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  Jeff raised his head once more to check the arrivals on display in front of him. The plane was due in a few minutes, right about time to get rid of the board on which the new doctor’s name was written in big, black block characters. “Ugarte,” it said, and he had been wondering what the right pronunciation for that could be. At least the man’s name was Daniel, so there was still a dignified way out of it, even if the Spanish accent didn’t stress the same syllable at all. That could be easily forgiven, he hoped, especially if the doctor was just a typical NGO volunteer, all beard, sandals, and easygoing, brotherhood-of-man attitude.




  Jeff had played his last hand with a phone call and still could not believe the famous NGO had acknowledged his plea for help and sent in a doctor right away. Not that the medical situation of his people wasn’t shameful or disastrous enough, but Jeff’s reports had been passed from government agency to government agency without so much as a polite dismissal. So it came as a surprise when just a phone call had brought them money, supplies, and, most importantly, a well-trained doctor, even if he was only to stay for a few months. It was a beginning, and the publicity he could get from having an NGO consider theirs a critical situation might shame the local authorities into doing something just to save face.




  He only hoped the man could win his people’s trust in such a short time. Jeff knew how their minds worked and was reasonably afraid they would shut him out, no matter how much they really needed a doctor. Maybe the fact that he was a foreigner, and European at that, would help, especially if Spaniards had that brown-skinned, dark-haired image their neighbors across the border sported.




  The loudspeaker announced the incoming flight. Jeff had done all he could, no point in worrying anymore. He walked to the gate with that look of grim determination on his face that had earned him the respect of his people and usually came in handy in crowded places, making passersby steer clear of him just as they were doing now, as if he were a force of nature suddenly cut loose in the small county airport.




   




   




  Daniel grabbed his case and started walking, more slowly than he intended, but his body didn’t seem all that cooperative after a twelve-hour flight, three plane changes included. Not that working late the last few days helped much—as Raúl had pointed out—but it wasn’t an office he worked in; he couldn’t just up and go, leaving a bunch of papers on his desk. You don’t have to kill yourself to keep others in good health, his best friend had told him, voice tight with anger, but Daniel knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep if he didn’t do all he could. He might have been overdoing it lately, though.




  After Estela left, he had taken extra shifts to keep his mind busy, making true what she’d said he was: a twenty-four-hour, house-call doctor with no time for career advancement or medical research. Medical research? Raúl had snorted. Bet that’s what she claims she’s been doing with that plastic surgeon. Daniel had tried to give him a stern look, but sometimes the way his friend berated Estela helped, no matter how wrong he knew it to be. Made him feel less guilty, less hurt.




  He changed the laptop bag from shoulder to shoulder. Damn, he felt so tired. At least he had taken Raúl’s advice, or rather command, the way he had looked at Daniel with those I-know-better, big-brother eyes of his before saying: No war, no disaster area this year. He didn’t think he would have made it with camp facilities this time, the way he was dragging himself about like a too-heavy attaché case.




  Funny, they had just the right job for Raúl to approve of, in the least expected of all possible places. It was going to be weird, really weird. Just to think of the name of the social worker he had to contact made Daniel shake his head. Christ. How was he supposed to call someone “Redbear” without feeling he was insulting the man? It wasn’t simply that he had to face a culture somehow alien to him; he had done that before. The problem was this time he couldn’t help bringing with him a lot of what he imagined to be simple clichés about life on an Indian reservation. He sighed. They would have to be a little patient with him, but then again, they were on the same team, everything should be just fine. Right now, all he could hope for was someone waiting for him outside the gates, even if he had to pretend that giving the guy some animal’s name did not make him expect to be punched in return.




   




   




  Passengers started spilling out of the sliding doors. Jeff searched tired, expectant faces, holding the cardboard sign gingerly away from him. He felt like a tour leader waiting on a bunch of tourists. Not that anyone would travel that far to visit a reservation that didn’t even house a casino, but the embarrassed feeling was there all the same. He just hoped nobody he knew had business at the airport that day.




  People carrying cases passed by him, but so far, no one looked the way he expected the foreign doctor to look. Maybe he was clinging to stereotypes there, but he figured his own looks entitled him to do so. He couldn’t hide what he was, never tried to. In fact, he always made sure one or two of his favorite stereotypes were right in place before leaving home.




  Today he looked especially typical: his long, black hair falling unbridled past his shoulders, flannel shirt slightly open to show Grandpa’s medicine pouch, well-worn jeans hanging rather loosely on his lean frame, dusty cowboy boots on his feet. Surely the doctor wouldn’t have a hard time spotting him among the crowd, if he ever made it through the gate. Shit. What was keeping the man?




