
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          No Secret Too Small

        

        
        
          Old New Mexico, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Loretta Miles Tollefson

        

        
          Published by Palo Flechado Press, 2020.

        

    


Copyright © 2020 Loretta Miles Tollefson

All rights reserved.

This novel is a work of fiction, not biography or history. The thoughts, words, and motivations of the ‘real’ people in this book are as much a product of the author’s imagination as are those of the fictional ones.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

––––––––

ISBN: 978-1-952026-03-4

Library of Congress Control Number: 2020919180

––––––––

Palo Flechado Press

Santa Fe, NM



  	
	    
	      Also by Loretta Miles Tollefson

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Biographical Novel of Old New Mexico

          
        
          
	          The Texian Prisoners

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Novel of Old New Mexico

          
        
          
	          An Unhappy Country

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Novels of Old New Mexico

          
        
          
	          Not Just Any Man

          
        
          
	          Not My Father's House

          
        
          
	          The Pain and The Sorrow

          
        
          
	          There Will Be Consequences

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Old New Mexico

          
        
          
	          No Secret Too Small

          
        
          
	          Old One Eye Pete, Stories from Old New Mexico

          
        
          
	          Valley of the Eagles, Microfiction from Old New Mexico

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          And Then Moses Was There: Voices from the Old Testament

          
        
          
	          Mary at the Cross

          
        
          
	          But Still My Child

          
        
          
	          The Streets of Seattle

          
        
          
	          The Locke Family Saga

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Loretta Miles Tollefson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Dedication

[image: ]




For all the world’s children who are caught in the cross fire of adult squabble​s

​A Note About Spanish Terms


This novel is set in northern New Mexico in the late 1830s and reflects as much as possible the local dialect at that time. Even today, Northern New Mexico Spanish is a unique combination of late 1500s Spanish, indigenous words from the First Peoples of the region and Mexico, and terms that filtered in with the French and American trappers and traders. I’ve tried to represent the resulting mixture as faithfully as possible. My primary sources of information were Rubén Cobos’ excellent books, Refranes, Southwestern Spanish Proverbs, (Museum of New Mexico Press, 1985) and A Dictionary of New Mexico and Southern Colorado Spanish (Museum of New Mexico Press, 2003). Any errors in spelling, usage, or definition are solely my responsibility. A glossary of Spanish terms used in this story is provided at the end of the book.


​PART I: APRIL–MAY 1837, MORENO VALLEY
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​CHAPTER 1
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“And what have we here?” a man’s voice says from the cluster of greening narrow leaf cottonwoods beside the small creek.

Alma’s head jerks from her fishing line. She’s supposed to stay alert when she’s away from the cabin. Her mother will be furious. But then her heart settles. She feels no sense of danger from the dark-skinned, curly-haired man smiling at her from the edge of the trees. In fact, he seems oddly familiar.

Then a squinting face under a battered brown hat appears beside the man’s shoulder and she laughs aloud. “Old Pete!” She drops her willow fishing pole, jumps up, and flings her arms around the mountain man’s thick waist.

“All right, little missy.” Old One Eye Pete sounds a little embarrassed and she giggles as she squeezes him again. He pushes his hat back from his tangled faded-brown hair, grasps her shoulders, and holds her at arm’s length, his good eye twinkling. “You look like you’ve been growin’ agin. Still fishin’?”

“I’ll be fishing until the day I die!”

“Your ma all right with that?”

She laughs. “I have six trout. That’s enough for the midday meal.”

“You suspicion there’s enough t’ share with me and my pal here?”

Alma beams at him. “There’s always enough to share with you, Old Pete. And anyone you bring with you.” She moves toward the stream. “Let me collect my catch and my sunbonnet, and I’ll come with you.”

When she joins the men on the dusty road, Old Pete’s friend has remounted his mule, but Pete stays on foot. He and Alma chat happily as they move up the narrow dirt track that runs north-south through the center of the valley.

Alma turns occasionally to peer out from her flapping sunbonnet and give the stranger a friendly look so he won’t feel left out, but he doesn’t catch her eye. He seems to be examining every inch of the landscape, its greening late-April grasses, and the cattle and fields below the hillside cabin on the valley’s northeast edge.

“Your ma still tryin’ to grow her corn?” Old Pete asks as he scratches his beard.

Alma grins. “She was in the field yesterday, trying to decide if it’s warm enough yet to plant.”

“Those pesky raccoons leave her enough for seed?”

Alma’s laughter peals into the open air. “They tried not to. They kept Chaser Two working hard all last summer. Those pests sure kept that mastiff busy!”

“I bet she’s glad to get out in the sunshine, though.”

“It’s been kind of a rough winter,” Alma says somberly. Then she perks up. “But Papa says we’re getting close to having enough money for glass windowpanes, and that will make it easier for her.”

When they get to the cabin, the men lead their mules into the steep-roofed adobe and timber barn and Alma runs to the house.

As she rushes in the door, her mother looks up from her dusting. “What have I told you about running?” she asks. She pushes a stray black tendril into the bun at the back of her neck. “Your hair is down again. You look like a veritable hoyden. And that fish is dripping all over the floor.”

Alma hoists the string of fish a little higher, as if this will keep the floor from getting wet, and uses her free hand to shove her unruly black curls back under her sunbonnet. “Old Pete’s here!”

Her mother brightens and begins folding her dust cloth. “How nice! I wonder if he’ll have any news.” She tucks the cloth into her apron pocket. “Did he come east from Don Fernando de Taos or north from Mora?”

“I don’t know. We were talking about fishing.”

