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The two angels arrived


at Sodom in the evening,


and Lot was sitting


in the gateway of the city.


When he saw them,


he got up to meet them


and bowed down


with his face


to the ground.


—THE BOOK OF GENESIS








In the event of a suspicious find
those exposed should be re-vaccinated
and placed under medical supervision for 21 days …
The potential risk to public health is so great
that a contingency plan must be in place.


—MARGARET COX,
“CRYPT ARCHAEOLOGY: AN APPROACH,”
INSTITUTE OF FIELD ARCHAEOLOGISTS,
PAPER NUMBER 3
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CAPÍTULO 1 
EL DÍA DE LOS REYES, 6 DE ENERO DE 1767


LET US BEGIN THE STORY of La Misión de Santa Dolores on the holy day of the three kings, in Italy, in Assisi. To commemorate his twentieth year among the Franciscan brothers, Fray Alejandro Tapia Valdez made a pilgrimage to his beloved San Francisco’s humble chapel, the Porziuncola. For more than a week the friar prayed before the chapel’s frescoes, rarely ceasing for food or sleep. But despite his lengthy praises and petitions, despite his passionate devotion to Almighty God, Fray Alejandro was a pragmatic man. He did not believe the rumor, common in his day, that the frescoes’ perfection was beyond the ability of human hands. As we shall see, in time the friar would reconsider.


The Franciscan stood five feet four inches tall, an average Spaniard’s height in the eighteenth century. He was broad and unattractive. Heavy whiskers lurked beneath the surface of his jaw, darkly threatening to burst forth. Fray Alejandro’s brow was large and loomed above the recess of his eyes as if it were a cliff eroded by the pounding of the sea, ready to crash down at any moment. The black fullness of his hair had been shaved at the crown, leaving only a circular fringe around the edges of his head. His nose, once aquiline and proud, had become a perpetual reminder of the violence that had flattened it at some time in the past.


For all its ugliness, Fray Alejandro’s visage could not mask the gentleness within. His crooked smile shed warmth upon his fellow man. His hands were ever ready with a touch to reassure or steady, or to simply grant the gift of human presence. When someone spoke, be that person wise or not, he inclined his head and listened with his entire being, as if the speaker’s words had all the weight of holy writ. In his eyes was love.


Love does not defend against the sorrows of this world, of course. On the contrary, each day as Fray Alejandro knelt in prayer at the Porziuncola he became more deeply troubled. His imagination had recently been captured by strange stories of the heathen natives of the New World, isolated wretches with no knowledge of their Savior. This tragedy grew in Alejandro’s mind until he groaned aloud in sympathy for their unhappy souls. Other brothers kneeling on his left and right cast covert glances at him. Many thought his noisy prayers an uncouth intrusion, but caught up as he was in sacred agony, Alejandro did not notice.


Then came that holy day of the three kings, when in the midst of his entreaties for the pagans of New Spain, Fray Alejandro suddenly felt a painful heat as if his body were ablaze. In this, the first of his three burnings, Alejandro became faint. He heard a whisper saying, “Go and save my children.” The bells began to peal, although it was later said the ropes had not been touched. As startled pigeons burst forth from the bell tower, Alejandro rose.


How like the Holy Father to command such a journey on that day of days! Without a backward glance Fray Alejandro strode away from San Francisco’s little chapel as if following a star, determined to return at once to Hornachuelos, in Córdoba, there to seek permission from the abbot of the monastery of Santa María de los Ángeles for a voyage to New Spain.


The abbot’s assent was quickly given, but Fray Alejandro spent many months waiting on the vast bureaucracy of King Carlos III to approve his passage. Still, while the wheels of government turn slowly, slowly they do turn.


Finally, in late May of the year 1767, the good friar stood at the bulwarks of a galleon in the West Indian Fleet, tossed by the Atlantic, quite ill, and protected from the frigid spray by nothing but his robe of coarse handmade cloth. In spite of the pitching deck, always Alejandro faced New Spain, far beyond the horizon. His short, broad body seemed to strain against the wind and ocean waves with eagerness to be about his Father’s business.


But let us be more patient than the friar, for this is just the first of many journeys we shall follow as our story leads us back and forth through space and time. Indeed, the events Fray Alejandro has set in motion have their culmination far into the future. Therefore, leaving the Franciscan and his solitary ship, we cross many miles to reach a village known as Rincón de Dolores, high among the Sierra Madre mountains of Jalisco, Mexico. And we fly further still, centuries ahead of Alejandro, to find ourselves in these, our modern times.


Accompanied by norteño music blaring from loudspeakers and by much celebratory honking of automobile horns, we observe the burning of a makeshift structure of twigs and sticks and painted cardboard, which seemed a more substantial thing once it was engulfed, as if the busy flames were masons hard at work with red adobe. The people of the village of Rincón de Dolores were encouraged by the firmness of the fire. All the village cheered as the imitation barracks burned before them. They cheered, and with their jolly voices dared a pair of boys to stay in the inferno just a little longer.


There was much to enjoy on that Feast Day of Fray Alejandro—the floral garlands, the children in their antique costumes, the pinwheels spun by crackling fireworks, the somber procession of the saints along the avenida—but one citizen did not join the festivities.


Guadalupe Soledad Consuelo de la Garza trembled as she watched the flaming reenactment of the tragedy of La Misión de Santa Dolores. Who knew, but possibly this year the boys would stay too long within the flames? Who knew, but possibly this time the sticks would burn, the cardboard become ash and rise into the sky, and “Alejandro” and “the Indian” would not emerge? Spurred to foolishness by those who called for courage, might this be the year when merrymaking turned to mourning? The young woman with the long name—let us call her merely Lupe—feared it might be so, while the imitation barracks burned and the boys remained inside.


As was their ancient custom, after the fire was set by eager boys in Indian costumes, the village people chanted, “Muerte! Muerte! Muerte! Death to Spaniards! Death to traitors!” Their refrain arose in tandem with the flames. Only when the fire ascended to the middle of the mock barracks’ spindly walls did some within the crowd begin to yell, “Salid! Salid! Salid!” Come out! they called, a few of them at first, mostly girls and women, then as the minutes slowly passed this call became predominant, until the entire village shouted it as one, Come out! and the boys inside could flee the fire with honor.


Yet they did not come.


“Agua!” someone shouted, probably the boys’ parents, and nearby men with buckets hurried toward the crackling barracks walls. “Agua, rápido!” they shouted, and the first man swung his bucket back, prepared to douse a small part of the flames.


Such wild and forceful flames, and so little water, thought young Lupe. Holy Father, please protect them.


Even as she prayed, the first man thrust his bucket forward. Water sizzled in the burning sticks and rose as steam, and from the conflagration burst two little figures. One boy came out robed from head to foot in gray cloth, the cincture at his waist knotted in three places to bring poverty, obedience, and chastity to mind. He carried a bundle, the sacred retablo of Fray Alejandro concealed in crimson velvet, a small altarpiece which no one but Padre Hinojosa, the village priest, would ever see. The other boy came nearly naked with only a covering of sackcloth, his bare arms and legs agleam with aloe sap as protection from the heat. The fire around them roared.