  Jeff let his eyes wander over the passengers and almost gasped aloud. It had been a long time since he’d last seen anyone, either man or woman, so overpoweringly attractive. The guy definitely stood out. He wasn’t particularly tall, yet the way he moved, the way his clothes fit his slender body, the way everything he wore—case and shoulder bag included—had been carefully chosen to look casual and still elegant, all of it spoke of a kind of background completely alien to this godforsaken corner of the country. Not to mention the effect it was producing on Jeff, an instant knot of desire melting his brain right then and there like the nearby explosion of a supernova. Sweet Lord Jesus. The man had one of the most beautiful faces he’d ever seen: features exquisitely drawn on a fair, flawless complexion, sensual lips, big green eyes staring with an intensity that made Jeff’s throat go dry when their gazes met.




  They stood like that for a moment, eyes locked in some kind of staring-down contest that the stranger seemed to lose as his gaze focused on the cardboard sign in Jeff’s hands. Jeff forgot to even feel embarrassed; he was too busy keeping his knees from giving way under him. Then the stranger looked up and Jeff had to blink twice to be sure he was seeing right.




  There was a smile on the man’s face, no doubt about it. And it wasn’t a smirk, either. It was a full, disarmingly sexy smile, the kind that makes you turn your head to confirm that you are the true recipient of such wonder. Jeff didn’t turn around, though, because the stranger had started walking toward him and he was frozen in place, the cardboard held tight in front of him as some kind of protective shield.




  “Hi, I’m Daniel Ugarte.”




  It took Jeff some time to process that single sentence, so much so that the man had to point to the board with the big name on it.




  “That’s me,” he said, his voice a little uncertain this time.




  Jeff shook himself out of the trance and offered his hand.




  “Jeff Redbear. Welcome to the States.”




  He could have slapped himself. What an original introduction. The man didn’t seem to care, though. He appeared truly happy to meet him, or to be there, or whatever it was that made him smile so brightly. Maybe that trait was the only one that matched his expectations. He seemed to be nice in a mushy-missionary kind of way. Or rather, that was what Jeff’s growing reticence tried to make him believe.




  It happened every time he met interesting white people, which wasn’t that often, anyway. He felt threatened. Of course he knew it was irrational, but he couldn’t help it. He had built the courage to navigate through an all-white world from a well-proven notion that the culture he had inherited was in many ways superior to the dominant one.




  He was honestly proud of who he was, and having seen too often what came out of despising one’s own roots in an ill-conceived effort toward assimilation, he felt grateful. His identity was solid, and comfortably so. Yet when something from the other world caught his attention, he felt as if he were about to betray his people, and all his defenses went into red-alert mode.




  “I really appreciate you coming to pick me up. I feel like the perfect textbook example of jet lag.”




  There. That was it. Of course the man was happy to find someone waiting for him after what, ten, eleven hours locked up in a shaking metal box? And there he was, being a total jerk. He fumbled for something to say.




  “Have a good flight?”




  Great, Jeff. How lame was that?




  “Yeah, quiet all the way. Still, by the fourth Bruce Willis movie, I was ready to try my hand at skydiving.”




  Jeff chuckled in spite of himself. “Could have been worse. Last time I took a Greyhound bus, I had to watch the first half of Dances with Wolves. Twice.”




  The doctor laughed. Up close, his eyes were amazing. Never imagined green eyes could get that dark. Jesus. He’d better get a grip on himself. He was going to be stuck with the man for some months. He couldn’t afford to keep drooling over him all the time.




  He bent to grab the doctor’s case, just to hide his embarrassment, but the man wouldn’t let him, so he ended up carrying what appeared to be a laptop. Of course. Jeff had been told the guy was some bigwig at a famous hospital, director of the pediatric emergency department or something like that. He probably expected the reservation to have Wi-Fi or at least proper ADSL facilities. Yeah, he was in for a big surprise. The nice doctor would probably faint when Jeff showed him the place they had refurbished for him to work and stay in.




  As they walked toward the exit, Jeff realized he was still carrying the piece of cardboard and dumped it unceremoniously into the first trash can he saw.




  Brace yourself, city boy, he thought as they marched to the parking lot, almost snorting as he remembered the state his pickup was in after the storm last night. He couldn’t wait to see the doctor’s face when he realized his fancy clothes had to touch that muddy piece of rolling junk.




  Chapter 2
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  Daniel looked out the pickup window. The landscape was an arid succession of small, naked hills, contours blurred in the early afternoon heat. It was beautiful, in a desolate kind of way, and made him feel small, or rather would have if the truck owner hadn’t already been so intent on showing him how insignificant he was. He wondered what he had done to piss the guy off.




