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“And Moses said unto the people,


remember this day,


in which ye came out of the land of Egypt,


out of the house of bondage;


for by strength of hand the LORD


brought you out from this place.”


—EXODUS 13:3












PROLOGUE






Maria figured they’d been driving for about forty-five minutes. She couldn’t guess how far they’d gone since they appeared to be using narrow, bumpy back roads to avoid notice. She tried talking to the two men to convince them that what they were doing was wrong and dangerous, but neither would respond. They’d obviously been told to say nothing to the girls or even to each other. The only time either man spoke was when Paco needed to verify the directions. Jose was sitting in the back of the van with the two women.


Since the vehicle had apparently been used for some type of construction work, perhaps plumbing or electrical, there were shelves and bins along the far side opposite the sliding door. As a work van, it had never been fitted with seats in the back, so the seats put in for the girls and Jose were loose and ill-fitting.


Maria and Julietta sat on a narrow seat that looked like it had been taken from the back of an SUV. Jose sat in a low aluminum lawn chair. Maria guessed they were using the work van rather than the large white passenger van in order to be less memorable on the road. Julietta kept quiet, but occasionally she began to cry and tremble. Maria put her arm around the younger girl to steady her whenever she seemed to be breaking down. In truth, it steadied them both.


The road had become quite curvy, causing the seats in the back to sway and rock more than before. After a while, Julietta began again to tremble and then to gag. Maria hugged her tighter and asked, “You all right?” Julietta didn’t say anything but leaned over like she was going to throw up.


“Stop the van!” Maria shouted. “Can’t you see that she’s going to be sick?”


Jose shouted, “Paco, pull over. The girl is going to puke, and if she puke, I puke.” Paco slowed down and, seeing the turn off for a small dirt road on the right, pulled over. When the van stopped, Jose stood up and pulled the side door open. Paco looked over his shoulder and, as he started to open his own door, said, “Jose, you stay with the other one. I’ll watch the sick one.”


Before either man could react, Julietta jumped from the van and started to run. When Jose saw her running, he jumped from the van to catch her, but Maria tripped him, knocking him forward. As he fell, he hit his head on the side of the van’s open door and dropped, dazed, to the ground. Paco leapt from the driver’s seat and raced after Julietta while Jose struggled to his feet. Angry and bleeding, Jose lunged at Maria, hitting her in the face with his fist so hard that she fell back, her left eye closed and her nose bleeding into her mouth and down her neck.


Even though it was getting dark and she was having trouble focusing with one good eye, Maria could make out Julietta running wildly up the road with Paco in pursuit. The road was narrow with thick stands of pines on both sides. Through her good eye, Maria saw Julietta fall as she looked back over her shoulder. Paco was closing in on her.


Julietta managed to get to her feet, then, still looking back over her shoulder, darted across the road just as a pickup came through a wide curve up ahead. Julietta didn’t see or hear the truck, even when the driver honked his horn and slammed on his brakes. The sounds and sight of the collision was something Maria would never forget. She turned her head and screamed, “Nooooo!” as she vomited out of the open door.


Jose was standing beside the van looking up the road when Maria vomited onto his pants. He jumped back too late, then, gagging himself, leapt forward and struck Maria again in the face until more blood, mixed with vomit, covered the floor of the van.


By this time, the driver of the pickup truck was out of his vehicle and kneeling in the road beside Julietta. Paco, assuming that Julietta was either dead or close to it, raced back to the van motioning for Jose to get back in. “Now!” he yelled. Jose pulled the side door closed as Paco leapt into the driver’s seat and in one motion started the van while accelerating into a U-turn, racing down the road in the opposite direction.













Sunday September 22nd

DAY ONE


















Sunday

10:00 a.m.







Maria Puente closed her eyes and turned her face toward the warm Mexican sun. She leaned back, stretched out her arms, and breathed in the dry, desert-scented air that blew down from the Sierra Madre mountains surrounding Monterrey.


After a brief pause she leaned forward, lowered her arms, and grasped the small, gold crucifix hanging from a chain around her neck. With her eyes now open, she turned and looked at her Aunt Marianna.


“Do I look okay? It’s strange, but I’m excited and afraid at the same time. I hope Uncle Tomás and Aunt Sofia are pleased that they’ve asked me to come live with them, I don’t want…”


Marianna raised her hand. “Maria, Tomás and Sofia are so excited you are coming that they have been working on your new room for a month now. Yes, my dearest, they are thrilled you are coming.”


Maria smiled as tears formed at the corners of her eyes. “I know you’re right, but still, you and Uncle Luis have been the only parents I’ve ever known. I know it was hard on you to add another mouth to the family after my mother died, but…”


Marianna again raised her hand. “Maria, you don’t need to say anything. We were glad to bring you into our family. Your mother was very precious to me. We were the closest in age in our family and were not only sisters but best friends too. To not make you my daughter would have been unthinkable, but don’t forget that your uncle Tomás has been a large part of your life as well. He has always been there for you just as he’s been there for me and Luis. First, as your mother’s and my big brother, but also as your uncle and provider. Luis and I couldn’t have afforded to send you to the special schools in Monterrey without his help. Believe me when I say that he is excited to finally become an active part of your life. Do not worry. Your new job will be a challenge, but nothing you can’t do. You’re a strong young woman—ready for a new world.”


“Yes, I know, but I don’t want to let any of you down.”


“Maria, you have never let us down—and you never will.”





