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For the citizens of Alamo Heights, Texas,

who work jobs, raise kids, pay taxes

and vote.
Please know that anytime I’m writing about you,

there is a smile on my face.
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The sidewalk was full of smokers and spitters. The light from the open doorway was muted, but the sound from inside was not. It was a typical Thursday night of cold beer and live music at Red’s Hot Honky-Tonk. The bar, frequented by only a certain segment of San Antonio locals, was a rough-looking spot in an old two-story mill house on the corner of Eight and B. Patrons had once joked that the area was so unloved by city hall, they hadn’t bothered to name the streets.
Inside, as most nights, Red Cullens herself was at the cash register, totaling up the tabs. Backlit from the lights on the bar, she was an attractive woman. Petite, some would have described her. Only five foot three inches, she stood on a box as she worked to give her a better view of the crowd. It also gave them a better view of her.
Her figure, encased in tight blue jeans and a soft, clingy blouse short enough to expose her bare midriff, was very good. However, what caught the eye of men, in this place and out of it, was her hair. Thick and full, it hung down past her waist. If she held her head just right she could sit on it. And it was red. Really red. She was no carrottop or strawberry blonde. Loop, one of the regulars, called it barn red, and that was certainly closer to the truth than terms like auburn, copper or ginger.
Her hair had taken over her identity. It obscured her name, her age, her past. And to Red’s way of thinking, that was just fine.
A man stepped up to the counter in front of her as he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket.
“You taking off, J.B.?” she asked him.
“Yep, better get home before my wife decides to kill me,” he answered.
Red shook her head. “I don’t think you have to worry about that happening,” she told him. “After putting up with you for thirty years, she’s surely got the life insurance paid up and pinned her hopes on natural causes.”
He laughed aloud at that. Red smiled broadly, revealing a slight overbite and a gap in her front teeth.
“Just to be stubborn,” he told her, “I’m planning to live forever.”
He paid his bill and made his way out the front.
Red took change out of the drawer, extracting the man’s tip, and dropped it into the appropriate waitress’s jar on the shelf beneath the register.
The place was busy. All of the booths and most of the tables were full, and a half-dozen guys loitered around the pool table. The stage area outside had seating for forty, though tonight there was barely standing room. The band was playing here more and more often and they were developing a nice local following.
Somebody held open the front door so that Leo and Nata from the Mexican restaurant down on Jones Street could bring a couple of trays inside. The two men were dressed in their flashy yellow-and-green outfits and wearing snowy-white aprons. Passing Red, they began unloading the plates at the far end of the bar. Gracelia, the waitress who was sweet on Nata, hurried to help set them out.
As those two seemed to have it covered, Leo wandered back up the length of the bar to Red.
“What have we got tonight?” she asked him.
“Albondigas,” he answered. “Those are your favorite, right? And jalapeño relleno.”
“Mmm,” Red commented. “You tell Mrs. Ramirez that she’s going to make me as fat as her sister if she keeps this up.”
Leo laughed. “I will tell her,” he assured Red.
Mrs. Ramirez was famously feuding with her sibling, whom she called la gorda—fatso.
“How much do I owe you?” Red asked. Leo handed her the ticket and she paid it.
The honky-tonk didn’t serve food beyond chips and salsa. Red had a deal with Mrs. Ramirez. She wouldn’t compete with her restaurant, but at the end of the night, if Mrs. Ramirez had something that Red’s customers might like, she’d bring it down. The late-night tapas were more and more a success. The regulars had begun to expect them and they sold out fast.
Knowing most of the inside customers would hang around for food and the outside customers wouldn’t leave until the set was finished, Red signaled to Karl, the bartender, that she was leaving her post.
He quickly poured her a brown liquid in a highball glass. Anyone just looking would think she was having a double bourbon. In truth, it was iced tea in disguise. Red had given up drinking years ago.
She took a sip and smiled appreciatively, adding to the drink deception.
Karl waved her on with one muscular, heavily tattooed arm. Red walked out from behind the counter and began weaving her way through the customers. She knew the names of many and the faces of even more. And they all knew her. Nine years of running the bar made her a local. The red hair made her easy to recognize. And the stories of her standing up to punks and knocking heads of mean drunks had made her a legend.
Red dutifully shared a word here and there, to let her customers know she appreciated them and that they were part of the good time available at Red’s Hot Honky-Tonk. She patted shoulders, gave hugs and kissed cheeks as she went through.
“Hector, how are those kids doing?
“Casey, did you get that truck running?
“I guess you’re feeling better tonight, Señor Puentes?”
A nearby customer gave her a hug.
“My God, Elena, what are you wearing?” Red asked, surveying her pin-striped business suit.
The woman, a curvaceous dark-haired beauty in her thirties, laughed. “I came straight from work,” she said. “This is what the well-dressed office slave is wearing these days.”
Red shook her head and tutted in disbelieving disapproval. “Have you got on panty hose? I didn’t even know they still made them. I’ll tell you, it makes me grateful I don’t live in real America.”
“You don’t live in real America?” Elena asked.
“Nope,” Red answered. “Honky-tonk bars are a whole ’not her planet.”
“Down at city hall, they’re still talking about redeveloping this part of the river,” Elena reminded her. “I can see this place now as Red’s Hot Panty-Hose Bar.”
Red sucked in her cheeks, emulating haughtiness. “Perhaps we can begin competing with the Bright Shawl for lovely tea outings with the bejeweled matrons who do lunch.”
Elena laughed so hard she snorted.
Red grinned. “I don’t think that the Brides of the Cavaliers are quite ready for me.”
There was laughing agreement from everybody within hearing. The Cavaliers were one of the most prestigious and discriminating social organizations in town.
With a backward wave she moved on to a booth near the pool table.
“Hey, Alfred, nice to see you. Remember me to your mama.”
She spoke to one of the men at the table whose face she could recall, but not his name. He’d rested his beer on the corner of the pool table.
“Better set that glass on the wall shelf,” she told him. “With all the louts in this place, somebody’s bound to knock it over and spoil the game.”
The guy gave her a nod and moved his mug to a safer location.
Approaching the back door, she heard the music get louder and by necessity her words did, too.
“I don’t think I know you folks. Is this your first time here?” she asked. “If you want to move closer to the stage, at the next break, just ask your waitress if she can set you up out there.”
