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Kate shaded her eyes from the sun and watched the light plane,
chasing clouds, glide over the sage green hills and blooming cacti.
Spring was wetter than normal this year, and the little desert
frogs had awakened from their long hibernation and popped out to
sing their mating songs and have a little fun before the water
dried up and they resumed their dirt naps. Walking through fields
sprinkled gently with wildflowers in muted yellows and oranges, she
envied the little croakers and their lack of responsibilities.

Another light plane glided over her head and she frowned.
Saturdays were like that: all the rich, young risk-takers would
launch themselves from the Huachuca Mountains and drift across the
sky in a noisy imitation of the falcons they scared away. Kate
pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and wiped it across her
brow, catching the sweat before it dropped into her eyes, and
leaned a moment on her walking stick. The day was too warm for the
flannel shirt she had worn as a jacket; she took it off and wrapped
it around her waist, tying the arms together.

Ahead of her, she could hear George, her retriever, barking to
beat the band. Those people – the ones who thought they knew better
than the locals – were building a fence across the south end of the
city boy’s property – with his permission, of course. She’d lived
along the U.S.-Mexico border long enough to know that some
half-assed fence wasn’t going to keep out the migrants; the
opportunities were so much greater on the north side than on the
south. Doesn’t seem right, she thought, that poverty and plenty
lived within inches of one another.

Years before, her husband, Charlie, found the body of a young
man on their property; the coroner determined he died for a lack of
water. Charlie swore it would never happen on their property again.
He placed five ceramic jugs at even intervals along the southern
edge of their land, marking each one with a blue flag about five
feet off the ground – eye level. Every day, he would carry a
canteen of water out to the jugs and top them off if they needed
it. Kate used to go with him occasionally, though the walk made her
knees ache and she slowed Charlie down. But then Charlie had a
stroke; for the last few years, Kate had patrolled alone.

The first of the five half-buried water jugs was untouched and
no footprints were near it, so she walked on. She was close enough
to the wall construction crew to hear the machinery grinding
sometimes, the low rumbling carried on the wind. She could only
hear George today, though; he was still carrying on up ahead, his
barking causing all the other animals to fall silent in awe of his
persistence. “George! Be still!” she shouted, but he seemed to take
her command as an acknowledgement that she was paying attention: he
barked more insistently. “Well, then,” she muttered, “Just hold
your horses. I’m getting there.”

Though she barely glanced at the second jug on the perimeter of
her property, she knew instinctively that it hadn’t been touched;
years of hunting mule deer with Charlie had taught her to recognize
signs of life. She knew Charlie approved of her continuing their
patrols, even if he couldn’t say it. Every afternoon, she’d sit
next to his bed and tell him all about her walks: the wildflowers,
the frogs, the occasional deer running across the land, and, of
course, the jugs. Never was much of a talker, old Charlie – used to
get on her nerves, all that silence. She used to pester him all the
time to talk to her, until one day he stopped working and said:
“Damn it, woman, I told you once I was fine. If that changes, I’ll
let you know.” No, sir, never much of a talker.

George was about a quarter mile ahead yet, at the third water
station, apparently barking at a century plant in bloom. Damn dog
has eaten some wacky weed, she thought, trudging on.

In the winter, Kate made the walk during the noon hour because
it was warm enough for her to go outside; old age had slowed her
blood circulation, forcing Kate to acknowledge the chill that even
southern Arizona must endure. Because the spring winds could be
nippy, she did not change her winter routine until the weather
became too warm for noontime strolls. Today, she wished she’d come
out in the morning so that she could have benefited from the
morning breeze and longer shadows. She mopped her forehead again
with Charlie’s old ragged bandana and resolved to start her patrol
by eight tomorrow morning.

“George, would you cut it out? I’m coming already,” she yelled
at her persistent pet. He whimpered a little and pawed at the
ground.

Feet. Oh dear God, there were feet. Cursing her feebleness, she
sped herself along as fast as she could, ignoring the pain.
Rounding the cactus, Kate saw a young pregnant woman, still as
death. Someone had moved the third jug close to her, but it was
tipped over and laying in a puddle of its own contents.

