifton.”

      The parents entered nervously, holding hands, then separated to join the other damas lined in a row.

      “I think they deserve a bigger round of applause, ladies and gentlemen. Don’t you agree?”

      The large crowd filling the Grand Ballroom of the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa clapped louder at Hector’s urging.

      “Next up, Wilhelmina.”

      Hector’s voice echoed as a shy, seven-year-old girl walked through the door. Her mother, Josephine McIntyre, escorted her. Wilhelmina carried Alejandra’s changing shoes on a periwinkle blue, kneeling pillow. The little girl walked carefully so as not to accidentally drop the shoes.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. How many of you are eager to celebrate Alejandra’s sweet sixteen? Make some noise.”

      The crowd cheered and then suddenly became quiet.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. Damas y Caballeros. It’s my pleasure to present to you, celebrating her sweet sixteen birthday … Ladies and gentlemen, a big round of applause for Alejandra, Alejandra Clifton…” Hector said her last name louder and longer. “Accompanied by Frank.”

      The double doors to the Grand Ballroom opened. Alejandra wearing her periwinkle blue, evening dress walked on the left side holding Frank’s hand. Frank, Alejandra’s Caballero de honor or escort, wore a white tuxedo with a periwinkle blue tie, cufflinks, and handkerchief. When they reached the middle of the ballroom, Frank stopped and bowed towards Alejandra, while she smiled. He then walked backwards towards the damas lined in a row on the right side of the ballroom. He walked to the back of the line near Melissa. Alejandra continued walking towards the front of the ballroom, both hands slightly lifting her dress.

      “If you think Alejandra looks beautiful, then I need you to make some noise for me, ladies and gentlemen.”

      Alexander nervously smiled as the crowd roared.

      She walked towards a white throne and turned around, standing in front of it.

      “Everybody, repeat after me. Happy Birthday, Alejandra.”

      Alejandra sat on the throne. Her parents were on each side of it. Standing next to her mother, Reyna, was Frank. They clapped as the crowd wished Alejandra happy birthday. Mariposa looked on in amazement, happy that the grand entrance was a success. She walked to the back of the ballroom and spoke something unintelligible into her headset.

      After the photographer took pictures and the videographer recorded the entire family and court, Alejandra and her damas sat down at the head table near the front of the ballroom. Periwinkle candles were aglow. Arrangements of flowers were scattered around the head table. Frank sat next to Alejandra and poured her a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon from Maldonado Family Vineyards.

      The room was silent as Reyna Clifton walked to the head table with a microphone in her right hand and a piece of paper in her left hand. Mr. Clifton was not too far behind his wife. Reyna stopped in front of her daughter, tears streaming down her cheeks. She briefly glanced at the paper but then spoke from the heart.

      “Alejandra, it seems like just yesterday that I was changing your diapers and chasing you around the house.”

      Reyna’s voice cracked. She paused to regain her composure.

      “And now we are all here today, celebrating your sixteenth birthday and a new chapter in your life as a young lady. Your father and I are proud of the woman that you are becoming.”

      Alejandra wiped her tears with a handkerchief as her mother spoke with heartfelt words. Several of the damas also wiped their tears.

      “I pray that God will continue to guide you and protect you as you continue to walk the path of your life. I love you and I will always be here for you, my little muñeca.”

      The crowd sighed when Reyna sobbed at the end of the toast and gave the microphone to her husband.

      In the back of the ballroom, Esperanza watched impatiently as her older sister spoke. She turned and noticed that her husband, Efron, was surprisingly gratified at the whole display of affection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 LATE FLIGHT


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chicago, Illinois

        Earlier that Day

      

      

      Dana tightly hugged her Cavalier King Charles Spaniel in her arms while she rested against the stainless steel arm of the lounge seating at the O’Hare International Airport. As she stroked her dog and spoke into her headphones, stares from seated passengers awaiting their flight to various destinations glared intensively toward her. Dana could eerily feel them on her body although she was not looking in their direction. Even the young pup, Denali, could feel the uneasiness. His chestnut brown ears were alert, eager to protect his master, but restrained due to the social setting. With every stroke of his body, he was pleased with his tongue out.

      A snicker could be heard a couple of seats away. An elderly woman with a snarky frown shook her head vigorously in disapproval. Her beady eyes could barely be seen through her black, vintage glasses. She stared in amazement.

      “Look, Dorothy. A dog. In an airport! Of all places. You can’t go out anymore without seeing someone's pet. The grocery store, a restaurant, the mall. It’s disgusting. Humph,” the elderly woman said at a level higher than a whisper as she nudged her elderly female companion.

      Her companion eagerly agreed with a nod of her head, but she did not vocalize her displeasure for all to hear.

      Dana had taken pains to ignore the glares. But Dana heard the elderly woman’s comments despite her effort to whisper them to her companion. This latest comment was over the top. Dana was furious.

      “Hold on, Anthony. I have to deal with something.” Dana stopped talking into her iPhone and turned her head towards the elderly women. “He’s my emotional support dog. It’s not nice that you are making fun of me.”

      Denali stopped panting and gave the women a stern look. He instinctively understood his master’s concerns and sensed that she was becoming distressed.

      “Oh really,” the elderly woman said as she rolled her eyes in disbelief.

      “Excuse me. I don’t have to explain it to you. It’s none of your business.”

      Dana now refused to show people the certification anymore to prove it when they confronted her. She stopped after the first few times because it never really made a difference in their attitude towards her. Besides, the red and black, custom-made ESD vest clearly indicated that Denali was a service dog. Dana believed that the vest should be enough to discourage people from making insensitive comments or facial expressions. Apparently, it was not.

      Anthony Clifton tried not to listen to the ruckus over the phone, but Dana’s loud, stern voice was unavoidable. He had better things to do that day than to deal with airport drama.

      “Sorry. These women are too much. I can’t stand how people treat me. Nobody understands.”

      “It’s okay, Dana. Don’t let them get to you.” Anthony hid his exasperation as he spoke. He wanted to admit that he understood but he knew that it would not make the situation better.

      Dana breathed deeply and steadied herself.

      “What was I saying? Oh yes. Our flight is late. We would have been in Phoenix yesterday, but Phillip’s track meet ran late, and we had to miss the flight. He’s in the regional finals and wants to go all the way to the championship. I think he can make it this year. He’s a strong sprinter.”

      “I’m sure he is.”

      “Let Anthony go, honey. He has stuff to do,” Dana’s husband, Doug Jones, exclaimed. He always resented his wife’s gregariousness. She talked to everyone about anything to his dismay. Doug was used to it after his many requests for privacy over the years fell on deaf ears, but he never liked it, nonetheless.

      “Hush. It’s Alejandra’s special day, not yours. Besides, I should be there right now.”

      Dana stood up and plopped Denali on Doug’s lap. He reluctantly curled up to the secondary master. Although Denali considered himself higher on the family social hierarchy than his so-called male master, he relented when Dana placed him in Doug’s care. He did not want to upset her. A yelp almost escaped Denali’s mouth, but his training reminded him not to.

      As Dana walked away, Dorothy coughed loud enough to alert her female travel companion. The elderly woman turned her gaze towards Dana as she walked empty-handed. She then looked over to Dana’s unoccupied seat and noticed that the dog was in Doug’s lap.

      “Emotional support dog my a—,” the woman thought to herself.

      Dana ignored the obvious look of disgust from the woman and every other person watching her as she walked away.

      When Dana reached the gate caddy-cornered near the back of the concourse, she found a quiet place to sit down. An airplane had just departed that gate and the seating area was nearly empty with a few early birds awaiting the next flight.

      “I’m serious. I’m happy for you and Reyna, but you know how I truly feel,” the conversation continued. “You have a great family but … what if…” Dana hesitated. She knew that she had expressed her feelings towards Anthony many times before, but it never seemed to go anywhere. She feared that her declarations today would also be ignored.

      “Dana… Dana… I know. We had our chance already, years ago.”

      “That’s not fair, Anthony. You know why. She took advantage of the situation. I only meant to take a temporary break during the summer. I didn’t know that she would swoop in and steal you away.”

      “Reyna didn’t steal me away. She was there when I needed her, when I needed someone. You weren’t there for me. You were distant. So upset about me studying with my lab partner.”

      “Lilly had the hots for you. Don’t deny it. But I didn’t mean to force you into another woman’s arms. I just wanted you to appreciate what you had.”

      “You left for Switzerland. What was I supposed to do? Wait for someone who didn’t want to talk to me? You didn’t even let me know you were going. I found out from Lorraine. She only knew because your sister told her. You didn’t bother to tell any of your friends, not even me and I was your boyfriend. You just left.”

      “I was going to tell you eventually.”

      “When? You never called. Not once. It’s as if I didn’t exist to you. But that was so long ago, Dana. We were just kids in college. There’s been too much water under the bridge. You’re married. I’m married. We both have our own family.”

      “I know that you still love me, Anthony. I see it in your eyes; the way that you looked at me when we were at last year’s reunion. Even Doug noticed it. You stare at me all the time. And then there was the…”

      “I was … I shouldn’t have. I had too many shots of tequila that night. That’s all.”

      “You didn’t have any hard liquor to drink, just champagne. Don’t lie about it. Be honest.”

      She knew that Anthony was making excuses for his behavior. He always did. He didn’t want to admit to her that he still had feelings for her. It only made him feel guilty.

      Dana was slim and fit despite having the same number of children as his own wife, Reyna. Anthony was undeniably still attracted to Dana’s petite, blonde looks. Her vivaciousness, love of life, and smarts won him over as a teenager and still tugged at him, despite the passage of time.

      Reyna wasn’t heavy-set or fat, but she became a little chunky over the years. Her auto-immune disease wreaked havoc on her sleep patterns as well as her ability to exercise; it was a struggle at times. Despite these issues, Anthony still considered his Latina wife to be gorgeous. That was partly why he married her.

      But it was Reyna’s willingness to be there for him when his father passed away the summer of their sophomore year at Loyola University that ultimately made him fall in love with her and see her as the wonderful woman that she is. She was tender, attentive, and understanding even though she knew that he was very much in love with Dana at the time and still hurting from her sudden and unexpected departure.

      It was happenstance that Reyna ran into him that summer night at the library. To occupy his mind after Dana fled to Switzerland, Anthony took a summer class in political science for fun. He made that decision before the fateful news about his father. Anthony buried himself in his studies even more so after his father’s funeral. Late nights at the library were common.

      Reyna was in his college group of friends at the time. They all originally attended high school together. Efron, Dana, Doug, Johnny, and Lorraine were also part of the high school clique. The group befriended Winfred and Josephine during their freshman year at Loyola.

      So, it was not out of the ordinary for Reyna to speak to him that night despite not having a class of her own that summer. Someone told her that Anthony was distraught. She took the opportunity to comfort him and went looking for him. Anthony never knew that and just presumed that Reyna was at the college library for some other reason.

      But over the past two decades together, Reyna and Anthony grew apart as husbands and wives normally do when children enter the equation. Reyna was a stay-at-home mom. Now that Alejandra and their son, Ashton, were older, Reyna spent more time running the two kids to different sporting events, social clubs, and other activities. It occupied her entire day and night, especially on the weekends. With Anthony’s working late every night, the couple rarely saw each other. Although Anthony was used to being alone, he secretly longed to feel the attentiveness that attracted him to Reyna in the first place. But it was not forthcoming.

      Anthony felt ashamed that he resented his own children’s ability to spend time with their mother. With Alejandra’s sweet sixteen party occupying most of Reyna’s time for the past few months, Anthony welcomed the time that he was able to spend with Alejandra, practicing for the father-daughter dance. It brought them closer than ever. But it wasn’t the same as the female companionship that he longed for.

      He resisted the typical temptation to flirt with the younger women at work. There were several eligible women at his office who could have eagerly given him the love and companionship that he needed. The late-night hours didn’t help. But for some reason, when he thought back on his life, the only regret that rose to the fore was the beautiful, Dana. His first love.

      They met in a history class in their sophomore year in high school. She sat in the seat adjacent to him. Every day, when Mr. Buckles called for volunteers to answer his questions, Dana would quickly raise her hand. All of the guys in the class would stare at her in awe, not just because she knew all of the answers, but because she was indescribably beautiful for her young age. She wasn’t a cheerleader or a member of the thespian club. She didn’t play sports and wasn’t in any popular groups in school. Her only passion besides studying was journalism. She wrote for the high school paper. Being a student journalist gave her easy access to other students, teachers, board members, community activists, and the like.