Chased by swirling coals and sparks, the two brave boys went charging through the crowd, yet no one turned to watch. It was as if young Alejandro and the Indian were unseen, as if they were already spirits on their way to heaven. All the village chanted, “Muerte! Muerte! Muerte!” again. All the village faced the burning barracks. All of Rincón de Dolores called for death to Spaniards, death to traitors, as the two small figures fled invisibly across the plaza to the chapel, where they entered and returned the treasure, the retablo handed down through centuries.


Alone among the village people, only Lupe seemed to see the boys escape. Watching from the shop door, she alone thanked God for yet another year without a tragedy; she alone refused to play the game, the foolish reenactment they all loved so well, pretending blindness as two boys cheated death. Lupe’s imagination would not let her join the celebration of their unofficial saint’s escape from murderous pagans. She had never felt the kiss of flames upon her flesh, but she had suffered from flames nonetheless.


Often Lupe recalled the winter’s night when her father had laid a bed of sticks within the corner fireplace. The flames took hold and a younger Lupe drew her blanket up above her head as other children did when told of ghosts. Even now the memory of resin snapping in the burning wood intruded on her dreams, conjuring a thousand nightmares drawn from Padre Hinojosa’s homilies about Spanish saints who perished in the flames, Agathoclia and Eulalia of Mérida, and the auto de fe, that fearsome ritual of early Mexico, the stake, and acts of faith imposing pain on saint and heretic alike. Her most grievous loss and many sermons, dreams, and sacrifices of the flesh had left her terrified of fire.


Watching from the doorway, Lupe heard a voice. “Do you think this is how it was?”


Although she had not heard him come, a stranger stood beside her, a man in fine dark clothing with full black hair that shimmered slightly in the midday light like the feathers of a crow. From his appearance this man might have been her brother. Like Lupe, he was not tall. Like Lupe, his features called to mind stone carvings of the ancient Mayans. Like Lupe, he had a smooth sloped forehead, pendulous earlobes, and cheekbones high and proud. His golden skin was flawless, as was hers. Like hers, his lips were thick and sensuous, his teeth the flashing white of lightning, his eyes a pair of black pools without bottoms.


“Pardon me, señor?” said Lupe, unaware she might be looking at her twin.


“Do you think this is how it was?” asked the stranger once again. “With Fray Alejandro and the Indian?”


Lupe only shrugged. “Who knows, señor? It is a very old story.”


The stranger nodded, his unfathomable eyes focused on the plaza.


Perhaps, being a stranger, he did not know the story of Fray Alejandro, how the Franciscan had walked two thousand four hundred kilometers to Alta California with two other Fernandino brothers. Because he was a stranger it was possible the man knew nothing of the apostate priests who corrupted Alejandro’s efforts to advance the gospel, how his hope to be the hands and feet of Christ to pagan peoples in the north was undone by Spanish cruelty and indulgence, how Alejandro, forced to flee his beloved mission in the north, had escaped the burning buildings with the Indian, his trusted neophyte companion, the two of them miraculously unseen even as they passed among bloodthirsty savages, much as Saint Peter once had passed his guards in Herod’s prison.


If the man knew nothing of this history he would surely learn that day, for every year at Alejandro’s feast all was reenacted by the village children to commemorate the holy man’s exploits. Rome had thus far not enshrined Fray Alejandro among the saints, but Rincón de Dolores had nonetheless adopted him as their patron, for the man of miracles had settled in their little mountain village when the pagans in the north rejected him, and through many acts of kindness he had become their eternally beloved padre, entrusting them with memories of the mission he had lost up north, somewhere in the hills of Alta California.


Lupe considered speaking to the stranger of these things, but he had departed unobserved. She searched the crowd beyond her door to find him. With the Burning of the Barracks finished now, people strolled throughout the village, passing in the shade of well-trimmed ficus trees around the plaza or along the tiles beneath arched porticos where they haggled with the vendors who had traveled from afar to set up booths for the fiesta. Some of the vendors offered plastic toys for children: balloons, whistles, and balls in a hundred riotous colors. Others hawked recordings of mariachi and norteño music. Sweets, hand tools, shawls, and pottery … everything was there. Near the chapel on the far side of the plaza one could purchase votive candles and milagros, those tiny metal charms that symbolized the miracles requested of the saints. In spite of so much competition, a few still patronized Lupe’s tiendita, her little shop where soda pop and newspapers and other such necessities were offered to the good people of Rincón de Dolores, Jalisco, high in the Sierra Madre mountains.


Forgetting about the stranger, Lupe left her place in the doorway and tended to the customers who visited her shop all afternoon, both villagers and strangers. She took their pesos as the sun outside moved closer to the western mountains and the shadows lengthened. Finally it was almost time for the best part of Fray Alejandro’s fiesta: the gathering at the plaza. The young woman stepped across the stone threshold of her little shop, where the sandals of a dozen generations had shaped a smooth depression. She closed the wooden door. She felt no need for locks. Dressed in a blue cotton skirt and white blouse with a traditional apron, wearing no jewelry and no makeup, with her pure black hair restrained only by a plastic clip, Lupe approached the plaza.


She followed the familia Delgado along the avenida, Rosa and Carlos in their finest clothing normally reserved for Sunday Mass. Rosa’s blouse was perhaps a bit too tight and too low-cut in Lupe’s opinion. Carlos was very handsome with silver tips and silver heel guards on his pointed boots. The three Delgado boys were likewise attired in formal fashion, and the youngest child, darling Linda, toddled on the cobblestones in patent-leather shoes, with petticoats and a pretty pink dress trimmed with sky blue ribbons.


Lupe sometimes wished for children. The thought arose in moments such as this, but it was always fleeting. At other times she praised the Holy Father for her call to chastity. It was good to be unmarried unless one burned with passion, as San Pablo said, and her passion was for Christ.


When Lupe reach the plaza, oh, such a festivity! She saw men at their carts selling little whimsies—empanadas and tamales and nopales from the prickly pear—and strolling toy vendors with helium balloons and plastic snakes on sticks, and groups of girls approaching marriage age who moved about the plaza casting covert glances at the boys whom they pretended to ignore. Soon everyone would laugh as mariachis in the central gazebo serenaded blushing grandmothers, then the people would ignore the mayor as he promised vast improvements through a needless megaphone, and they would admire Rincón de Dolores’s own ballet folklórico, the handsome boys in black charro suits with felt sombreros and shoulders proudly squared, and the beautiful girls in swirling multicolored skirts like rose bouquets.


Lupe traversed the plaza, greeting all as friends, for she was a friend to everyone. Like Fray Alejandro, she longed to be the hands and feet of Christ to them. She went slowly, smiling on her way, touching this one, kissing that one, freely offering her kindness. Normally this bonhomie was as natural as breath to her, but that day it was a kind of sacrifice she offered. It came from force of will. She did not feel it in her heart, and she was uncertain why. Perhaps her dread had lingered since the moment when the barracks flames had nearly claimed two boys. Yes, probably it was only that. Yet she sensed something else at work within her heart, a conviction, and a fear.