Her mother’s lips twitch. “I should have known. Go warn Ramón that we’ll have another person at the midday meal.”

“Two, actually.” 

“Two?”

“He has a friend with him. Well, he calls him his pal.”

“Two travelers will mean two sets of news. That will be doubly nice.” She reaches to untie her apron from her slim waist. “Now please get that fish out of here and bring back a wet cloth to wipe up the mess it’s made.”

Alma looks at the floor. There’s a pool of slime on the planks. She wrinkles her nose, lifts the string higher, and moves down the room to the kitchen.

Ramón, her godfather, her father’s business partner, and the family cook, looks up from the rough-hewn plank counter. His face brightens. “What have you brought me, nita?” It’s his special word for her, the one that means ‘little sister.’

She hoists her catch. “Six fish and two guests!”

Ramón chuckles. “Excelentisimo. And who are our guests?”

“Old Pete and his pal.”

“It will be good to see Old One Eye Pete again and hear of his travels. Have those fish been cleaned?”

“Of course.” She crosses the room and settles the trout into the dry sink. “They’re good-sized ones, too!”

“You did well.”

She beams at him, then grabs a cloth from the counter and heads for the water pail in the corner. “I dripped fish slime on the floor. Mama was not pleased.”

Ramón’s eyes twinkle. “When you’ve finished cleaning, go find your brother and tell him we’ll be eating soon. Your mother sent him to the garden to weed the potatoes.”

Alma straightens from the bucket. She and her godfather exchange a conspiratorial look. Andrew is probably crouching in the grass beside the potato patch listening to prairie dogs whistle or sitting next to the shallow irrigation ditch to observe the dragonflies.

“I’ll find him,” Alma promises. She slips into the other room, wet rag in hand.

Old Pete and his friend are settled on the brightly-painted wooden chests by the fire. Her mother is in her mahogany rocking chair, knitting.

“And now, Suzanna, where is your good man?” Old Pete asks.

“He took a load of hay to Mora. We ended up with plenty left over from the winter. He and Ramón thought a trade venture south might be worthwhile.”

“He’s that sure it’s not goin’ to snow again and keep the cattle from the pasture?”

Her mouth twists. “Nothing’s ever certain about the weather in these mountains. But Ramón believes we’re going to have an early spring.”

The other man raises an eyebrow. “Early? Hasn’t spring already arrived? It was warm when we left Don Fernando de Taos.” His voice is rich and warm. Soothing, somehow. Alma glances up at him. That slightly amused look in his eyes seems so familiar though she doesn’t understand why. She watches him out of the corner of her eyes as she cleans.

“We’re only two days east of Don Fernando, but up here in the mountains, spring comes much later than it does there,” her mother says.

Old Pete chuckles. “Much to your aggravation.”

She gives him a thin smile. “You could say that.” She turns to the other man. “I fear I didn’t catch your name.”

“They call me Smith.” He hesitates. “Gerald Smith.”

“My husband’s first name is Gerald.” She smiles. “It’s a nice name.”

An odd look flicks across the man’s face. He turns his head away. Alma’s mother glances at Old Pete, but he’s studying the fire. “Gerald should be home tomorrow,” she says. She looks at Alma. “Did you wipe up all those drips?”

“I think so.”

“Go find your brother and tell him it’s almost time to eat. I set him to weeding the potato patch, although I doubt he got much of it done before he was distracted by a prairie dog, coyote, or dragonfly. Or found a reason to go visit that steer of his.”

Old Pete swings his gaze back to her mother. “He’s still the little naturalist, is he? Still’d rather watch a beaver than trap it?”

She grins. “He is. And now he has a brown-and-black beef yearling named Brindle. Slaughter time may be a challenge. But we won’t starve. Alma is still our trapper and hunter child.”

Alma swipes at the floor one last time, then gets to her feet and heads for the door as the adults continue their conversation. She really doesn’t want to hear her mother reflect on the differences between her and her younger brother.

She hangs the wet rag over the porch rail to dry and heads down the hill to the potato patch. Personally, Alma doesn’t think she and Andrew are all that different. They both like being outdoors. It’s just that Andrew is more able to sit quietly and observe, and Alma can only keep still if she’s stalking something or fishing.

During the midday meal, they sit side by side on the bench across the table from Old One Eye Pete, Alma’s sturdy body contrasting with her brother’s slighter one, both of them watching the mountain man eat. He shovels pieces of pan-fried fish into a tortía, adds red chile sauce, takes a bite, and humphs contentedly. “That’s good trout.” He winks at Alma with his good eye. “You’re quite the fisher girl, ain’t you, little missy?”

“Don’t encourage her,” her mother says. “She spends far more time outdoors than is good for her complexion.”

Old Pete purses his lips and studies the siblings. Alma tenses, waiting for comments about the dark blotches that mottle her brown skin, but all he says is, “Andrew’s hair seems to like the sun. It’s bleached those curls the color of straw.”

Alma grins. “Brown-skinned towhead. That’s what Papa calls him. The only six-year-old boy with brown skin and curly blond hair in all of Nuevo México.”

Andrew laughs and sticks his tongue out at her. “And you’re the only curly-haired eight-year-old with a heart on her cheek.”

“Eight and a half,” Alma says firmly. But she touches her left cheek self-consciously.

Old Pete reaches across the table, gently lifts her chin, and turns her face to the side. “Yep, it’s still there.” He looks at Mr. Smith. “She’s had it since she was born.”

Alma feels her face flush, but Ramón comes to her rescue. “And what news do you bring of events?” he asks the two men. “Have Governor Pérez and the militia returned from the campaign against the Navajo?”