      So, when she turned and smiled at Anthony before answering a question about Napoleon and the Confederation of the Rhine one day in class, something snapped. Anthony realized that he had feelings for her; stupid, teenager feelings, but feelings, nevertheless. The rest was history so to speak. The two started dating shortly thereafter to the amazement of upperclassmen who previously tried to approach her for dates. But she rebuffed all of their efforts. Why she liked Anthony was always a mystery to him.

      When she returned from the summer abroad while in college and learned about Reyna and Anthony’s relationship, Dana was devastated. After that, she rarely participated in the study group activities especially Thursday study nights because it only reminded her of Anthony. It was a surprise when Doug and Dana announced their engagement near the end of their senior year. Many said that it was a desperate attempt to be engaged before college graduation, but no one really knew Dana anymore. Doug, ecstatic and known for his playboy ways, never told anyone about their relationship until after the engagement. Even Anthony was surprised.

      “Dana, it’s Alejandra’s birthday. It’s not about you or me. I’m her father. My attention should be on her and not anyone else.”

      “I’m not asking you to avoid your responsibilities. I just want a few moments together, alone. Just to talk. Nothing more. We deserve that.”

      “I… I… I’m not promising that anything will happen. I’ll be busy, front and center. I’ll have everyone’s attention besides Alejandra and her mom. Everyone will expect me to be by their side. I don’t think it can happen.”

      “It will. I know it will. Just let it happen. Don’t resist. Okay?”

      “Dana…”

      The announcement that the flight to Phoenix was now boarding interrupted the conversation.

      “I have to go. I’ll be there in a few hours. Kiss Alejandra and Reyna for me. See you soon.”

      The call abruptly ended.

      Anthony stood outside of the male, dressing room at the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa. As he paced near the front of the door, a tall male with a headset on quickly approached him.

      “Have you seen, Frank?”

      “He’s inside, Hank.” Anthony instinctively pointed to the door.

      “I’ve got Lancelot,” Hank announced into his headset after he saw Frank in the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 FATHER-DAUGHTER


        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottsdale, Arizona

        The Same Night

      

      

      After the two-hundred-plus crowd of family members and friends calmed down with Hector’s encouragement, the ballroom floor emptied. Stragglers sat down to watch with the rest of the crowd as Mr. Clifton confidently and resolutely walked to the head table. His smile beamed for all to see. When he reached the table, his right arm stretched out to summon his daughter, Alejandra, to dance the first dance of the evening.

      The chair behind her was pushed back as Alejandra rose from the head table to meet her father in a traditional waltz which they had practiced many times before. The live Puerto Rican band began playing once Alejandra met her father’s hand with her outstretched arm. Mr. Clifton bowed to his daughter, his left arm neatly and respectfully tucked behind his back. After rising, he continually turned his body to the left, while Alejandra spun in a wide circle around him on the dance floor. Her outstretched arms seemed regal as she gazed into the crowd while her diamond-studded tiara glistened as she turned.

      When Alejandra completed a full circle and was facing her father again, he twirled her once in a small, tight circle. The crowd whistled as Alejandra approached her father and they began to dance to the music. Just then, unbeknownst to both Alejandra and her father, the seven damas, led by Porsha, left their respective seats and encircled father and daughter while they danced. Each dama held a sparkler that glowed in the darkened ballroom. Alejandra’s event planner, Mariposa, was pleased that both parents and the Superstar of the show were pleasantly surprised by this added touch. Mariposa looked at both the photographer and videographer to ensure that they both captured the moment. Luckily, they did.

      Occasionally looking down at his feet, Mr. Clifton focused on the box step that the choreographer taught him in the preceding months. He stepped forward and to the side and then backward, leading his daughter appropriately and effortlessly. Alejandra smiled. She appeared happy and radiant as the father and daughter danced together. Although she mainly looked at her father while dancing, she couldn’t help glancing at the audience at times; noticing that they were admiring her and taking pictures of their own. It was the spotlight that she waited for since she was a young child and attended other sweet sixteen parties waiting for her own someday.

      Mr. Clifton stepped back and then pivoted as he led Alejandra in outside spins to the far left of the ballroom dance floor. When they reached that part of the dance floor, Mr. Clifton executed a series of lifts that twirled Alejandra back into the middle of the dance floor. The crowd was ecstatic. The two continued waltzing until Mr. Clifton stopped into a bended-knee position. Alejandra rested on his knee, one arm wrapped around her father. The left arm stretched out towards the crowd.

      “Give them a round of applause,” Hector’s voice echoed from the speakers placed throughout the ballroom.

      Father and daughter tightly embraced after they both stood up. The most anticipated moment of the evening ended in roaring applause with a few whistles and cheers from ardent supporters of the family.

      After the father-daughter dance was over, Alejandra danced with her escort, Frank Colon. The young couple only started spending time together when Alejandra was in her freshman year. Frank was several years older and now a senior at Bishop Gorman High School. Alejandra was not allowed to date at her age, so they were not officially boyfriend and girlfriend. Frank was optimistic after being selected as her escort. He took that as a sign that he meant more to Alejandra than just a male friend. Now that she turned sixteen and could date, he hoped they could formally announce their relationship shortly thereafter.

      Once Frank and Alejandra began dancing, the entire dance floor was opened for all to dance.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony Clifton proudly walked to the table where his wife, Reyna, and their son, Ashton, were seated. Esperanza and Efron were also seated at that table, facing the dance floor.

      “Honey, you did a great job. I’m so proud of you.” Reyna cordially kissed her husband on the cheek while he sat in the seat next to her.

      “Yes, you did,” Esperanza added.

      He grabbed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his brow.

      “I was nervous. A little. But Alejandra was perfect. She’s so beautiful in that dress.”

      “I can’t wait to watch it on video.” Efron smiled as he spoke. “These will be memories that last a lifetime.” A deep sense of pride engulfed him as he spoke.

      “Yes, they will. I am so thankful for all that you guys have done for us. We couldn’t do it without you and Esperanza.”

      Anthony sipped some water to relieve his parched throat.

      “Ash, why aren’t you asking one of these lovely girls to dance?” Esperanza nudged her nephew and stealthily pointed to several available girls his age throughout the ballroom.

      “I don’t know any of them,” the young Ashton shyly responded.

      “It’s okay. They will be eager to dance with you. Just approach any of them. They will say ‘yes’ to such a handsome young man.”

      “Okay, Tía.” He reluctantly stood up and walked to a cute girl seated quietly in the back of the ballroom. Ashton had been eyeing her since she entered earlier with her parents and a few girlfriends.

      Once he was not in earshot, Esperanza spoke again, “I’m surprised Dana and Doug aren’t here. They were supposed to fly into Arizona last night.”

      Reyna’s ears perked up at the mention of Dana’s name, but she resisted the urge to say something smart at the time.

      “She called me earlier. They will be here in a little bit. Their flight was delayed,” Anthony added awkwardly.

      “I wonder why she didn’t call me rather than Anthony,” Reyna wondered. Instead, she said, “Well, that’s good. Ever since she was promoted at the newspaper, she no longer has time for anything. I’m surprised that she is coming at all. She doesn’t even have time for her kids.”

      “It’s not like that. She was just telling me that they were watching Phillip’s track meet yesterday.”

      “Oh really. You believed her?”

      “Yes, I do. Dana and Doug are great parents. You can’t deny that.”

      Anthony looked away towards the dance floor to watch Alejandra as she danced with another boy from her high school who also flew in from Vegas. He was a little overprotective as fathers normally are. Luckily, the boy was respectful in how he danced with Alejandra. He was a good distance away from her. Confident that his daughter was in good hands, Anthony then turned his attention back to his wife.

      “You’re always defending her,” Reyna voiced her opinion indignantly.

      “What? I do no such thing. You’re cra—” Anthony stopped himself before completing the obvious denigrating comment.

      “Yes, you do. Everyone knows it. Don’t you see it, Esperanza? Efron?” She looked at her sister and brother-in-law for tacit approval.

      Efron placed his hand on Esperanza’s thigh, non-verbally signaling her not to get involved in the budding argument.

      “Let’s not think about that right now. It’s a beautiful party and you guys are great parents,” Esperanza cajoled.

      “I’m starving. Do you want to go with me to the buffet line?” Efron asked Anthony.

      “Of course.”

      When Anthony stood up simultaneously with Efron, Reyna gave him a dirty stare, but she refrained from saying anything to stop him from leaving.

      After the two men walked away, Esperanza spoke up. “You don’t need to be jealous of Dana. She’s in love with Doug. They’ve been together forever.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. I notice how clingy she is with Anthony. She talks to him all the time and rarely speaks to me. I know she blames me. She doesn’t say it to my face, but I can see it in her eyes. I’m so glad that she’s in Chicago. It took me forever to convince Anthony to move from Chicago to Las Vegas. He gave me every excuse in the book.”

      “I don’t want you arguing with Anthony today. It’s Alejandra’s birthday. She needs her parents to behave in front of all of her friends.”

      Esperanza grabbed her sister’s hand tightly.

      “Anthony loves you. He always has. He’ll never forget how you were there for him after his father died.”

      “I’m not sure anymore.” Esperanza showed a rare display of weakness. “He hasn’t touched me in a long time. We rarely see each other.”

      “Men do that. They throw themselves into work. Efron does the same thing. But that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t love you.”

      “I know that I’m not perfect. I’m a hard woman to live with. I’ll accept my part in it. Now that the kids are grown up and are so busy with stuff, I don’t have any free time. Do you think he resents me for not working like Dana?”

      “Anthony’s never been a traditional husband. He believes in equality. But that means that he supports your decision not to work.”

      Esperanza was aware that her sister always secretly compared herself to Dana. They were complete opposites. At least, that’s how Reyna felt at times.

      “He’s never said anything about me not working all this time. I just have my doubts. I don’t know why. It’s because we are so distant now. I think he’s going through a mid-life crisis of sorts.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, he seems to want to spend time away from me. He is talking about going on vacations separately.”

      “Are you serious?” Esperanza was aghast.

      “Yes. He’s never said that before.”

      “Why is that? You guys have a family. It makes no sense to vacation without the kids. Or his wife!”

      “It’s so frustrating. I have doubts about him. He says that he’s not cheating and there is no other woman. He just feels like he can’t do anything that he wants to do while we are on vacation because it's all about the kids. He just wants time alone to take care of himself and his happiness.”

      The exasperation in Reyna’s voice was clear in the last statement.

      “You guys need to go on a vacation together, just you and Anthony. Did you suggest that to him?”

      “Not really. I can’t go without Ash and Alejandra. They are my heart. I would feel so guilty leaving them behind.”

      “They are grown. Look at your daughter.” Esperanza turned towards the dance floor. “She’s grown now. She doesn’t need you to be with her 24-7. She’ll want her freedom now that she is a woman. Alejandra and Ash won’t mind if their parents go on a much-needed vacation alone together. They will be happy for the two of you.”

      “I’m not ready to let go yet. They still need me.”

      “I know, Reyna. I struggle with the same thing with Clarice and Elisa. But we have to let go. We asked our parents to let go too when we were their age. So, we know what they feel. You have to trust that you raised them right, that you taught them right from wrong, that they have grown in the Church and that the Holy Spirit will show them the way. Just like He did for us.”

      “I’m trying to, but I can’t. Not right now. Not when they still need me.”

      Esperanza knew that her older sister could be stubborn and unrelenting.

      “So is Anthony really going to go on a vacation by himself?”

      “He said that he’s not going by himself. Some guys from his job are going too.”

      “Are they married too? Or are they single?” Esperanza became even more skeptical as she broached the question.

      “I have no idea. He hasn’t told me who is going. Just that he hasn’t made up his mind on who to invite to the Caymans.”

      Reyna paused and looked down at the table for a long time. She did not want her sister to see her this way, especially in public. She grabbed a napkin on the table and held it tightly in her hand as if to tunnel her anger and angst through it. Esperanza looked helplessly at her sister. After she gathered herself, Reyna looked up again and continued.

      “That was our spot. We went to the Caymans several times before the kids were born. Anthony loved Stingray City. We would take the boat to the cove and swim with the stingrays every summer. I can’t imagine him going there and doing that with another woman.”

      “You don’t really think that he is taking Dana with him to the Caymans? Do you?

      “I really don’t know. But I’m sure she is up to something. I just don’t know what.”

      While seated at the table, Reyna looked around the ballroom to find Anthony, and remembered that her husband accompanied Efron to the buffet. She saw her husband in line talking to some of the guests. Just then, Dana Jones entered the ballroom with her husband and her two teenage children in tow. As she surveyed the room, Dana noticed Efron and Anthony at the buffet and made a beeline towards them.