On the far side of the plaza Lupe approached the embers of the imitation barracks, a mound of charcoal now, a black mark on the beauty of the day. It frightened her, yet drew her closer. Remarkably, it still emitted smoke. Only Lupe gave attention to that fact. All the others laughed and strolled and savored conversations unawares, but Lupe there beside the blackened ruins felt her pulse increase and heard the beating of her heart within her inner ear. She found it necessary to remind herself to breathe. She saw the smoke still rising like a slender column standing far above the village, straight and true, until it met the burning fringes of the sunset. She turned her face up to the sky and saw the strangest thing among the orange and purple clouds. She saw it, yet it could not be.


“Concha,” called Lupe to a passing friend. “That smoke. Would you look at it?”


The woman, whose seven children swirled around her knees, replied, “I told those foolish men to pour more water on those ashes.”


“But the wind …”


Concha and her perpetually squirming offspring had already passed into the crowd.


Lupe wiped sweating palms upon her apron and tried again to find someone to observe this thing and tell her it was real, but the mariachis had begun their brassy serenades and the people moved away from her, toward the gazebo in the center of the plaza. She stared up at the sky again and asked, “How can that be?”


Someone behind her said, “Perhaps it is a sign.”


Guadalupe Soledad Consuelo de la Garza looked around and saw the stranger with dark hair that shimmered slightly like the feathers of a crow. She felt comforted immediately, for he too had seen the cause of her confusion; he too stood with face turned toward the sky, toward the smoke arising from Fray Alejandro’s ruined mission, the smoke which drifted north against a wind that traveled south.








CAPÍTULO 2 
LUNES, 23 DE MARZO DE 1772, BAJA CALIFORNIA, MÉXICO, NUEVA ESPAÑA


MORE THAN TWO CENTURIES AGO, in a time when Mexico and the state of California were still part of the viceroyalty known as New Spain, Fray Alejandro Tapia Valdez endured the first of two assaults by Indians that he would suffer in his lifetime. It was just after vespers. The sky was alive with stars but the moon had not yet risen as Fray Alejandro searched for a place of privacy, his evening meal having been poorly received within his bowels.


While his discomfort was unwelcome, Alejandro was quite accustomed to the harsh realities of life beyond the reach of civilization. It had been many months since he left Mexico City, where he had been intensively schooled at La Universidad de San Fernando in the culture and the languages of California Indians, the better to teach them both the love of Christ and the skills of weaving and tanning by which they could support the missions, enrich mother Spain, and glorify the Lord. After completing his training at the university, Fray Alejandro had set out in the company of two other Franciscan brothers. One, Fray Benicio Eduardo de la Paz, had only recently made his solemn profession and commitment to the Order. The other, Fray Guillermo Manuel Espinosa, was to be the superior of the mission. On their long walk across the occidental range of the Sierra Madre mountains, together these men endured many trials and difficulties.


The three friars arrived at the port town of Guaymas, where they were joined by some fifty Spanish soldiers. A brigantine carried the Franciscans along with the soldiers and their retinue of horses, mules, and cattle across the Sea of Cortez to the shores of Baja California. They disembarked near the Misión Nuestra Señora de Loreto Conchó. From there they made good progress northward on a well-traveled path, following the backbone of the parched and rocky Baja California peninsula from mission to mission. During this time they were never more than a three-day walk from a primitive Spanish outpost.


Finally they reached the Misión San Fernando Rey de España de Velicatá, the northernmost of all the missions then extant, and the one most recently established. There they rested while many neophytes (as converted Indians were then called) replenished their provisions with the salted meat of deerlike creatures called berrendos, and of desert hares and squirrels, along with many bags of maize. Then the expedition continued northward, led by a pair of Cochimí Indians who had been pressed into their service as trail guides.


Fray Alejandro objected to the Indians’ forced servitude, but his superior, Fray Guillermo, deemed it necessary because above the Misión San Fernando lay a land without marked trails, or missions, or any other form of Spanish settlement. Although the famous explorers Cabrillo and de Fuca had observed the coastline from their ships and made landfall in a few places to claim the countryside for the Spanish crown, that had been more than two centuries before Fray Alejandro’s journey. Few if any Europeans had entered the inland territory since then, so the land above Baja California remained almost entirely unexplored from Misión San Fernando all the way north to the arctic regions.


Thus it was that the gentle Fray Alejandro, whom we first met in the eminently civilized Italian city of Assisi, had crossed oceans, seas, and continents to arrive at the southern edge of a vast uncivilized expanse, where he was attacked quite by accident as he sought relief from the intestinal suffering so well known to travelers.


On the night in question he moved through the darkness quickly, for such matters will not wait. At a suitable location between two boulders, he gathered up his robe and assumed the usual position upon his haunches. Motionless and silent, he was unseen and unheard by the two frightened Cochimí Indians as they crept out from the camp, intent upon escape. Nor did Alejandro see or hear the approaching Indians until he arose from his place between the boulders. His sudden appearance in the blackness of the night horrified the Cochimís, who instantly assumed he was an evil spirit called up from the center of the earth through the magic of their Spanish captors. One of the Indians collapsed in terror, but the other lashed out with a stone, which struck Fray Alejandro on the temple.


Long after the fleeing Cochimís had vanished into the hills, Alejandro regained consciousness. Memory eluded him at first. Rolling onto his back, he stared up into the infinite cosmos, searching the stardappled canopy for a clue to explain how he came to be lying on the ground in such a place. In his disorientation, he felt he had somehow slipped into another time. He heard the soft voices of the soldiers at their nearby campfires. A warm breeze trailed unseen fingers across his face. Eventually a memory returned of something in the darkness, a sudden movement, a flash of pain. He did not completely understand what had happened, but for the moment that was unimportant. Something else concerned Fray Alejandro as he lay staring at the sky, something quite impossible, for he saw smoke drift slowly past the powdered panorama of the Milky Way above, and although he felt the desert breeze upon his right cheek, the smoke came from the campfires on his left.


Along with Alejandro, let us pause now to consider smoke that flows into the wind. If it thusly moved against the physical laws of space, might it also transcend time? Might it cross from night to day? Might it drift three hundred miles north to find Fray Alejandro’s destination, to find the very place where his mission would be built, and where more than two centuries later a wealthy man named Delano Wright stood at an open window looking at the modern world? In our own time, in the state of California, in the clutches of the canyon ridges on the left and right of this man Delano, might the palms like hazy silhouetted feather dusters brush away such wondrous smoke, just as they so often brushed the passing clouds? From the commanding position of his hilltop estate, might Delano Wright notice a sky so strange and glorious it overwhelmed the laws of nature? Or might this man so blessed with earthly fortune fail to see the marvels there before him? Might he fail to see the bountiful Pacific rolling toward him from the gently curved horizon, or the pelicans patrolling the foamy coast in effortless formations, or the dappled swimsuit colors of sun worshippers along the beach below, or the pointillistic crimsons, corals, and magentas streaming down the hill on cascades of bougainvillea? Might he see no Eden there beyond his open window? In spite of all his wealth and privilege, might he blindly look at such a world, while seeing only ruin?


Behind him, Ana was speaking. “I didn’t want you to find out on your own. I wanted to tell you myself. I hate it that you heard like this.”


Staring blindly through the window, Delano Wright noticed how she seemed to start so many sentences with “I.” After all their years together, the realization startled him. But he supposed it was good to still be learning new things about her, even in this conversation.


“I’m sorry, Del.” Beautiful, blond, and Spanish, she spoke with a telltale hint of accent flirting at the edges of her English, the slight lisp of a native-born Castilian. “I really am sorry. I know you won’t believe it, but I didn’t have a choice.”