How long had the girl been laying out here? It couldn’t have
been more than a day – Kate had been by this spot yesterday. She’d
have to go back to the house to call someone – her cell phone
didn’t get reception out here. She heard George whine again and
rubbed the back of her neck. Well, she thought, I’d better check
for a pulse first, just in case. She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath. The whimper of pain she heard next made her jump and
open her eyes: she saw the girl clasping her stomach and panting –
definitely not dead, but clearly in labor.

“Help,” Kate said, barely above a whisper. “Help!” she shouted,
hoping to attract the attention of the workers who were still a
mile away, even though she knew that her weak and high-pitched
voice wouldn’t carry well over the desert sands. “Help us! Damn it,
you stupid sons of bitches, help—”

“No! Por favor, no, señora,” the girl panted out.

“Honey, I’ve got to get us help. I can’t do anything for
you.”

A stream of Spanish emerged from the distressed young woman. The
contraction seemed to have subsided, and she laid her head back in
the shadow of the century plant, tears rolling from the corners of
her eyes into her dirty black hair.

“Oh, sweetheart, I don’t know more than bits and pieces of
Spanish. You understand me? No, I guess you wouldn’t. No
español.”

“Ah, Dios!” the girl said. “Agua?”

“I know those words,” Kate muttered, opening the jug and holding
it to the girl’s lips. She drank, gratefully staring into Kate’s
eyes. Smiling an acknowledgement, Kate averted her eyes from the
girl and noticed a trail leading off to the northeast. “Your people
must have gone that way. How could they leave you here?”

“Gracias, señora,” the girl said, pushing the jug away.

“I’m Kate,” she said, pointing her thumb at her chest and
feeling slightly ridiculous. “Kate. Comprende?”

The girl pointed at her, smiling, and said, “Kate.”

“Good, good.” She pointed at the girl and asked, “You?”

“Vitoria.”

“Vitoria.” Kate looked at Vitoria critically. “Años?”

Vitoria said a number, Kate was sure of it, but Kate didn’t
remember any Spanish numbers past diez – ten. “No comprende,” she
said, shaking her head. The girl looked to be younger than her boy
Donald had been when he was drafted.

Vitoria looked at her, perplexed, then smiled and dragged her
finger in the dirt next to her, forming a two and a zero.

“That old? Really?” Kate asked, surprised.

A contraction contorted Vitoria’s face and she grasped her
stomach again and raised her shoulders from the ground to push.
Kate had been watching farm animals give birth since she was
knee-high to a grasshopper (as her father used to say), and she
suspected there was something very wrong just by watching Vitoria’s
stomach as it contracted: the baby hadn’t turned. “Don’t push,
Vitoria. Don’t push!” she commanded. The girl stopped and stared at
her for a moment, clearly startled by the old woman’s tone – then
continued to push. “Vitoria, no!” Kate said firmly, pressing on the
shoulder closest to her.

Understanding what the old woman was telling her, Vitoria tried
to relax her shoulders and rest her head back on the ground. When
the pain passed and Vitoria was able to focus on Kate again, Kate
mimed the pregnant belly and asked, “Months?”

“Siete,” Vitoria said, confirming to Kate the baby had not yet
turned.

Over the years, Kate had watched and participated in a few
breech births, mostly involving cows and sheep. They had been
messy, and more often than not, either the mother or the baby – and
sometimes both – didn’t survive. “Oh dear God,” she muttered. The
construction workers were just over the rise. They would have
trucks; someone would help them. “I have to get help, Vitoria. I
can’t do this alone. I’ll be back.”

“No, Kate, no, por favor, no.”

Kate struggled to pull the Spanish word for help from her
memory. “Help,” she said, pointing toward the growing wall.
“Comprende? Help! Ayuda!”

“No!” Vitoria pleaded, wrapping her hands around Kate’s arm.
Kate looked in the terrified girl’s eyes and relented: she knew
that it would take her at least half an hour to walk to where the
construction workers were gathered, and Vitoria’s contractions were
already less than five minutes apart. Kate knew she was the only
chance Vitoria and her baby had.