  From the very beginning, Redbear’s black eyes had stared him down from the high seat of his outstanding cheekbones. And the way he had discarded the cardboard with his name? Christ. He might as well have stepped on it. Daniel wouldn’t have felt worse. Redbear his ass; Redcoyote should be the proper name for the man.




  He turned to look at Jeff. The social worker had a stunning profile. Deep chiselled features, sharp eyes and thick, black hair, smooth skin. He was lean and tall, and everything about him had an air of tense concentration that made him appear dangerous.




  Daniel smiled. He could imagine his gay friends raising eyebrows at him. Well, as he always told them, he was straight, not blind. And to that Miguel Ángel would always respond, patting his shoulder with Yeah, yeah, just you wait and see what happens when the right hunk crosses your path. You won’t know what hit you.




  For all Daniel knew, he was ready to agree with his friend. He’d always believed Freud’s innate bisexuality made sense, but his own upbringing seemed to have been very effective in defining his sexual orientation. If Estela had left him, it had nothing to do with their sex life, which had been pretty satisfactory from the start. No, it’s simply that she never ever loved you, Raúl would say, with that resentful look he always got when mentioning her.




  Aw, man. Daniel had promised himself not to think about Estela till it stopped hurting, and there he was again. He was hopeless.




  “Your English is very good. Where did you learn it?”




  Jeff’s voice startled him. What now? The man was trying to be nice? It was driving Daniel crazy, the way he swung from utter contempt to politeness.




  “I went to college in England.”




  And at that he could almost hear Jeff’s brain cringing. Terrific. He didn’t know what to say that would not dig his own grave even deeper.




  “Don’t worry. Soon I’ll be mixing prepositions up and letting some French words slip in….”




  Shit, shit, shit. He might as well tell him he could read Japanese, kanji and all; it would sure help.




  “Was your family living there?”




  Daniel stared blankly at him.




  “In England, while you studied there.”




  “Oh, no, it was just me.”




  “Boarding school?”




  “Yeah, British cliché all the way, from uniforms to cricket.”




  “Sounds funny.”




  Sure. Paradise on earth: alone in a foreign country with classes in a foreign language and a bunch of snotty kids never allowing you to forget you weren’t of British descent. Which, in spite of Daniel’s fair complexion, put him on the same level of college underlife as the Hindu, Arab, and Japanese kids studying, or rather, hiding there. Yet even those kids went home for the holidays. He wasn’t that lucky. Had it not been for Raúl’s parents, he would have spent even Christmas in the empty, gothic dorms.




  Was it his imagination or Jeff was looking at him in an odd way?




  “I seem to have developed a strange case of fish-and-chips allergy, though.”




  Redbear’s face showed an almost smile.




  “Me, it’s lemon college cafeteria jelly I’m allergic to.”




  “The kind that tastes like pine air freshener?”




  “Yep, that kind exactly.”




  Now he was smiling. That really was something to see, the way the corners of his eyes lifted, losing that predatory stillness that made his stare so scary.




  The road got narrower and the pickup bumped along its cracked surface. They hadn’t passed any other cars for some time now, and Daniel wondered if they were taking an alternative, less-used route.




  “Is this the main road into the reservation?”




  Jeff snorted. “Guess you could say so, if this reservation had any ‘mains’ to it.”




  Daniel wanted to roll his eyes at the patronizing tone, but he understood what Jeff felt. People who worked every day in depressed areas had to deal with a lot of frustration and lashed out at the slightest pressure. Wasn’t Daniel’s fault, but he could relate to it.




  He imagined the whole situation that had brought him there was the reason behind Jeff’s hostile behavior. In his place, Daniel would have been mad; he always was when having to deal with bureaucracy back home. Still, he couldn’t help sensing something almost personal in Jeff’s righteous resentment, and that he wasn’t going to take too kindly. It wasn’t his fault if life sucked.




  “Like the landscape?”




  He looked at Jeff, searching for any sign of mockery. His face betrayed no emotion, so Daniel thought he was swinging to the polite side again.




  “Yeah, kind of reminds me of a region back home where rocks also get these tortured shapes. You can travel through miles of barren-looking land without meeting a single soul, and yet feel the place is full of life. It sure has its own sort of beauty, much like those almost empty Zen gardens have.”




  Jeff was eying him oddly again. Maybe it was the way Daniel spoke, hands moving in front of him to stress his points or maybe it was his choice of words. He couldn’t quite read Jeff’s countenance, and it was really vexing. Made him feel like a brainless parrot.




  “Truth is, I know little about your country.  What is it like?” Redbear asked.




  Daniel let his breath out in a huffing sound that had Jeff smiling at him.




  “Difficult question, huh?”