“No?” he asked. “No other choice at all?”


“Please don’t be sarcastic. I only meant you drove me to it.”


“Did I?”


“I’m serious, Del. I don’t think sarcasm is appropriate.”


“I don’t mean to be sarcastic. Sorry.”


“Harry says—”


Delano interrupted. Turning away from the window, facing her, he said. “Do we have to talk about Harry?”


“I don’t see why we shouldn’t. There’s no need to pretend anymore.”


“All right, then.”


“Harry says we’re different people now. Different from who we were when we got married. I think he’s right. I feel like a different woman, and he says you’re not the same.”


“I’m the same, Ana. You’re the one who changed.”


“I know. Harry’s wrong about you, but he’s right about me. I’ve changed, and you haven’t. I’m more interested in life now. I need to try new things. I have this … this new kind of energy I can’t hold in, but you’re just the same old Del. I mean, you can see that, can’t you? I’m not the person you married anymore. I’m a new me, so how can we be married? You can see that, right?”


“Oh, I can see you’re not the same.”


“Do you? I think that’s great. We don’t have to be ugly about this. I mean, we can still be friendly. I want to be, for Harmony’s sake.”


Delano tried to smile. “You want harmony for Harmony?”


Ana laughed a little and switched to Spanish, a sign she wanted to keep things light and easy. “I’m glad you still have a sense of humor.”


Delano refused to speak her language, although he knew it well. He replied in his native English, on his terms. “What if I changed too?”


“I don’t think—”


“You said you changed but I didn’t. So what if I changed too? Would Harry still be in the picture?”


“I just don’t think—”


“It’s a fair question. You said you have energy. You’re more interested. You try new things. What if I was that way too? Would it make a difference?”


“I need more.”


“All right. What else?”


“You know this isn’t working. We haven’t been together, really together, in years. You can’t even really say I was the first to … to leave.”


“Leave? Is that what you want to call it?”


“Don’t be ugly.”


“I’ve never been unfaithful to you.”


“You have! You left me for your work and for the church a long time ago.”


“It’s not the same.”


“Maybe it’s worse. How am I supposed to compete with a family legacy? How am I supposed to compete with God?”


“I could change, Ana. I could.”


“Come on, Del. I mean, I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but think about the sex. Could you change the way you are in bed? After all this time?”


“So Harry’s good in bed?”


She faced him squarely. “As a matter of fact, he is. But even if he wasn’t, at least he’s interested.”


He felt as if she had given him a kick between the legs, but he had to keep on trying. He had to do it for their daughter. “Why are you so angry with me, Ana? Just tell me and I’ll make it right.”


“Oh, Del.” She sighed dramatically and left the living room, heading for the kitchen.


Delano followed. “What are you going to do?”


She held her purse in one hand. She dug through it with her other hand. She removed her keys.


“You’re leaving? Now?”


“Absolutely. Let’s not draw this out.”


“But … but what about Harmony?”


“Don’t worry, Del. I wouldn’t leave you here alone.”


“So you’re leaving her too?”


“I’m not leaving her. I just … you need her more than I do.” Ana would not meet his eyes. “I’ll have Harry. It will be more fair this way.”


“This is fair?”


“Don’t be ugly. Just … just tell her I’ll be back to see her soon.”


“When?”


“Soon. A week or two, maybe. Harry wants to take a little trip to celebrate.”


“Celebrate.” He said the word flatly, because he knew he would have broken if he spoke it any other way.


He followed her to the back hall and down the steps to the door that opened on the garage. He watched as she bypassed the Bentley and the Range Rover to fold her long legs into the Porsche. Of course she would take the Porsche.


The overhead door rose. She started the engine and gunned it twice, as he had so often warned her not to do. One should wait a minute for the oil to rise. He tried to focus on the car, to distance his mind from what was happening in order to avoid saying something he would regret later. He knew he had to keep this civilized for Harmony’s sake, but the thought of Harmony did not calm him. On the contrary, what Ana was doing to their daughter made him think of ruining his wife. There were so many ways it could be done. He let his imagination play with it a little, fantasizing. He could get her fired. Destroy her career. He could get her blacklisted at every club and charity that mattered. He was a friend of governors and senators, a confidant of CEOs and bankers. She must be insane to tempt him in this way.


Ana lowered the car top and then reversed out of the garage onto the granite driveway. He thought she looked very chic behind the wheel, with her round sunglasses and the Southern California sunshine on her short blond hair. Somehow the way she looked made him long to let it out this once, to do what he never did. He was tired of being afraid to show his feelings, tired of being afraid of himself. Maybe if I just don’t raise my voice, he thought. Maybe that would be okay.


He walked out into the sunshine to stand beside the car. In the same flat tone that he had used before, he spoke the name, “Jezebel.”


She stared up at him, her eyes obscured by sunglasses. “What?”


It was essential to be calm, so he said it again, exactly as before. “Jezebel.”


“Is that supposed to make me feel bad? You calling me some Old Testament thing?”


“Fornicator,” he said in a conversational tone. “Adulteress.”


Ana said, “See? This is why, exactly. Talking to me like you’re Moses or something … this is why I did it, Del!”


“I’m just saying what you are.”


“I’m not perfect, but this is not my fault. You—”


“‘Such is the way of an adulterous woman; she eateth, and wipeth her mouth, and saith, I have done no wickedness.’”


“What is that? A Bible verse? You’re going to quote the Bible to me now?”


“Better than listening to your excuses.”


“Excuses? Why would I need excuses when I have you? You’re boring, Del. You don’t know how to have fun. You tip fifteen percent, to the penny. You go to bed too early. You work too much. You’re never late or early. You look down your nose at a person just because she likes to have a little wine with dinner. You won’t do anything about that belly of yours, and you haven’t changed your haircut in twenty years. I mean, look at where we live, and you don’t even have a tan!”


He smiled. “So you’re leaving me because I’m white?” He said it knowing how much pride she took in her pure Spanish blood, how it offended her when ignorant Americans expressed surprise at her pale hair and complexion. He said it knowing she would be reminded of his parents’ objections to their marriage on that very basis, their concern that he had married below his station. He said it knowing it might never be forgiven.


He listened as she cursed him in her native language. He listened quietly to every word, understanding perfectly, knowing that he should have held his tongue, knowing he had failed his daughter for the sake of foolish pride.


When Delano did not reply in kind, Ana seemed to run out of expletives. She gunned the Porsche’s engine again and popped the clutch. The tires smoked as she shot down the hill toward the front gate. Watching her go, he felt a momentary fear for her safety, driving crazy like she was. Then he realized he had lost the right to worry about Ana, and for some reason that thought hurt him more than any other.


When she was through the gate and gone, he turned and went back into the house. In the kitchen he suddenly thought of a dinner just the week before when he had tipped twenty percent. He wished he had remembered it in time to refute her accusation in a reasonable way. He was ashamed of all his name-calling. He sighed. He picked up the phone and dialed Jim Silverman’s number from memory.


“Jim?” he said. “I know it’s a little late in the day for this, but I need a favor.”


“Sure, Del,” came the man’s perpetually bright voice. “What’s up?”


“That new brokerage account I asked for last week …”


“Oh, no.”