“Okay, Vitoria,” she said calmly, using her free hand to brush
the girl’s hair from her face, “I’m staying.”

The girl relaxed her grip and closed her eyes. Kate could only
hope Vitoria would understand and let Kate do her best to help with
the birth. She started singing a song from the war years, when she
first met Charlie, as she gently prodded the girl’s belly, looking
for the baby’s head: “Bésame, bésame mucho…” Vitoria smiled, and
another tear rolled into her hair.

Kate remembered dancing to this song with Charlie when he was a
handsome young soldier; she remembered crooning the same song over
Donald’s bassinet just a few years later. Now, she sang it as tears
rolled down her papery cheeks and she tried to turn the premature
baby in its mother’s womb. “Dearest one, if you should leave
me—”

The next contraction crashed like a wave across Vitoria’s belly
and undid all of Kate’s progress. The fear and pain in the girl’s
face struck Kate like a kick to the face. “Don’t push, Vitoria. No,
Vitoria, don’t push.” Kate leaned across her, put a hand on each of
her shoulders, and started singing again: “Bésame, bésame
mucho…”

The girl screamed until the contraction ended, then fell back in
the lengthening shadow of the century plant, panting. Kate raised
the water jug to the girl’s lips, and she swallowed a mouthful of
the clear, cool liquid.

“Are you married?” Kate asked.

The girl looked at her blankly.

After thinking a moment, Kate asked, “Marido?”

“Si. Tucson.”

Of course her husband was in Tucson. Why else would a pregnant
woman risk crossing the desert? Kate shook her head in wonder, then
asked, “Nombre?”

“Jorge,” she whispered like a prayer.

Kate laughed a little and the girl looked up at her, hurt.

Kate shook her head, and pointed to the retriever: “George.
Jorge.”

“Mi ángel,” Vitoria said, pointing to George. George crept
toward her, settling his head next to her hand, and Vitoria reached
out to pet his nose.

Kate knew what she would have to do now. There was no way she
could turn the baby externally; the contractions were too close
together. While Vitoria petted George, Kate reached beneath the
girl’s dress and found her underwear, wet to the touch from sweat
and amniotic fluids. Without looking, Kate pulled the underwear
from the bottom. Feeling the tug, Vitoria lifted herself with her
already bent legs and the garment slipped from her body. “Bueno,
Vitoria. Gracias.”

Teeth gritted determinedly, Kate pushed the girl’s dress onto
her stomach and looked at her. She was clearly dilated; if the baby
were positioned correctly, she would have had an easy birth. Kate
wondered what had caused her labor to start: the walking? The
stress? The fear?

Another contraction. “Vaya, Vitoria. Push!” Kate tried to
imagine this was just another cow she was reaching into, just
another calf she was trying to save. She felt something small and
realized she had a foot in her grasp. Closing her eyes and saying a
prayer, she felt for the other one: without it, she was sure she
would lose both Vitoria and the baby. Then, just a few inches up,
she felt the toes of a second foot. “Thank you, God,” she
whispered, pulling it even with the first foot. “Push, Vitoria,”
she coaxed, feeling the girl’s body squeeze against her hand and
hearing the girl scream. Grasping the baby’s feet with her hand,
Kate pulled in rhythm with Vitoria’s pushing. The feet, legs, and
torso appeared inch by inch in regular intervals, along with the
infant girl’s right arm – then progress stopped. Supporting the
baby’s body with one hand, she slipped her fingers back into
Vitoria and tried to gently pull the baby’s left arm down and out,
but it was wedged in too tightly. Although she feared breaking the
child’s arm, she knew didn’t have any extra time to waste – the
baby’s body was starting to turn blue. Kate carefully turned the
child so that her shoulders could be delivered more easily.
Vitoria’s shrieks increased, but the shoulders were delivered;
Vitoria’s body resisted fiercely as her daughter’s head emerged,
the umbilical cord wrapped around her neck. Unwrapping the cord and
using her finger to clear baby’s mouth, Kate delivered a few short
breaths to her tiny blue lips. The baby started breathing, and Kate
closed her eyes in a silent prayer of thanks.