      “See. I told you,” Reyna dejectedly exclaimed to her sister.
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      The silver, rectangular chafing dish with its ornate handles was filled with succulent chicken breasts stuffed with chorizo. It wasn’t the only main dish available for the sweet sixteen party. The Cliftons also wanted an assortment of traditional Puerto Rican food for their guests to eat. Most of their guests were family who expected to consume such fare at such an elegant ceremony. But some guests were casual friends or distant acquaintances. The evening’s festivities would be their first experience with Puerto Rican culture and cuisine. This was a challenge. A local Phoenix restaurant provided the catering services. But this was only after Esperanza gave her approval after exhaustively tasting the handful of potential caterers in the area.

      One chafing dish had pernil, a grilled pork shoulder seasoned with garlic, pepper, and crushed oregano. Another dish had empanadas, a pastry stuffed with beef or shrimp. There were also countless dozens of pasteles, alcapurrias, and rellenos de papas. Arroz con gandules and white rice with beans were also available. But the buffet line also had customary buffet food - various green salads, corn on the cob, potato salad, macaroni salad, green beans, and other vegetable dishes. Dessert included tembleque (a Puerto Rican coconut milk pudding) as well as numerous chocolate cupcakes - Alejandra’s favorite. There was plenty of food given the moderate size of the guest list and the few, unexpected party crashers that inevitably showed up.

      “Sir, would you like some filet mignon?” asked the tall, stately dressed server assigned to the meat station. He slowly retracted the cover of the chafing dish revealing the delicious, steaming whole tenderloin. It had already been sliced for those earlier guests in line.

      Efron turned to Anthony saying, “I know you love your beef. So, I made sure that we snuck some filet mignon in as part of the menu. Esperanza will kill me when she finds out. I never told her.”

      Efron nervously giggled like a child who realized that his parents didn’t catch him sneaking dessert into his bedroom late at night. But unknown to the child, the parents would ultimately find out just like Esperanza would in this instance. She always did. It was only a matter of time.

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate all that you’ve done.” Anthony gave Efron a glum smile. He turned to the server, “Yes, please. A hefty slice.”

      “Yes, sir,” the server heartily replied and sliced the meat easily as if it was butter. He then placed it on the already packed plate that Anthony was holding in his hand.

      Efron passed on the filet mignon. As the two men walked to the next station, Efron decided to broach the expected sore subject which brought them to the buffet line at this time.

      “What’s going on? I noticed that you and Reyna haven’t been getting along lately. You guys used to be so close.”

      Anthony breathed deeply. He knew that this subject would finally raise its ugly head. The stress of their marital relationship was obvious to the Chicago Four (the name of their study group which they gave themselves after college since it inevitably consisted of four married couples).

      “I really don’t want to talk about it. Nothing’s going on.”

      “Seriously, Anthony. That’s how you are going to play it? I’m godfather to your eldest child, Alejandra. We’ve known each other since we were young. Don’t tell me nothing is going on. I’m smarter than that. More importantly, I care about the two of you and how you are doing. My goddaughter deserves more from the both of you, especially on her birthday. I’m here to ensure that.”

      The stare that Efron gave Anthony reeked not only of disgust towards Anthony’s response but also of genuine love and affection.

      Anthony looked down in shame. He was keenly aware of the special relationship that Efron had with Alejandra. Efron was asked to be her godfather before she was born. He and Esperanza were also in the delivery room as a gesture of their future commitment as godparents. Anthony also thought that strange, but his mind relented because Esperanza, after all, was Reyna’s younger sister. Esperanza had always insisted on being in the hospital room during birth even when Reyna was pregnant. Anthony assumed Efron was just there along for the ride as a dutiful husband. But over the years, Efron showed that he took his role as godfather seriously.

      “I… I’m only telling you this in confidence.”

      Anthony paused for a long time. Efron waited patiently even though he had to resist looking anxious or befuddled.

      “I’m having doubts,” Anthony continued. “Doubts about myself.” He paused again. “Doubts about Esperanza. Doubts about our marriage and why we ever got together in the first place.”

      The strain in Anthony’s voice was genuine.

      “Is there more to this? Am I missing something? Is there something else? Someone else?” Efron’s eyes widened as he spoke.

      “To be honest, I really don’t know.”

      When it appeared that Anthony would not say anything further, Efron continued in order to break the awkward silence.

      “Let me tell you, Anthony. I’ve been there. Twice. I know what you’re going through.”

      Efron scooped some white rice onto his plate and made additional room on the plate for more food. The stress unexpectedly made him hungrier than he anticipated.

      “It’s not pretty. It’s gonna get rougher before it gets better. But believe me when I say it will get better. It will.”

      “You’re kidding me, right? When did you go through this?”

      “Right after Alejandra was born. Esperanza was extremely jealous. She thought that we would have a child first even though she, you know, is younger than Reyna. But it was a competitive thing between them. And I was in the middle of it.”

      Anthony nodded in silence while listening attentively.

      “She wanted to go to an infertility doctor. I had to get tested to see if my sperm count was high enough. It was. The doctor said that I was really fertile. Off the charts. That I should have no problem getting her pregnant. But I felt embarrassed having to go through all that. Esperanza didn’t trust me when I told her that I was fine. I felt like she was challenging my manhood. And of course, you were the perfect one because you got Reyna pregnant.”

      “I never knew that.”

      “Of course, you didn’t. Esperanza swore me to secrecy. And she wasn’t telling anyone especially not Reyna. She was too embarrassed. After the doctor said that I was fine, then Esperanza panicked. She worried she was at fault, that there was something wrong with her. So, she went to endless doctors with numerous tests after tests. They found nothing. After all that money. Nothing.”

      “So, that’s good. But you had Clarice a year or so later. So, it all worked out in the end.”

      “Yes, I am proud of our firstborn. But I felt like a piece of meat. It wasn’t romantic at all. Charts, thermometers. Having sex at odd hours of the day depending on when she was ovulating. It wasn’t what I wanted. It was just a ritual that I had to do to satisfy Esperanza. The sex wasn’t passionate the way we used to be before Alejandra was born.”

      “Were you with someone else?” Anthony’s curiosity got the best of him. He surprisingly asked the question aloud to his chagrin.

      “Are you kidding me? Esperanza watched me like a hawk. I couldn’t be anywhere without her knowing where I was. I had to be within fifteen minutes of her at all times in case she realized that she was ovulating. That seriously impacted my practice. Sometimes, I had to leave a patient in the middle of a consult. But, believe me, I longed for something more, for some romantic time if you could believe that.

      “What made things worse was when we would babysit Alejandra. I love your daughter like she was my own. When Esperanza would see us together, me holding her, changing her diaper, feeding her. Esperanza would get so insanely jealous. She was another person. It was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She so desperately wanted a baby of her own. Anything that reminded her that she was not a mother made things worse. I just couldn’t put up with it anymore.”

      Anthony expected to hear Efron say that they got into a verbal sparring or something even worse. He braced himself for what was next.

      “I had to leave. I had to go. Somewhere. Anywhere. I spent a month with my mother on the island.”

      “Where,” Anthony eagerly asked.

      “Oh, I always forget that you aren’t from Puerto Rico. Ponce. It’s on the south side of the island. On the Caribbean side. The water there is beautiful and the women…”

      “No, don’t tell me that Esperanza was jealous about that too.”

      “Extremely. I heard that she wanted to fly down to surprise me or actually catch me, but luckily Reyna needed her. You and Reyna needed her. I felt so guilty leaving my wife, leaving my practice, leaving my goddaughter. But I had to. I had no choice. I needed to just get away from it all.”

      “I remember now. I was told that you were traveling for work. I had no idea what was really going on.”

      “Fortunately for me, when I got back, Esperanza finally got pregnant. She says it was my first night back. I really don’t know. But she forgave me. She claims it was needed and that I was too stressed about getting her pregnant.”

      “You mean she made it seem like it was her idea?”

      “Yes. Can you believe that? She said if it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have gone to Puerto Rico. Who knew? Maybe she was more relaxed not taking all those measurements every day. She was a slave to it.”

      “I bet. I’m sure she called you every day.”

      “Four, five, six times a day. I had to reassure her that I was faithful.”

      “And were you?”

      “Anthony, I am no saint. I have my faults. But I wasn’t cheating on her in Puerto Rico. My mother saw to that.”

      “So, you cheated though?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s the past, the distant past before Clarice was born.”

      “Will you two move it along? You guys are holding up the line. We want to eat too.” The gangly Winfred smiled as he tenderly nudged Anthony from behind.

      Both men turned around and separately bear-hugged Winfred.

      “It’s good to see you,” Anthony said, almost forgetting that he saw Winfred earlier that evening. The stress of the spat with Reyna and Efron’s surprising revelation made Anthony forgetful.

      “Hey man, I’m just glad to be here. It’s a lovely ceremony. Alejandra’s so beautiful. Just like her mother.” Winfred laughed, the nervous laughter that he always displayed whenever he was not in the business scene which he was intimately more familiar with. But he inevitably learned to relax when around Anthony and Efron. Perhaps, that was why he and Josephine loved the Chicago Four even though they were the last couple to join.

      “Have you seen Doug? I tried looking for him. I thought he was in the buffet line. I know he loves Puerto Rican food.” Winfred smiled as he plopped a Spanish olive into his mouth. “Can you believe it? Alejandra’s sixteen now. I remember when she was born. That seemed like yesterday. Where has the time gone?”

      Winfred scanned the room for Doug and Dana.

      “They should be here soon,” Anthony added.

      “How’s Josephine?” Efron asked Winfred.

      “She wants another child. Can you believe that? She has her hands full with Scott. He’s in his terrible twos. You know what I mean.”

      “We sure do.” Anthony shook his head as he spoke. “But more power to you. She told you that she wanted a big family.”

      “I know. I delayed it as much as I can, but she’s like a dog without a bone. I know that she loves me, but we need to spend more time alone together.”

      “Here, here. I agree with that.” Anthony looked at Efron as he spoke.

      Efron was concerned about showing any disapproval of Anthony’s comments. He simply wondered whether Anthony’s response to Winfred was indicative of the issues that the Cliftons were having.

      “Don’t tell me you and Josephine are having issues too?” Efron inquired.

      “Not anything more than any couple with young kids.”

      “To be honest, let’s be honest guys, we all deserve it since you both have been honest with me. I’m having issues with Esperanza too. I’m not proud of it. But like you said Winfred, nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Anthony’s facial expression dropped. He wondered whether he and Reyna were having “ordinary issues” or was it something serious, something irreparable. His mixed feelings were new to him. Why was he so dissatisfied now? It didn’t make any sense to him. Nothing did at this time. Was it simply a matter of age? Of growing older? Of growing apart?

      “Hi, guys,” the sweet, loving voice of Dana Jones interrupted Anthony’s pensive thoughts.

      She gave Winfred and Efron a side hug each as a way to greet them. Anthony watched, unsure of what was next. Did he want more? Was he going to make the time to spend alone with Dana as she requested? Should he?
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      “You’re not going to stand there and not give me a hug, are you?” Dana whimsically mocked Anthony after hugging Winfred and Efron. “Come and give me a hug, sweetie.”

      Anthony was reluctant and paused while he thought about whether to hug his childhood first love. As he was about to step forward and give her a bear hug, Doug, little Angela, and Scott straggled behind Dana and approached the group.

      “I’m hungry, mom. When are we going to eat?” the teenage Scott whined as he approached his mother.

      “In a little while,” she responded dismissively without even looking at him. “We are at the buffet now. Ask your father where the plates are and get in line.”

      Without missing a beat, Dana stepped forward towards Anthony and then Doug tugged her backwards toward him.

      “It’s been a long day, Dana. Let’s find a seat and get something to drink. I need a Piña Colada. Something to quench my thirst,” Doug insisted.

      “Go ahead without me. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Before she finished speaking, Angela was already walking toward that part of the Grand Ballroom where the tables were located. She did not look back towards her mother or her father as if this was the expected, typical attitude that her mother always displayed whenever they were out in public.

      Doug dutifully followed Angela. While walking, he looked around and saw Scott picking up a plate and heading towards the back of the buffet line.

      “What were we saying?” Dana asked half-forgetting what they were doing before she was interrupted by her husband and children.

      “You were trying to hug Anthony,” Efron sarcastically stated while glaring at Anthony and sizing Dana up and down out of a sense of determination. “What game is she playing?” he thought. “Are they trying to rekindle something?”