“They came back all right,” Old Pete says. “But they didn’t bring anything back with ’em. There’s folks callin’ it the worst campaign that ever was.”

“It doesn’t sound like it went well,” Mr. Smith agrees. His voice is smooth and comforting even when he’s giving bad news. Alma sees her mother give him a puzzled look, as if she also senses something familiar about him.

“Apparently they didn’t run into any Navajo, but they did run into bad weather,” he continues. “Gregorio Garcia told me some of the men came close to losing their fingers from frostbite.”

“Gregorio Garcia!” Alma exclaims. Her mother gives her a sharp look for interrupting, but she plunges on. “Jesús Gregorio Garcia from Don Fernando de Taos?” She looks at Old Pete. “Our Gregorio?”

Old Pete and Mr. Smith both chuckle. “He did mention that he knows you,” the black man says.

Alma smiles happily. His skin isn’t really black, she realizes suddenly. More a rich reddish brown. Like the mahogany of her mother’s rocking chair. Like a darker version of her father. She squints at him. Are they related? That would be nice.

But the adults have returned to their political gossip. “Governor Pérez was gonna put his mark on the wild tribes,” Old Pete says. “He had the presidio soldiers and the village militias and the Pueblo warriors all in tow, but they didn’t find a single Navajo anywhere they looked. Armijo and them told him winter wasn’t a good time to campaign, but he knew better, bein’ a colonel from Mexico City an’ all.” He shakes his head. “He’s been here two years. You’d think he’d cogitated a few things by now.”

“He’s in a difficult situation as a result of the campaign,” Mr. Smith observes. “There’s no money left in the treasury to pay the presidio troops. So he had to furlough them after they returned. They’re going to have to find other ways to feed their families for the time being.”

Old Pete nods. “I was in Tomás Valencia’s mercantile before I left Santa Fe and Sergeant Vigil was working there as a clerk. That’s a bit of a comedown fer a soldier.”

Alma’s mother frowns. “Aren’t the troops paid out of the customs receipts from the Santa Fe Trail merchants?”

“Yep, but I reckon there just weren’t as much left over from last year as usual.” He reaches for another tortía. “Or some of the money’s gone to more important things. They say Pérez has some mighty nice carpets and mirrors in the palacio now. And he’s bought a fancy carriage from St. Louis along with the horses to pull it.” He shakes his head. “Good looking set of horseflesh, too.”

“That appaloosa of his is a real beauty, as well.” Smith turns to her mother. “They say it has a real affinity for the governor. A man with a way with horses can’t be all bad.”

Old Pete chuckles. “You just ain’t gonna say anything negatory ’bout the man, are you?”

Smith’s eyes twinkle. “It won’t do any good, as far as I can tell.”

“And what of last year’s charges against Treasurer Francisco Sarracino?” Ramón asks. “Have those been resolved?”

Smith strokes his chin. “Well now, that’s an interesting thing.”

Old Pete grins at him. “Even you have to wonder about that.”

“Por qué?”

Alma’s mother reaches for another bit of trout. “Wasn’t he charged with defrauding the treasury or peculation or something?”

Smith grins. “Back in Missouri I suspect they’d call it creative bookkeeping.”

“I had hoped it might all come to nothing,” Ramón says.

“It still may,” Smith tells him. “Especially now. They say the Mexican law has changed again and Governor Pérez will soon have the authority to check the accounts himself and not rely on investigators who may have their own axes to grind.”

“Their own axes!” Old Pete hoots. “That almost sounds like a criticism!”

Smith’s eyes twinkle. “It’s just an expression.”

She leans forward. “The governor has the authority? Where did that come from?”

“Oh, it’s part of a whole collection of laws the Congress in Mexico City’s been spewing out,” Old Pete says. “Gives the governor more authority than he already had. And I’m sure he’ll use it. He’s already thrown the oldest of the Santa Cruz Montoya brothers into the calabozo for agitatin’ against the ricos havin’ to donate money for this last Navajo campaign.”

Ramón raises a gray-and-black eyebrow. “Antonio Abad? That Montoya?”

“That’s the one.” Old Pete rubs his forefinger against his thumb meaningfully. “Montoya got himself out, though. From what I hear, the alcalde down there just happens t’ be a cousin of his.” He tilts his head at Ramón. “Ain’t that alcalde also related to you? Name’s Esquibel. Juan, I think.”

Ramón frowns slightly. “I don’t know that Antonio Abad and Desiderio Montoya are related to him, but yes, Juan José Esquibel and I are distant cousins on my father’s mother’s side.”

Alma’s mother chuckles and turns to Smith. “But then, Ramón is related to at least ninety percent of New Mexico’s population.”

Ramón laughs. “But not to Governor Pérez, I think.”
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​CHAPTER 2
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After supper the men settle onto the carved wooden chests by the front room fire. While Ramón twists thin strands of elk rawhide into rope, Old One Eye Pete carves a cottonwood whistle for Andrew. Mr. Smith stares into the fire a long while before he pulls out his pipe and tobacco pouch. “May I?” he asks Alma’s mother, who has settled into her rocking chair beside the small table and its oil lamp.

She looks up from her mending. “Of course. My husband smokes a pipe also, and I miss the smell of it when he’s gone.”

“Are you expecting him soon?”

“Oh yes. He’ll probably be back tomorrow, if he hasn’t swung through Don Fernando de Taos to see about beaver prices.”

“He got twenty peltries this winter,” Andrew says from the floor by the fire, where he’s petting the mastiff’s brown-and-black head. “And that’s just from around here. He’s a really good trapper, when he has time.”