“Yeah. It’s time.”


After a pause, Jim Silverman said, “I’m as sorry as I can be.”


“Thank you.”


“I never thought she’d really do it, Del. I never did.”


“Me either.”


“If there’s anything I can do … anything at all. Just ask.”


“I appreciate that. Just make the transfers for now.”


“Everything we talked about?”


“Everything except for her deferred accounts, of course.”


“Of course. Consider it done.”


“When will that take effect?”


“Well, the markets are all closed at the moment, you know, but I had a talk with Bill Chung in Singapore and Nick Halden in London, so they’re kind of, uh, kind of prepared, I guess you’d say. And of course New York answers to me, so you know that’s handled. We should have everything moved over within the hour. Two at most. And remember, she can’t touch your land. Only direct descendants can participate. The trust is very clear about that.”


“Good man,” said Delano Wright, staring out the kitchen window. He hung up the telephone, his eyes directed toward the lush tropical landscaping around the swimming pool. A hummingbird, fast as a bullet, shot from one purple flower to another. His eyes followed the movement, but his mind did not register the meaning of it, what it was, the exquisite beauty of the flashing ruby at its tiny throat. He was blind again, as he had been before when Ana began to leave him. This explained how Harmony could be suddenly beside him at the kitchen counter when he had not even realized she was in the room.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


Startled, he turned toward her. He forced himself to smile. “Sure I am, Button.”


She was so beautiful, his Harmony, the image of her mother at fifteen years of age, a surfer’s tan and sun-bleached hair long and straight and parted down the middle, and those adorable freckles on her cheeks. She said, “I heard Momma,” putting the accent on the final syllable like a European, a pretentious affectation Ana had imposed upon the girl.


Delano’s smile disappeared. “What did you hear?”


“Everything.”


He sighed. He opened his arms. She stepped into them. He said, “I’m so sorry, Button.”


With her cheek against his chest, she said, “Momma kept talking about ‘Harry.’ Who is that?”


“Harry Martin, from church.”


“But … Mr. Martin? He’s my Sunday school teacher.”


“I know, honey.”


“We were supposed to go to his house for a weekend retreat in two weeks.”


“Well, that’s off, Button. Mr. Martin won’t be involved with the youth group anymore.”


“But I don’t want the kids to think I ruined the retreat.”


“You didn’t do anything wrong.”


“They’ll still think it’s my fault.”


He sighed. “Maybe you guys could camp out on the forty-twelve.” The forty-twelve was one of his closest parcels of open land, Harmony’s favorite out of all his holdings, four thousand and twelve acres of untouched hill country alongside the canyon road to Wilson City. “I could have some of the hands put up safari tents around a big fire pit. They could come by with a string of horses. Maybe set up an archery range? Volleyball? Whatever you guys like.”


Harmony said nothing. The shampoo scent in her hair reminded him of something. The connection seemed so strong … yes, he had it now. The spice markets in Thailand. He tried to remember if Harmony had been with them on that trip. No, come to think of it, they had left her at home with a nanny. She must have been only one or two; far too young to travel. He and Ana had enjoyed Thailand. But of course Harmony was plenty old enough to travel with him now. Maybe they should do that. Ana was going on a trip. To celebrate. Maybe he and Harmony should do the same.


Absentmindedly Delano said, “We’re going to be all right.”


Harmony pushed away a little and looked up at him, doubt inside her liquid eyes. He knew he had to be more honest. With his thumb he wiped away the moisture on her cheek. He said, “It’s going to be hard for a while, but we’ll be okay. I promise.” He kissed her forehead and let her go and crossed to one of the refrigerators. Opening it, he searched the brightly lit interior. “Doesn’t Flora keep the tomato juice in here?”


“Flora quit last week.”


“Last week? How come nobody told me?”


“I think Momma did.”


“No. I’d remember that.” He found a small bottle of apple juice. He removed the cap and drank. Looking at the shelves in the refrigerator, he said, “Your mother could have hired someone, at least. Someone has to buy some groceries.”


Behind him Harmony said, “Will we really be okay, Daddy?”


At the plaintive sound of her voice he felt the flood of anger rise again. He did his best to swallow it along with the juice. He turned to face his daughter. “Don’t you worry, Button. God will not be mocked.”








CAPÍTULO 3 
JUEVES, 26 DE MARZO DE 1772, BAJA CALIFORNIA, NUEVA ESPAÑA


AT FRAY GUILLERMO’S INSISTENCE, TEN soldiers pursued the escaped Cochimís. The Indians were perfectly at home in that country, while the Spaniards were strangers. The soldiers’ quarry easily eluded them. They abandoned the search and returned, only to find an Indian standing in the camp. How the savage got there, no one knew. Although the camp was guarded by three men and many others loitered all around, no one saw him enter. The returning soldiers, embarrassed perhaps by their failure to apprehend the fugitives, or perhaps by the Indian’s ability to penetrate their camp unnoticed, formed a circle around him and began to shove him back and forth with many slaps and curses.


Observing this, Fray Alejandro pushed two of the bullies aside without a word. Striding to the center of their circle, he helped the Indian rise to his feet. When he was certain the man had not been seriously harmed, he stood glaring at the soldiers silently, his ugly face made much more awful by his anger. One by one the men dispersed until only Alejandro and the Cochimí and a sergeant remained. With many apologies, the sergeant began to bind the Indian’s hands with a rope. Alejandro objected, but the sergeant had his orders.


“We cannot let him run away again,” called Fray Guillermo, who had observed everything from a distance.


“Again?” Alejandro frowned. “But this man is not one of the fugitives.”


“How can you be sure?” asked the redheaded Fray Guillermo, his tonsured scalp peeling in the sun. “One of them is very like another. What is more, it does not matter. A guide is needed.”


Pulling gently on the rope, the sergeant led the Cochimí away.


After a brief pause on that barren plain to celebrate the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin, they resumed their northward journey through the desert hills of Baja California, following the captive Indian. Alejandro’s sandals were meager protection from the baking rocks, his thick robes unsuited to the temperature, yet his perspiration was not altogether from the heat. It was also a form of sympathy, for Fray Guillermo had ordered the “renegade” Cochimí to carry a heavy stone in penance for deserting them. The stone was bound with stout rope, one end of which was tied around the Indian’s neck. Just ahead of the Spanish column, the nearly naked man staggered with his grievous burden through low-lying brush and cactus. Sometimes he would drop the stone and fall. Then, prodded by a silent soldier’s lance, he would lift it and trudge on.


His guard and tormentor was one of New Spain’s famous leather-jacket soldiers, so called because of the stiff deer-hide vests they wore as proof against the stone-tipped weaponry of native peoples. The balance of their uniform consisted of flat-brimmed black sombreros and pantaloons and blouses of raw cotton. Some were armed with lances and a small leather shield. Some bore muskets. Either way, the soldiers’ skill at fighting from a horse’s back was legendary.


Many of the soldiers were short and wide, with dark black hair and faces innocent of whiskers. They were mestizos, of mixed Spanish and native blood. A few of higher rank wore long sideburns and flowing mustaches in the fashion of the day. These few were criollos, like young Fray Benicio, born to parents of pure Spanish blood but not actually born on the peninsula of Spain, and therefore socially inferior to Fray Alejandro and Fray Guillermo. The older friars were pure-blooded peninsulares, born in Spain itself, as was Don Filipe Joachim Ortiz, the captain of the expedition.