Grabbing the water jug, she rinsed the child in the cold water,
causing her to cry loudly in protest. Realizing that she had no
knife to cut the umbilical cord, Kate looked around for something
sharp, but nothing nearby would work. That was okay, though – now
that Vitoria and the baby were safe, she could walk to the
construction site and get help. One of the workers was sure to have
a knife. She untied the arms of the flannel shirt around her waist
and wrapped the baby gently in it. “A girl,” she said, laying the
baby at Vitoria’s breast.

“Catalina,” she cooed, smiling at her newborn.

“Beautiful,” Kate said, allowing herself to relax for a moment
and admire the newborn and her mother. After only a few moments in
her mother’s arms, tiny Catalina calmed and slept. A few moments
later, Kate watched as Vitoria also drifted to sleep. “Stay,” she
whispered to George as she used her walking stick to stand up
again.

She could hear the frogs again, calling out for someone to love.
The clouds, once sparse, had gathered their forces and were now
attempting to block out the sun. As she walked slowly but steadily
toward the construction workers, she remembered her first glimpse
of this barren land. Charlie had been so proud of himself for
finding this God-forsaken piece of dirt, but all Kate had ever
wanted in her young life was to get away from the hardship and toil
that were ranch life. She could still feel those tears running hot
down her cheeks as she said, “It’s beautiful, Charlie.” And it was.
It might not have been her dream, but she loved Charlie and their
life together, even now. Their boy, Donald, was raised up to be one
of the politest young men around. The girls all flocked to him, and
the boys all thought he was their best friend. Charlie hired
migrants to help him and Kate run the ranch, and they taught her
whatever bits and pieces of Spanish her stubborn mind would accept.
Donald picked up Spanish easily, though, and spoke it fluently. If
he’d come home from Vietnam, Donald would have had a dozen children
with one of the sturdy young women from town and taken over running
the ranch when Charlie got sick. Instead, Donald was down the road
with a cross over his head and Kate didn’t have anyone else to help
her. She sold the cattle and watched the fields turn back to
desert.

A man with a clipboard was within shouting distance now.
“Hello!” she yelled, and the wind carried her voice just far enough
to make the man turn around.

“Can I help you?” he shouted, walking toward her. He was about
fifty, Kate guessed, and seemed to be in charge.

“I sure hope so. I’ve got a young girl who just gave birth on my
property,” she said, pointing to where she’d just come from. “I
can’t lift her and she needs to get to a hospital to be checked
out. Could you and a few of your men help me out?”

The man seemed to consider for a moment before he said, “She
speak English?”

“Not much, I’m afraid.”

“Manny!”

A young Mexican jogged over. “Yeah?”

“You speak Spanish, don’t you?”

“Si, señor,” Manny said with an exaggerated accent and a
laugh.

“There’s a girl needs help, only speaks Spanish. Get Rick and
tell him – from me – to take this young lady” – he paused with a
wink and a smile to Kate – “back to the girl. You and Rick load’er
up and drive’er into the Sierra Vista hospital. Got it? Tell’im
he’ll be paid for his time.”

Sobered, the young man nodded and ran off to find Rick.

“Thank you,” Kate said.

“Not a problem, ma’am,” he responded, and then strode off toward
the wall.

A beat-up Ford truck pulled up alongside her; Manny was sitting
in the bed. A young man she would have crossed the street to avoid
was driving, and he leaned out of the window and flashed a
snaggletooth smile. “Get in, Missus,” he shouted over the engine,
gesturing toward the other side of the cab.

“Thank you,” she said, wishing she were still limber enough to
climb in the bed of the truck. She walked around and got in the
cab, barely getting the door closed before Rick started
rolling.

“Which way?”

“Pretty close to due east.”

As soon as she’d given directions, the thuggish young man
punched the radio on – loud, pulsating sound filled the air. The
cab smelled like a mixture of stale Cheetos and cheap cigars. The
man was driving too fast for the landscape, and Kate found herself
being bounced and jostled. She held tight to the overhead handle,
thankful that the ride was only about a mile long. Soon enough, she
spotted the girl and George.