The AmTex bus that was to carry Maria north stood stark and motionless in front of the single-story white adobe building that housed the Monterrey, Mexico, headquarters of AmTex Transportation, Inc. Maria and her aunt stood close together on a brick patio under a tattered awning at the side of the building. In front of them, in the parking lot, were two to three dozen men milling about, speaking in low tones, each holding a small suitcase or backpack. Standing on the other side of the patio were the only other women who would make the trip, one young, about the same age as Maria, and the other older, perhaps Marianna’s age.


Most of the men, both young and old, seemed hardened and world weary. It was clear this was not their first trip north across the border. They were part of the endless stream of seasonal agricultural workers who trekked north to do the backbreaking work in the fields of California, Texas, Florida, and in this instance, North Carolina.


Maria was going north on an H-1B visa, signifying that she was allowed to work in nonagricultural businesses with at least a three-year stay. The rest of the passengers had temporary agricultural visas, which meant that they were supposed to return to Mexico after their jobs were completed, but many would not, thus blending silently into the burgeoning mass of illegal immigrants in the US.


Maria was thrilled with her new clothes, as close to what her aunt felt would be an American career look as she could find. Except for the nerves that kept her somewhat rigid, Maria looked as beautiful as always. Her dark hair flowed over her shoulders and down the back of her new blouse, and her face glowed with the natural beauty that for years had allowed her to make money as a model in Monterrey, but not as one of the wraith-like young girls featured on the covers of most high-fashion magazines. She was as tall as the others and had the beautiful skin and eyes of a model, but she was blessed with an athlete’s body, strong and muscular.


Like all young women, Maria knew this day would come; that eventually she would fly from her comfortable nest of the last twenty-two years. This was not her first time away from home, but it would be the longest and farthest away. Five years before, she had moved to Monterrey for her last two years of high school and three years of college.


She had enrolled in one of the best schools in Mexico, the Universidad Regiomontana, a private school with one of the most respected technology curriculums in the country. Since the school was too far away for a daily commute, she had lived with her Uncle Luis’s sister, Rosalie, during the school year.


While she always had the comfort of knowing that Marianna and Luis were nearby and that she could visit them on weekends, she took full advantage of her new surroundings and exposed herself to the exciting world of ideas that lay beyond Monterrey and Nuevo León. She had been a frightened young girl when she entered the school, but left a determined young woman armed with a cadre of new friends and the confidence to expand her world.


[image: images]


Marianna looked across the parking lot, “Maria, see that young man with the red hair standing beside the bus talking to those two men? Does he look familiar?”


Maria turned and looked over at the men standing beside the bus. After a pause, she said, “No. I don’t recognize him. Do you?”


“Maybe. He isn’t like most of the other men going on the bus. I mean, a light-skinned redheaded man isn’t the typical Mexican on his way to work in America. And the man wearing the baseball cap? He, too, looks out of place…”


Maria looked again at the two men.


“Maybe the younger one, maybe he was with me in school, but not the older one. He is too old, but you’re right, neither one looks like a farm worker.”





A man came out of the building and yelled, “Everybody who’s going on the bus to Beulah, please board now. If your luggage is too big for the overhead racks, please put it in the baggage compartments under the bus.”


The men in the parking lot formed a line at the bus door, suitcases and knapsacks in hand. Those with large bags threw them in the baggage compartments under the bus, then got in line behind the others. The two women standing at the other end of the patio started walking toward the bus, so Maria, tearing up, turned and gave Marianna a long, desperate hug.


“I love you, Aunt Marianna,” she said stepping back. “And I promise I’ll call when I get to Uncle Tomás’s, but let him know I’m on my way. I’ll be fine, no need for you to hang around. The people at AmTex said the trip should take from thirty to forty hours depending on the wait time at the border, stops for gas and bathroom breaks, and any unforeseen problems. If that’s true, we should arrive sometime late Monday afternoon or early evening. I’m guessing that a Sunday border crossing shouldn’t take too long, but you never know.


“Please give Uncle Luis a hug for me, and call Rosalie and tell her that my adventure is starting.”


Marianna, also in tears, said, “I’ll call Tomás, hug Luis, call Rosalie—and pray that my dear Maria gets everything good that the world has to offer.”


She touched Maria’s damp cheek, then turned and walked away.


“Good-bye, Marianna. I love you. Dios bendiga.”


Marianna turned and waved, but couldn’t say a word, her throat being filled with quiet, small sobs.













Monday September 23rd

DAY TWO


















Monday

5:00 p.m.







The sound of the bus slowing down and the subsequent jolt caused by its running over some object in the road awakened Maria with a start. She looked out of the window and saw that the bus was pulling up to a pair of gas pumps at what appeared to be a small country gas station and convenience store. She looked at her watch, five o’clock, almost thirty-one hours since they left Monterrey.


The driver turned his head and said, “Last stop before Beulah. We’re only gonna be here for a few minutes, so if anybody needs to stretch their legs, now’s the time.” He looked at the older woman who was seated on the aisle across from Maria, “Señora, if you and the señorita need to use the facilities, there is a restroom in the store.” Over his shoulder he said to Maria, “Same goes for you, señorita.”


It had been a long and largely uneventful journey so far. Maria had managed to sleep for a large part of the trip, waking every few hours or whenever the driver stopped for gas or a bathroom break. Since the bathroom on the bus was being used primarily by the men, and was, perhaps, of questionable cleanliness, the driver was good enough to stop and let the three women use the gas station facilities. The two other women had been silent and largely uncommunicative. The older one appeared to sleep for large parts of the trip while her thin, young companion seemed to have not slept at all. Whenever Maria tried to talk to either of them, the older one was the only one to answer, and then only in a terse, caustic voice. The younger woman seemed to want to speak, but whenever she tried, the older one would glance at her with a look that precluded any communication.