      Efron was at a loss for what he should do or say to discourage it. But then he remembered that it wasn’t his responsibility to chaperone Anthony even though he was his brother-in-law. Anthony was an adult, going through some mid-life crisis apparently, but an adult, nonetheless.

      “Hey, Winfred. I’m going to sit down and eat. Come with me,” Efron encouraged.

      “Sure.”

      Perhaps leaving Anthony and Dana to their own devices and giving them time to talk it out is what the two needed. Efron decided it was better to let this play out then interfere with former lovers.

      “Bye, guys. See you later.” Dana waved as both Winfred and Efron walked away from the buffet. The two were finally alone.

      “It’s good to see you, Anthony. You’re looking good.” She smiled deeply with a sigh of relief. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Dana, please. Not now. I told you that I’m busy with the party. It’s Alejandra’s day. I don’t have time for this.”

      Anthony stepped away from the buffet station and Dana followed. Despite his comments, Dana wasn’t discouraged. This apparent cat and mouse game between the two had been on display for the past few months, at least telephonically when they had the opportunity to speak on the phone. Today was the first time Dana was in Anthony’s presence since she first made known her desire to rekindle their lost relationship two months ago.

      Putting his full plate on a solo table near the back of the ballroom, Anthony sat down facing the dance floor. He could make out Alejandra dancing with two of her damas. She seemed happy and preoccupied. “She won’t be missing me,” he assured himself. He looked for Reyna but couldn’t see her anywhere near the head table. “Perhaps, she doesn’t want anything to do with me right now.” He was readily aware that Reyna was still upset at him because of his comments. Her typical Latina fiery anger was slow to dissipate. He was surprised that Reyna hadn’t exploded earlier.

      When he was confident that they could have some privacy in the otherwise crowded ballroom, Anthony addressed Dana, “Sit down, please. Let’s make this quick. I have to get back. I’m sure Reyna is missing me. Okay?”

      Dana looked at Anthony and grinned, “Are you sure? You’re not going to get grounded tonight, are you?”

      Anthony was embarrassed by her typical mocking attitude.

      “It’s okay.”

      “If you say so.”

      Dana sat on the chair facing Anthony. Her back was towards the dance floor.

      “It’s good to see you, Anthony.”

      “You said that already.”

      “I know but you need to know how I feel about you. I’ve felt this way for so long. I don’t know why it’s taken me until now to let you know.”

      “You don’t need to, Dana. I’ll always love you because you were my first, but that isn’t going to make a difference now.”

      “I love you too, Anthony. I haven’t stopped loving you. It was a mistake to marry Doug. He’s not half the man that you are. You were always so good to me. We were good together. You can’t deny that. We still are good together.”

      Dana meticulously observed Anthony as she expressed her feelings for him.

      The memory of Dana laying her head on a young Anthony’s shoulder as they relaxed by the moonlight in the middle of the football field their senior year in high school filled Anthony’s mind. It was the perfect moment for teenagers in love. It was a moment that Anthony and Dana believed would never end. That night, they vowed to be together forever just days before graduation. But teenage dreams, though hopeful, didn’t come true.

      The reality of their separate lives awakened Anthony from his spellbound daydream.

      “I don’t know what you want from me, Dana. I’m not going to leave Reyna. I love her. I love Alejandra and Ash.”

      “I’m not asking you to give up your family, Anthony.”

      “Then what do you want from me?”

      “I just want you to open up your heart towards me. Whatever the future brings, just be open to it.”

      Anthony turned his head and gazed deeply into Dana’s eyes. He could sense her sincerity and the glowing love that was there from their youth. It surprised him but at the same time comforted him. He longed to be loved again. Instead, he felt like Reyna treated him as an afterthought, a scheduled encounter with her that lasted at most fifteen minutes until one of their children, or some community project, or some book club member interrupted her attention and distracted her from what was supposed to be a husband and wife intimate moment.

      When those innumerable interruptions took precedence over their marital relationship, Anthony wondered whether Reyna was still in love with him. She loved him, and he loved her, but the spark was missing. He tried to renew it somehow, but nothing seemed to work. Not even the spontaneously planned romantic getaway to Carmel Beach made a difference. Unfortunately, the getaway ended prematurely when Ash was involved in a car accident with one of his classmates.

      The prospect that Dana offered him seemed promising but the distance between Vegas and Chicago was insurmountable. There was no way that Anthony could leave for a weekend without Reyna wondering where he was going. She was always suspicious. And then there was Doug. Doug catered to Dana’s wishes, but he was not going to roll over and agree to end their marriage for a fling.

      Or was it a fling? Was Dana really the woman that Anthony should have married from the start? Should he just have allowed Reyna to only comfort him after his father passed away and leave it at that? After all, he had a long-term girlfriend. Shouldn’t he have been more faithful to Dana and not throw it all away simply because he was mad that Dana went to Switzerland because of a jealous rage? Anthony always struggled with guilt about that decision. Doubt filled his mind at that moment.

      How would his life have turned out if he hadn’t let the loss of his father consume his emotions? Would Ash and Alejandra still be his? Or would Scott and Angelica be his? He had to let those thoughts go. There was no point in dwelling on possibilities when they could never be a reality.

      When she could see that Anthony was slipping away from her spell and about to leave, Dana quickly grabbed his arm.

      “Please don’t go, Anthony.”

      He stopped. Dana leaned in and kissed Anthony on the lips. At first, Anthony amorously kissed back as if it was an inescapable longing that he finally fulfilled. He was enamored by Dana’s sweet lips. The lifelong passion resurfaced in him. But then he pulled back the way that a lover does when the guilt of infidelity roars inside of his heart.

      At the moment when their lips parted, Dana’s eyes opened out of confusion.

      “What’s wrong, babe?”

      Anthony sat silent, embarrassed. He knew it was wrong even if it felt so right.

      “We’re married. We shouldn’t be doing this. Our spouses are here.”

      “I’m sorry… But I’m not, not really.”

      Anthony rose from his seat and Dana’s hand dropped from his arm. She watched as he walked towards the dance floor and towards the parent’s table, which was next to the head table.
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        * * *

      

      Dana sat quietly at the sole table in the back of the grand ballroom, aghast at what she thought was a good start with Anthony that ultimately turned into a disaster. She had waited for this opportunity for a long time and was worried that she had lost Anthony forever. He may not forgive her for making a bold overture so quickly and so publicly, in front of his entire family and friends, not to mention the Chicago Four. Who had seen them? Dana hoped that in the quiet corner out of the way, no one had seen them kiss. That would be great, and the secret kiss would resolve itself without any repercussions. Unfortunately, she was mistaken.

      In nearly a full-speed stride from the middle of the ballroom came Reyna, hot and angered. She was resolved to confront Dana for what could only be a betrayal of the worst kind. Reyna was determined, regardless of the circumstances and regardless of the pending public scene.

      “No one. Absolutely no one kisses my husband.” That thought ruminated feverishly in her mind as she neared the table where Dana sat unaware.

      When Reyna finally reached her destination, she swung her open hand swiftly and determinably, smacking Dana on her left cheek. The loud slap surprised Dana as well as stunned her. A red welt began forming on her face.

      “How dare you kiss my husband? You think because you were here in the back that I couldn’t see you.”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Dana feigned ignorance.

      “Don’t play stupid, Dana. I know that you’ve been pursuing Anthony all this time. I know your games.”

      Dana quickly rose from the table.

      “You’re mistaken,” she insisted.

      Reyna forcefully pushed Dana backward against her chair, causing Dana to stumble onto her left side. Moments later, Esperanza was pulling Reyna back holding her arms as Reyna tried to wrangle them free so that she could lunge at Dana again.

      “Get off of me,” Reyna screamed, unaware that it was Esperanza.

      In the meantime, Josephine and Doug were helping the disheveled Dana get up from the floor.

      “You don’t have to be a bully,” Dana angrily exclaimed.

      “What are you doing?” Anthony said as he hurriedly rushed to the scene.

      “Don’t take her side, Anthony. I’m your wife, not her.”

      Efron came between Anthony and Reyna. “You guys need to calm down. It’s my daughter’s special day. Please control yourself for God’s sake.”

      Even the normally calm Efron appeared upset by the lack of decorum.

      Alejandra could be seen on the dance floor overhearing the commotion and in tears that her sweet sixteen party had been ruined by, of all people, her own parents. She stormed off. Frank and Porsha followed quickly behind her. Clarice and Elisa pursued Alejandra as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my god.” Mariposa was stunned. Her well-planned event was ruined. She walked to Hector and asked him to have the band play some loud, energetic music so that the crowd could get on its feet and dance. He quickly obliged. Hopefully, the music would become a distraction and reenergize the party.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Mariposa caught the videographer close to the commotion involving the parents. She hastily approached him.

      “Oscar, I want you to delete any footage that you’ve filmed for the past few minutes.”

      “What?” A puzzled look came over his face.

      “I don’t want any record of what happened with the parents. That’s the last thing they need, a record of their debacle. Please delete any footage.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll delete what I have. I don’t believe that I recorded it.”

      “Good.”

      Mariposa watched to ensure that Oscar deleted the footage. He pushed the rewind button on the camera and then began filming over the pre-existing footage. When she was assured that it was deleted, Mariposa walked over to the Cliftons so that she could use her vast experience as a party planner to salvage the situation.
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        Scottsdale, Arizona

        That Same Night

      

      

      Reyna breathed deeply as she paced feverishly at the rear of the Grand Ballroom. Both Josephine and Esperanza tried to calm her down unsuccessfully. Doug, of course, was tending to Dana and so was Efron. Anthony stood with Winfred near the center of the dance floor, bending over in a sense of emotional exhaustion. Winfred stared helplessly.

      “What happened, Hermana? I don’t understand,” asked Esperanza. She tried to get Reyna to sit down but she was resisting all such efforts.

      “That whore kissed Anthony.” Reyna was still steaming as she spoke.

      “Oh my god.” Esperanza was genuinely surprised that her brother-in-law would engage in blatant betrayal at his daughter’s sweet sixteen party. He was typically loyal to Reyna. At least, that was what Esperanza thought. This display of infidelity had her questioning it.

      “Worse yet, he kissed her back. It’s as if he didn’t want to stop.” Reyna tried desperately to hold back tears. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. She’s been after him for months.”

      “Are you sure? It could have been innocent. A peck on the cheek.”

      Josephine listened to the sisters talking. She knew from past experiences not to interfere until both of them calmed down enough to reason with. That hadn’t happened yet.

      “No, I saw it. It was a full-on kiss on the lips and everything. I should have gone with my woman’s intuition and confronted her a long time ago.”

      “You guys have been going through a lot lately, with planning the party, rehearsals, work. You know how men are. I’m sure he loves you and it was just a mistake that he regrets.”

      “He’ll regret it alright,” she snapped back.

      Esperanza tried to wrap her arm around Reyna to comfort her. Josephine moved closer as well but stopped once she noticed that Reyna was pushing Esperanza away from her.

      “Please, don’t. Let me think. Let me think.”

      “Okay, amour,” Esperanza said helplessly as she took a step back. “Let’s give her some space,” she directed to Josephine and waved her away. “We’ll be back. Okay, sweetie.”

      The two walked towards Dana and Doug.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe this. My mom. Ooh, I’m so mad,” Alejandra proclaimed as she sat in the female dressing room. “She ruined it. Everything. I’m a laughingstock now. This will be with me for the rest of my life.”

      Frank handed her a glass of water to drink. She reluctantly smiled but politely declined.

      Clarice sat down next to Alejandra. “I’m so sorry, cuz. Parents, they ruin everything. You don’t deserve this.”

      The comforting words encouraged Alejandra to lean against Clarice’s shoulder and gently rub her arm.

      “Thank you,” she sniffled while she touched the back of Clarice’s hand.

      Alejandra took a deep breath and looked at each and every person in the room, reassured that this was true friendship. Frank, of course, was more special to her and proved his unwavering devotion at a young age. She hoped that he understood her feelings for him even in this moment.

      Breaking the silence, the door to the dressing room opened. Efron walked in.

      “Clarice. Elisa. Frank. Give me the room. I would like to talk to my goddaughter,” he said resolutely.

      Efron watched as his children and Alejandra’s escort obediently filed out of the room without a sound. When the door closed behind them, Efron turned to Alejandra.

      “I’m so sorry, sweetie. I don’t know what happened. But I promise to make this right.”