A buxom blonde stopped her near the doorway to get a hug. “Haven’t seen you around here for a while,” Red pointed out.
“I’ve been dieting,” the woman answered. “So I’ve been staying away from the beer. I hear that you’re still robbing the cradle?”
Red grinned and then feigned offense. “Robbery? You know I don’t steal, Jenny. I’m just borrowing from the cradle.”
Jenny laughed. “He’s the fiddle player, right?”
Red nodded.
“Cute.”
“I know. And I’m warning you off.”
Jenny laughed. “You don’t have to worry about me. I can’t afford to take on a handsome poor boy. I need an old man who can pay my bills.”
“And I thank heaven for that,” she answered. “One less blonde for me to worry about.”
Red stepped through the exit onto the bricked patio at the back of the building. Most of these folks were not her nightly regulars. They were at the place for the music. The beer and the crowd were just incidental. She made no attempt to greet anyone here. The lights were all dimmed, except for those on the stage, which showcased four pickers in Western gear and Stetson hats. She gave only a quick glance in their direction before skirting the edge of the bricks to a set of stairs that hugged the side of the building. A gate across the entry was not welcoming.
 
No Admittance
Private Property
Protected by Smith & Wesson
 
The warning on the gate was for others. Red unhitched the latch and went inside, going up about four steps before seating herself. She liked the band’s sound. It wasn’t true honky-tonk style. It was softer, smoother somehow, but with plenty of edge in just the right places. The lyrics were more pop psychology than pop-a-top. That was Brian’s doing. A well-read college dropout, he wrote of the angst of Texas affluence. But it was the music that Red loved. And the music was mostly Cam. Her Cam. Long and lean, with dark eyes and an easy grin. He was smart. Smart about music, smart about people. Smart about what made her happy. Campbell Smith Early. Red shook her head in disbelief. What was she thinking, shaking the sheets with a guy who was barely thirty and had three last names?
Mentally she shrugged. It was a great deal, but it would never last. For Red, things with men never lasted. But he was good to her and the beginning part was always fun. So she was just going to lie back and enjoy it.
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The phone was ringing. Ringing wasn’t truly an apt description. The small, personal-communication device was pinging out the familiar refrain of “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky-Tonk Angels” in tinny musiclike tones.
From beneath a tangle of bedsheets, Red unhappily opened one eye. She had blackout shades on the windows, but one of them was caught up unevenly on the edge of the windowsill, allowing a broad shaft of early-morning sunshine to penetrate the room.
She pulled her pillow over her head, muffling the sound and hiding the sight. When the phone finally went to voice mail, she relaxed into the mattress. She was almost back to sleep when it started up again.
Now thoroughly annoyed, she threw back the covers and rotated to a sitting position. This elicited a slight moan from her lips. Cam, still beside her, didn’t awaken, making only an ugh sound of protest. She retrieved the phone from the bedside table and, squinting, tried to make out the numbers on the front of it. The area code was not one she recognized.
“Telemarketer,” she muttered like a curse.
She flopped back down on the bed, slinging one arm across her eyes. She was exhausted, but she knew she wouldn’t sleep. Deliberately, she turned away from the window. On that side, her view was all Cam. He looked even younger than usual, almost boyish, with his face relaxed and his hair askew. Red edged up closer. She really liked him. No, she really liked him. Walking around in the world, he made her feel admired and desired. In bed, he made her feel…wonderful. She allowed a sigh to seep through her like warm molasses.
Then she caught herself, physically pulling away from him. It was crazy to let her guard down like that. And what was he still doing in her bed? She didn’t let guys sleep over. Once they were done, it was time to get out. Men were a lot like stray dogs. You think you’re just throwing them some scraps. But it doesn’t take much for them to start making themselves at home.
Red got to her feet and walked to the foot of the bed. She ripped the covers off him.
“Sun’s up, cowboy,” she announced. “Time to hit the trail.”
“Damn,” was his inarticulate response.
Red continued to the bathroom. Without turning on the light she sat on the toilet, elbows on knees, her face in her hands, her hair falling around her like a curtain.
The phone went off again.
“Do you want me to get that?” Cam called out.
“No.”
When she’d finished and flushed, she flipped on the light switch above the sink. She pulled her hair back and tied it in one giant loose knot to keep it out of the way as she washed her hands and face.
Afterward, she stood for a moment in front of the mirror, assessing her body for imperfections. The nightlife had left her skin perfectly pale. Her breasts weren’t very large, but they were still high and pretty, she thought. She turned slightly to survey her backside. Her butt wasn’t as good as it once was, but it was still better than most, she assured herself. And the armadillo tattoo that had been inked into her right buttock a quarter century earlier still looked perfect.
Not bad for forty-six, she thought to herself. Not bad at all.
Naked, she walked back into the bedroom. Cam was sitting on the edge of the bed. He glanced up and when he caught sight of her, he smiled.
“Come on back here,” he said, patting the mattress beside him. “We don’t have to get up yet.”
Red appreciated the gesture, but she didn’t take him up on it. “I’m going downstairs to make coffee,” she said. “You can be first in the shower.”
She didn’t bother with underwear as she pulled on a pair of ratty jeans and a T-shirt. She grabbed her keys and her phone and stepped out the door of her apartment. She went down the stairs to the back patio, which was strangely serene in the midmorning light. Shaded by the building, it edged up against the San Antonio River—the real San Antonio River, not the beautifully controlled and manicured park of the River Walk with its wide pedestrian walkways and its quaint overhead footbridges. This was no Venice of south Texas, but the narrow springfed waterway that had made the area habitable for thousands of years.
Red unlocked the back door of the bar and propped it open. The distinctive smell of beer and cigarettes could never be obliterated, but she still liked to air the place out.
Inside, she went behind the bar and got a pot of coffee dripping. She checked the floor safe and found it undisturbed. She had been robbed several times over the years. It always made her angry and scared, but intellectually she knew that it was a typical hazard of her business and not worth getting killed for, which was why the floor safe was still downstairs and everyone knew it.
The bar area was clean and neat, a place for everything and everything in its place. That was Karl more than Red, but she appreciated it. She ran her hand along the eighty-year-old mahogany top, already knowing that it would be completely free of sticky spots or water stains.