When the bus door opened, the older woman stood up and stepped into the aisle while motioning for the younger one to get up and step off the bus. After they had both gotten off, Maria stood up, stretched her back, and took the three steps down to the asphalt parking lot. As she started toward the small convenience store, Maria noticed that the older woman was talking to a man standing beside a white utility van parked in front of the store.


As she got closer, she heard them speaking in Spanish, even though they were definitely in North Carolina by this time. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the woman was clearly trying to make a point to the young man, who seemed to be resisting. The younger woman stood by the front door some yards off and appeared to be waiting for her companion to finish her conversation. Maria smiled at the girl as she walked past and into the store.


The sparse, musty-smelling store was empty, its only employee outside filling the bus with gas. Maria paused to look for the restroom, spotting it in the back right corner of the cramped store. She walked around a shelf loaded with cans of motor oil and windshield-wiper fluid, past the cash register, and to a door marked with a stick figure of a woman. Spray-painted across the female figure was the word, “bitches.”


While larger than the restroom on the bus, it was hardly cleaner, Maria smelled at once. There were two unflushed stalls and one grimy sink, none of which had been recently cleaned. She entered the second of the two stalls, the one next to the far wall. At least there was a full roll of toilet paper, plus a half-full box of seat covers on the wall.


She hung her purse over the toilet-paper holder since the clothing hook on the back of the door was missing. Just as she had settled down, Maria heard a loud, angry conversation taking place in the store between the older and younger woman on the bus. Their conversation seemed to have morphed from a simple disagreement into what could become a brawl. As the voices grew louder and more violent, suddenly the restroom door slammed open and the two women crashed into the small space.


“Shut your fucking mouth,” the older woman yelled. “You’ll do what the hell you’re told and stop whining about it!”


The young woman shrieked, “I was told that I was to be a cook at one of the labor camps, not one of your scummy whores. No way I’ll do that!”


“Oh, really? Well, we’ll see what your father has to say about that.”


“He’s not my father. He is just a mean drunk my mother married after my real father was killed, and besides, he’s the one who told me I was to be a cook, not a whore.”


The older woman laughed smugly at this. “He told you that to please your mother!”


The younger woman fell to the filthy concrete yelling as loud as she could, “I don’t care, I’m not a whore like you. I—” Maria heard the slap as if it was against her own face.


“Shut your mouth and stop that foolish crying!”


The young girl paid no attention as she sat on the floor screaming and crying.


Maria was frozen on the seat. She slowed her breathing, and as quietly as she could, she raised her legs, hoping the women wouldn’t know she was in the stall. As the young woman thrashed on the floor, the older one leaned against the first stall, causing Maria’s purse to slip off the paper holder and onto the floor. As quietly as she could, Maria reached down and picked up the purse and held it in her lap. Still sitting with her legs raised, she hoped that she would go unnoticed. She closed her eyes and offered a small prayer, only to see the older woman peering at her through the crack in the stall door as she opened her eyes.


“You finished in there?”


Maria took a breath, “Almost.”


“When you are, come on out. We need to talk.” Maria put her feet down, pulled some paper off the roll, and then flushed the toilet.


“I’m through.”


The young woman on the floor stopped crying after Maria spoke.


Maria opened the door and stepped out. The older woman didn’t say anything at first, then said, “You didn’t hear anything, right?”


Maria looked at the young woman sitting on the floor, her eyes red and a look of terror on her face, and said, “I heard two women arguing about something, but I couldn’t say what.”


The old woman smiled crookedly and said, “Very smart. Wait here with my young friend. I need to confer with someone.” She turned and walked out of the restroom and into the store.


Maria looked at the young girl on the floor and held out her hand to help her up. “You need to get up and wash your face. You…” She couldn’t go on because she had no idea what to say to someone so consumed with fear and dread. The young woman stood up, looked into the mirror and said, “I’m looking at a whore. What do you think? Is that a good-looking whore?” With this she broke into tears again, and all Maria could think to do was pat her on the shoulder and say, “It’ll work out. You’ll be okay. You’ll think of something.”





After ten minutes, the door to the restroom opened and the old woman came back in.


“It seems that the bus has gone on to Beulah. The young man who I was talking to said that the bus couldn’t wait any longer, so he sent it on.”


Maria moved toward the door, but the older woman blocked her way.


“It can’t leave without me,” Maria told her. “I’m supposed to get to Beulah tonight and then be driven to Mussel Ford to my uncle’s house. Please—get out of my way so I can stop the bus.”


The old woman said, “I just told you, it’s already gone. Luca Castro, the young man with the van, said that he’ll take you to Beulah. Julietta and I were leaving the bus here anyway. We aren’t going to Beulah.”


Maria pushed the old woman out of the way and walked into the store. Luca Castro was standing at the door talking to Charlie Kiger, the proprietor of the reeking establishment.


“Mr. Castro, I was supposed to be on the bus. Why did you send it on?”


Luca looked at her and then at the older woman who had come out of the bathroom behind Maria.


“We—me and the lady—figured it would be best if you came with us.”


Maria turned and looked at the older woman. She could see a small smirk spread across the wrinkled face. “Figured it best—why?”


The old woman said, “Well, maybe you didn’t hear anything and maybe you did. We need to talk about that.” With that, she turned and opened the door to the restroom, grabbed Julietta, and pulled her out into the store.


“Let’s not stand here all night. We got places to go.”


Maria, seeing that she had no chance of escape, walked to the door.