      “Tío, I don’t think it can be made right, to be honest.”

      Alejandra ran towards Efron and hugged him tightly, sobbing tenderly. He was pleasantly surprised by her rare display of vulnerability. Efron firmly embraced her as well as kissed her forehead.

      “You’ve always been good to me, Tꓩo. Even better than my father.”

      The older, now more mature man could no longer contain himself or the secret that haunted him over the years. He had to reveal it at this moment even though the reasons why escaped him.

      “Mija, I don’t know how to say this. I’ve dreamed of this since you were born. But I am afraid. Afraid that you will be angry with me, or ashamed of me. I understand if you don’t believe me after all these years, but I need to tell you. I should have made your mother tell you so long ago.”

      The puzzled Alejandra looked up at her godfather as he spoke, perplexed by his words and his worried expression.

      “What is it? I don’t understand.”

      “I … I am your real father, Alejandra. I know it doesn’t make sense, but your mother and I had a fling before you were born.”

      “What do you mean? My parents were married when I was born. I’ve seen the wedding photos.”

      “Yes, she was. And I was married to your Tía, but that didn’t change what happened. Your dad wasn’t around much, working long hours, starting his career. I was busy with my practice too, but your mom, your mom, needed me to comfort her. Frankly, I don’t understand exactly how it happened. But it did.

      “Your mother told me that I was the father before you were born. She and your dad hadn’t been intimate in a while, but after she realized that she was pregnant, she rekindled a romantic relationship with your dad so that he would believe that he was your father.”

      Alejandra was dismayed and became physically agitated as Efron spoke.

      “I can’t right now. Please, no more.”

      “Okay, sweetie. I understand if you are mad at me.”

      Just then, the door to the dressing room suddenly slammed shut.

      Efron and Alejandra looked towards the door but could not make out who overheard their conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “Anyone know where Prince Charming is? I can’t find him on the dance floor. He was here earlier,” Mariposa queried into her headset as she also frantically looked for Anthony Clifton.

      “No, I don’t see him,” responded Hank. “He may not be in the ballroom.”

      Another of her employees also answered in the negative to Mariposa’s inquiry. “Is he with Snow White?” the employee pondered. The question was really a stab in the dark.

      “I just left her. She’s still visibly upset. Hector, can you announce that Prince Charming is needed at the center of the dance floor.”

      After Hector registered the request, he rose from his seat.

      “Ladies and gentlemen… Damas y Caballeros… Please excuse my interruption. If you see Mr. Clifton can you have him come to me? Thank you. Continue enjoying the fantastic live music.”

      Mariposa surveyed the room after Hector’s announcement. Shortly thereafter, Anthony tepidly approached Hector and Mariposa walked over to them.

      “Thank you, Hector.”

      “De nada, Señorita.”

      “Mr. Clifton. Thank you for meeting me here. I know a lot is going on, but I want to make this right so that the party is still a success.”

      “Yes, Ms. Aponte. I’m so sorry.”

      His embarrassment was obvious to her, but Mariposa was used to scandals as part of her career. She had to be prepared for every possible contingency.

      “No need to apologize to me.” Mariposa left it at that without specifically indicating who Mr. Clifton should obviously apologize to.

      “I understand.”

      “Given the situation, I want to rearrange tonight’s program.”

      “Okay.”

      She looked over the printed program to double-check what was next.

      “I think this is a great time for you to sing the song for Alejandra.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t know if I am up to it right now,” Anthony remarked anxiously.

      “You’ll be fine. Hector will rev up the crowd and the band will play the song just like we practiced.” Mariposa paused and spoke into the headset. “Hank, find Superstar and make sure she is back in the ballroom before the next song begins.”

      Mr. Clifton was handed a second microphone while Hector escorted him to the center of the ballroom. The music stopped and the lights were turned brighter from their previously dimmed state. The crowd quieted, inquisitive about what was happening.

      Hector stepped forward and announced, “Ladies and gentlemen… We have a special treat for you today.” Hector’s eyes glanced over the ballroom as he found Alejandra. He turned towards her and continued, “Please give a round of applause for Alejandra’s father…” Hector’s voice echoed in the room as he spoke.

      Hector stepped aside and looked towards Anthony, nodding encouragingly in the affirmative. He then walked off the dance floor leaving Mr. Clifton all alone. The lights dimmed again with a warm spotlight focused on Anthony.

      Anthony grabbed the microphone tightly; his knuckles whitened. He waited as the keyboard played the simple melody with a guitar playing a three-note chord. Once the graceful, synthetic intro finished, he slowly raised the microphone to his mouth and began singing to Alejandra: “There's two things I know for sure…”

      He sang gingerly and uncharacteristically soft, “She was sent here from heaven… And she's daddy's little girl.” When he sang the last line, the tone in his voice broke, displaying his joy and love for his daughter, perhaps also mixed with regret.

      Alejandra wept uncontrollably. She listened to her father sing the rest of the song, paying close attention to the lyrics which touched her heart in an unknown, special way.

      Reyna looked on from afar. She was still furious but secretly satisfied that her husband surprised both of them by singing a song without being pressured to do so.
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        * * *

      

      Reyna became overwhelmed by a rush of confusing emotion: love for her first-born daughter, hatred toward her husband because of his betrayal, and yet an overwhelming sense of guilt for wanting to work out her marriage. Faced with these conflicting emotions, Reyna could do only one thing and that was leave the Grand Ballroom to get away from it all, the scene of her husband’s treachery - a forbidden kiss with Dana.

      Reyna turned away from the dance floor and walked out of the ballroom aimlessly. Her heart beat erratically and uncontrollably, causing her to panic until she reached the exterior walkway that led to the Grand Staircase of the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa. As she cautiously stepped forward, she could see the double staircase to her right; one staircase was on each side of the outdoor atrium. In the middle of the twin staircase was a bronze statue depicting an unknown aboriginal female, perhaps a member of the Pima or Maricopa tribes. The moonlight revealed that the female statue wore a shawl covering the length of her body. Her long, bronze hair swept past her left shoulder down to the middle of her abdomen.

      Along the exterior walls of the hotel building were the woody, climbing wisteria vines, its violet flowers blooming with a fragrant smell similar to grape bubblegum. The wisteria flower and tree were the resort’s signature emblem and formed a miniature garden around both staircases. Its aroma filled Reyna’s nostrils mysteriously calling her forward. She walked closer to the stairs, occasionally stepping on knobby, brown pods that fell from the foliage. As she continued descending the stairs, her anxiety became paralyzing. Thoughts of divorce, of living alone, of Dana bearing Anthony’s children, of her own children, Alejandra and Ash, resenting her for failing to forgive their father and refusing to reconcile with him swirled uncontrollably in her mind.

      The flood of sentiment and remorse was unbearable even for the indomitable Reyna who was like a warrior undefeated in all of her life’s battles. This battle, however, seemed un-winnable even for her. Her vision blurred from innumerable tears while her eyes also burned and became swollen. Nevertheless, Reyna progressed down the stairs until her right foot came out from under her, causing her body to heave forward. Reyna tumbled wildly down the circular, concrete stairs until she reached the bottom of the stairwell.
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        Scottsdale, Arizona

        The Same Night

      

      

      After the crowd finished roaring and cheering when Anthony Clifton ended his song dedicated to his daughter, Alejandra, the lights were brightened again, illuminating the entire ballroom. Guests who had given him a standing ovation sat down to watch the continued affair. Others walked to the buffet line to serve themselves. The younger guests around Alejandra’s age danced as the live music played. They were unfazed as if nothing really transpired between her mother and Dana.

      With caution, Alejandra walked closer to her father and embraced him, tears continually flowing down both cheeks.

      Her father gleefully reciprocated and whispered in her ear, “Please forgive me, Mija.”

      Alejandra was speechless. She did not know what to say. A part of her wanted to forgive him. A part of her wanted to confront him about the revelation that her godfather, Efron, recently made in the girl’s dressing room. Was he really not her father? After all of these years, did the truth surface? She feared starting another scene and making things worse. So, Alejandra uncharacteristically bit her tongue for now.

      “Thanks, Papi,” the words stuck in her throat but that was all that she could muster at the moment. She was unsure whether that would suffice to stave off any continued discussions with her father. But it had to do for now.

      Porsha ran up to the Cliftons in the middle of the ballroom.

      “That was marvelous, Mr. Clifton. I didn’t know that you could sing. Why didn’t you tell me, Alejandra?” Her voice was excited as she spoke.

      “I didn’t know either. It was a complete surprise.”

      The question and response brought a smile to Alejandra’s face as was anticipated by Mariposa.

      “I’m glad that you liked it. I practiced singing as much as we practiced dancing. Maybe even more,” he chuckled nervously. After an awkward pause, “I will leave you guys. Have fun. Let me know if there is anything that you need. Or ask Mariposa. That’s what she is here for.”

      Mr. Clifton sluggishly walked away, embarrassed, and pleased at the same time. It served him well to exit the situation and perhaps salvage things with Reyna. He frantically looked for her while circulating throughout the ballroom.

      Winfred approached. His tall, lanky body was difficult for him to control when he was a teenager, but throughout the years, as he grew into a man, he could confidently stride into a room and easily summon respect. Unlike the rest of the Chicago Four, Winfred Winston McIntyre the Third came from money.

      His father was a diamond exporter from a long line of diamond exporters. Some say that the McIntyre family had run-ins with Al Capone during Prohibition. Others claim that the McIntyre family was in bed with Al Capone. No one really knew the truth. Winfred really didn’t care what was the truth so long as the unsubstantiated rumors gave him an air of mystique and encouraged others to take him seriously.

      Although he and Josephine became official members of the Chicago Four while in college with the Cliftons, Winfred already knew Anthony and Reyna before then. He attended a rival high school across town in the unincorporated village of Glenview only a few miles from where Anthony and Reyna attended school. Sometimes Winfred would see Anthony who was dating Dana at the time as well as Reyna and even Esperanza at cross-town rival football games or even gymnastics events which the then muscular Reyna competed in. They were only acquaintances at the time, although some suspected that Winfred had a crush on Reyna. He adamantly denied it even to the present day. Of course, Reyna was initially flattered by such rumors until she seriously started dating Anthony during their junior year at Loyola University.

      But, in reality, Winfred had a crush on Josephine. She was the exact opposite of Winfred, wild and passionate about life. Her numerous adventures encouraged Winfred to step out of his comfort zone and become more self-confident. Josephine also encouraged Winfred to maintain his relationship with Anthony even after they graduated from college. Winfred would call Anthony daily even after the Cliftons moved away to Vegas. On occasion, he would speak to Reyna when she answered the phone and Anthony was not available.

      Because of Josephine’s prodding, the McIntyres, Cliftons, Martinezes, and the Joneses would all meet several times each year. There were anniversaries, birthday parties, Christmas and Thanksgiving holidays, vacations together locally and abroad. The Chicago Four were unique in that they continued to have a close relationship despite the distances between them.

      In the years after college, Winfred felt left out of the group when the rest of the couples started having children. The constant childish laughter and running noses seemed to attract him towards having a family of his own. Josephine was unwilling to impede her fast and furious lifestyle. At first, she rebuffed all of Winfred’s arguments for starting their own family. She was adamant and the lovestruck Winfred could not resist her charms. But when Reyna started having cardiac issues in her mid-thirties, Josephine reevaluated her own life choices. Life was fleeting. She understood that at the time and relented.

      Wilhelmina was born shortly thereafter. She was an easy pregnancy. Filled with the joy of a baby girl, Winfred wanted a boy, an heir to the family business. They tried for several years but could not get pregnant. Josephine refused artificial means of getting pregnant and Winfred refused to adopt. He wanted a child with his own DNA. In time, they had Scott five years later. By then, Josephine was so in love with the boy that she wanted even more children. In an unexpected 180, Winfred decided that he just wanted a nuclear family unlike his large one growing up. Something about not getting enough attention from his parents. Josephine, with her big heart and love for life, considered that nonsense. She knew that it was only a matter of time before Winfred would relent. He always did.

      “Have you seen Reyna?” Anthony asked Winfred even though his eyes were scanning the ballroom and not looking directly at him.

      “No, not for a while. I have no idea where she is now.”

      “I want to talk to her. I need to talk to her, Winnie.”

      “Anthony, I know you do. This is a big mess. I can’t believe what you did. But It’s not my place, not now. You know how I feel about infidelity. We talked about that as kids growing up. Frankly, I’m disappointed.”