She found her ancient coffee mug in the back of the shelf. It was once bright white, now more eggshell, so well-worn that a whole network of tiny lines were visible in the finish. Many, many long years ago, a small hand had painted the name RED in block letters on the side. It was almost faded into complete obscurity, but she knew it was still there.
As soon as the coffee was ready, she filled her cup and took it out to the patio. The end of August was still terribly hot, but the morning shade was surprisingly nice. She put her coffee on a table and then sat down, propping her bare feet in a chair nearby.
Red pulled her big knot of hair away from her neck and back and held it atop her head. She’d grown so accustomed to the posture that it had become comfortable. She gazed out at the river flowing by, south toward downtown. Much narrower in this wild stretch, little more than fifteen feet across, the water ran faster as it made an easterly meander behind the property. Beyond the far bank were vacant lots that were heavily wooded, giving a pastoral feel that was only belied by the traffic noise of the nearby freeway interchange.
In moments like these, Red could sometimes be caught letting her guard down, remembering long-ago times in a distant farmhouse near the town of Piney Woods. She almost allowed herself that memory, then she jerked herself back into the present with a start. She didn’t want to look back. She refused to remember.
Instead, she sipped her coffee and speculated on the future, dismissing all rumors of change for the area. She foresaw the years ahead as not much different than here and now. She’d continue keeping her customers coming in. The younger bands would bring in younger patrons, and once they got accustomed to the place, they would gradually take their parents’ places in the booths and at the bar. Her absentee landlord had surprised her last year with a new lease at a higher price. She had put him off, refusing to sign anything and paying month to month. She was determined to extract some repairs for the higher price. The place looked okay at night, but in daytime, the building seemed neglected and almost sad. She really wanted to paint the exterior. How much could that cost him? Maybe they’d find a compromise. If he just bought the paint, she could get Cam to do the labor. It was her experience that musicians were always excellent and experienced housepainters. Of course, she didn’t know how long Cam would be around. But if she got the paint, a man couldn’t leave in the middle of a paint job, could he? Especially not a guy who played the fiddle.
Red was still pondering this question when her cell went off again. She straightened her legs in order to pull the phone out of her jeans pocket. It was the same strange number that had called before. With a sigh, she decided that they’d never stop calling until she told them she wasn’t interested.
“Hello,” she said.
“God, I thought you were never going to pick up,” a familiar voice on the other end of the line blurted out. “Hey, Red, it’s me.”
Immediately she sat up straight in her chair. “Bridge?” Just saying the name aloud gave her a strange buoyant feeling. “Are you back in town?”
“No, I’m calling from Kabul,” she answered. “I don’t expect to be back until Christmas. I told you that.”
“Yeah, yeah, you did,” Red agreed. “I just…I guess I just didn’t expect to hear from you. Are you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied. “But Mike’s mother isn’t. That’s why I called. She had a stroke last night.”
“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry. Is she going to be okay?”
“She’s pretty bad off,” Bridge said. “But she’s hanging in there. The report I got is that, assuming they get her stabilized, they’ll move her to a rehab facility for several weeks. They say you can’t tell at first who is really going to benefit from therapy and who isn’t. She’s pretty strong and only sixty-six, but, of course, her diabetes is a big complication.”
“Is Mike with her?”
“Mike’s in Korea, remember that?” She sounded half-annoyed that Red might not be keeping up.
“Oh yeah, of course I remember.”
“He’s working on getting a week of compassionate leave, but it may be a few days before he gets a hop to San Antonio.”
“Well, do you want me to go by and see her?” Red asked. “I’m not exactly a friend, but I could sure put the fear of God in the nurses if it’s needed.”
“That would be nice, Red,” Bridge answered. “But what I really need for you to do is take the kids.”
“Take the kids?” She repeated the words as if their meaning was unclear. “Take them where?”
“Mike’s mom can’t really move or speak. She may fully recover, but it’ll be a long time before she can even care for herself, much less my two kids.”
“Who has them now?”
“They’re in the Family Services office at Fort Sam. I talked to Olivia about an hour ago. She and Daniel are pretty scared, but you know they’re like me, tough inside and out. Family Services can’t offer much in the way of temporary care for kids that age. They’re waiting for my backup custody to pick them up. That’s you.”
That reality hung out there in an instant of complete dumbfounded silence.
“It can’t be me,” Red insisted. “I don’t know anything about kids.”
“What’s to know? They practically raise themselves.”
“No, they don’t,” Red responded with certainty. “They’re just babies. There’s no way that I can take them in.”
“They are not babies,” Bridge argued. “Olivia is nine and Daniel is six. And you agreed.”
“You said I wouldn’t have to do anything but agree.”
There was a heavy sigh at the other end of the line. “Well, I’m sorry about that. There are things beyond my control.”
Those words momentarily gave Red pause.
“That’s a rare admission for you,” Red pointed out.
“I suppose we all live and learn,” Bridge said. “Anyway, you have to do it.”
“Can’t you just come home?”
“The army doesn’t work that way.”
“Have you tried? I’m sure if they knew that the kids are on their own, they’d want to help.”
“Of course they’d want to help,” Bridge said. “But they can’t help. Everybody’s got problems. Before we deploy, families work out their own plan. This is our family plan.”
Red felt a desperate, sinking sense of unpleasant inevitability.
“I’m not any good with kids,” she pleaded. “You, of all people, should know that.”
“I do know it, and if there was anyone else I could hand them off to, I would,” Bridge said. “There isn’t anybody else.”
“Can’t you send them to Korea to stay with Mike?”
“That’s possible,” she said. “But it’s not going to be easy. I’m army. Mike’s air force. That’s two different branches of the military. It’s not just that they don’t speak the same language, they each try to pretend that the other doesn’t exist.”
“But you can get them transferred to him.”
“Maybe, if he agrees, though I doubt he’ll be all that willing to give up his hard-won bachelor life. Even if he is, it’ll require a judge’s order to alter the custody agreement. And all the paperwork changing them from army dependents to air force dependents, that takes time,” Bridge said. “Somebody has to pick them up today. You have to pick them up. Today.”
Red glanced around her beloved patio bar with new eyes. “This is no place to raise kids,” she insisted.