Luca waited for the old woman and Julietta, then opened the door and led the three of them to the van. He looked at Maria and said, “I took your bag off the bus. It’s in the van.”













Monday

6:30 p.m.







Downtown Beulah had more or less shut down, since Latham’s Hardware and the Dollar General closed at six. The only businesses still open were Blackie Wilson’s Country Store and Gas Station, Mozell’s Diner, and the Motel 6 at the north end of Main Street.


Blackie’s gas station had three pumps, one of which always seemed to be broken, an air compressor that cost fifty cents to activate, and a self-service car vacuum that charged a dollar for two minutes.


The country store part of the business clearly relished the “country” part of its name. The walls were covered with neon beer and soft-drink signs, twenty- year-old chewing tobacco ads, and a collection of stuffed deer heads, flying ducks, and jumping fish.


In between all this local decor was a seasonally adjusted selection of local produce, a basic inventory of canned goods and home necessities, local honey and molasses, plus assorted candies, cakes, and soft drinks. Also, a small take-out counter offered a daily selection of Southern foods; pork barbeque, fried chicken, country-fried steaks, and a mixture of over-cooked vegetables. Being always on the lookout for new sales opportunities, Blackie had begun offering Mexican dishes—tacos, burritos, and eggs smothered with what he called “pigante” sauce.


The only reason Blackie’s was still open at this hour was that Blackie Wilson had negotiated a deal with AmTex Transportation to supply cheap gas to their buses and vans, which could arrive at almost any hour.





AmTex and its affiliate, the North Carolina Farmers Collective, known by the initials NCFC, were owned and operated by Albert Waters, or, to be more precise, Albert Ruffin Waters, known to his close friends as Ruff Waters. As AmTex and his other businesses grew, and thus his visibility as well, Albert realized that he needed to soften the hard edges and sharp elbows for which he was known.


AmTex and NCFC needed the cooperation of the various governmental agencies responsible for the regulation of seasonal migrant labor; so Albert needed to develop a patina of respect. Not that he needed to trade in his JCPenney suit for a $500 custom Hickey Freeman, but he did need to clean up his language, learn everything he could about US immigration laws, and lose his dingy John Deere ball cap when making the rounds in Raleigh. With the help of his old supervisor at the state Commerce Department, Albert developed a step-by-step plan to pave his way to respectability.


Step one was to become a reliable political contributor. Step two was to become a vocal advocate for the causes most important to the politicians he supported. Step three was to increase the flow of money necessary in steps one and two. Step four was to affect an air of piety and social consciousness. This last step was the stumper. Albert was already a member of the most vibrant church congregation in the area, though not its most conscientious attendee, but to become a man of consequence demanded more than mere membership.


In due time, the new 1,200-seat Sanctuary and Assembly Hall of the Everlasting Kingdom Pentecostal Church and World Mission, known to Albert’s friends as the House of Waters, welcomed another stray lamb back into the fold with broad Clorets-laced smiles and meaty double handshakes all around.


Albert had held many jobs in his fifty-five years, but the most valuable, the one that had set him onto his current path, was as a rural labor advisor for the state of North Carolina. This was a fairly low-level state job within the North Carolina Department of Commerce, described in the state literature as “an individual responsible for assisting and advising the agricultural community in finding suitable employees to work in the planting and harvesting of crops.” In other words, a position created to help farmers find cheap seasonal labor. And where was the best source for cheap, seasonal labor? Mexico and Central America.





The headquarters for NCFC was located in a large, nondescript metal building at the end of Main Street. It was, in fact, directly in front of where a newly arrived bus from Mexico was now parked. All of the recently arrived workers were now assembled inside the building awaiting transportation to their final destinations across Eastern North Carolina.


The two men who had taken turns driving the bus to Beulah were sitting on a bench in front of the NCFC building smoking cigarettes when a six-foot tall balding man wearing a particularly sour expression approached them.


“Well, lookie here, Dumb and Dumber! Listen, you two shit-for-brains assholes, you better get your heads outta your asses and start payin’ attention. When I give you a list of names of people coming to Beulah, you better fuckin’ read it and do what it says.”


Jose “Junior” Vasquez, the man driving the bus when it last stopped for gas, tried to protest, but Jimmy “Bubba” Ross held up his hand.


“Stop! I know what you’re gonna say, shit maggot, but listen to me. Unless you hear it directly from me, I didn’t say it. If I tell you to bring someone to Beulah, you fuckin’ do it. I don’t give a shit what Luca Castro or anybody else says. When I said for you to bring the Puente girl to Beulah, I wasn’t askin’, I was orderin’. You fucking understand?”


Junior nodded, then said, “Yes, I understan’, Mr. Jimmy, but when I say that to Luca, that we suppose’ to take the Puente woman to Beulah, he show me a pistol and say he call you and you say okay. I no argue with no pistol.”


Jimmy Ross, still agitated, said, “Okay, maybe I don’t blame you. Anyway, when exactly did Luca pick up the girls?”


Junior pursed his lips and looked up at the sky before speaking.


“I no remember for sure, but it when we at the Kiger Store in Goldsboro.”


Bubba scratched what was left of his fading red hair and looked at the bus. After a big sigh, he said, “Okay, try to remember, what kind of vehicle was Luca driving?”


Jose paused for a moment, then said, “It a white van with no window. It have a slide door an’ two or three seat in the back. The long seat.”


“Was there anything on the door? Any writing?”


“I don’ remember, but maybe jus’ plain.”


“Okay, you two get some sleep in the dorm. Paco, you’re driving a load of pickers north tomorrow morning, so you’ll need to get outta here by five or six. Take the blue and white activity bus, the old Everlasting Kingdom one. You got it?”