      The tongue-lashing was expected. Anthony had known Winfred long enough. He just did not need it at this moment when he wanted to reconcile with Reyna or at least ask for her forgiveness.

      “I understand.” Anthony stormed off, looking for his wife.

      As he watched Anthony leave, Winfred spotted the table where he and his wife, Josephine, were seated. She was holding Scott while he sat on her knee. The joyous expression on her face encouraged him. “Maybe, I should just agree to more kids,” he thought. “She looks so happy.”

      Winfred walked to the table and sat down next to her.

      “Hey, hon, have you seen Reyna? Anthony’s looking for her.”

      “Oh really? I bet he is.” The sarcasm in her voice was obvious, but the stare in her eyes revealed a subdued anger.

      She restrained herself in front of Scott and Wilhelmina. They were too young to understand but Josephine did not want to ruin their mood. The kids were enjoying the party despite not many children their own age to interact with.

      “I know. I kinda talked to him just right now about it.”

      “Well, you need to do more than just a talk. You need to straighten him out. He knows better than this. Poor Reyna. She always seemed suspicious of Dana since she first started dating Anthony. Now this.”

      Scott wanted to eat something off of Reyna’s plate. She leaned forward to allow him to reach it. He grabbed a piece of alcapurrias filling and tried to stuff it in his little mouth. Part of the beef filling fell on his shorts. Josephine wiped it off.

      “Winnie, maybe you should ask Lorraine,” Josephine suggested and turned her eyes towards her.

      Winfred stood up and moved to the chair closest to Lorraine, who was seated on the other side of the table. Lorraine and Johnny Meyers were part of the study group at Loyola, but they soon left the group unexpectedly after Winfred and Josephine joined. No one really knew why. They later married but were not officially a part of the Chicago Four and had no children of their own. Nevertheless, they were invited to some occasional events. The previous year, the Meyers invited the Chicago Four to their niece’s Bat Mitzvah. It was unknown whether Johnny was infertile, but they were still trying. In the meantime, they focused on being a good aunt and uncle to their siblings’ numerous children.

      “Hmm. Hey, Lorraine. Do you know where Reyna went?”

      She nodded in the affirmative and pointed to an ominous looking door at the back of the ballroom.

      “Thanks.”

      He wasn’t sure if Lorraine was actually paying attention to him. She went back to doing what she was doing before he interrupted her. Johnny was nowhere near her, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. He was always socializing.

      Winfred stared at the door, hoping that Reyna would magically appear through it. He waited for a while, but nothing happened. Looking around for Anthony, to reveal the revelation of Reyna’s presence, Winfred was unable to find him.

      “I’ll be right back,” Winfred said as he kissed Josephine on the cheek. He then patted Scott on the head. “Behave Wilhelmina. You’ve been a good girl so far. Do you want daddy to bring you something?”

      “More soda,” she quietly demanded, concerned that her mother would hear and object as usual.

      Josephine indeed overheard and stared Winfred down. He understood not to oblige his daughter and reluctantly walked alone towards the eerie door in the back.

      As he opened the door, he walked along the same lonely, outdoor walkway that Reyna had earlier that evening. The smell of wisteria flowers filled the night air. Winfred continued through the walkway, past the first staircase, then past the second staircase. He walked through the double doors into the adjacent building, but Reyna was nowhere to be found.

      “Excuse me, sir. Have you seen … um … a woman walking this way? She’s Latina wearing a red dress, black hair, and lovely brown skin.”

      Winfred realized that the last description was unnecessary. He mentally chastised himself for it. “Dummy. What would Josephine say if she heard you?”

      The security guard pondered and scanned the hallway.

      “I don’t believe so. I’ve been here for the past fifteen minutes. When did you expect to be meeting her?”

      “No, I am not meeting her. She left the sweet sixteen party in the Grand Ballroom. She’s the mother of the birthday girl,” Winfred explained, frustrated at his uncharacteristic lack of communication skills.

      “I see. Well, I’m sorry. I can’t help you. I haven’t seen her.”

      Without providing a salutation to the security guard, Winfred hurriedly walked back towards the exterior walkway realizing that he may have made a wrong turn in tracking down Reyna. The guard watched him with little interest and returned to his duties.

      When he quickly arrived at the exterior walkway, Winfred could see the closed door leading back to the Grand Ballroom.

      “The only other direction that Reyna could possibly take is this staircase,” he mused.

      Winfred began walking down the staircase closest to him. He looked past the bronze statue in the middle of the dual staircases to the garden in the distance but couldn’t see any individuals outside.

      “Reyna,” he called out. “Reyna.”

      There was no answer.

      As he reached that part of the staircase that curved toward the middle of the outdoor atrium, he could see a body sprawled on the ground in front of him. Winfred quickly rushed towards her. His adrenaline pumped faster, causing him to sprint towards Reyna. Blood was dripping from her head and pooling on the concrete pathway.

      “Oh my god, Reyna.” Winfred cradled her body and tried to wake her, but she was unconscious.

      “Please, someone help me,” he yelled at the top of his lungs. He lifted his head, frantically turning from side to side in the hopes that someone, anyone, would hear his voice and render assistance. The security guard in the adjacent building had already left on his rounds.

      When no one responded, Winfred realized that he needed to call 911 himself and took out his cellphone.
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      The small, ICU room brightened once Anthony slowly opened the pale blue curtains, letting the sunshine in that early morning. This revealed the quiet courtyard below. He looked out to that familiar scenery from the only window that had been his wife’s home for the past few weeks. A landscaper was busy trimming the bushes in the courtyard while newer visitors hurriedly and haphazardly approached the hospital in hopes of seeing their sick loved ones. Wheelchairs with seated patients entering or leaving the hospital could also be seen. Anthony was keenly aware what would be awaiting the solemn people visiting the hospital today. It may not always be the good news that they had hoped for, but news, nonetheless. It certainly was not good news for the Clifton family.

      When he turned from the window to face Reyna, she was still asleep on the busy hospital bed. Tubes were coming out from various parts of her body. Six IV drip infusion pumps were silently injecting Reyna with multiple medications. Digital numbers blinked indicating that the pumps were working. They cluttered that part of the hospital room, but the nurses were nimble and used to it. The numerous pumps made it awkward for family members and friends to sit or stand next to Reyna while they comforted her or gave her spoonfuls of ice to quench her thirst.

      Anthony contemplated waking Reyna with a kiss but knew that she had difficulty sleeping. Besides, it would only stroke his ego rather than ameliorate any of her unending pain and anguish. The ensuing weeks since Winfred found Reyna at the bottom of the stairs, bleeding, bruised, and unconscious, had taken their toll on the Clifton family and the other members of the Chicago Four. Winfred claimed it was a miracle that he found her so quickly. Everyone originally thought the worse. The family welcomed any prayers for her recovery.

      Anthony sat down on the chair next to the window. He often spent the night sleeping on that chair when Ash and Alejandra had others to ensure they were doing okay at night by themselves. More often than not, it was Esperanza or Josephine who flew in from Chicago to take care of the Clifton children and, of course, to see Reyna. Dana offered to spend the weekend in Vegas taking care of the kids and watching over Anthony. Doug convinced her that, under the circumstances, it was not a good idea. Dana reluctantly agreed. Of course, after the fiasco at the Sweet Sixteen party, Doug was obviously suspicious of Dana’s intention. He didn’t want her spending the weekend with Anthony and his kids.

      “Hello, Mr. Clifton,” Dr. Seiff, the neurosurgeon who had been taking care of Reyna, said as he ushered a set of interns and medical students into the room. They were attentive while looking at Mrs. Clifton.

      “Thank you.” Anthony nervously stood up to greet Dr. Seiff, a typical daily routine that he came to dread.

      “If you don’t mind, I would like to introduce your wife to my new team.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Anthony was aware that Summit View Hospital was a teaching hospital. Although this made him somewhat uncomfortable at times, the possibility that several up-and-coming medical minds were caring for Reyna and ensuring that she received the best state-of-the-art treatment also ameliorated his concerns.

      Anthony watched as Dr. Seiff took charge. The doctor had done something similar many times before with his previous team. Anthony reassured himself that Reyna must be in good hands given Dr. Seiff’s extensive knowledge and his keen interest in Reyna’s fragile condition.

      “Dr. Wilson, can you give everyone a summary of the patient’s history.”

      “Yes, Dr. Seiff,” the intern paused as he collected his thoughts. “The patient was returning to her room at the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa from a social event. She was going down a flight of stairs and somehow fell, striking her head on a hard surface and fracturing her skull. After being stabilized in Phoenix, she was medevacked to Las Vegas, her hometown.

      “A CT of her head showed a large left occipital cephalohematoma. She had hemorrhagic contusions and extensive subarachnoid hemorrhage, but the first CT did not originally show a subdural hematoma. That was shown in a subsequent CT scan.”

      Anthony understood from previous conversations with Dr. Seiff that Reyna had a hemorrhage of blood between the base of her skull and the membrane that covered the outer surface of her brain. He also was told that Reyna had a life-threatening stroke caused by bleeding into the space surrounding her brain. Remembering what his wife experienced over the past few weeks made Anthony anxious. All of those fears resurfaced as he listened attentively to Dr. Wilson. Anthony tried to repress them, especially in front of these unfamiliar doctors.

      Dr. Seiff asked another doctor to continue. A shorter, younger, female doctor situated in the back of the team eagerly answered.

      “A CT-Angio of the patient’s head and neck were done. They ruled out a cerebral aneurysm as the cause of her intracerebral bleed.”

      “Anything else?” Dr. Seiff asked Dr. Brown inquisitively.

      The other doctors looked on half-expecting that she would be stumped.

      Dr. Brown continued, “The patient had a neurosurgical consult with Dr. Hott. Dr. Hott advised that no surgical intervention was needed.”

      She was pleased with her recall of Mrs. Clifton’s medical history. Her facial expression showed it. Dr. Brown, however, knew that Dr. Seiff did not approve of outward expressions of confidence especially in front of a patient and their family. It was a sign of arrogance and not intelligence in his mind. Dr. Brown quickly became stoic again, losing her confident smile.

      Before Dr. Seiff reacted to her outward signs, he asked the entire team, “My question is what treatment do you recommend?” After an awkward silence, “Anyone?”

      The group struggled with various treatment options and discussed it among themselves. Dr. Seiff patiently waited until they came up with an acceptable answer.

      As the group mulled over their response, a sigh could be heard from the hospital bed. Reyna’s eyes blinked softly as she awakened. During her time in the ICU, Reyna complained of various cognitive dysfunctions with word-finding difficulties and difficulties pronouncing words. These issues arose from her stroke. The antiplatelet medication given to her helped reduce the risk of future strokes. She was also treated for persistent headaches and depression.

      As she came too, a sharp pain radiated through her head making her wince. Dr. Seiff approached her.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Clifton. How are you?”

      She took time to respond but ultimately struggled to let him know that she was in pain as usual.

      Dr. Seiff informed her and Anthony that they would continue treating her with intraarterial Verapamil to reduce spasms and hypertensive medication to bolster her circulation. When the doctors finally left the room, Anthony walked over to Reyna. He watched as her eyes met his. She followed him as he came closer to her side and held her hand. He was at a loss for words.

      “I have some good news,” he hesitantly muttered. He was unsure how Reyna would take it or whether she would understand. “Dr. Seiff thinks that you will be able to leave by the end of the week.”

      Reyna worked to show a smile.

      She then struggled to say, “Water.”

      Anthony grabbed the white Styrofoam cup on the overbed food tray table. He swirled the cup to ensure that it still had ice as well as water.

      “Here.”

      Anthony brought the cup to her mouth. When Reyna could not grab the protruding straw with her lips, he straightened it for her so that she could take a sip. She was pleased that he was so willing to care for her after all these years. It was a side of him that she had never seen before not even when their children were little. The simple expressions of love - helping her to the toilet or holding her up while showering or fluffing her pillow or bringing her water - made Reyna realize that Anthony truly loved her. Her insidious doubts about whether he would leave her for Dana were far from her mind. She also blocked out the betraying kiss. It seemed so long ago.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was barely discernible. But Anthony could see her lips move as she spoke the words.

      “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

      He continued about the good news that Dr. Seiff had conveyed.

      “The doctors think that you can fully recover eventually. Once you are home, you can start speech therapy and physical therapy. Isn’t that great?”

      Anthony forwent telling Reyna that she may also need balance therapy if she had issues walking. He did not want to overwhelm her or discourage her by mentioning all of her physical limitations at this time.