When Rick turned off the engine, Kate could hear Catalina
wailing. Somehow, though, Vitoria was still sleeping. Kate
remembered that the baby’s umbilical cord had not yet been cut. As
she stepped out of the truck, she asked, “Do either of you have a
pocket knife?”

Manny and Rick both pulled out knives. Manny’s looked newer and
cleaner, so Kate asked, “May I borrow yours, Manny?”

“Of course, ma’am,” he answered, holding it out to her.

“I think the girl is dead, missus,” Rick announced, staring at
Vitoria’s still body.

“No, she’s alive. She’s just passed out from the pain and
exhaustion,” Kate insisted. She walked over and kneeled next to
them, picked up Catalina, still wrapped in her old flannel shirt,
and cut the child’s cord. Vitoria didn’t stir. Laying the child
back on her mother, she reached out and stroked Vitoria’s cheek.
“Vitoria,” she cooed softly, “Wake up, honey. I’ve brought help.”
Still the girl didn’t wake.

Manny knelt beside her and took her other hand. “She’s gone
home, ma’am,” he said softly, pointing to the dark stain beneath
Vitoria that was competing with the shadow of the century
plant.

Still disbelieving, she pulled her hand from Manny’s and grabbed
the girl’s shoulders. “Wake up, girl! You’ve got to wake up now!
Catalina needs you, Jorge needs you—” She began to sob, falling
back against Manny, who was waiting to prop her up.

“You saved her baby, ma’am. You did everything you could,” Manny
soothed her. Kate’s sobs drew George to her other side, and she
petted the faithful dog.

Catalina began to cry again. Manny picked Kate up from the
ground, and then placed the baby in her arms. “Ma’am, take the baby
and sit in the truck.”

She couldn’t move, though. As she stood there holding the
newborn, listening to the frogs and staring at the blooming century
plant, she wanted nothing more than to take Catalina home and raise
her as her own. Tears rolling down her weathered cheeks, she
watched Rick grab Vitoria’s shoulders, letting her head loll
backwards unnaturally, while Manny lifted the girl’s feet.
Together, they slid her into the bed of the pickup and closed the
tailgate. Manny came back to her and began gently guiding her
toward the cab.

Shaken from her reverie, she stopped. “She had a husband.”

“What was his name?”

“Jorge. He’s in Tucson.”

“No last name?”

“I didn’t get it,” she sobbed, lifting the baby into a hug.

“They’ll never be able to find him. Even if you had the last
name, he’s probably an illegal, too.”

Kate held the baby out to him. “Tell the hospital the girl’s
name was Vitoria and this is Catalina.”

“Ma’am, I’m going to ride in the back of the truck with the –
Vitoria. You ride in the cab and hold her.”

“No, I need to get home to my husband. I’ve been gone a lot
longer than normal, and he’ll be worried.” She pushed Catalina
against him until he took her in his arms. “Tell whoever is in
charge of these things that Kate Morgan will pay for Vitoria’s
burial. Tell them I’m listed in the phonebook: ‘Morgan, C & K.’
Can you remember that?”

“Of course, Mrs. Morgan,” he answered, looking down at the baby
in his arms.

“And tell that hooligan to keep the radio off on the way to the
hospital,” she commanded, drying the last of her tears with
Charlie’s bandana. “Don’t want to damage the child’s ears before
she’s had a chance to hear something good.”

Manny smiled and said, “Of course, Mrs. Morgan.”

“Well, go on. Get that child to the hospital.”

Manny smiled and walked to the truck. The truck started, along
with the obnoxious music, but Manny yelled something and the music
abruptly stopped. He turned back to Kate and waved, then he climbed
into the truck. A cloud of dust rose in the wake of the truck and
they were gone.

Kate walked back to the century plant and set the nearly empty
jug upright. Kneeling next to the blue flag, she poured the
remaining canteen water into the container. She decided not to
visit the other two jugs today, since she had no water to add to
them; she would start with them tomorrow. The clouds had overtaken
the sun; there were no shadows of the plant now, only the dark
stain Vitoria left behind. The air was cooler now, but it wasn’t
cold yet. She found the walking stick she had cast aside, and
started back to the house. “Come on, George. Charlie’s gonna be
worried about us.”
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