  Daniel smiled back. “Well, it’s just that Spain can look really different depending on where you are, much like this country does. It has all the shades, from coastal blue to forest green, snow-white to desert brown, and people change accordingly, in character as much as appearance, so you can never really tell what Spain or the Spaniards look like.” Daniel frowned. “That just sounded like a brochure from the Tourist Board.”




  Jeff’s laughter came as a nice surprise, the more so since he appeared to clam up every time some kind of emotion threatened to alter that stoic expression of his. “So, what kind of Spaniard are you? You don’t strike me as the ‘desert-brown’ type of guy.”




  It was Daniel’s turn to laugh. “That’s true. I’ve been taking so many night shifts lately that I’m rather on the snow-white side right now. My family comes from the north, anyway, that’s why we tend to be light-eyed and whitish, but my skin gets easily tanned. Come summer, I end up looking like a black cat.”




  He shut his mouth abruptly. In his experience, Americans were quite sensitive in the skin color department, and he guessed it wasn’t particularly wise to keep babbling about his complexion in front of a Jicarilla Apache. Daniel turned a contrite look toward Jeff, only to find dark eyes set on him with genuine curiosity.




  “You are not from Madrid, then?”




  “No, I live and work there, have for some years now, but I was born up north, in Navarra.”




  “Planning to go back someday?”




  “No.”




  Jeff seemed to wait for him to elaborate, but as the silence stretched, Daniel felt uncomfortable. That was a topic he loathed to broach with strangers, yet he did not want to sound rude, so he was ready to add something when Jeff spoke again.




  “Don’t think I could do that. Always felt out of place whenever I had to leave here.”




  “What about university?”




  “Well, it sure was interesting in its own way, but not enough to get me hooked. If anything, it just confirmed my belief that it’s here I belong.”




  Daniel looked at the social worker as if he were seeing him for the first time. Working as a volunteer, he had often met the likes of Jeff, people who had the opportunity to leave behind impoverished environments but refused to do so out of a feeling of community, clearly knowing where and by whom they were needed the most. It always filled him with a sense of awe, and more often than not, envy. He himself had never felt linked, bound, connected. He had severed his family ties before they smothered him, lived in a city where everyone was a stranger, worked in a big hospital where patients had no names but symptoms, and spent the odd month with people all over the world he never got to see again. He wished he knew where he belonged.




  “Truth is you don’t really need to leave here to broaden your horizons.”




  Daniel cocked his head at Jeff, gauging his expression until Jeff’s hand moved to cover the empty landscape stretching miles and miles ahead of them.




  “As you can see.”




  Jeff said it so seriously that Daniel’s laughter broke out in spite of himself, relieved to see a smile tugging at the corners of his companion’s mouth. Maybe it wasn’t going to be that difficult after all; maybe they could get along just fine, the two of them.




  Chapter 3
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  Sean McCallum stood facing the empty square from behind his office window. Why there should be a bench and a small fountain just in front of the sheriff’s headquarters completely escaped him. But there it was, enticing him to go out and soak in the early-morning sun.




  His gaze had been drawn to that bench from the very first day, and still, after a month, he couldn’t help staring out the window, watching that empty piece of iron and wood. It sort of matched his actual condition: a lonely thing utterly out of place, just sitting there waiting to be useful.




  When he’d met the former sheriff, he’d understood why the Bureau of Indian Affairs had been so intent on lobbying for someone used to dealing with ethnic issues to cover the post. The man was the perfect cartoon image of those fat, mean, old cops who filled their mouths with tobacco and nasty words, those who, having spent their whole lives in a place surrounded by Apache, Hopi, Navajo, Ute, and Tohono O’odham reservations, stuck to a vocabulary for people that ranged from “colored” to “Injun.”




  Sean had felt that just removing the guy would bring a much-needed change, but he had been naïve as to its extent. He had expected people to see the difference right away and flock to him for help. Maybe if sheriffs were elected into the post there and not appointed, things might have looked brighter for him, since people would have had time to get to know him. But probably not. Probably they’d have rather kept the mean old bastard they were familiar with rather than electing a total stranger.




  Having never lived in a diminutive place like this before, Sean was not used to the amount of mistrust he had to swim through everyday. He’d always known some people just don’t like cops—apart from the ones who had a vested interest in avoiding them—and of course expected a certain reticence to him, being too Irish-white in a multiethnic community, but he’d never counted on being outright dismissed as a stranger. For all the good he was doing, he might as well have come from outer space.




  So up until now, the lonely bench outside his office had been the perfect metaphor of his own situation. But lately there was another reason for him to start his working days contemplating the empty seat: it wasn’t empty anymore.