      Reyna tried to sit-up on the hospital bed. To make it easier, Anthony firmly grasped the support sheet underneath Reyna with both hands so that he could lift and slide her upwards towards the headboard. It worked somewhat but was awkward because there was no one on the other side of the bed to balance it out. After Reyna sat up as best as she could, she inquired about Esperanza and the kids.

      “Ash went to the camp this week. I know you didn’t want him to go, but he was really wanting to get away. Alejandra will be here in a couple of hours. Esperanza took her to the math tutor today. They’re going to stop and get an In-N-Out burger for you. They know that you are tired of this bland hospital food.”

      Reyna’s crooked smile brought some happiness to Anthony.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can I have two double-doubles, animal-style?”

      The young, Hispanic female’s voice answered, “Anything else?”

      Esperanza turned towards Alejandra and asked, “Do you want fries? I normally eat the fries animal-style as well, but I’m not sure you will like them. Not everyone likes the special spread that they are topped with.”

      Alejandra was ambivalent. She couldn’t care less about the fries or the burger. She obliged her aunt and went out to eat only because she knew that Esperanza would not let it go. Alejandra felt smothered every time she visited. All Alejandra wanted to do was leave, to go far away, perhaps to Puerto Rico, where no one would know her name. Perhaps, the small little town that her great grandfather was from, Santa Isabel. But that was out of the question. Nothing comforted her. Not Frank. Not even Porsha. She was inconsolable. She had gotten over the kiss and the incident at her Sweet Sixteen party, but she could never get over what truly bothered her. She regretted having the party in the first place.

      “If I hadn’t turned sixteen, there would be no party. There would be no kiss. There would be no fight. Mom would never have left all by herself, all alone in some strange hotel that she wasn’t familiar with in a strange town. She would have never fallen down the stairs, never hurt her head, never had a stroke. It’s all my fault.”

      That’s what she told herself. That’s what boiled inside of her. She could not contain it. She could not tell this to her father or even her aunt. When she mentioned it to Porsha, not even her best friend could understand. No one could. Not even Alejandra herself. Alejandra thought that the intervening weeks would make her feel better or at least lessen the pain. But because her mother wasn’t getting any better and was still in the hospital, it only made Alejandra feel worse.

      Esperanza could sense that Alejandra struggled internally, but she was not fully aware of its reality. She dared not ask Alejandra for fear that it would make things worse. That was why she took her niece to get some fast food. Not to fill her belly or to encourage Alejandra to share her feelings without prodding. She would eventually.

      More importantly, Esperanza wanted to spend time with Alejandra and ultimately Reyna, perhaps to assuage her own indescribable feelings that her older sister had faced death and barely escaped it, forever changing the family dynamics.
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        Rio Mar, Puerto Rico

        A Month Later

      

      

      Walking along the white, sandy, two-mile beach adjacent to the Wyndham Grand Rio Mar Resort on the east coast of Puerto Rico, Daniel Mendoza was characteristically pensive. He had evaded an early morning discussion with Layla Little and the inevitable, uncomfortable conflict by waking up at dawn, taking a quick shower, dressing, and then exiting the hotel room without waking her up. Layla had arrived very early in the morning after tending to her ex-boyfriend Leon Blackman’s wounds from the confrontation that he had with Daniel the previous day. Daniel was already asleep and anxiously awoke when she entered the hotel room. But Layla undressed and slept on the far side of the kingsize bed without speaking to him before going to sleep.

      Daniel knew that he had messed up and lost Layla’s trust. Her uncomfortable demeanor immediately after seeing Leon’s bloody head on the cement walkway at the Yokahu Tower was obvious. So, rather than awkwardly waiting for her to wake up, Daniel decided to think about his future, a future with Layla, or possibly without her.

      At his age, in his early fifties, it meant a lot to finally have an understanding and compassionate woman in his life. For several years, Daniel was not in any meaningful, lasting relationship. His job as a litigation attorney made relationships difficult to maintain. Long hours preparing for trial wreaked havoc on his body and mind. Sometimes Daniel would work until two or three o’clock in the morning preparing questions for examinations the following day or drafting a response to a last-minute trial memo filed by opposing counsel.

      Daniel knew that this was not a lifestyle that he could maintain forever, at least not until his early seventies like some attorneys who continued to practice well into their retirement years. Daniel also knew that this was not the best lifestyle for a life partner who wanted time, security, and affection. The stress and strain of litigation made him more irritable and easily angered, which caused him sometimes to lash out at others and not always at work. That certainly complicated any relationship and Daniel knew it.

      The vacation in Puerto Rico with Layla was a welcomed reprieve from his unending long days working. In the few days that Layla and Daniel were on the island, Daniel enjoyed their nighttime kayak excursion in Laguna Grande and even the initial time together at the El Yunque Rainforest until Leon arrived. Daniel wondered if the stress of work was the reason behind his aggressive response to Leon’s confrontation. Would he have been calmer and more collected if he was not an attorney who was overworked and often overwhelmed? Would Daniel have been able to talk the jealous Leon down after Leon unexpectedly flew to Puerto Rico demanding Layla back? Would Daniel have been able to walk away and avoid the physical assault by Leon?

      He was not sure. He only knew that Layla’s displeasure and disappointment in him were crushing his spirit. He was also disappointed in himself.

      The warm, refreshing aqua blue waters of the Atlantic refreshed him as he waded calf-deep while walking along the coastline. The crashing waves drowned out all of his worries as well as the noise of the few beachgoers that morning. Gazing towards the seemingly infinite horizon, Daniel wondered what would be next for him and Layla. Before his thoughts could wander further, his work cellphone in his swim trunk pocket rang. Daniel was obligated to take both his work cellphone and his work laptop on vacation for these such occasions. The vibration and ringing of his phone initially filled him with dread. But his natural knack for litigation instinctively kicked in as it always did, lowering his adrenaline.

      “Daniel Mendoza speaking.”

      “Hey, Daniel.” Cheryl’s cheerful voice immediately calmed Daniel down. She was his receptionist whose friendly attitude disarmed anyone including Daniel.

      “Hi, Cheryl.”

      “Sorry to bother you on vacation… How’s Puerto Rico by the way?” She was eager to hear his exotic tales even though she was not aware that Daniel had gone to Puerto Rico with Layla. Everyone at the office assumed that he was vacationing alone as usual.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful here. You know how I love my homeland.” Daniel’s voice finally displayed the excitement that inevitably surfaced when he talked about Puerto Rico.

      “Yes, you do. But I have some good news. Good news for us at least.” Cheryl paused knowing the gravity of the situation. Her voice lowered as she spoke.

      “Good news. I need that.”

      “We received a call from Gerald Ravan.” Cheryl knew that Daniel recognized the name of the in-house counsel for the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa. The resort was a longtime client. “He wants you to call him back to discuss a new lawsuit filed against the hotel.”

      “Did you tell him that we need to run a conflicts check first?”

      “Yes, I did. I’m having Lydia do that now.”

      “Thanks, Cheryl. I appreciate that.”

      “You’re welcome. Ok, I have another call. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Text me the results of the conflicts check.”

      “I will.”

      Daniel continued walking along the beach until he came to a point where a freshwater river emptied into the ocean. A few kayakers were meandering up the river. Daniel looked around and saw that someone had etched “Happy Thanksgiving” in the sand. The white, crooked tree limb used by the unknown author to write in the sand was adjacent to the holiday greeting. Seeing it brought some sense of happiness to Daniel that was unexpected but welcomed given his recent despondency. He took a picture of it.

      “Maybe Layla would appreciate this once everything has boiled over,” he mused.

      Daniel resisted his typical negative response to such positive affirmations. He wanted to still have an enjoyable time with Layla even though he was unsure of the outcome.

      As he returned to the part of the beach in front of the resort where the chaise lounges were, he received a text message from Cheryl: “Conflict cleared in the Clifton case.” Daniel looked at the message and sighed. He had to focus on work again amidst the serene beauty of the Caribbean.

      Daniel grabbed his work phone and asked Siri to call Gerald Ravan.

      “Hello,” the voice answered in an official capacity.

      “Gerry. It’s me, Daniel. I heard that you were just served with a lawsuit.”

      “Oh, Hi Daniel. Yes, I can’t believe it. I’m having my assistant email Cheryl the full complaint. I know you don’t have it in front of you, but I wanted to pick your brain about it.”

      “Sure, tell me what happened.”

      Gerry proceeded to discuss Mrs. Clifton’s fall down the exterior staircase at the resort and the severe injuries that followed.

      “They are claiming that the resort was negligent because there was insufficient lighting. I can’t believe that. I’ve walked those stairs myself at night. Granted, I don’t live in Scottsdale and only go to the resort once or twice a year, but it’s not in a dangerous condition like they are alleging.”

      Mr. Ravan took almost every lawsuit personally as if each and every plaintiff’s attorney was asserting that Mr. Ravan was negligent himself and directly caused the various incidents. Daniel was used to this and he knew how to deflect Gerry’s attention from himself to the specific circumstances of the lawsuit.

      “Don’t worry about it, Gerry. I am going to put everything into this case. I’ve been to the resort many times myself and remember that staircase too. Is there any truth to this claim that the lightbulb was out?”

      “No, there isn’t. We have a security service that walks the resort at night. It’s their responsibility to ensure that the lights are working.”

      Daniel remembered that the resort’s arrangement with its security service was unique. The security service provided more than just security. It was more of a hospitality service. The security personnel would bring towels and other amenities to the guest rooms at the request of patrons. The security personnel also had a logbook of any unusual issues like burned-out light bulbs or spills or tears in the carpet. This hospitality service made the company more appealing to hotel companies like the Regal Wisteria Resorts which owned the Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa on Camelback Avenue in Scottsdale, Arizona. The upscale hotel was situated near the Phoenician Hotel and the Scottsdale Fashion Square. The high-end customer base demanded excellent customer service and this hospitality service by the security company met that need.

      It also meant that the resort was open to allegations of cost-savings because of the lack of actual hotel employees who were present during late-night activities like Alejandra’s Sweet Sixteen party. The hospitality agreement with the security service also complicated the legal issues.

      “Gerry. I’ll check the complaint once Cheryl receives it. But I suspect that the plaintiff’s counsel isn’t aware of the hospitality agreement with the security service and didn’t name the security service as a party to the lawsuit. We will have to name them as a non-party at fault. This way if it turns out that the light bulb was out, then we can point the finger to the security service for failing to notify us.”

      “I hope that’s not the case,” Gerry disappointedly responded.

      “It may not be, but we have to protect the hotel as much as possible. It will be up to the plaintiffs’ counsel to determine whether to sue the security service. I suspect that they will. I doubt that the plaintiffs’ counsel will want an empty chair for us to point to and blame at trial, should it go all the way to trial.”

      Daniel was aware that ninety percent of his cases settled and never went to trial. That percentage was high because mediation was mandatory in Arizona. It had been that way for decades. Judges would not even schedule the trial unless and until the parties had conducted a mediation with a private mediator (typically an experienced attorney) or the parties had a settlement conference with an experienced settlement judge. This was mandatory to avoid last-minute settlements on the eve of trial which ultimately wasted a lot of judicial resources not to mention the parties’ legal fees.

      But Daniel had to prepare each and every one of his cases as if they were all going to trial. That made litigation more costly but it also set him apart from various other litigation attorneys because opposing counsel knew that he was thorough and would turn over every stone to ensure that his client was either totally ready for trial or paid a fair settlement amount at a mediation.

      “Well, I trust your judgment, Daniel. Do what you must. You have carte blanche as usual. Just send me your invoices and bills directly. I want to make sure that you have the resources that you need.”

      The Regal Wisteria Resorts were headquartered in Japan with more than a dozen hotels just in Japan. The hotel chain also had resorts in China, Korea, Thailand, Singapore, England, the Caribbean, Hawaii, and the Eastern United States, including New York City, D.C., Chicago, and Boston. The Regal Phoenix Resort and Spa was the first Regal Wisteria Resort on the west coast. Because of that fact, the corporate headquarters insisted on plenty of oversight for its newest hotel, which was above and beyond the normal, heavy oversight of its other resorts.

      Daniel knew how important the corporate image was. However, balancing his zealousness as an advocate on behalf of his client as well as still being compassionate and sympathetic towards injured individuals was difficult at times. Nevertheless, it was important to him to have that balance so that his clients would not come across as callous and also so that he could accurately advise his client how a jury would react should the case go to trial. Daniel was proud of that because it gave him insight that sometimes other attorneys did not have. It also encouraged him to step back and not be so personally vested in every lawsuit, which in some ways lessened the stress of being a litigation attorney.