A weathered fellow of thirty-nine and a master horseman, Don Felipe displayed perfectly erect posture, meticulous grooming, and impeccable manners. He had assumed command of the expedition in order to escape from creditors who demanded payment of certain debts incurred in the gaming houses of Guadalajara. For their part, some of Don Felipe’s men were petty criminals who had been sentenced to the expedition as a punishment, but most had volunteered, lured by the promise of a fresh start in the north with the possibility of land and a little hacienda as a reward for their service, and perhaps a native girl to ease their loneliness. Each was one part soldier, one part colonist, and one part evangelist, for in a time when the dreaded Inquisition still afflicted New Spain, all the soldiers were devoutly Catholic. It was quite dangerous to be otherwise.


Perhaps that danger explained why no soldier questioned Fray Guillermo’s order as the Cochimí staggered northward with the heavy burden in his hands, but it did not explain Alejandro’s silence. Although the injustice weighed upon his heart as surely as the stone weighed down the Indian, obedience was valued only slightly less than poverty within the Franciscan Order, and after half a lifetime guided by such wisdom Alejandro could not bring himself to question his superior’s command.


On the other hand, young Benicio, only recently a friar, felt no such compunction. Trudging beside Fray Guillermo, he said, “Surely this is not the way to lead these men to Christ.”


“I know of no better way,” replied Guillermo.


“But it is barbaric!”


“Barbaric? Come now my young friend. Recall your training at La Universidad de San Fernando and carefully consider what you say. Do you not remember how these pagans live? Do you not recall their so-called second harvest, in which they pluck pitahaya cactus seeds from their own dried excrement in order to consume them? Do you not recall the barbaric practice of maroma, in which they tie a string around a piece of meat and swallow, only to pull it up again and share it with their friends, who then go on to do likewise?”


“Such things are disturbing, but to make him bear that stone this way …”


“You have a soft heart, Benicio. In some ways, that is admirable. But you must not let it interfere with our Lord’s work. Look for yourself.” The bowlegged Guillermo gestured toward the unfortunate pagan before them. “You see how meek he has become. To sanctify these heathens one must first pacify them, and to pacify them one must put their hands to labor, even if by force.”


“Surely not, brother! Surely Christ never made a slave of anyone.”


“Well now, Benicio, am I not a slave of Christ?” Guillermo’s sunburned face became a mask of mock severity. “Besides, this is not slavery for its own sake. ‘Work is prayer,’ as San Benedicto often said. Never forget that, my young friend.”


Always the theologian, Fray Alejandro paused to lean upon his staff and shake his dripping head. He had read the Benedictine Rule and it said no such thing. Their own beloved San Francisco never gave them that command, nor did the contemplative Alejandro think Guillermo’s motto wise, for seldom were such broad pronouncements accurate in every case. Surely one could work without engaging the divine.


In this last point perhaps we can agree. Consider, for example, Guadalupe Soledad Consuelo de la Garza, tossing bucketfuls of steaming water onto the cobblestones before her little shop. As electric lights gave way to the first glow of morning, Lupe swept the liquid briskly to and fro, scratching with her broom at confetti in the cracks, the multicolored remnants the Feast Day of Fray Alejandro. This labor kept dust to a minimum, reduced the stench of dog droppings and rotten fruit, and made possible an exchange of pleasantries with neighbor women doing likewise. It was certainly work. It was almost liturgical in its regularity—Lupe did it every morning—but she would not have called it prayer, for although she was preoccupied with thoughts of higher things, on that particular morning she did not think of God. Instead she worked and thought of little else but smoke that traveled north against the wind. She worked and wondered if it might truly be a sign.


When her task was complete, Lupe entered her little shop, passed through a curtain at the rear, and on into her small apartment. She crossed the salon into the kitchen, where she put the broom and bucket in their place. She then returned from her apartment through the curtain to her shop out front. She carried a wire display rack onto the sidewalk beside the open door and stocked it with the latest glossy magazines and yesterday’s newspapers. Today’s newspapers would not arrive until tomorrow. She hung a chalkboard from a small hook on the wall. Pausing just a moment to consider her inventory, she began to write a list of offerings: tortas, cocktel de frutas, gorditas, snow cones, Chiclets. Satisfied, she reentered the shop and set about her daily straightening of the items on her shelves.


Soon her regular customers would stop by on their walk to work, making their usual purchases, mostly snacks for those whose wives or mothers had not fed them well at home. Then would come a lull, followed by the children on their way to school, all of whom knew they could count upon a free piece of candy from Señorita Lupe. After that she might receive a visit from a neighbor or two, in search perhaps of soap or bleach or maybe just a little conversation. At lunchtime she would be her busiest, serving tortas and gorditas and cans of Coca-Cola and orange soda. Then she would close the door and indulge in a light meal herself, followed by the day’s siesta, until Padre Hinojosa rang the chapel bell for the afternoon rosary, and she reopened the shop. For the rest of the day Lupe would sit upon her stool behind the short counter at the door, or else stand on the stone threshold watching friends and neighbors pass along the avenida. Possibly she would sell a few pesos’ worth of something now and then. Long after the sun went down, at last she would close her shop.


Such was the course of a normal day. But this day, after Lupe had finished straightening the items on her shelves, she could not bear to merely sit and wait for customers to come. Restlessly she moved around the shop, making small adjustments to the way her products were arranged, all the changes pointless. An aimless need to act had almost overwhelmed her. It was not boredom. She had a great capacity for stillness, both of mind and body. It was not apprehension. Except for fire, she obeyed her Savior’s command not to worry. It was instead a sense she should be doing something, yet she did not know what to do.


Lupe tried to remember when her normal calm had first been disturbed. Long before the strange events of yesterday, something had begun to agitate her mind. Not suddenly, not powerfully, but gently and gradually over many weeks, she had become aware of this impatience to act. Several times she had entreated God for understanding. In her small apartment Lupe had prayed before her little statue of the Virgen de Guadalupe, her namesake, who gazed down stoically as tongues of golden flames (or was it light?) burst out all around her pale blue robes. More than once at holy Mass, Lupe had prayed for discernment. Now, on the first morning after the Feast Day of Fray Alejandro, Lupe believed perhaps her prayers were being answered. She had seen what she had seen: smoke from the mock barracks strangely flowing north against a southerly wind. It had been a miracle undoubtedly, yet she did not know its meaning.


Lupe paused in the middle of her work and prayed, “Holy Father, please reveal your perfect will.”


Just then Don Pedro, an aged cobbler who lived next door, turned on his radio. Because of his affliction, he always played it very loud. Lupe disliked the noise but Don Pedro was nearly deaf, therefore she had long ago decided to ignore it. The music was not bad, but the commercials and the news were like a barking dog at midnight. Saturday! Saturday! Saturday! At Cantina Julia, it’s Los Hermanos Gutierrez and Mario Caldon performing their Super! Super! Super! hit song “I’m Going Now!” Doors open at Nine! Nine! Nine! Ladies enter Free! Free! Free! On and on like that, every day Don Pedro’s radio shouted at the world, hawking bullfights, football games, and concerts in distant cities Lupe would never visit, and selling things that she would never buy.