“Mother!” Bridge said sharply. She never used the term except for the shock value of it. “I haven’t the time or inclination to argue. I’ve already been on this phone longer than I should be. These are your grandchildren. You are now responsible for them. They’re depending upon you. And you will not, under any circumstances, let any of us down. Do you understand?”
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It was extremely curious that the one person in the world that Red should never have to take orders from—her daughter—was the only person who could consistently compel her to do anything.
Bridge’s forceful admonition, undoubtedly delivered in exactly the same tone that she utilized with the men and women under her command, had so spurred Red that she’d immediately hurried to do her duty.
Without a word to Cam, who was still in the shower, she locked up the bar and jumped into her seventeen-year-old primer-gray Honda CRX. The car made a definite whiny sound as she started it up, but the engine did turn over and within fifteen minutes she was at the guard gate of the nearby army base.
As soon as they stopped her, Red knew she should have thought this out more thoroughly.
“Are you aware that your inspection sticker is out of date?” a soldier, still so young he had peach fuzz on his cheeks, asked her.
“Yeah, I…uh…well, I just hadn’t gotten around to that,” she admitted.
He nodded gravely and made a slight sniffing sound.
“Have you been drinking this morning, ma’am?” he asked.
“Oh no,” Red insisted. “It’s my clothes. I work in a bar and everything I own has that sort of beer smell to it.”
“Please step out of the vehicle.”
His words weren’t merely a suggestion.
Red regretted her hasty departure from home now. Running around town without underwear was a definite no-no. Even if she was completely covered with jeans and T-shirt, she felt indecent, which made her behave guiltily, which, reasonably, made the gate guards suspicious of her.
“What’s your purpose here today?” he asked her.
“I’m picking up my grandchildren.”
Red didn’t see any perceptible rise of the young soldier’s eyebrow, but she felt it.
“My daughter is overseas and…”
Her explanation was much longer and more detailed than she wanted it to be. Red just couldn’t stop expounding, clarifying, justifying. She heard herself talking, but she couldn’t shut herself up. She was out of place. Intent on a task unsuited to her. It was as if she needed to convince both of them that she belonged here.
The soldier directed her to an office. Inside, phone calls were made and her business there was verified. After only a few minutes she was given a paper pass that she carried back to the guard.
“Get that sticker up-to-date before you come in next time,” the young man told her.
Red hoped that, if she was lucky, she’d never have to come back here again.
After wandering through her directions and missing the turn twice, she finally parked in front of the Family Assistance Center. Flipping down the visor mirror, she gazed at herself in dismay. She combed through her wild hair with her fingers and pinched her cheeks to give them a little color. Then, taking a deep breath and placing what she hoped was a confident smile on her face, she walked inside.
The office was a square in pale neutral colors. Light poured in from the windows through utilitarian blinds. A large African-American woman was seated behind a desk, chatting on the phone. Red saw the children as soon as she walked through the door. They were sitting together in a secluded area visible from the main room, but separated from it. It was full of colorful furniture and toys that were being completely ignored. Daniel was stretched out on the chairs, his dark, curly head in the lap of his big sister. Olivia looked up and Red saw recognition in the young girl’s eyes, but she offered no greeting.
Red smiled at her and waved.
When there was no response from the children, Red turned to the woman at the desk. She mouthed, “Hi,” and then waited patiently until she’d hung up the phone.
“May I help you?”
“I’m Staff Sergeant Lujan’s mother. I’m here to pick up her children.”
The boy raised his head when he head her words. He eyed Red suspiciously and then said something to his sister.
“Uh-huh,” the woman responded, and began sorting through the papers on her desk. “We tried to get you last night, but nobody answered and the children weren’t sure of your address.”
“I work nights,” Red explained simply. Her attention was still on the two youngsters whispering together across the room.
“I need to see your driver’s license.”
Red managed to fish it out of her purse again. At least this time it wasn’t stuck to anything. She was nervous, jittery. She bit her lip to keep herself from going on an explaining jag like she had at the gate. She would only answer questions that were asked. And she would only give as much information as was needed. That’s the way Bridge would have handled it.
Red’s comment to her daughter that she didn’t know anything about kids was more true than any outsider might imagine. Red had been a single, teenage mother, alone, scared and basically clueless. It seemed, in retrospect, that Bridge had raised herself. Everything she was, everything she’d achieved, she had managed all on her own. Her daughter’s childhood was a mysterious blur. Looking back, it seemed as if Bridge had always been a grown-up, responsible, dependable, unflappable. One minute Red was in a charity bed at Santa Rosa Hospital, being ordered to push. And the next, Bridge was marching out the front door in her military uniform.
“Just sign these papers and they are all yours,” the woman said.
Red felt only the very slightest hesitation before she sat in the seat offered and began plowing through the mountain of paperwork she’d been handed. The army, it seemed, wanted to know everything about her and the placement of the children.
Red tapped her pen nervously over some of the questions and even had to ask for help.
“I don’t know what school the children will attend,” she admitted. “I mean, I’m sure my neighborhood must have a school, I guess I just never noticed it.”
“You can write ‘summer recess’ in that blank now. You’ll have to come back with enrollment evidence later anyway.”
Red went back to the paperwork, but not before she caught sight of Olivia’s eyes. Her expression was condemning. Red could almost hear her thoughts. She hasn’t even thought about where we’ll go to school.
Red determinedly reminded herself that by then they’d be somebody else’s problem.
She signed the final page and pushed the paperwork across the desk. The woman thanked her and waved the kids over.
“Come on now,” she called out to them. “Your grandma’s come here to get you. Better run give her a big hello kiss.”
Big hello kisses were obviously not paramount in the minds of the two children who gathered up their suitcases and backpacks as if the weight of the world was on their young shoulders.
“I need to go to the library,” were Olivia’s first words to Red.
Daniel didn’t say anything. He just looked at her as if she were a strange alien creature, and a frightening one at that.
“Okay, maybe later,” Red answered. “Let’s go to my place and get you settled in first.”
It was hard to imagine how she could ever get these two settled into her apartment.
Red grabbed up Daniel’s book bag, which was almost as big as he was. He reacted as if she was trying to steal it and said something to his sister in Spanish.
“She’s just going to help you carry it,” Olivia answered the boy.