“Do you go with him?”

Andrew shakes his head. “Mama says I’m too young.”

“And what does Papa say?”

Andrew brightens. “Maybe next year.”

Old Pete looks up. “You can come along with me, if your pa don’t go out.” 

Andrew gives him a doubtful look. Chaser Two lifts his head and looks at the boy, then licks his hand.

“You don’t hafta kill ’em,” the mountain man says. “There’s plenty t’ learn besides clubbin’ and skinnin’.”

“Perhaps,” Andrew’s mother says. “We shall see. Winter is a time for schooling, not wandering around in the snow getting frostbite.”

“You school them?” Mr. Smith asks.

“I do my best. As my father did for me.” She glances at the small bookcase below the mica-paned window. “We have primers, Shakespeare, and Latin and botany texts. I find them sufficient for the purpose.”

“And the Bible?”

“That also.”

“And newspapers when Grandfather Peabody visits from Don Fernando de Taos,” Alma says. She moves closer to the lamp on the small table at her mother’s elbow and frowns at her knitting. “I’ve dropped a stitch again.”

Her mother shakes her head and takes the needles. “Perhaps you’d rather read us something.”

“A Psalm?” Mr. Smith asks.

Alma crosses to the bookcase. Mr. Smith watches her and puffs his pipe. She runs her fingers over the Washington Irving, the Shakespeare, and the botany book, then obediently pulls down the big leather-bound Bible.

She loves to read, even if it isn’t Irving, and soon Alma is lost in the magical black marks on the page. As she speaks the words, her mother knits, her brother helps Ramón with his rope, Old Pete whittles, and Mr. Smith smokes his pipe and stares into the fire. Once or twice, she looks up to see his eyes on her face.

When he smiles at her, she again feels that sense of familiarity. He doesn’t seem like a stranger at all. The room is as comfortable as it is when her father is home.

Alma reads three Psalms, then her mother announces that it’s time for bed. Old Pete and Mr. Smith retire to the barn, where male visitors sleep when her father is away. Ramón goes with them, to make sure they’re settled, then lets himself into the kitchen from the back door and goes into his own room.

“Mr. Smith seems very nice,” Alma remarks to her mother as they prepare for bed in the loft.

“Yes,” she says absently. “Come and let me comb your hair.”

“He thought I was old enough to go trapping,” Andrew says.

“Go to bed, Andrew,” she answers.

He settles onto his pallet at the other end of the loft and watches sleepily as his mother combs Alma’s hair and braids her curls into submission. He’s asleep by the time Alma crawls into her own blankets. As she drifts into sleep she wonders again why Mr. Smith seems so familiar to her, so comfortable.

Late the next day, her question is answered. Old Pete has gone off to investigate the beaver ponds in the small river that flows out of the marshy area down slope and northeast of the cabin. Mr. Smith has stayed behind. He and Andrew are replacing the strips of worn rawhide that secure the corral poles to their posts.

Andrew is inside the corral, bracing the poles for Mr. Smith, who’s outside the fence. He cuts away the old rawhide, then pulls new strips from the basket Andrew has lugged from the barn and wraps them carefully around the post, then the pole, then the post again. Finally, he ties the ends off and uses a stick to twist the lacing even tighter. When they’ve done one post, he and the boy move on to the next.

Alma is tending the narrow bed of worked soil below the cabin’s drip line, weeding the spring grass away from the strip of tiny new pea plants and the little mounds of dirt where the wrinkled pink rhubarb plants are starting to poke through. The mastiff lies on the porch, sleepily watching them all.

Suddenly, Andrew’s head jerks toward the valley below. His hands move at the same time and the pole he’s holding wobbles out of position. Mr. Smith looks up.

“That’s Papa!” Andrew’s on tiptoe now, peering down at a man driving an empty wagon up the dirt road in the center of the valley. As Andrew twists to see more clearly, the pole pulls completely away from the post.

Mr. Smith reaches for it through the fence. “Go on. I’ve got it.”

Andrew barrels toward the cabin. “Mama, Papa’s coming!”

His mother appears in the doorway. She shades her eyes and peers down the hill. “He seems to have found a market for the hay. He’ll be glad of a chance to talk with Old One Eye Pete.” She smiles at Mr. Smith and raises her voice slightly, so he can hear her. “And you, of course.” 

Mr. Smith smiles and nods. Then he looks at Andrew and tilts his head toward the pole. “I think we have time to finish this set before your father arrives. I can’t do it without you.”

Andrew beams at him and trots back to the corral. His mother chuckles and looks at Alma. She lowers her voice. “The man seems to have a gift for getting that boy to actually work. I’m going to have to pay attention to just how he does it.”

Alma giggles and her mother goes back in the house. But she never can stay away when her husband is approaching. Five minutes later she’s back on the porch with her mending basket. “This sunlight sure is a blessing,” she says as she settles onto a bench near the dog.

They all work quietly for a while, with one eye on the man and wagon below. When he turns east and begins moving up the road to the cabin, Mr. Smith says, “That’ll do it.” He pats Andrew’s shoulder. “I’ll take the basket to the barn.” 

Andrew nods and heads to the well in the middle of the yard. He draws a bucket of water, takes a drink, and leaves the bucket beside the well. Then he crosses to the porch and drops onto the top step. “I expect Mr. Smith’ll want some water, too,” he tells his mother. “That fence repairing is hot work.”

She gives him an amused glance. “I expect he will.”

But when Mr. Smith comes out of the barn, he doesn’t turn toward the house or the well. Instead, he walks to the end of the barn and gazes at the approaching wagon. He moves toward the road, stops where it meets the track to the cabin, and stands waiting.