      “Gerry, I have an expert in mind who can do a great job for us. He will be able to give us an objective opinion on whether there was a lighting issue at the resort. But I will have to reach out to him to see if he hasn’t been retained by the plaintiff’s counsel already.”

      “Sure, just keep me informed.”

      “I will.”

      Once the call was over, Daniel hoped that there were no other interruptions that would take him away from his Caribbean vacation and spending time with Layla again.

      “Layla!! I don’t know if she is up yet. I need to reach out to her,” Daniel thought as soon as his mind was no longer focused on work.

      Daniel texted Layla good morning and let her know where he was on the beach.
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        San Juan, Puerto Rico

        A Few Hours Later

      

      

      Because Layla no longer felt safe with Daniel Mendoza in a romantic and intimate setting after the physical confrontation with Leon, she requested that Daniel leave her. He obliged her request even though that secretly pained him. Daniel packed his luggage and arranged for the hotel shuttle to take him to the Luis Munoz Marin International Airport in San Juan. The thirty-five-minute ride gave him time to think and arrange a flight home to Phoenix, Arizona. Luckily, he had to only wait a few hours for another flight after canceling his original flight that was scheduled later in the week. He was charged a hefty $250 fee, but that did not concern him at the time.

      Money wasn’t the issue. The issue in his mind was the lack of trust that Layla had in him as well as her unwillingness to listen to his side of the story. Leon charged him first and Daniel was only protecting himself. It must not have mattered in Layla’s mind. Her instinctual nature to protect individuals who were injured kicked in because Layla was a nurse. Seeing Leon’s head bleeding instantly triggered her compassion. Daniel’s excuses were secondary to that.

      Maybe he was wrong for rushing things with Layla even though it had been several years since Layla broke it off with Leon? Daniel thought she was over the past relationship when he asked her to vacation with him in Puerto Rico for Thanksgiving. Apparently, she was not over Leon.

      To Daniel’s surprise, Layla was not offended that Leon was stalking them. Nor was she concerned about how Leon knew that she was vacationing in Puerto Rico with Daniel. Who told him? How did he find out? Daniel certainly didn’t tell Leon. He had absolutely no reason to. Daniel pondered whether Layla did. But that didn’t make sense. Maybe she told Leon about the vacation to make him jealous? Or perhaps to get him to leave her alone? Oftentimes, Leon would call her or text her that he wanted to get back together. Layla would sometimes tell Daniel about Leon’s efforts. Daniel really didn’t know why she tolerated his persistent invasion into her personal life and Leon’s reluctance to move on. Maybe she did truly love him and was unwilling to let Leon go herself?

      These disappointing thoughts haunted Daniel’s mind as he rode the hotel shuttle back to the airport. He tried not to think about Layla. Focusing on work, although not ideal, helped him to move on and avoid these haunting thoughts. However, he didn’t want to seem heartless and unsympathetic. Layla had clearly made her choice and it wasn’t Daniel. Right or wrong, he had to accept it himself. Otherwise, he would be a hypocrite for not moving on yet criticizing Leon for doing the same.

      Sure, it sounded honorable and noble that Daniel was willing to respect Layla’s feelings and her choice. But the reality was that Daniel was also protecting himself from the pain and vulnerability of this failed relationship. After his sudden divorce from Christine decades ago, Daniel was no longer able to see her or her son, Wisdom. Daniel was now guarded when it came to relationships. He would be in and out of relationships quickly if there were any lingering doubts. Sometimes the relationships were with good, solid women who cared for and loved him. Sometimes they were with women who just wanted to use him for money or for things that he could do for them. But whomever he dated, they had to unknowingly compete with Daniel’s true mistress, his job as an attorney.

      Daniel always threw himself into work. He wanted to escape the poverty and sad memories of Chambers Lane. To do that, he had to believe in himself. He had to believe in his future as an attorney, as someone who could rely upon his own self and not others, whose dedication and courage would give him the things that he needed. That meant that relying on or being vulnerable with others was not always the route that he chose because the uncertainty was unsettling.

      Instead of focusing on getting remarried and having a family of his own, he chose to focus on becoming a partner at the boutique law firm of Williams Brown. Daniel started working at Williams Brown when he was a fifth-year associate attorney, almost seventeen years ago. He had practiced at a few other law firms before moving to Williams Brown. He got the job when a small group of attorneys decided to merge with the firm to bolster its litigation practice. After a long career in complex litigation at Williams Brown, Daniel was promoted to a partner about seven years later. He was considered a rising star in the firm and was looking to develop his client base even further.

      To his chagrin, five years earlier, the unexpected happened which rattled his future. The named partner, Richard Williams, passed away from a sudden and unexpected stroke. The loss of the founding partner had a ripple effect on the other partners in the firm, some of whom wanted to move on in their careers given the unique circumstances. One partner, Tim High, was appointed a trial judge by the Governor of Arizona. Another partner, Bill Dempsey, decided to change his legal practice altogether and left the firm to work for the Attorney General’s office. Yet another founding partner left, Don Brown. Don had been practicing for over fifty years as an attorney and recently remarried a substantially younger woman from the Philippines. Given his age, he decided to retire to the island of St. Nevis with his beautiful bride. She, of course, did not disagree with the move.

      As a result, the law firm disbanded leaving the rest of the attorneys, including Daniel, in the lurch. Daniel, as one of the older, remaining partners, decided to start his own law firm. One or two of the other younger associates who had worked with Daniel over the years agreed to join him in his new endeavor. A few other associate attorneys went their own way. One became a plaintiff’s attorney. A couple joined various larger firms throughout the valley. To ensure there were enough experienced attorneys at the newly founded firm of Mendoza and Associates, PLLC, Daniel invited two law school buddies to join the firm. He also recruited a new attorney who had just graduated from the Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law at Arizona State University.

      Cheryl, the receptionist at Williams Brown, was eager to follow Daniel to his new firm. That decision gave continuity to the new firm although half of the attorneys were new and had no past working relationship with her. The familiarity was more so for Daniel and the other attorneys who transitioned from the old firm to the new one. It was needed stability in uncertain times. Besides, Cheryl was not only popular and friendly with all of the employees, but she also had extensive connections in the legal field with various paralegals and secretaries which the new firm also needed. She was still a stabilizing force some five years later when Daniel vacationed in Puerto Rico with Layla.

      Once the phone was answered, Daniel eagerly spoke, “Cheryl, I am on my way back to Phoenix.”

      Cheryl was surprised.

      “Oh really.”

      She was uncertain whether to ask him why he had ended his vacation so early. She knew that Daniel was private and would only volunteer any information if he felt comfortable doing so.

      “Yes, it’s a long story. I don’t have time for it right now. My plane boards in about thirty minutes.”

      “Ok.”

      Cheryl wondered why Daniel was calling.

      “Once I get back into the office tomorrow, I want a meeting in the large conference room for the Clifton case. Can you schedule that? Probably, um… around 10 a.m.”

      Daniel thought this would give him time to prepare for the meeting and analyze any documents provided by the hotel.

      “Can you ask John and Marissa to attend? Oh, make sure Cynthia is also there. I want her involved in this case.”

      Cynthia was the attractive and smart paralegal that recently moved from Nogales, Arizona to Phoenix. Daniel assigned her to all of his complex cases. His trust in her was immovable.

      “Sure, I’ll get on that once we get off the phone. I’ll also make sure to make a carafe of Starbucks and have some doughnuts and breakfast goodies for all of you.”

      “Thanks, Cheryl. I appreciate it.”

      Daniel relied upon Cheryl a lot in the past. He was glad that she was there for him now, especially since the empty feeling inside made him somewhat unsure of himself. He dared not show that to Cheryl or anyone else at the firm, not even any of his family members or friends.

      Daniel boarded the Delta Airlines flight to Atlanta, Georgia with the connecting flight to Phoenix.

      “It’s too bad my layover is so short. It would be nice to see Sylvia,” he thought.

      Like Daniel, Sylvia moved away from Los Angeles over twenty years earlier. She lived in Atlanta since and always tried to convince everyone to move there. Daniel resisted any such machinations. The distance and his busy schedule made it difficult for Daniel to visit Sylvia and her four children. He had not seen them in over a decade when his job brought him to Atlanta for a deposition. Despite that, Daniel realized that it would not be a good idea to see Sylvia even if he had a longer layover. Reminiscing about their childhood memories did not always make him feel good, although Sylvia enjoyed it. He also didn’t need any more emotional challenges.

      Instead, he boarded the plane with half-hearted regrets.
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        * * *

      

      When his flight finally arrived at the Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix, it was extremely late, almost midnight. Daniel was extremely tired. He took the Sky Train from Terminal Three to the East Economy parking lot where his Acura had been parked earlier in the week. He put the black luggage and the chestnut leather briefcase into his trunk. Opening the driver's side door, Daniel then sat down and plugged his iPhone into the USB charger. He looked at the phone to see if any text messages or voicemails were received during the long four-hour flight. To his dismay, there was nothing. Not a call or text from Layla.

      Secretly, he had hoped that there would be something from her. Anything. He didn’t think there would be an apology because Layla was upset by what happened between him and Leon. Perhaps just a text asking if Daniel had arrived safely. But no such text was received. That, of course, disappointed him.

      Daniel then struggled with whether he should text Layla anyway that he was now in Phoenix. Would she appreciate it? Would it matter to her? It didn’t seem like it did to Daniel. So, he ultimately decided not to text or call Layla.

      Daniel simply drove the forty-five minutes to his home in Gilbert, Arizona. All the while thinking of what he should do and say during the upcoming 10 o’clock meeting with the other associates later that day.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours earlier, Layla and Leon were eating dinner at the Kasavista Restaurant overlooking the Atlantic in Fajardo, Puerto Rico. Layla decided to reunite with Leon given what she perceived as his gallantry in flying to a remote location to win her back.

      “He must really love me,” she convinced herself.

      Before the meal was served, Leon stepped out to take a call, leaving Layla wondering whether he was being his normal, flirtatious self, talking to other women. Layla watched as he smiled exuberantly while chatting on the phone on the outdoor patio.

      Layla was confused by his reaction and suspicious. Leon had cheated on her during their relationship. She then took her iPhone out of her purse and looked to see if Daniel had called or left a message. He had not. She wondered why because that was out of character for him. She expected that Daniel would have texted her even though she had asked him to leave the resort. Given his normal behavior, Layla was certain that Daniel would text her just to reassure her that he was okay.

      The fact that Daniel had not reached out to her simply confirmed in Layla’s mind that she had made the right choice and stayed with Leon rather than Daniel.
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        Phoenix, Arizona

        A Few Hours Later

        That Same Morning

      

      

      When Daniel finally arrived at the law firm that morning, he had only slept for about four hours. Puerto Rico seemed so long ago, but, in reality, it was still quietly on his mind. He exited the fifth-floor elevator and walked through the cramped hallway to the small office area in the back of the building. It wasn’t grand or ostentatious like the former offices of Williams Brown, which was coincidentally just across the street. But Daniel was proud that he had a beginning of sorts on his own without the haggling and oppression of partners who wanted solely to fill their pockets with larger bonuses at the end of the year. Sure, finances drove the Mendoza firm like any other firm, but not to the same extent.

      Daniel learned after being an attorney so long that sharing the wealth was better for everyone than simply hoarding it for himself. He truly believed in the adage that a rising tide lifts all boats. The firm was known to pay higher than average salaries and even higher bonuses to keep the existing attorneys and attract newer ones as the firm grew slowly over time. In the end, that engendered extreme loyalty and commitment.

      In exchange, there were very few perks: modest Christmas luncheons, time off on certain holidays, including Good Friday and MLK day. But there were no daily lunches, no annual weekend retreats with attorneys and their significant other in exotic locales, no front row tickets to sporting events like the Suns or the Cardinals, no happy hours at the local pubs. But the associates really didn’t mind. They knew that the modest billing requirements, 1850 billable hours a year, was doable and gave them a great quality of life. The only time they had to work overtime or on the weekends was when they prepared for trial.

      Daniel, on the other hand, single and childless, spent most of his free nights and every other weekend working. He put the burden on himself, perhaps because he trusted his own legal acumen above others, but mainly because it seemed unfair to require others to work late while he was at home, mostly just relaxing. He also felt that the members of the firm would appreciate his willingness to work hard and would give their all during regular work hours rather than socialize and waste valuable time. Their spouses and significant others appreciated that as well.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/daniel-mendoza-thrillers---books-1-3.jpg






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