Paco nodded as he got up and walked toward the NCFC warehouse entrance, and to the upstairs dormitory used by the drivers and in-transit workers.













Monday

7:45 p.m.







Maria sat on a moldy, tattered mattress with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped tightly around them. Leaning against a damp, wooden-slat wall in a dark, cramped room, Maria listened to Julietta, her only companion, mournfully crying as she lay, bruised and beaten, on a cot against the far wall.


Julietta, who Maria guessed was a few years younger than she, had said very little in the white van on their trip from the gas station in Goldsboro to this fetid, run-down house, and even less since arriving, opting instead to lie mourning on her cot and moaning in pain each time she turned over.


The older woman, who had earlier beaten and humiliated Julietta, was in another part of the house plotting with Luca Castro, the apparent manager of the human-trafficking business in which Maria was also now entangled.


Fear, anxiety, and dread had conspired to crush Maria’s spirit, but strangely enough, the emotion foremost in her mind was fury. How dare these people threaten her on her way to a new life and bright new world.


She dropped her arms to her side, leaned forward, and cursed in a whisper, “You’re not going to beat me, you trash! I haven’t come this far and worked this hard to be stopped by the likes of you.”


In the back of her mind, she knew this was a boast she might not be able to fulfill, but it was one she was willing to fight for because she knew it was God’s truth.





After parking the white van behind the house, Luca had come in to talk to the old woman, whose name, Maria had learned, was Valeria, a name too noble for one so repugnant. Based on the volume and level of anger that Valeria’s and Luca’s conversation had taken, Maria guessed that her kidnapping had created a serious problem for Luca.


From what she could hear, Luca’s bosses were none too happy about his decision to bring her, along with Julietta and Valeria, to the farmhouse. When the shouting and name-calling finally stopped, she heard Luca say to Valeria, “You stay here with the girls. I need to check my other house and then see if I can straighten this whole fucked-up mess out. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”


Maria hoped he was successful.





When she finally gathered herself together, Julietta sat up and wiped her tears. She looked at Maria the way a child would look to a comforting parent, so Maria walked over and sat down next to her.


“You want to talk about it?” Maria asked.


Julietta nodded. “I’m sorry you have been dragged into this. It’s my fault. My stepfather said I was to come to America to make money for the family; to be a cook for the men in the camps. He told me that that horrible woman, Valeria, was a friend of his and was to be a cook also.


“I should have known he was lying. He is a bad man and mean to Mama and me. He has been after me for a long time, and it is only my mama that has kept him away, but she is beat up and tired, so she says for me to go to America to at least get away. I never know what he does in Mexico, but now I understand that he runs some whorehouses and that Valeria is a madam in one of them.


“She comes to America to make a business with the Castro man and his bosses. She tells me that my stepfather sent me to America to work in the whore business. I say, no, he sent me to cook, but now I know she is right. He sent me to be a whore.”


Maria could not think of how to reply to such a terrible revelation, so she patted Julietta on the shoulder and said something about waiting to see how things work out. Of course, she wasn’t at all sure how things would work out. What had started out as a life-changing trip for her, too, had become just that, but in a negative, dangerous way rather than in a good way.





The thousands of young men and women who come to the United States each year to work in its fields and warehouses are often forced to live in small, cramped, and poorly maintained work camps. Some enlightened farmers provide food service to their employees, and thus use native cooks imported to work in the camps. This was what Julietta expected would be her job.


Since most of the workers are young men, female companionship is something in high demand; thus, enter Luca Castro, Valeria, Jimmy Ross and their collection of traveling prostitutes. Luca was in charge of the business operating out of a series of small, well-hidden farmhouses, such as the one in which Maria and Julietta now found themselves. This particular house was Luca’s most recent addition and not yet renovated to the same extent as his other properties. Not being a citizen, Luca couldn’t own the houses, but then he didn’t need to. In all cases the buildings were rented from some wealthy local farmer who needed multiple work camps and recognized, without ever admitting it, that his workers would welcome Luca’s services. This run-down house was owned by a man named Jasper Upchurch.


The Upchurch family owned or leased over seven thousand acres of prime land in Eastern North Carolina, the biggest part of which was in Jackson County, where Jasper and his wife, Sara, along with his oldest boy, Jasper Jr., and his family lived. Upchurch Farms, Inc. was probably the largest customer of Albert Waters and NCFC, but Buddy Waller’s farm wasn’t far behind. In order to house the workforce necessary for such a large operation, the Upchurch family maintained ten labor camps spread over a five-county area. At peak season, Upchurch Farms employed over two thousand migrant workers. They grew berries, sweet potatoes, cucumbers, melons, pumpkins, and tobacco, all of which demanded massive amounts of near-slave labor. They also had large acreages in corn and soybeans, but these crops were highly mechanized, so didn’t need much manual labor.


The berries needed picking in the spring; tobacco needed to be topped in the summer and primed in the fall; sweet potatoes and pumpkins needed to be gathered and graded in the fall; and the melons and cucumbers needed picking all the summer and into the fall. This meant that the Upchurch labor camps were full most of the year.





Soon after Luca’s departure, the locked door to the small room opened and Valeria stepped in, holding a tray with what looked like a couple of sandwiches and two bottles of water.


She said, “You two need to eat something. We can’t have our assets depreciate.”


Maria looked over at her. “I’m not your asset.”


Valeria replied, “No, you’re not. You’re our liability, but not for long.”


Julietta, who was again lying on her cot in a fetal position, gave no indication that she heard her.


Valeria continued, “Anyway, see if you can get our young friend to eat something.”