“He seems to want to speak to your father in private,” Alma’s mother observes.

Alma reaches for more weeds. “I wonder why?” 

“Men do that sometimes.” She looks down at her work. Alma and Andrew share a grin. They know she’s just as curious as they are.

But all of them have their curiosity more than satisfied when the wagon slows to take the turn to the house.

Alma’s father pulls hard on the reins and the mules toss their heads impatiently, but he doesn’t speak to them as he usually would. Instead, he stares at the man beside the road. “Papa?” he asks. Then he yanks the hand brake into position and is off the wagon, his arms around Mr. Smith’s shoulders, hugging him tightly.

On the porch, Alma’s mother drops her mending onto the bench and stands in one swift motion, almost tripping on the mastiff, who’s stood with her. She takes a step toward the edge of the porch. “What in tarnation?” she mutters.

The two men climb onto the wagon seat and Alma’s father releases the brake. As the buckboard moves toward the cabin, her mother’s chin lifts. She turns, crosses stiffly to the cabin door, and disappears inside.

Alma stands, moves to the steps, and peers into the house through the still-open door. Her mother is climbing the ladder to the loft.

As Alma watches, Ramón emerges from the kitchen and says something to her mother but she doesn’t reply. He crosses to the door and looks out, then gives Alma a puzzled look. “What is it, nita?”

She shrugs. Ramón glances toward the end of the barn, where Alma’s father and Mr. Smith are getting down from the wagon. Alma’s father sees him, smiles, and waves. “Ah,” Ramón says.

Andrew drifts down the porch steps to stand beside Alma. “I guess he’s only just called Smith. It’s not his real name.” 

She frowns. “Or Papa’s last name really isn’t Locke.” 

Ramón steps onto the porch. “Just wait and see.” 

“What is it Mama says? Patience is not a virtue I possess in any great measure.”

Ramón chuckles. Then his smile fades as the children’s father and Mr. Smith cross the yard. They stop in front of the children and look down at them.

Alma blinks. Yes, the almost-square face, the slightly amused something in the corners of the eyes. And they’re almost the same height. That’s why the older man seemed so familiar. Except her father’s eyes are gray. And his skin is a lighter color. More honey-brown like Ramón’s. But the two men watching her are incredibly alike.

“Hola, Papa,” Andrew says. His eyes flick to Mr. Smith’s face, then to his father’s. “Did you have a good trip?”

His father smiles, first at the children, then Ramón, then at Alma and Andrew again. “The best part came at the end.” He puts a hand on Mr. Smith’s elbow. “Chamacos, this is my father, your grandpa.”

Andrew puts his hands on his hips. “You told us your name was Smith.”

“I said that people call me Smith,” the man says gently. He spreads his hands, palms up. “I’m sorry. I wanted to speak to your father before I made myself known to you and your mother.”

Alma turns toward the doorway behind Ramón. It’s still empty. There’s no sound from inside the cabin. She bites her lower lip, then turns back to the men and smiles up at the older man. “I thought you reminded me of someone I loved.” She moves toward him, her arms out. “Just like my father.” As he wraps his arms around her, she buries her face in his chest. Then she tilts her head to see his face. “Buenos días, abuelo.”

Her father’s hand touches her head as he speaks to Ramón. “I thought I saw Suzanna on the porch.”

“Sí,” Ramón says. “She was here. She saw you.”

“She’s in the loft.” Andrew scowls. “You made her cranky.”

Alma breaks away from her grandpa as the three men exchange somber looks.

“I wasn’t sure—” her abuelo says.

“She never asked,” her father says.

“She is part Navajo herself,” Ramón points out.

“She said my background didn’t matter to her.” 

Alma’s grandpa looks questioningly at Ramón, who shakes his head. “I do not provide information that isn’t requested of me.” 

Andrew moves directly in front of his grandpa and puts his hands on his hips. “I have a question.” 

“Yes?”

“What’s your real name? Is my last name still Locke or is it really Smith?”

The man’s lips twitch. “I see you are a man who likes facts.”

The boy scowls. “What is it?”

“It’s Locke. I am Gerald Locke, Sr. and your father is Gerald Locke, Jr., so you are still Andrew Locke.”

“Andrew Ramón Locke,” the boy says, emphasizing his middle name.

“Andrew, because that was my mother’s father’s name,” her father says.

Andrew gives him a long look. “I hope so.” He turns on his heel and brushes past Ramón into the house. He runs to the ladder and scrambles into the loft. They hear his voice, then his mother’s, then silence.

The dog goes to the door and looks in. His head tilts to one side as if he’s trying to find the boy. Alma bites her lip. Her grandpa’s voice is somber. “Will you go to her?” 

“Not just yet,” her father answers. “I’ll wait a bit. She’ll need some time to adjust.”
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A week later, the children’s mother has shown no sign of adjusting. She spends her time reading her Caesar or hoeing the still-unplanted potato patch. She does not speak to her husband, Old Pete, or anyone else, unless she’s lashing out at one of the children for misbehaving in some small way. Even Andrew, who’s almost as silent as she is, feels the sting of her anger.

The boy’s way of dealing with upsetting news or circumstances is to retreat to the pasture to pet Brindle or to one of the tiny valley streams to study the flying insects that hover there. Chaser Two is usually with him.

When he and the big dog wander up the hill late for dinner one night, his mother drops her book and darts out of her chair. “Where in tarnation have you been, you careless boy? Don’t you know we’re all waiting on you?” she says accusingly. “You could have been lying out there half-eaten by a mountain cat and no one would’ve known!” 