He didn’t seem happy about that, but as Red led them out the door, he reluctantly followed his sister.
She opened the back hatch of the CRX and began stowing the gear inside. Daniel was talking again, in Spanish, and this time his sister was answering in the same language.
“Doesn’t he speak English?” Red asked.
“Of course he does,” Olivia answered. “Right now, he just doesn’t want to.”
Oh great! Red thought as she managed to keep from sighing or rolling her eyes.
When all the baggage was loaded, she urged the kids to the passenger door.
“I guess Daniel should go up in the back, since he’s smaller,” Red said.
Olivia peered inside the car and then gazed at Red in astonishment. “There isn’t anyplace to sit back there,” she pointed out.
Red shrugged. “The car’s a two-seater, but your brother can scoot in there cross-legged and he’ll be fine.”
“He needs a real place to sit and to be buckled in,” Olivia said.
She sounded so much like her mother, Red thought, such a little stickler for the rules.
“Don’t worry. It’s okay.”
“It’s not okay, it’s illegal,” Olivia pointed out. “And it’s unsafe. Nobody will let you drive us that way.”
“It will be fine,” Red assured her.
“I don’t think so,” Olivia said. “He needs to be sitting in a seat, with a seat belt.”
“We don’t have a seat with a seat belt, so we’ll make do with what we have.”
The little girl’s sigh was one of long-suffering before she complied.
Red’s plan to make do lasted all the way to the gate. The same grave-spoken young soldier who’d unhappily let her in was now unwilling to let her out.
“I chose to overlook an out-of-date inspection sticker,” he reminded her. “But I cannot allow you out on a public street with a child who is not properly or legally restrained.”
Red argued for several minutes. She’d drive slowly. She’d take only backstreets. She wasn’t going far. None of it made any difference.
Red moved the car into the small waiting lot and she and the children sat down on a bench.
“I told you so,” Olivia said quietly, almost under her breath.
Red didn’t even acknowledge hearing that. Instead, she snapped open her phone. She couldn’t think of who to call at first. It was Friday morning and everyone she knew was at work. Finally she called the only person she was sure would answer.
“Hey, Red,” Cam said as he picked up. “Where’d you run off to so quickly?”
His voice was languid and silky smooth.
“I need you to do me a favor,” she said, very matter-of-fact. “And I don’t want to play Twenty Questions about it, I just want you to do it.”
“Okay. What do you need?” he asked. His tone had changed completely from sweet-nothing whispers to all business.
“Bring your van and meet me at the Walters Avenue gate at Fort Sam Houston as soon as you can.”
There was a hesitation on the other end of the line. She was sure there were a thousand things that he wanted to ask, but she’d told him not to, and he didn’t.
“It may take me fifteen or twenty minutes,” he told her. “I’ll go as fast as I can.”
“Thanks.”
She hung up.
Red glanced over at the children. They were sitting close together at the far end of the bench, as if trying to put as much distance as possible between themselves and this stranger who was, not very willingly or successfully, trying to take them home.
They had their father’s looks. Both had tan skin and brown eyes. Olivia’s long dark hair was thick and straight and pulled away from her face with a purple plastic headband. Daniel’s was curly and badly in need of a cut. The too-long curls gave his head an oversize appearance. They both had on shorts and flip-flops. Olivia’s shirt was decorated with tiny purple bows. Daniel’s advertised a pirate movie that he would not be old enough to see for a very long time. They were young and scared and very alone. Red could almost remember that feeling, and it generated an empathy for them that was genuine enough to be uncomfortable.
Daniel was still talking to his sister in a language Red didn’t understand. But she’d lived in San Antonio long enough that some of it sounded familiar. She immediately picked up on the word abuela—grandmother—and she wanted to reassure them.
“I don’t know what the regulations are at the hospital where your abuela is,” she said. “Sometimes they don’t let people under twelve visit the patients. But I can sure check on that and we can try to go see her.”
Olivia gave her a puzzled look before muttering thanks.
“That’s what you were talking about, right?” Red asked. “I’m sure I heard Daniel say abuela.”
“Oh yeah,” Olivia said. “But he wasn’t talking about our other grandmother, he was talking about you.”
“Oh.”
“He doesn’t remember you, but I told him who you are,” Olivia said. “That you’re our mom’s mother and that we never see you because you’re very busy and you work nights and sleep all day. But you’re still our grandmother.”
“Oh, right,” Red agreed.
“At first he didn’t believe me because he said that you don’t look like a grandmother,” Olivia told her.
Red smiled, pleased.
“Daniel says grandmothers are supposed to look sweet and like you want to hug them,” Olivia went on. “But you look like a stranger, the kind that Mom would tell us to run away from.”
Red’s jaw dropped at the young girl’s frankness.
“I told him, you’re our grandmother whether you look like it or not.”
Red nodded. “So now he’s calling me abuela, too.”
Olivia raised an almost disdainful eyebrow. “Not exactly,” she said. “Abuela is our abuela. Daniel is calling you Abuela Mala.”
“Abuela Mala?”
Olivia nodded again. “Yeah, Bad Grandma.”
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How does a woman introduce her boy-toy to her grandchildren?
It wasn’t the only question on Red’s mind, but it was not as critical as most of the others, so she chose to deal with it first.
She could be casual. Hey, these are my grandkids! Completely ignoring the fact that she’d never before mentioned their existence.
She could tug at his heartstrings. Poor kids, their mom is in combat and they have nobody to depend on but me.
Or she could just say nothing and let him draw his own conclusions.
As far as Daniel and Olivia were concerned, she was pretty sure that she shouldn’t suggest that they call him Gramps.
Olivia was pacing, her arms folded across her chest. Every few minutes, she would stop to give Red a disgusted glance that was reminiscent of her mother.
Daniel sat on the far end of the bench, his knees drawn up and bent forward from the waist as if trying to make himself as small as possible. His gaze was most often focused upon his sister, but occasionally he looked in Red’s direction with enough trepidation to suggest that any moment he expected her to cackle insanely before jumping on her broomstick to fly away.
What was she going to do with these kids?
The questions stirred a panic inside her. She calmed it with the reasonable answer that she couldn’t do anything. She’d hold them, keep them safe, until Mike got here and then they were his problem.
“I need to go to the library!” Olivia’s announcement was voiced as a command.