She put the tray down and relocked the door. Julietta was no longer crying but made no reply. Maria waited a minute and then stood up and walked over to the tray. “Julietta, come on, let’s eat and drink something. She’s probably right. You’ll need your strength.”


Julietta sat up but didn’t move off the cot.


“What for? So I’ll be a good little whore for her and that horrible man?”


“No, so you’ll have the strength to escape with me.”


For the first time in two days, a spark, a look of hope came into Julietta’s eyes and spread to her face.


“Do you have a plan? Have you seen something that can help us?” She looked around the room. It was the first time she’d paid any attention to where they were, to any escape opportunities.


Maria sat down on the cot and handed Julietta a sandwich and bottle of water. She unwrapped her own and began to eat.


“No, I haven’t seen anything yet, but I will. There’s always something—some way out somewhere. Besides, I know my family is looking for me right now. They know I’m missing because they know I got on the bus two days ago. I’m sure my Aunt Marianna called Uncle Tomás and told him I was on the bus, so I know he’s looking for me now.”


“How do you know?” Julietta asked.


“I know because I am like his daughter. He has been like the father I never had.”


“But I thought you are from Mexico. That your mother put you on the bus. I saw her.”


“She’s my aunt, the sister of my mother and my Uncle Tomás. She raised me ever since my mother was killed. I never knew my father. He died just after I was born. Aunt Marianna and her husband, Uncle Luis, raised me with the help of Uncle Tomás, who lives not far from here. He is a rich man who has a business in Mussel Ford. He sent money for food and clothes and paid for much of my education at the special schools. Believe me, Julietta, he is looking for me, which means he’s looking for you too.”













Tuesday September 24th

DAY THREE


















Tuesday

11:00 a.m.







Tomás Delgado was worried. He had expected that by this time his niece, Maria Puente, would be settled in his neat four-bedroom house on Franklin Street in Mussel Ford. Isabella, Tomás’s nine-year-old daughter, could barely contain herself. So it was with great effort that Tomás managed to keep his calm and even demeanor.


After repeated calls to the offices of Martin Agribusiness, where Tomás had secured a job for Maria, he still had no idea where she was. She was supposed to have arrived in Beulah on an AmTex bus late Monday or early Tuesday morning, and then been driven to Hogg County and Mussel Ford in one of AmTex’s in-state vans.


The office manager at Martin Agribusiness, Vonda O’Brien, said she called NCFC Monday evening and again early Tuesday morning to find out where Maria was, but after a lot of “we’re checking” replies, was told by Jimmy Ross, the operations manager at NCFC, that Maria never got on the bus in Mexico.


Isabella and Tomás knew this was a lie because Marianna had called on Sunday after dropping Maria at the AmTex parking lot in Monterrey.





“Hank, this is Tomás Delgado. You have a minute to talk?”


Henry Odell Grier Jr., known to everyone as Hank, was the chief deputy of Hogg County and the son of Odell Grier Sr., Tomás Delgado’s employer and eventually his friend as well. Hank had known Tomás ever since he was a young boy, even before he could legally work in any of his father’s businesses. Hank hung out in the garages of Grier Tire and Auto and begged Tomás to let him work on the cars and trucks that were awaiting engine maintenance or rebuild. Under Tomás’s watchful eye, he learned how to rotate and balance a set of tires, and eventually how to tune an engine.





Tomás was a patient teacher, a man who began his career as an engine mechanic in an Arco Industries factory in Nuevo León State, Mexico. When Arco, a producer of tractors, harvesters, and related equipment, decided to build a factory in the US, they picked a location outside Raleigh. Since Tomás already spoke English, he was a perfect person to send to the new factory. For Tomás it was a match made in heaven.


Being a bright man and hard worker, as soon as he got to North Carolina, Tomás began researching educational opportunities that could increase his credentials as a premier mechanic. He attended classes at two community colleges in the Raleigh area and took several courses at State.


After a few years of hard work and dedication, Arco assisted Tomás in applying for and getting a green card, proof of permanent residency status.


A year later, while attending a seminar at NC State on management innovations, Tomás met Odell Grier Sr. from Mussel Ford. Odell was attending the seminar for the ostensible purpose of learning ways to improve his management skills, but was really there to find a qualified manager for a new venture he was planning.


Odell wanted to expand his auto parts and tire business by adding a body shop and a fully equipped engine maintenance and rebuild facility. His time was already taken up with running five gas stations and twelve automated car washes, so he needed someone who could dedicate himself to the new venture. Tomás Delgado was the perfect choice.


One conversation led to another, and within three months Tomás Delgado was the new manager of the Grier Tire and Automotive Company. It became one of the largest and most respected in the region, and finally established Odell Grier’s reputation as the most successful black businessman in Eastern North Carolina.





Hank smiled as he heard Tomás’s voice. “Of course, Tomás. I always have time to talk to you. I’m in my car right now, so I don’t know how long I’ll have good reception. If we get cut off, I’ll call you from the office. What’s up?”


Tomás quickly explained what had happened, and why he was so concerned. He begged Hank to do something.


“Please, Hank, Maria is like my own daughter. I have helped Marianna with her ever since my second sister, Maria’s mother, was killed. I know that the NCFC people lie and I’m afraid why.”





Hank slowly shook his head when he heard “NCFC.” His face tightened as if he’d just stepped in something rotten. Like many in Eastern North Carolina, he was well aware of Albert Waters’s reputation, as well as the collection of toadies and yes-men who worked for him. Few were fooled by Albert’s newfound piety—only the recipients of his largess. He had a loyal following among the mass of Carolina farmers he’d recruited as members of NCFC because they desperately needed Albert’s cheap Mexican labor.