But it wasn’t all so bad. Sometimes the radio produced hymns and Protestant sermons, which Lupe secretly enjoyed. Besides, the radio seemed to make Don Pedro happy, so Lupe endured it for his sake. As the Savior said, one must love one’s neighbor as oneself, and as Padre Hinojosa had so often taught, love is what you do, not how you feel.


The sages tell us sacrifice is sometimes rendered moot by habit. Lupe had made this sacrifice many times. It no longer cost her much. Sometimes whole days passed without a single thought for the noisy radio. But that morning, as Lupe moved through her little shop needlessly changing this and that and asking the Holy Father to explain her agitation, her mind, normally so calm, was captured by the frantic shouts that blasted through the wall and filled her ears and would not give her peace. With a sigh, Lupe abandoned work and prayer to listen.


What she heard was heartbreaking. Between commercials every minute the radio broadcasted international news, mostly from north of the border. The news announcer spoke of foolish famous ones in the United States, rich in money, poor in every other way, living public lives of debauchery. He spoke of drug overdoses, unmarried pregnancies, public nudity, scandalous divorce. He spoke of other people in that wealthy northern country, previously unknown, now also famous for their sins.


Finally the news gave way to music. Lupe stepped outside onto the sidewalk. Standing by the display rack, she read the headlines on the Spanish-language versions of American magazines. Heiress’s Body Found at Garbage Dump. Swastikas Deface Synagogue. Teacher Sentenced in Sex Case. She sold many of those magazines. People loved to read about the crazy gringos, even in the quiet mountain town of Rincón de Dolores.


How often had she seen such words without responding? How many days had she ignored the announcer on the far side of her wall? And why could she not ignore the words on this day, this first morning after the Feast Day of Fray Alejandro? Lupe raised her face up toward the sky and watched the clouds, still streaming south. She implored the Holy Father. Could this be the answer? She watched the clouds for several minutes, and then, “But who am I?” she asked aloud. She cocked her head. One might easily have thought she listened to the music on the radio, the braying of a donkey, or Señora Ibarro in the distance, calling to her sister. “But I do not have the words,” she said. And finally, after a longer pause in which she seemed to listen still more closely to the sounds of Rincón de Dolores, she said, “Yes, Señor, of course I will.”


Although the men had not yet come for their early morning snacks, although she had given not one free Chiclet to a child, Guadalupe Soledad Consuelo de la Garza closed the doorway to her little shop and set out walking down the avenida. She paused at the corner to drop a few centavos into the plastic cup beside poor old Señora Torres, who sat in her usual place upon the sidewalk, dressed against the morning chill in gray woolen stockings and an apron. Warmed by the señora’s mumbled blessings, Lupe reached the plaza and continued underneath the ficus trees beside the fine gazebo. She altered her direction slightly to pass as far as possible from the smokeless ashes of the imitation barracks, which she sincerely hoped the men would quickly clear away, for one could not be too careful where fire was concerned.


Scattering a flock of pigeons, Lupe ascended the chapel steps and passed through the open doors. She turned right at the tall wooden screen beyond and paused at the stone font. Touching the holy water, she made the sign of the cross as she faced the little wooden crucifix. Then she walked along the central aisle between the pews, the tapping of her heels against the tiles repeated in an echo from the vaulted stucco ceiling.


The capilla, or chapel, of Santa Dolores was small, but many thought it very beautiful. The length and height and width of it were pleasing in proportion; the antique statues of the saints in niches on the walls were nicely carved; the altar, before which Lupe now briefly knelt to cross herself again, was gilded in the center section, where the Christ stood in his place of honor, one hand lifted in a blessing, the other pulling back his robes to reveal his sacred heart.


Rising from before the altar, Lupe turned left into the shallow transept, where she entered a low doorway. On the far side was the room where Padre Hinojosa conducted parish business, a room first occupied by Fray Alejandro, where that saintly man had spent the last years of his life. Indeed, it was the very room where Alejandro had nodded off to sleep and never woke again.


From his seat behind a mountainous collection of papers on a wooden table, the priest looked up. “Ah, Lupe. What a pleasure. May I have a little moment, please?”


“Of course, Padre.”


Lupe stood patiently as the old man wrote upon a piece of paper. Above her, a single lightbulb hung from a long cord. It cast a stark glow on the little room. She felt no need to sit, which was just as well, since the only other chair besides the one where Padre Hinojosa reposed was occupied by a tall stack of books. On the floor along the walls were many other books in random piles, and the single set of shelves behind the priest had been packed with other books to overflowing. So many words, thought Lupe. So much wisdom.


The old man laid his pen aside. “Thank you for waiting, daughter. How may I serve you?”


She hardly knew where to begin. “I … I believe the Holy Father has given me a sign.”


“Indeed? Please tell me more.”


Lupe explained about the smoke.


The priest said, “And this sign, what does it mean?”


This question took her by surprise. Did he not know the meaning? It occurred to Lupe that she might be mistaken. What if all of this was only her imagination? It was not good to interrupt the padre with superstitious nonsense. Filled with new misgiving, Lupe said, “I … I do not know.”


“Are you sure?”


The old man smiled. Her confidence returned. The words came rushing out. “I think maybe the Holy Father has given me a quest. Maybe he wishes me to tell the Americanos about our Savior.”


His eyes went wide. “You think they do not know about the Christ?”


“Did our Lord not tell us we would know believers by their fruit?”


Padre Hinojosa frowned. She felt her prior misgivings return, but then he nodded. “That is so.”


“Yes, Padre. And consider their fruit. Everything with them is always sex or money or violence. They persecute each other in their courts over matters we would resolve with a simple conversation. They divorce as often as they marry. Even the pastors of our separated brethren have no respect for marriage. The men prey upon the women. The priests—forgive me, Padre—but the priests prey upon the children. And the parents, they let their daughters dress as harlots, and the mothers kill their babies in their wombs, and their sons carry weapons into schools, and they—”


“Stop,” the old man interrupted. “Please say no more, daughter.”


“It is horrible, I know. My heart should ache for them. I should long to tell them of our Savior. They are lost. I hear it on the radio each day, Padre, and I see it in the magazines, but may the Holy Father forgive me, I have not suffered for them until now. I was shown my sin this morning, Padre, and I think that I must go to them as a penance for my apathy.”


“Yes, I see your point, daughter. A moment, please.”


The old man pressed the back of his bald head against the topmost slat on his straight wooden chair, his face turned toward the ceiling. He laced his crooked fingers together and rested them upon his ample belly. He closed his eyes, and did not move. Lupe waited patiently again. She considered all the wisdom in his mind. So many books. So many years. She stood silently, awaiting his reply, prepared to do exactly as he said. With her great capacity for stillness, she did not move a muscle for many minutes, but as the priest’s breathing seemed so regular, eventually she wondered if he might be asleep. He was an old man, after all.


“Padre?” she asked very softly, unwilling to awaken him.


He replied immediately, without opening his eyes. “Yes, daughter?”


“Oh. Are you praying?”


“Of course.”


“May I pray with you?”


“Of course.”