  A few mornings ago he had been startled to discover someone actually sitting on the bench, at such an early hour he would have thought it likely the man had spent the night there. But he had been startled one more time by the guy almost jumping off the bench and running out of the square as if all hell was after him.




  The following day Sean stood on watch by the window, waiting to see if the man would come again. As he waited behind the glass pane, sipping his coffee, he went through mental pictures of the people he already knew, the town being so small he was sure he had already met almost everyone who lived there at least once. Still, he couldn’t imagine who among them would display such a keen interest in fitness as to trot in and out of town that early in the morning.




  At last, a real case to lay his hands on, he thought with a chuckle. And right then he saw the lonely figure of a man making his way down the street at a fast pace. Sean studied his stance and the cadence of his long strides and concluded the guy was not the usual weekend jogger you could find on big-city sidewalks. He ran as if he had been doing it for years, probably even professionally. That intrigued Sean. Gossip of a professional jock living there would have reached even him, so maybe he was not so much a sportsman as someone whose job required a good physical condition. A firefighter perhaps? No, the town only had volunteer firemen and the closest proper fire department was about sixty miles away. Too far to come running from. A cop? That could probably be it. With so many different jurisdictions crisscrossing the land, there were all sorts of law enforcement officers, from Customs Patrol to every kind of tribal police you could name. But just as the man approached his window, Sean could see there were no ethnic features he recognized, apart from the too-obvious Caucasian ones. FBI then? They certainly came down there a lot, what with so many borders and bureaus of this and that, but somehow he doubted it. Sean was half hidden in the unlit office, but a cop would have spotted his silhouette and looked up at him to gauge the threat.




  The runner didn’t seem to pay much attention to his surroundings. He just stopped to drink eagerly from the small fountain by the bench. Then he straightened and stretched his limbs in a totally unself-conscious, catlike way that made Sean smile. He finally sprawled on the bench with gusto, as if the rigid woodwork were covered with cushions.




  Today he looked spent. Maybe he had run longer or faster than yesterday or maybe he was tired from work. Yet, there was something fetching about him. Even the abandon of his posture seemed only to add a languid note to a general picture that Sean struggled to confine into one word. The guy was certainly attractive: pretty face, nice body and all, but there was something far more all-encompassing, some kind of natural, almost animal elegance that had little to do with the clothes he wore.




  Coming from a line of sturdy Irish men and at six foot two himself, Sean had always envied the easy stance of lighter-built folks, his own body a too-obvious presence to ignore. He had tried to make the most of its awkward mass by training it into a well-honed tool but still couldn’t help admiring shorter, lithe guys like the one resting on the bench in front of him.




  The man had been motionless for some time now, so much so that a sparrow had taken him for another of the square landmarks, fearlessly hopping about his sneakers. As the runner slowly cocked his head to watch the bird, Sean could get a full view of his profile and caught him smiling at the little one’s advances. The new sheriff found himself chuckling. He already liked the guy, though he couldn’t name any sensible reason why he should. Didn’t even know who the stranger was, to begin with. By the costly look of his nicely fitting tracksuit, he could only tell he was an outsider. Maybe that was the crux of it: he longed for a fellow alien to share his loneliness with. Or maybe there was far more than that to it.




  As the sparrow took flight and the runner lifted his face to follow the bird, Sean thought there was something quite enticing about the guy. He looked nice in a way his own mother would approve of, but as much as he seemed agreeably dependable, his eyes had a touch of mischief to them that spoke of a humorous, unpredictable character. He definitely wanted to know more about the guy and would have gone out to talk to him right that moment if the stranger hadn’t stood and left just as fast as the sparrow had.




  Sean promised himself he would meet this runner the next time he came into town to sit on what Sean had taken to thinking of as his own personal bench.




  Chapter 4
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  Jeff parked the pickup down the hill from his uncle’s home. He needed the long walk to sort things out in his head.




  His first reaction upon hearing the wild rumors had been to storm out of his office and drive like a fury along the contours of the mesas that pointed the way to old man Charlie’s lot. Now he wasn’t so sure about the motive behind his righteous anger.




  He knew the way of it, how someone might say something plain and simple just to have it turned around in someone else’s words till it grew into a monster of a tale belonging to no one in particular. And he certainly knew his uncle. He probably had made the most innocuous of comments, something along the lines of the doctor having soulful eyes and steady hands, something he could easily see overcooked into the guy being some sort of ancient warrior come back to life in the body of a white man.




  Had he gone out of his way just to chide his uncle for something Jeff knew he had no control over? Or was there something else he didn’t want to acknowledge?