“Yeah, I know, you said that already,” Red replied. “I’ll get you there as soon as I can. Just hold your horses. Even in Texas, late library books are not a hanging offense.”
Olivia gave her a disgusted look accompanied by an audible sniff before resuming her pacing.
The waiting time was interminable. Finally, Cam’s well-used slate-gray minivan pulled in to the lot beside the guard gate. It was a welcome sight. He stepped out of the driver’s-side door, handsome as always. His long, muscular legs were clad in faded blue denim and his ancient T-shirt, which advertised the Bent Bucket’s National Drop-in Tour, clung attractively to his chest. Except for the length of plaited ponytail that hung down his back, his blond hair was mostly covered by a straw hat, so weathered and misshapen its cowboy origins were almost indiscernible.
“Hey, babe!” he called out to her. When he got closer, he apologized. “I got here as fast as I could. It’s not as hot today as it has been, but I bet taking in a few rays on this bench wasn’t what you had in mind this morning.”
Red shrugged. “I think I’m now qualified for a job watching paint dry.”
He grinned at her and then glanced around. If he noticed the kids, he didn’t make any comment.
“Okay, what am I loading up?” he asked.
She hesitated. It was only an instant, but it was long enough to feel that moment of regret that her next words might well bring an end to a very sweet and satisfying relationship.
“These kids,” she told him.
Cam’s eyebrows lifted in surprise and he glanced toward the children for the first time. When he looked back at Red, his expression was skeptical.
“I don’t know which is less likely with you,” he said. “Are we kidnapping or babysitting?”
“These are my grandchildren,” Red answered evenly.
She watched his face for signs of shock, horror, disgust. Whatever he felt, she couldn’t detect it.
“Well, all right!” Cam said, walking past her. “My name’s Cam. I’m a friend of your grandmother’s. I’ve brought an amazing American-made multitransport vehicle to chauffeur you to exciting new destinations within the city. Cool, huh?”
With oversize body language and over-the-top verbiage he caught the children off guard. They forgot that they were scared and bored and annoyed. Olivia’s expression softened almost to amused and Daniel rose from his curled-up position on the bench to study the new arrival curiously. Cam greeted them individually with a high five.
“What kind of name is Cam?” Olivia asked.
He shrugged. “It’s my name,” he answered. “A little weird, I guess. But not so bad as it could be. It’s short for Campbell. Not camera, if you were wondering about that. Or camouflage. Or chameleon. It would be tough if my name was short for camel or something like that.”
The two kids shared a quick, this-guy-is-kind-of-fun glance.
“I’m Olivia and that’s Daniel. He’s not speaking English today.”
Cam nodded. “Sometimes I don’t want to speak it, either,” he said to the boy. “So, are you talking at all today?”
“Solamente español,” he answered.
“Okay,” Cam answered, and then continued painstakingly. “Mi español no esta buena, pero hablo con mis manos.”
“You can talk with your hands?” Olivia asked. “Like sign language?”
“Not exactly sign language,” Cam said. He held up both hands facing each other and flapped the fingers against the thumbs like mouths. “Hey, what are we gonna do? Daniel doesn’t want to speak English and we don’t speak much Spanish…. We can talk to each other in front of him and he can overhear us…. That could work. But what if he wants to say something? He could whisper it to us and we could say it aloud for him…. Yeah, that could work…. Well, let’s get Daniel’s opinion on that…. Could that work for you? What do you think?”
Both children were laughing.
Daniel stepped up close to Cam and whispered to one of the hands. “I think this guy is crazy.”
“Very astute, Daniel,” Cam told him. “You’re pretty smart, huh? Why don’t we get into the van and get your dear granny out of the sunshine before she turns into one giant freckle?”
The kids giggled again as they hurried to the van. Cam got them inside and admonished them to buckle-up before turning his attention back to Red.
“Well done,” she said to him.
Cam shrugged, feigning modesty. “What can I say, kids like me.”
“Because they sense you’re one of them.”
He clutched his heart with a groan of pain. “I’m wounded!”
Red shook her head, refusing to be amused.
“Just drive my car home,” she said, exchanging keys with him.
“I get to drive the CRX? Your baby? Oh wait, I guess I’ve uncovered the secret that it’s not your only baby,” Cam said.
“Oh, kiss my a—”
A quick glance toward the kids stopped Red in midsyllable.
“Your armadillo?” Cam finished for her. His mention of her tattoo would not be something that the children could pick up on. “Thank you, maybe some other time.”
His smile was sardonic and although his tone was still light, Red knew him well enough to recognize foreboding. But she’d already accepted the inevitable. No hot young guy would want to be hooked up with a granny.
“See you at the bar,” she answered and headed for the driver’s side of the minivan. Deliberately she didn’t look back. She’d learned long ago that was the best way to move forward.
Red seated herself behind the steering wheel and fitted the key into the ignition. Before turning the engine over, she glanced at her two passengers. Daniel was buckled in, but had pulled his knees to his chest and was hiding his face behind them. Olivia was glaring at Red, but surprisingly, she detected the vulnerability behind the mask.
“Look, kids,” Red said to them. “This is not going to be perfect, but I think if we all do our best to get along, we’ll make it through this.”
Neither child seemed buoyed by her pep talk. Red sighed and started up the engine. She didn’t say another word during the entire trip, but the ride couldn’t have been accurately described as quiet. Daniel began whispering to his sister in Spanish. She answered him similarly. Red had no idea what the discussion was about, but she could recognize the tone. Daniel’s whispers were urgent. Olivia’s replies were initially dismissive, followed by placating and eventually angry. By the time Red pulled in to her parking space behind the bar, the two weren’t talking to each other at all.
“What’s this place?” Olivia asked.
“This is where I live.”
“You live in a bar?” The little girl’s voice was incredulous. “Does Mom know this?”
“Of course she does,” Red replied. “I live in the upstairs apartment. It’s small, but we’ll try to think of it as cozy, okay?”
Cozy was not what it seemed a few minutes later when the three of them were standing inside. It looked like what it was. An efficiency apartment with a couch, TV and kitchenette. Its tiny bedroom looked like a cave with the blackout curtains. And a double bed really didn’t provide sleeping arrangements for three.