Alma, who’s been reading beside the fire, looks up in surprise. It’s still daylight. There’s little danger of mountain lions wandering the valley at this time of day. And Ramón hasn’t actually told them dinner is ready.

Andrew’s eyes are wet with tears. His mother puts her hands on her hips. “And don’t you start crying like a baby!” 

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

Her hands drop. For a brief moment, she looks like she’ll burst into tears herself. Then her chin lifts. She stomps to the door, grabs a coat from the row of pegs on the wall, and yanks it around her shoulders. The heavy wooden door shudders as it closes behind her.

Andrew and Alma look at each other. “For a minute there I was sure she was gonna switch me,” he says.

Alma tries to laugh. “She hasn’t switched you in forever. Not since that time you stole the black hen’s eggs.”

“I didn’t steal ’em, I just borrowed them. I wanted to see if I could hatch ’em. I was only four and a half. I didn’t know about hens.”

Alma wrinkles her nose, glad to have found a way to distract him. “When the eggs started smelling bad, you must have known they weren’t going to hatch.”

He grins. “Mama found them just about the time I figured that out.” Then his face drops. “She was awfully mad, but she wasn’t as mad as she is now.”

“She’s not mad at us.”

“It sure feels like it.” He looks around the empty room. “Where is everybody?”

“Papa and Grandpa are in the barn and Ramón’s in the kitchen.” She lifts her book. “I wanted to help him, but Mama said I should read my botany lesson.” 

He moves to stand at her elbow and lowers his voice. “Are they going to sleep out there?”

“Out where?”

“In the barn.”

“It’s too cold to sleep in the barn. Grandpa was down here last night.”

“So was Papa.”

She lifts an eyebrow.

“I was awake when he came up the ladder this morning to get clean clothes. He was still in his pants and shirt from yesterday.”

“Was Mama with him?” This happens occasionally during the summer months when their parents want some ‘privacy of their own,’ as her mother calls it.

Andrew shakes his head. “She was in bed asleep, like usual.” 

She’s been sleeping a lot lately, going to bed before the children instead of overseeing their nighttime routine. They haven’t minded. She can’t snap at them if she’s sleeping, although Alma does miss having her hair combed.

Alma bites her lip. “How long’s she gonna stay mad at him?” She knows she’s too old to sound so plaintive, but this is beginning to frighten her. Mama’s temper is legendary, but so is her ability to get over her aggravation. She should have calmed down by now.

“Well, he lied to her. I’d be mad, too.”

“He didn’t lie. He just didn’t tell her everything.” She looks at him. “We don’t tell her everything, do we? When you go down into the canyon to watch the beaver, you don’t tell her where you’re going, because you know she’ll say it’s too far. And I don’t always tell her where I’m planning to fish.”

He gives her an impatient look. “That’s different.” He frowns. “Why’d Grandpa Locke have to show up now, anyway?”

Andrew’s question is answered a few days later. They’re all sitting in the living room after the evening meal. Old Pete and Ramón are side by side on a big wooden chest near the fire, each braiding leather to make hackamores. Gerald Sr. and Jr. sit opposite them, the children’s father on the other chest and their grandpa in a chair beside him, both pulling on their pipes.

The children are doing their schoolwork at the small table beside the bookcase, with the oil lamp between them and Chaser on the floor at their feet. Their mother is in her rocking chair. Her knitting needles click against each other like tiny swords fighting.

Old Pete’s hackamore is a complicated six-strand braid that alternates dark and light strips of cured leather. Alma’s grandpa leans forward to study it. “That’s quite a design you have there.” 

Old Pete grins at him. “Nice, ain’t it? But it weren’t me that come up with it. Ramón here’s got a gift.”

Ramón looks up. “It’s mostly scraps from one thing and another. Together, they’ll produce a good length. As my grandmother used to say, “Un grano no hace granero pero ayuda a su compañero.”

“One grain doesn’t make a granary?” Alma’s grandpa asks.

“But it helps its companions,” Alma says from the table, completing the translation.

Her mother looks up. “Have you finished those sums?” 

Alma bends back to her work. Her mother’s needles click in the silence.

“That’s a good proverb to explain why I showed up now instead of sooner,” Alma’s grandpa says. “Or later.”

The children exchange a glance. A log drops in the fireplace. Their father moves to add a new piece of wood. When he returns to his seat, he glances at his father. “Are you going to elaborate on that?” There’s a touch of something between amusement and apprehension in his voice.

Alma’s grandpa gives her mother, then her father, a cautious look. “Well, I wasn’t certain how I’d be received. Seeing how I left you in Missouri on your own, and all.”

“I don’t know that you had much choice,” Alma’s father says. “Given the way you were being pushed out of blacksmithing by the white landowners, and the way the country was being flooded with slaves. Living as a free man was becoming more and more difficult. Besides, I was fifteen and apprenticed to that farmer. Old enough to be on my own and set up as safe as you could make me, given the conditions.”

Old Pete looks up from his work. “Conditions?” 

“Missouri was a good country when I first arrived,” Alma’s grandpa tells him. “Back before it was even a territory. But then some Washington politicians decided it should enter the Union as a slave-holding state. After that, things went from good to bad, then bad to worse.” He glances at Alma’s mother, then returns to Old Pete. “So when I heard about how things were here in Nuevo México, I made sure my boy was set and I—”

“Headed for the high country.” 

“Something like that.”

There’s a long silence. The two Geralds puff on their pipes. Alma returns to her sums while Andrew makes endless penmanship loops on his slate and surreptitiously watches his mother’s face.