  People spread their silly notions about other people all the time and it never bothered him, not even when it was his own person they were rambling about. Why was this instance any different? Whatever fantasy people had chosen to believe about the doctor, it was at least good they knew he was there and probably would make them curious enough to go and pay him a visit. That was surely his uncle’s intention in the first place, and Jeff was beginning to suspect that what really chafed him was the fact that his uncle had chosen to praise the man. It was as simply and pathetic as that: he hated the thought that his favorite relative had given any mental space to the same white guy who was already plaguing too much of his own, reluctant, thoughts.




  Jeff shook his head. If he could be reasonable about anything concerning Daniel Ugarte, he would have said Uncle Charlie was right to praise him. He remembered vividly the moment he had shown the doctor the place they had readied for him. Exhausted as Daniel was from the journey, he had only given the most cursory of looks at what would be his spartan living quarters and begun right away opening packages of medical aid, sorting them out, moving pieces of equipment, and even going as far as to disinfect every surface that had already been cleansed so that the place could admit patients at any moment. And all the while he’d had an air of absolute concentration about him, as if nothing existed beyond the walls of that ramshackle building—or rather, nothing beyond what he envisioned the place had to look like to serve the purpose he had in mind.




  Jeff had been so swept away by Daniel’s enthusiasm that he didn’t even remember having offered to lend a hand. It had come naturally to him, not even noticing he hadn’t reeled at the thing he hated above all else: being told what to do. Small wonder Daniel led an emergency-room team in a big hospital. He could imagine him in the most chaotic of night shifts, all exhaustion drained from him as he moved about dispensing calm efficiency, supervising twenty different tasks to completion without a single angry word. Jeff was sure he even managed to spare a wink and a smile for the children he had to tend to. And having received some of those smiles himself, he knew the man could just about melt rocks by sheer warmth, which was probably the reason Jeff was now stomping uphill like a stubborn mule.




  That whole afternoon with Daniel had been incredible. He had listened to the guy and found him intelligent, had laughed with him, talked to him, looked into his eyes, and thought he understood. On top of all that, and no matter how hard it was to acknowledge it now, he had let his gaze linger on Daniel’s body, following every movement of his long limbs, feasting his eyes on the exposed, tender skin of his nape, wanting to leave teeth marks on his white neck, to cup his face and bite those fleshy lips till they bled. Daniel didn’t just turn him on: he made him hungry. And that was a private shame Jeff had to bear.




  When he found out the doctor’s name was on everybody’s tongue, he just couldn’t put up with it, no matter how different from his own he knew their fantasies to be. The man was his personal battle, a one-man challenge.




  Jeff reached his uncle’s house with a self-deprecating smirk on his face. He had just discovered his reason for being there had nothing to do with his uncle.




  The door opened even before he knocked. Aunt Helena appeared in front of him with her old, beaming, wrinkled face. “Now this is really a sight to see,” she said with her hands on her hips. “A Redbear walking all the way to this humble hut.”




  Jeff chuckled. “That’s only ’cause he smelled your cooking. You should be more careful of the kind of wild animals you draw near.”




  “Don’t worry, red bears are not wild, just grumpy, and this old woman knows a thing or two about handling them.”




  Still laughing, Jeff took the diminutive lady in his arms and hugged her fiercely, lifting her tiny feet off the ground. “Let go, you big bully!” she said in mock anger as her nephew put her back down. Jeff loved his aunt’s banter. She had a keen intellect and a sharp tongue that had earned her the nickname of “Ear Breaker” among his mother’s family, a none-too-subtle way of reminding her she would always be the unsophisticated Navajo in a proud Apache clan.




  Marrying into the Apache hadn’t been easy. Her father had said they were a bunch of drunkards and opposed the marriage doggedly. It didn’t help much when he learned one of the Redbears had actually died in a car wreck while driving drunk. Not that the Navajo didn’t drink themselves to death, too, but Helena being his only daughter, he wanted her to at least marry within their station, not so low down the scale that her family would be ashamed to bring her husband into their household.




  And the Redbears themselves hadn’t been much better. They always referred to the Navajo by the old Hopi derogatory name  “Head Breakers,” meaning it was so far beyond their ability to make bows and arrows to kill their enemies, they had to split their skulls open with a hard blow to their heads.




  When the wedding finally took place, it was a paltry ceremony with some sullen Apache faces and no Navajo to be seen except the stubborn little bride.




  That was the true reason behind their living arrangements, in spite of all the talk about the great view from the hill: it was simply a question of distance from any relative of whatever branch of their families.