“You kids can have the bedroom,” she told them. “I’ll sleep out here on the couch.”
“What about our stuff?” Olivia asked. “Where are we going to put our stuff?”
“What stuff?”
Olivia looked at her in disbelief. “Do you think this is all we have?” she asked, indicating her backpack. “All our clothes and toys and books, it’s all at Abuela’s house.”
“It’ll be fine over there,” Red said. “Nothing is going to happen to it.”
“We’re going to need it,” Olivia explained. “School starts in two weeks. We’re going to need all of it.”
Red didn’t answer that. But she wasn’t worried. By then she would most certainly have handed them over to their father. They wouldn’t be here for long. But even a night or two was problematic.
She looked around the rooms she’d called home for nine years and the evidence was as glaring as the truth it represented. She had created a place for herself that ensured that she live her life alone. Even with only two small children, the rooms had become claustrophobically close. Red needed some breathing space.
“Didn’t you say you needed to go to the library?” she asked Olivia.
“Uh-huh.”
“Then get your stuff and let’s go. I’ll meet you in the van.”
In three steps Red was out of the apartment, but she couldn’t quite escape her current predicament. Halfway down the stairs, Cam lounged across her path. His hat was tipped back and his eyes were focused on her. She slowed her steps.
Clearly it was break-up time. She didn’t want to do it.
It’s like ripping off a bandage, she reminded herself. The quicker it’s done, the sooner it’s over with. Still, she hesitated.
“I don’t really have time for this right now,” she told him.
He raised an eyebrow. “Time for what?”
“Time to…to talk things over,” she dissembled.
He nodded. “You mean things like why you told me you don’t have any children?”
“I don’t have any ‘children,’” Red hedged. “My daughter is a grown-up woman, obviously.”
“Obviously.”
Cam continued to look at her directly. His gaze was unavoidable. “Okay, so I lied.”
“Right,” he said. “You lied. Why’d you do that?”
“Because…because I didn’t think it was any of your business,” she said.
Olivia and Daniel slammed the door of the apartment and hurried down the stairs behind her.
“I’ve got to take Olivia to the library,” she said, grateful for the reprieve.
“Okay,” Cam answered. “I’ll come with you.”
That wasn’t what Red had in mind, but there wasn’t any graceful way to stop it, so she let it go. At least they wouldn’t be able to have their talk while the kids were in the car.
In that she was thwarted as well. When they got to the van, Cam had a better idea.
“Why don’t we walk,” he said. “Hey, kids, you want to walk? It’s a great day for a walk.”
Both Olivia and Daniel seemed enthusiastic. Red was not.
“It’s too far, through a rough part of town, and it’s a hundred degrees out here,” she complained.
“It’s eight, maybe ten blocks. That’s nothing to kids,” he assured her. “And the area’s not rough, just empty. In daylight, it’s mostly parking lots.” He damped his index finger on his tongue and held it up in the air. “I’d say it’s only ninety-three, maybe ninety-four. Perfect San Antonio weather.”
Red wanted to argue, but the kids were already rushing out to the sidewalk.
“Don’t get so far ahead that I can’t see you,” Red called out. “And wait at the corner.”
If Olivia thought those were baby rules, at least she didn’t say so.
Red and Cam followed at a good pace as they made their way southward on Avenue B past the autobody shop, a plumbing warehouse and a couple of vacant lots. She was surprised when he took her hand.
“What?” he asked at her startled expression. “Do you think this will embarrass the kids? Or will it embarrass you?”
She didn’t answer that, she just changed the subject.
“I know we need to talk about…about all this and where our relationship goes from here and all that,” Red said. “But can we just skip it? Now you know how old I am. That I have a grown daughter with kids of her own. You can either opt out or don’t, but I’d just as soon not talk about it.”
Cam made a slightly affirmative sound and kept moving ahead, thoughtfully.
“Did you think that I didn’t know how old you are?” he asked.
“Well, of course I knew that you knew that I’m older than you,” she answered. “But having grandkids? I’m pretty sure that guys like you don’t date women with grandkids.”
“Is that why you didn’t mention it?”
“That’s a reason. There are several others, just as good,” she answered.
“One of those being that it’s none of my business,” Cam said, quoting her earlier comment.
Red didn’t answer that, but merely shrugged.
Up ahead, Olivia and Daniel had stopped at the corner, dutifully waiting for them.
“So, where’s their mother?” Cam asked.
“Afghanistan,” Red answered. “When she’s deployed they usually stay with their other grandmother, but she had a stroke last night.”
“Wow, tough break.”
“Yeah.”
He turned to give her a slight grin. “I meant for them, not for you.”
“I meant them, too!” Red insisted.
“What about their dad?”
“He and my daughter are divorced,” she answered. “But he’ll be here in San Antonio in a day or two and take them off my hands.”
They caught up to the kids and turned the corner to cross the narrow river bridge. Daniel leaned against the railing, content to watch the flow of the water. Both sides of the river were marked with bright orange flags and areas taped off. The boy seemed inordinately interested in the marking. Olivia urged him on down the street, her eagerness to get to the library apparent.
“So your daughter’s name is…?”
“Bridge. Bridge Lujan.”
“Bridge is short for Bridget?”
“No,” Red answered. “Just Bridge. It was…it was just something I thought up when she was born. She was like my bridge from my old life to my new one.”
Cam eyed her curiously as if expecting her to say more.
She was hesitant to say too much. “You know how teenagers are,” she explained, forcing a chuckle that wasn’t completely sincere. “I was very dramatic and my world was full of meaning.”
Red continued quickly, unwilling to give him a chance to delve any further in those things she didn’t want to remember.
“Bridge is an operating-room specialist,” she said. “She supervises other soldiers and they make sure that the surgical areas are safe and sterile. Most of the time she works here, at BAMC, the army hospital. But this is her second deployment to the Middle East.”
“Are you worried about her?”
“Well, certainly. I am human, you know,” Red told him. “But Bridge can really take care of herself. She always has.”
At St. Mary’s Street they turned south again, past the U-PiK-It grocery that was crammed into a vintage 1920s gasoline station. There were more buildings on the streets to see now. Small hotels, a television station, the photography building of the Southwest School of Art. Daniel was curious about all of them and dawdled. Olivia kept up a steady pace all the way to Navarro Street.