So she closed her eyes as well, and she laced her fingers together and raised her clasped hands to her chin, but unlike Padre Hinojosa she bowed her head down toward the floor. Within her mind she prayed, Dear Holy Father, please reveal your will to Padre Hinojosa. Please confirm this feeling that I have, or please do not confirm it if I am mistaken. Should I go to tell the gringos about Jesus? I thought I heard you say it just this morning. You remember, Holy Father: it was when I stood on the sidewalk looking at the sky. I suppose I could have been mistaken. Sometimes I do misunderstand you. Or it might have been Don Pedro’s radio making me a little crazy. I am not complaining about Don Pedro, or his radio. Don Pedro is a good man, and he makes good shoes. I am sure it is my ears that are too sensitive. But if they are too sensitive, how is it that I do not always understand you when you speak? It is a mystery, perhaps, and certainly confusing. So you see why I desire some kind of confirmation, Holy Father, just a word from you to this wise man. If only you will—


“It blew against the wind, you say? Toward the north?”


Lupe opened her eyes to find the padre as he was before: his eyes closed, face up, hands upon his belly. “Yes, Padre.”


His eyes snapped open. “In that case, come with me.”


The old man put his hands upon the table and he rose. He turned and removed a small metal box from the shelf behind his desk. From the box, he took a large iron key which, unknown to Lupe, had been handed through the generations, brother to brother, priest to priest, from Fray Alejandro for this very moment. Moving carefully, Padre Hinojosa walked among the piles of books and papers on the floor, and led Lupe back out through the narrow doorway to the chapel.


Upon reaching the transept he turned right, toward the nearest side aisle. Obviously he intended to take her confession. Perhaps she had been wrong to suggest the Lord had spoken to her of a quest, perhaps headstrong, or prideful. She would confess it freely, for she knew she was quite capable of pride.


Lupe followed the priest toward the single confessional where the Sacrament of Penance had so often relieved her of her burdens, but to her surprise Padre Hinojosa did not pause to enter the small booth. Of course, the padre was before her, so there was no one offering a confession, but Lupe still covered her right ear as she passed by, a habitual gesture of respect lest she overhear the whispers of a penitent.


On the far side of the confessional, the priest stopped to insert the large key into a lock on an iron gate. Lupe maintained a respectful distance. This gate sealed the niche of the retablo where Fray Alejandro’s altarpiece was kept, except for once each year when it was wrapped in crimson velvet and put into the care of whatever privileged son of Rincón de Dolores would play the role of Alejandro in the Feast Day reenactment. After the last of many vignettes, after his escape from the burning barracks, the chosen boy would then return the altarpiece to Padre Hinojosa to be restored to its place within the deep shadows of the niche for yet another year. It had been this way for more than two centuries, and in that time only Padre Hinojosa had ever seen the altarpiece itself—the Padre and, of course, the eleven predeceasing chapel priests of Rincón de Dolores who had gone before him.


The old man turned the key and pulled. The ancient gate swung outward. The priest stepped into the niche and beckoned her to follow. Lupe was speechless. In more than two hundred years, no layperson had set foot beyond that gate. Who was she to violate such an ancient tradition?


But a stronger reason for her hesitation was less easily explained. She sensed a presence just beyond the gate, something waiting there to seize her will and mold it to an unpredictable design. Lupe wavered on the edge of a deep and dangerous decision, for she somehow knew to follow Padre Hinojosa was to leave herself behind.


Lupe made no move.


The priest’s voice came from the shadows. “Come with me, daughter. Have no fear.”


“But Padre—”


“Lupe, do you have faith in our Lord?”


“Yes, Padre. I do.”


“Then come.”


And thus commanded, Lupe bowed her head and entered.








CAPÍTULO 4 
ABRIL DE 1772, BAJA CALIFORNIA, MÉXICO, NUEVA ESPAÑA


THE HAPLESS COCHIMÍ LED THEM on, ever northward, even as he staggered from the weight of Fray Guillermo’s punishment. His sweat soaked into the tan stone that he carried, rendering it dark brown. In spite of heavy calluses, his hands began to bleed.


When a sergeant mentioned this to Don Filipe, the captain waved the soldier away with an airy motion. Young Fray Benicio, tall and awkward underneath his coarse gray robe, received much the same reaction when he tried again to sway Guillermo. “His punishment is just,” replied the older friar. “Did he not forsake us? Did he not assault our brother Alejandro in the night?”


“He did not,” spoke Fray Alejandro. “This is not that man. Look closely at his features. You will see he is a different person altogether.”


“My brother,” said Guillermo. “Kindly do not speak with certainty of what you cannot know.”


“Yes, brother,” replied Alejandro, for San Francisco’s Rule strictly bound him to obey.


Fray Benicio, bound by this same Rule, nonetheless found many ways to display his disgust with the injustice. He pretended deafness, forcing Fray Guillermo to repeat himself in conversation. He ceased to use Guillermo’s Christian name and would not call him “brother,” addressing the man only formally as “abbot.” He moved with exquisite slowness in obedience to Guillermo’s commands.


Fearing young Benicio would go too far, Alejandro again privately entreated their superior to show mercy, but if anything it seemed Benicio’s campaign of passive protest had hardened Fray Guillermo’s will.


Between their prayers at sext and none that afternoon, Benicio fell in beside Alejandro. “Something must be done,” he said.


“Pray,” replied Fray Alejandro.


“Surely more than that.”


“No act of man is more than that.”


“Of course, brother. But what does the scripture say? ‘If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, and one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?’”


Trudging on behind the Indian, Alejandro simply nodded.


A few minutes later, Fray Benicio interrupted Alejandro’s thoughts. “I will toss that stone aside myself.”


“Do not,” replied Alejandro. “The soldiers have their orders. We must not force them into a crisis of conscience.”


“I had not thought of that. But surely we must do something.”


“Let me think,” said the good friar, and Fray Benicio was silent. Then, after a few minutes, Alejandro said, “Yes, the time has come.”


Fray Alejandro quickened his pace. With Benicio behind, soon the two friars passed the Indian and took the lead. On Alejandro walked, outdistancing the rest of the expedition, searching the ground ahead.


“What are we doing, brother?” asked the younger friar.


Alejandro strode on in silence until at last he found the object of his search. Laying his staff upon the ground, he stooped and lifted up a large stone, easily a match for the one the Cochimí bore. Thusly burdened, the sturdy Alejandro waited for the Indian to reach their position, then he set out walking at the tormented man’s side.


“Brilliant!” said young Benicio. “Absolutely brilliant! This will show the fool.”


“Do not call him such a thing, Benicio. He is your superior, appointed by the Lord. More than that, he is your brother.”


Saying nothing, Benicio went ahead in search of a large stone to bear, even as Fray Guillermo hurried to the front, red in the face from sun and haste. “Alejandro,” said the abbot. “Drop that rock immediately.”


“Alas, I cannot.”


“Cannot? What do you mean, cannot?”


“I am the cause of this man’s punishment, for I allowed the others to escape. In the name of justice, how can I allow him to continue suffering alone, when I am the guilty one and he is innocent?”


“Innocent or not, I command you to put down that rock!”


“Please believe that I am grieved to say it is not possible.”


“Not possible! Not possible, you say?”


“Sadly, no, brother. I am compelled by conscience.”


“I have ordered this heathen to do penance all the way to Alta California. Are you prepared to go so far?”
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