  The child Jeff had been was unaware of the circumstances surrounding the marriage. Not until he was well into adulthood had he learned about the cause of their isolation and the price they had paid for it. He just loved staying in that house on the hill. The journey to get there, the emptiness of the landscape, the big silence enveloping the outer walls, the mysterious shaman ways of his uncle, the strange customs of his aunt, the tales she told—so different from those he heard in the crowded, noisy household of his mother’s clan—all made the visit an adventure he always looked forward to. So when his mother had moved to town, taking only her daughter with her, he was all too happy to be left with his aunt and uncle to notice he wasn’t going to see his mom and sis for a long time.




  Coming from a background where people always ran to catch up with the changing ways of the outside world and never quite made it, where school taught boring things to children who couldn’t find any use for them and couldn’t quite grasp the chances they were supposed to offer, the little house on the hill had been a magical refuge for Jeff. Traditions had appeared exotic there, not restraining. Far from closing him off from the world, isolation had opened a new world for him, and one that was much more attractive than the other, which he would always be kept from reaching. So when the time came for Jeff to descend the hill, he carried baggage with him that allowed his eyes to capture the truth behind the bright lights of the big, white world.




  By then he was ready to learn other deeper, hurtful truths and accept them for what they were. It was about that time that he’d found out his father had been killed in a car accident along with the drunk driver, who happened to be his brother-in-law. Jeff understood then why his mother had tried to escape from a place that drove men into alcohol and early deaths, only to discover small-town white men were no better, never finding inside herself the strength to either move on or back, just moving about from job to job, from man to man, from alcohol to drugs.




  Jeff had learned other disturbing realities about the people closest to him. He discovered the house on the hill was not so much sanctuary as it was exile. He learned that Uncle Charlie’s obsession with healing came from his inability to deal with sickness in the isolation of that house where he saw his own child die and had barely managed to keep his wife breathing the long miles to the nearest hospital. Aunt Helena had survived, but she would never have a child of her own.




  By the time Jeff learned all those things, he had been brought up to understand what they had meant to the people involved, how they had shaped them, and how the ripples of those events had reached the quiet shore  his own life peered from. He was able to grieve then, and yet be thankful, for every loss carried a compensation, as if to balance the final outcome that was him. One of his uncles had killed his father, yet every one of his remaining male relatives loved him as if each one was his lost father. His mother had abandoned him, yet she left him where he could have a true home, knowing as only a mother could that he wouldn’t have survived what her daughter did. He had lost his sister for years, yet of all her relatives, she chose to keep in touch only with him, being proud of her brother instead of resentful of whatever chances he got. His aunt had buried a son because she never had the support of her family, yet she took care of another woman’s child, hiding her bitterness behind a playful mockery that taught Jeff how to smile at dreadful things. His uncle blamed himself for almost losing what he loved most, yet instead of drowning in his guilt, he decided to take fate in his hands and love even more, adopting his nephew as if he was the child he lost and learning all there was to learn to prevent the sky from falling upon his roof.




  “And what are you making that face for?”




  Jeff came back from his thoughts to find Aunt Helena looking disapprovingly at him. “Me? What face am I making?”




  “What face?” she mimicked him. “The same face your uncle makes when he thinks he just saw Changing Woman.”




  Jeff laughed. She always dismissed her husband’s mystical quests. He tries so hard to look beyond, she used to say, that his eyes cross and all he sees is his big Apache nose. “And where is my uncle now?”




  “Oh, so you’ve had enough of your aunt already….”




  “No, I never have enough of her, so I’m gonna deal with my uncle for two seconds just to spend the rest of the day with you.” He paused. “That is, of course, if you feed me decently.”




  “So says the man who cooks in a box.”




  “It’s not a box, it’s an oven.”




  “If that thing is an oven, your uncle is a hawk.”




  “Aunt Helena!” Jeff tried to pretend outrage but couldn’t stop the corners of his mouth from lifting. His aunt wagged a finger at him.




  “And then, boy, I would sure have trouble feeding him decently.”




  Jeff’s laughter echoed in the small room. He just couldn’t help himself around his aunt.




  “Shhh, he’s gonna hear you, the man has the ear of a bat.”




  “Well, I’m not the one calling him names.”




  The small woman whacked his arm with surprising force. “I’m entitled to call him dog if I want to, but you must respect your elders and keep a straight face, you big lump of a man.”




  “I’m sorry, Auntie, but I’m an Apache and I don’t know better.”




  Her aunt gave him a playful shove. “Go pester your Apache uncle, then, he is back there with that pond-eyed kid.”




  “Pond-eyed kid?” Jeff repeated, but his aunt was already waving him away before disappearing into the kitchen, so he headed for the back porch, where he knew his uncle loved to sit. He remembered the times he’d sat there with him, the hard landscape spread around the house, his uncle’s voice breaking the all-encompassing silence with the stories he used to teach the ancient wisdom of their people.