Hank waited to reply until he had fully digested what Tomás had just told him.


“Tomás, of course I’ll help, but I’ll need to know more. We’ll talk when I get to my office.”


“Okay, please call me when you can.”


What Hank really needed was advice on a matter for which he had no experience. Only Will Moser, the high sheriff of Hogg County and Hank’s boss, could help him. Hank had known Will from the time he was old enough to remember anything; in fact, Will had inspired Hank to go into law enforcement.


Hank decided to call Will even though Will had cautioned all his deputies to minimize sensitive conversations on their cell phones—too dangerous if hacked. And easy to hack.


“Will, it’s Hank. I’m on my way back to the office. You got a few minutes?”


“Sure. What’s up?”


“I just spoke with Tomás Delgado. Something has happened to his niece, Maria Puente, who was coming to live with him… She’s missing.”


“Missing from what?” Will asked.


“Missing, as in, they don’t know where she is.”


“Okay, back up, Deputy. What’s this all about?”


Hank put his phone down to make a turn, then continued, “Will, I’m about ten minutes out and think we need to talk in person. You know what you said about cell talk.”


“Okay, see you in a few.”





Hank parked his patrol car behind the Hogg County Administrative Offices, which included the Sheriff’s Department, and charged up the back stairs. He passed Janice’s office and knocked on Will’s door without stopping.


Will was on the phone and pointed Hank to the sofa in front of his desk. As he hung up, he looked at Hank and said, “You’ve got my attention. Shoot.”


Hank took off his Stetson, put it on the sofa beside him, and said, “About five months ago, Tomás Delgado called Oris Martin about a job for his niece in Monterrey and the possibility of getting her a long-term work visa. Since Oris has lots of contacts at NCFC and Tomás had done many favors and overtime work for Martin Agribusiness, Tomás figured Oris owed him a favor.


“As luck would have it, Oris was in desperate need of some help in his computer and accounting department. By hiring Maria, who is fluent in English and has a degree in computer programming, he could, A, do a favor for Tomás, thus insuring future favors from him, and B, fill a needed staff position with someone who is highly qualified and would probably work cheap. The latter being his primary motivation.


“But now Maria has disappeared. She was supposed to be on one of the AmTex buses arriving in Beulah on Monday or early today, but she hasn’t shown up. According to Jimmy Ross, Albert’s bagman, she never got on the bus in Mexico.”


Will shifted in his chair. “Did anyone call Mexico to see if she did get on the bus?”


“Yes. In fact, Tomás’s sister, who raised Maria, called Tomás and Isabella right after she dropped Maria at the AmTex parking lot in Monterrey. She told them when and from where the bus left. Not only that, she described the bus.”


Will nodded slowly and looked at Hank.


Hank knew Will so well that he read his silence as a sign to shut up and let him think. Will tilted back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.


After a minute or two he said, “I’m trying to think of a way we can avoid calling Garland Hoots or Albert Waters. I assume Jimmy Ross doesn’t fart unless Albert gives him permission, so calling him would be pointless, and Sheriff Hoots is little more than Albert’s paid stooge.


“I talked to Albert a few weeks ago about our unidentified man found on Pee Dee Road, and as you know, he feigned complete ignorance. If something has happened to the girl and Albert or the sheriff are involved, I don’t want them to think we don’t believe their story about Maria not getting on the bus.”


“How about calling Oris to see if he has any suggestions?”


Will frowned and thought about this. “Maybe, but maybe Oris is too tight with Albert. I can’t say. I gotta think about that one. In the meantime, we need to talk to Tomás. Why don’t you give him a call.”


Hank nodded as he got up to leave the room, but out of habit paused at the office door.


Without noticing that Hank had stopped, Will got up, arched his back to relieve the arthritis that had increasingly begun to affect him, then walked over to the windows behind his conference table.


He leaned against the sill and gazed out, thinking about Tomás and his niece, and how he would feel if his own daughter, Grace, was missing. The very thought gave him a chill. His back still hurt, so he turned and walked over to the sofa in front of his desk. Ever since the hip surgery that had removed the shrapnel from Viet Nam, he had been bothered by arthritis-like symptoms.


When he saw Hank still standing in the office door, he said, “What? Why you still here?”


“Just waiting to see if there was anything else you wanted me to do. When you start pacing and looking out the window, I can hear your mind turning, and figure that something else might occur to you.”


“No. Just call Tomás,” Will smiled.


Hank nodded and left.





Still smiling and shaking his head, Will sat down on his sofa and leaned back, spreading his arms out across the pillows. He closed his eyes and again pictured Grace—how dear she was to him and Lana.


When he opened his eyes, he found himself staring at an 8" x 10" photo on the wall behind his desk. It showed him, Lana, and Grace at the county fair. Grace must have been about five or six at the time. It was the kind of photo that always brought a smile to his lips. Next to it was a picture of Will with Lana and her first husband, Paul Reavis, one of Will’s closest childhood friends. Paul had died, or rather been murdered, in a workplace argument.


Standing between Paul and Lana was their son, Paul Jr., and his best friend, Hank Jr. Young Paul had died when the waste lagoon on a local hog farm had ruptured and swept him and Hank into a nearby creek as they were playing pirates on the Mississippi. Young Paul had died, but Hank had survived.


The rest of the wall was covered with a mixture of photos, citations, and awards. Most of the pictures were of Will standing with notable people in notable places, but there were also pictures of his parents, friends, and group photos with his deputies. Mixed in with these were citations from the Boy Scouts, Chamber of Commerce, and other civic organizations, but more important than any of these were the photos of him and his fellow soldiers as young men in the streets and rice paddies of South Viet Nam.