“I was sure glad when I knew you were in Nuevo México.” Alma’s grandpa looks at her father. “It sure was good to see you again and know you were safe, even if I only stayed around long enough to get a glimpse of you.”

Alma’s father nods. She can’t see his face but there’s something about the set of his shoulders that says he’s holding back on his words.

“I figured you’d want to make your own way, though,” her grandpa continues. “So I headed for the low country. Ended up in California for a spell.”

“So I heard,” her father says.

Old Pete drops the braid he’s been working on and rubs his hands together. “This here’s hard on the fingers.” He looks at Alma’s grandpa. “So how was Californee? I’ve heard tell it’s a right land of milk and honey.”

The other man snorts disparagingly. “Long on milk, short on honey.”

“A real pleasure to live there, huh?”

“It was all right. But they’ve been having some tussles between the ricos and the peónes, and we Americans started getting pulled into the fight. It wasn’t any place I wanted to be.” He turns to Alma’s father. “And of course, we’d heard about the rebellion in Texas and there were rumors that the same thing was happening here. I didn’t know exactly where you were and I got to worrying that you’d get caught up in a fight.”

Alma’s father’s eyes glimmer in amusement. “This isn’t Texas.”

Old Pete chortles. “Not by a long shot.”

“I’d heard folks were getting riled about taxes, then when I got here I realized it was just folks in Santa Fe not wanting to pay school fees.” 

“Well, it’s a little more’n that,” Old Pete says. “There’s always gonna be folks here who don’t figure they oughta’ help pay for a govmint that’s clear down in Mexico City. But the governor slapped a tax on fandangos and other public entertainments and that pretty much had everybody ruffled up for a time there.”

The other man shrugs. “There was just a sense of trouble abroad and I became a trifle concerned.” He grins at Alma’s father. “I didn’t know you were in a mountain valley about as far as you can get from any trouble that’s likely to build up.”

Alma’s mother sniffs. He looks at her, then turns back to Alma’s father. His voice drops. “And when I heard you had a wife and young ones, I decided it was most definitely time. I’ve missed you, son. I’m sorry I didn’t make it back sooner.”

Suddenly, the rocking chair stops moving. Alma’s mother stands, drops her knitting into the basket beside the chair, and stalks from the room and into the kitchen.

Andrew’s slate drops to the table. His chair scrapes back and he runs after his mother, the mastiff close behind. As the boy opens the door to the kitchen, the one that leads to the hillside behind the house shuts with a thud.

“What are you gonna do?” Old Pete asks in a subdued voice.

“I don’t know,” Alma’s father answers. “I truly don’t know.”
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Although the children don’t agree on the righteousness of their mother’s anger, they do agree that it’s best not to turn her sharp gaze on themselves. So when they’re in the barn feeding the chickens and collecting eggs two days later, they don’t go running to the house to announce that the black hen has once again escaped the pole-latticed chicken pen and is in the hayloft.

Instead, Alma dumps the rest of the feedgrain into the chickens’ narrow cottonwood trough and follows Andrew out of the pen. She latches the door behind them, then pushes the sides of her sunbonnet away from her face to see into the loft above the chicken enclosure. The hen is trotting along the edge of the loft. “Tarnation!” Alma says. “We’re going to have to go get her.”

Andrew is carrying the woven willow basket of eggs. The yellow barn cat rubs against his feet. He looks down at her. “You’d just love to have an egg to eat, wouldn’t you?”

“Cats don’t eat eggs,” Alma says absently. She’s still watching the black hen.

Andrew eyes the cat, who looks much thinner than she did a few days ago. “I wouldn’t put it past her.” He turns and studies the barn interior. “There ain’t no place really safe from a cat, is there?” He lugs the basket to the tack room at the other end of the big dusty space, unlatches the door, sets the basket down next to Old Pete’s gear, and pushes the peg firmly back into the latch. Then he nods at the cat. “Try to get into that, why don’t ya?” 

Alma looks over her shoulder at the closed barn door and jiggles impatiently. “We’re wasting time. If Mama comes in, we’ll have to tell her about the hen.” 

“Come on, then.” Andrew scrambles up the ladder and she follows close behind. As he swings into the loft, the hen begins to squawk angrily.

“What’d you do, step on her?” Alma laughs. She’s on the top rung now.

But Andrew is still next to the ladder and the hen is in the far corner, hopping along a small ridge of hay and peering at something behind it. She flaps her wings irritably.

Andrew begins unbuttoning his shirt. “We need something to cover her head.” 

“She’ll scratch your bare chest with her feet,” Alma says. “Just a minute.” She swings into the loft and reaches for her sunbonnet. “This stupid thing turns out to be useful after all.” 

She hands the floppy cotton to Andrew. He grasps a side flap in each hand and moves cautiously toward the chicken. She’s too busy scolding the hay to notice him. He swoops the sunbonnet over her head and bundles it tight against her wings before she can react. Her feet scrabble at empty air as he lifts her, then she goes still. Alma grabs the dangling strings, wraps them around the hen’s enclosed body, and ties them in a neat bow. “That should do it.” 

Andrew grins and hefts the chicken in his arms. “Maybe this will teach her to stop trying to get out.” He turns and leans to look into the space she’d been fussing at. “Oh look! It’s kittens!”

The children have their heads together, examining the blind babies in their nest, when a door hinge squeals below. They look at the trussed hen in Andrew’s arms, then each other, and sink onto the hay-strewn loft boards so whoever is below can’t see them.