  He found those stories amusing, thrilling even. Uncle Charlie knew how to tell a tale, his voice changing with the plot, his pauses always significant. And he sure knew when to stop the storytelling for the day. Jeff smiled, remembering how he would rush through his chores just to go sit on the back porch and hear a new installment of his favorite hero’s adventures.




  He pushed the door open. His uncle sat in his old recliner, exactly as he used to do back then, his head resting on the wood, eyes closed, his voice flowing softly in his mother tongue.




  Jeff’s eyes wandered about, looking for his audience. And just as he had done when he was a boy, someone had moved the other chairs to expose the wooden floorboards where he used to sit or lie back on. Someone lay now just like he did those days, but the body resting on his uncle’s porch was that of an adult, and a white adult at that.




  Jeff did a double take before believing his eyes. He knew it was Daniel lying there, but he found it hard to process that knowledge. What was the doctor doing in his family’s house, and why on earth was his uncle speaking to him in a language he couldn’t possibly understand? He felt rage building inside him. The damn white guy was creeping into his life like a sneaky lizard, treading on the most cherished of his private realms.




  His uncle was looking at him now, concern all over his wrinkled face. Jeff only glared at him before slamming the door and stomping back out through the house. He didn’t even stop when his aunt called after him; he just couldn’t wait to descend the hill and jump into his pickup, as if all of hell was on his heels. And sure it was, but not exactly on his heels. His mind was swirling like the trail of dust clouds he was leaving behind.




  How could Uncle Charlie? Him, of all people? Jeff couldn’t help replaying the images in his head: Daniel on the pine wood floor, his tawny hair on a cushion, a cloth covering his eyes the same way it had covered Jeff’s on the occasions his uncle chose to train him in the most secret ways of healing. He was not to become what his aunt called a singer—it was not in him—but still, he had felt special when his uncle trusted him with small doses of that precious knowledge. It was never a given thing; he had earned that trust day after long day of struggling to become someone his blood would never be ashamed of. And now his uncle had decided to break that trust and defile the secret teachings of their people? Did he truly believe that saying them in a language that wouldn’t be understood spared him from any responsibility? Didn’t he remember the power was in the words themselves more than in the meaning they conveyed?




  Jeff tried hard to recollect what his uncle had been saying to Daniel. He had been so busy restraining his anger that the words had flown in and out of him like empty noises. Something about corn bread maybe. He couldn’t quite remember. It might have been just that, harmless talk about one tradition or another. But why not use English then? If it was safe to speak about it, why not let Daniel understand? Unless of course Daniel did understand.




  Jeff laughed aloud. He slowly released the tight grip on the steering wheel. He was overreacting, and it was easy to see why. Same reason that took him up the hill in the first place.




  He knew his uncle well, knew what he wouldn’t stand for. Once again, this wasn’t about Uncle Charlie. It was about jealousy.




  The moment he thought it, Jeff had to step on the brake hard. He was dumbfounded. He understood now that all his anger wasn’t about wanting to keep his shameful attraction to Daniel hidden and so resenting every intrusion that hampered him in the grim task of fighting his feelings away. No, it was far simpler than that: shame or not, he just couldn’t put up with sharing what he wanted only for himself.




  Chapter 5
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  Daniel wasn’t much into running that morning. His head still pulsed with every step he took, but he could feel he was already on the way down from the big roller coaster that was his migraine.




  “You sure you’re all right? You don’t look so good.”




  He didn’t turn to look at Sean. The less the man saw of his face, the better. He knew he was pale as a ghost, big, dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. But he hated talking about his problem. That people knew he had them made him sicker than the migraine itself.




  “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just a headache.”




  They ran in silence for a while. He liked it, running with Sean in the early light. The big, blond sheriff was a fellow exile, and they had hit it off from the beginning. Not that Sean was difficult to get along with anyway, being straight-talking and humorous, but the fact that they could relate to each other’s situation was what drew them to share more than they usually would have with someone they’d just met. So they got together as often as they could, given the nature of both their jobs, and they talked as if they had just been rescued from isolation cells. Laughed a lot, too, something Daniel really needed after Estela.




  “You have migraines, don’t you?”




  Daniel stopped cold in his tracks. He couldn’t believe his ears. How on earth had Sean found that out?




  “Oh, come on, don’t make such a surprised face,” Sean said, retracing his steps to where Daniel was standing in awe. “I’m a cop, remember?” he added with a wink and a smile.




  But Daniel couldn’t smile back. He was panicking. His heart raced in his chest, the pain behind his eyes banging in his skull like a hammer, cold sweat trickling down his sides, fear making him sick like nothing else could, not even a migraine.
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