“Was she raised by her dad?”
“Huh?”
“Your daughter. Did your ex get custody?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You don’t seem to know the kids very well,” he said. “I thought maybe your daughter grew up with your ex-husband.”
Red opened her mouth to answer, but then took a moment to reply more carefully.
“My daughter grew up with me,” she said. “But Bridge and the kids, they have their own life. And I have mine.”
“Did you and your daughter have some kind of falling-out?”
“Oh no, nothing like that,” Red insisted. “We just don’t have much in common.”
Cam chuckled. “Oh yeah, right. Nothing except two kids who need you.”
Red shook her head and waved away his interpretation as they continued down the street.
“Look, I know you’re pissed off that I lied to you about Bridge and the kids, but I wasn’t hiding anything. It’s just that a time to discuss the subject didn’t come up.”
“It didn’t come up because you deliberately didn’t bring it up,” Cam said.
“And when would have been a good time?” Red asked. “In the middle of ‘oh baby, oh baby, yes, yes,’ I should just throw in, ‘by the way, I have a daughter and two grandchildren.’”
“So in the last five months that we’ve been together there wasn’t any time when we weren’t in the middle of having sex?” he asked.
“Darling, that’s a good thing,” Red answered, trying to make a joke of it. Cam wasn’t amused.
“Don’t pretend that we’re just sex buddies,” he said.
Red feigned incredulity. “Don’t pretend we’re anything else,” she countered.
Cam’s mouth thinned into one unhappy line and he kept his glance straight ahead.
Red forced a carefree jaunt to her step. She’d hurt him. She knew it. But it was for the best and now it was done. She’d pushed him away. And the emptiness she felt inside, that would pass. It always did. He’d find someone else. Someone younger who could give him a couple of kids to raise. That woman would make him give up music for a real job and keep him home at night. That’s what he needed, anyway. And Red, well, she’d keep the kids until Mike got there and then she’d move on. There was always another cowboy willing to give her a ride.
Ahead at the end of the block was the San Antonio Central Library. Built in the early 1990s in the unique architectural style described as Mexican Modernist, it would have been striking enough just in its design. But the building had also been painted enchilada red, a true splash of color in a neighborhood of muted gray. Many locals had initially been taken aback, but time had mellowed the paint and venerated the walls and angles to the point where most in the city would say, That’s what a library is supposed to look like.
Cam and Red waited with the children at the crosswalk and then followed them through the Garden of Spheres and along the colonnade, not speaking.
Red wished she could have saved the breakup for the walk home. She didn’t want to be with him now. She didn’t want to see him after it was over. And she didn’t understand why he didn’t just take off. That’s what she would have done, walk away. It would save everybody these uncomfortable, uneasy moments afterward. Cam should know that. Apparently he didn’t. He stayed at her side.
The kids ran inside the building on their own. The two adults had to rush to keep up with them.
“Where are we going?” Red asked.
“Third floor,” Olivia answered. “That’s the kid area. Have you never been in the library before?”
Red didn’t answer that. Instead, she followed her grandchildren to the elevator and up to the Juvenile Books section. There, the two split off in opposite directions. Daniel was on his knees on a brightly colored mat looking though the contents of a low-rise bookshelf. Olivia crossed the room to seat herself in front of a computer and immediately began typing something in.
Red stood, ill at ease, with Cam at her side.
“You don’t have to stay,” she said finally. “We can find our way back.”
He turned and with a raised eyebrow glanced at her. “I thought you said it was a dangerous neighborhood.”
“I was wrong about that,” she answered. “It seemed fine when we walked through it.”
“Still, I wouldn’t want you and the kids to be alone,” he said.
“I actually prefer it that way,” she said, turning to glare at him with challenge. “I found out a long time ago that there are just very few things that I actually need a man for. Moving a heavy refrigerator is one. Another is…well, stamina in the bedroom, that I have to admit you are very good at. But herding a couple of kids, that’s what women do. Men should just go on about their business.”
He nodded slightly and there was a smile on his face, but it had nothing to do with humor.
“So let me get this straight,” he said. “You don’t have anything heavy to move and it’s probably a bad idea for me to lead you behind the bookshelves for a quick screw. Therefore I can just leave.”
“Yes.”
He shook his head. “Well, you’re underestimating my abilities. Who’s going to translate all those English-language picture books for little Mr. Unilingual?”
“I can read to Daniel.”
“I doubt if he would let you,” Cam said, flapping his fingers against his thumbs as he’d done for the children earlier. “Talk to the hands.”
 
To: buildabetterbridge@citymail.com
August 23 11:03 a.m.
From: Livy156@ABrats.org
Subject: Don’t Worry
THIS RED PERSON IS WEIRD! Sorry. Know that was rude. And becuz shes your parent I have to be nice to her. Just wanna let ya know that D & me are OK. Her place is a bar, Mom. She says you knew that. True? Did you live there? Ewww. Totally gross.
D calls her Abuela Mala. TOO FUNNY! TOO TRUE! She doesnt know anything. She hasnt said nothing about food. I know Daniel is hungry and I am starfing. I looked in her fridge and there is nothing but a jar of mayo. How is she going to feed us on a jar of mayo? She doesnt know we have to buckle-up and she thinks that we dont need our stuff. I made her come here to the library. I dont think shes ever been here before. Maybe she cant read. How is she going to help us with our homework. If we have homework. She doesnt know anything about school. Not even where one is.
Daniel is only speaking Spanish so he wont have to talk to her. I wish I thought of that.
But she does have a cute boyfriend. I think I hate her. I dont like to hate people. But she is weird and she is strange looking. Her skin is as white as like a vampire or something. And the hair, yuk.
Daniel is afraid of her. He is trying to disappear again. When Abuela got sick and the ambulance and everything it really scared him. I told him it’s not like Buttercup. A cat can get sick and die but Abuela is in a hospital and they will make her better. He says he believes me, but he thinks that maybe he was bad or broke a rule so God took away Abuela and gave him Abuela Mala as a punishment. HE IS SUCH A BABY!
I wish you were here. But I know that you have to be there to help make sure that the soldiers that get hurt get better. A soldier has to do her duty. So I will try to do mine too. But I miss you. So does Daniel.
But don’t worry about us. Everything is fine.
Livy
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