The top row held his most valued awards. The Silver Star for bravery, Bronze Star with “V” device, Purple Heart, and a series of other medals that attested to his courage and quality of service, and, of course, his commission as an officer in the military police.


Will knew that he was cut out to be a lawman from the first time someone asked him, “What do you want to be when you grow up, William?”


“I wanna be a policeman,” he said straight out. He also remembered the smiles and laughter that followed, along with the indulgent pat on his head, “And I bet you’d be a good policeman, William.”


According to the people in Mussel Ford, as well as to his own father, there was only one thing that William Moser the third would be, and that was president of Moser Hardwoods Corporation, one of the state’s largest specialty lumber companies. When he finally convinced his father that he had no intention of going into the family business, it brought down the final curtain between them. William Jr. never understood why William the third would turn his back on the family business. Even when Will was awarded the Silver Star in Viet Nam, the nation’s third-highest award for valor in combat, his father barely acknowledged the rare achievement.


His mother eventually came around to accepting Will’s decision and, he liked to think, even took a great deal of pride in the job he did and the respect the people of Hogg County and Eastern North Carolina had for her son.


As his eyes continued to scan the wall of photos, they came at last to a picture taken in Raleigh. It was one of the notable-people-in-notable-places pictures. He was with a group of men in front of the Capitol Building. Standing in the middle of the group was the Governor of North Carolina, and around him were various elected officials and prominent business leaders from Eastern North Carolina. Will’s cousin, Dooley Marshall, president of what was now Moser-Mansfield Corporation, stood on Will’s right, and on his left was Oris Martin Jr., president, owner, and founder of Martin Agribusiness, Inc., the company that had hired Maria Puente.





Martin Agribusiness was a diversified agricultural sales and service company with multiple operations in Eastern North Carolina and parts of South Carolina. The genesis of the business was Martin Farms, Inc., a massive hog-breeding and contained-feeding operation started by Oris Jr.’s father. It had become one of the premier companies in North Carolina until an outbreak of hog cholera shuttered the whole operation and bankrupted Oris Sr.


Up to the time of his death, Oris Sr. was convinced that he had been the victim of foul play, the target of some aggrieved enemy; however, without proof of a crime, he was left only with free-floating bitterness and anger. Most of his suspicions had fallen on Lana Moser, Will’s wife, since her first husband and son had both died at or near a Martin Farms facility.


Oris Sr. decided that, out of revenge, Lana had somehow engineered his demise. He had no proof, but desperate for an explanation of his downfall, Oris kept his suspicions and hatred alive until his death from a stroke exactly two years after the collapse of his business.


The phoenix that rose from Martin Farms was Martin Agribusiness, Inc. There were no disease-susceptible creatures owned or cared for by Martin Agribusiness; rather, it was a feed producer, seed brokerage, cotton gin operator, farm manager, and consulting business. Oris Jr. wanted nothing to do with cows, chickens, turkeys, and especially pigs. He’d sell ’em food but didn’t want to own any. Not a one.





Hank knocked on Will’s door.


“Yeah?” Will said as he looked up.


“Tomás said he needed to go to the doctor and then pick up Sofia at the factory this afternoon.”


Will looked at his watch and said, “I have a meeting at two with the commissioners. Call him back and see if he can meet us here first thing in the morning.”


Hank nodded and turned to walk down the hall.


Ten minutes later Hank returned and sat on the couch across from Will’s desk. Will put down the papers he was reading, looked at Hank, and said, “And?”


“And, Tomás will be here at seven thirty a.m.”


“Good, so let’s go over again exactly what Tomás told you.”


Hank nodded and took a deep breath. “Okay. Tomás called me this morning while I was in my car and told me about his missing niece, Maria Puente. He said he’d gotten her a job with Martin Agribusiness as a translator and computer programmer, but now she’s missing. She was supposed to arrive in Beulah and then Mussel Ford on Monday evening or sometime today, but she hasn’t shown up. He said he paid NCFC fifteen hundred dollars to help her get her H-1B visa.


“I asked who he dealt with at NCFC, and he said he never spoke to anyone there because Oris took care of the whole thing. He said his sister, Marianna, called two days ago and told him that she’d dropped Maria off at the AmTex offices and parking lot in Mexico. She even described in detail the bus that was loading to bring Maria to North Carolina. She said it had some writing on the side, something like ‘Texas Barstools.’”


Will nodded and said, “I’ve seen that bus. It used to belong to a fellow named Tex Montgomery. I even heard him and his band, the Barstool Boys, at a concert in Greenville a while back. Pretty good. I’m guessing that when Tex hung up his guitar, he sold the bus to Albert or to somebody who modified it and then sold it to Albert. I’m told Albert has a whole fleet of buses bringing pickers by the thousands into North Carolina. Anyway, go on.”


Hank shook his head, “That’s all I know. When the girl didn’t show, Tomás and Isabella called Oris’s office. The office manager, a woman named Vonda O’Brien, told Tomás that she’d called the folks at NCFC, but they kept saying that they were checking to see where the girl was and would let her know.


“Finally, Jimmy Ross called Ms. O’Brien and said that Maria never got on the bus in Mexico. Tomás says they’re lying. Based on what I’ve heard about Ruff Waters and Jimmy Ross, he could be right.”


Will nodded, then picked up the papers he’d been reading. “Okay, let me know if you hear anything tonight. If not, I’ll see you here at seven tomorrow.”
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