“We need to talk.” Their father’s voice has a grim weariness to it. The children look at each other apprehensively. There’s only one person he speaks to in that way.

“How could you not tell me?” Their mother’s voice is low and furious. There are no tears in it. Alma looks at Andrew, who has closed his eyes. He looks like he’d put his hands over his ears if he wasn’t still clutching the hen.

“How dare you not tell me such a thing?” their mother continues. “How could you keep such a thing from me? Why, what you’ve done is downright criminal!” A hand slaps the side of the empty cow stall, rattling the boards. “You lied to me! Not with words, but with every action you took!” Her voice rises. “You lied to me! How dare you!”

“Suzanna—” He sounds almost like he wants to plead with her. Alma leans forward, wishing she could see, but Andrew jabs her ribs with his elbow. His eyes are wide open now. He shakes his head at her urgently.

“Don’t you touch me!” their mother snaps.

There’s a shuffling sound, as if their father is moving as far away from her as he can without actually leaving the barn. “I’m sorry.” His voice is stiff now, not pleading.

“That’s all you can say?” 

“If you’ll recall, I tried to tell you.” Then his voice changes, becomes sadder. “I was a coward. I see that now. But I didn’t want to lose you. And you said you didn’t care about my past, my background. That it was me you wanted. That my character was all that mattered.” There’s a long silence, then he says quietly, “And I wanted to believe you.”

A piece of harness jingles as he paces past it. The children look at each other and smile slightly in spite of the tension. Papa paces when he’s thinking. “Enoch Jones would have told you all about me,” he says. “Given half a chance.”

“Is that why you tried to kill him in the Gila wilderness?”

He stops moving. “Of course not! Jones was attacking Gregorio Garcia. I had to do something to stop him. Then when he came at me, I had no choice. You know that. I told you what happened.” He begins moving again. Another piece of harness jingles as he brushes past. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell you about me when he attacked you in the cornfield six years ago. But I suppose he had other things on his mind.”

“He did say there was something about you I didn’t know. But I thought he was just trying to distract me. I never expected anything like this.” She snorts. “And I was in no position to give him a chance to explain.” 

There’s a short pause. Then her voice hardens. “All right. I suppose I invited you to not tell me the truth. But the fact remains that you’ve been living a lie all these years, letting me believe your Irish mother was married to a man of the same race. That you simply had skin that tanned well and stayed that way. Not bothering to explain just where Alma’s skin color and those so-called freckles on her face came from.” 

She pauses as if she’s waiting for him to answer. When he doesn’t, she says, “But now it turns out that you’re negro, of all things. Son of a man who’s a runaway slave.” Her voice rises. “What in tarnation did you expect? That I’d simply say ‘oh my goodness, what a pleasant surprise’?”

“My father isn’t a runaway slave. His mother was. His father was Cherokee.”

“It’s still in the blood.”

“What, the runaway part or the African part?” There’s a harshness in his voice that Alma’s never heard before. She bites her lip.

But then he seems to catch himself. His tone changes. “I wanted to tell you,” he says quietly. “So many times. But when that first opportunity passed and you didn’t seem to care, well, I thought I’d wait a while, until we’d been married a bit.” He begins pacing again. “I thought you’d guessed and that it truly didn’t matter. That it wasn’t something even worth discussing. That with your own Navajo grandmother, you’d understand.” 

There’s a long silence. When he speaks again, there’s bitterness in his voice. “But it’s not the Cherokee part of me that’s the problem, of course. It’s the negro, the blackness. Not telling you was sheer foolishness. I should have known you were just like all the others.”

“What others?” she snaps. “What in tarnation is that supposed to mean? And skin color has nothing to do with this! You lied to me!”

“And if I hadn’t? Would you have married me anyway?”

There’s a long silence. “I—” Her voice catches as she speaks. “I don’t know.”

“Probably not.”

“But you’ll never know, will you?” Her voice rises. “Because you didn’t have the courage to find out!”

Alma’s breath catches. Her mother has just called her father a coward.

In the barn below, his hand thuds against a board. “What the blazes, Suzanna? You said then that you didn’t care where I came from and now you say that if you’d known, you wouldn’t have married me! I gave you what you said you wanted and now you throw it in my face! What’s a man supposed to do?”

There’s another long silence. When she speaks again, her voice is icy. “We have clearly come to a parting of the ways in terms of our perspective on this matter. I think—” 

But just then, the outer door rattles. Alma cranes her neck. A sliver of light dances upward from the opening.

“Children?” Ramón’s voice calls. The door swings farther open. “Ah, perdóneme,” he says. “I sent los chamacos to gather the eggs and they have not yet returned.”

“Those two are so irresponsible,” their mother says irritably, though her voice sounds oddly relieved.

“They’re probably down in the canyon watching beaver,” their father says.

Their mother’s skirts swish as she crosses to the door. It swings farther open. “Alma!” she shouts. “Andrew!”

Andrew’s mouth opens instinctively. He leans forward, but Alma grabs his arm and pulls him back. She shakes her head and he nods reluctantly and sinks back onto the floorboards.

“Ah well, they will return when they are ready,” Ramón says. “Perhaps the black hen has escaped again and they have gone in search of her.”

“I wouldn’t put it past that hen to keep trying to get out,” their mother agrees. “She ought to go in a soup pot, then we wouldn’t have—” Her voice fades as the three adults leave the barn.

The hen clucks nervously and twitches her feet. Andrew chuckles as he strokes the cloth. “Don’t worry, I won’t let them eat you,” he whispers.

Alma moves cautiously to the edge of the loft and sticks her head out far enough to see the dim interior below. The door is firmly shut.

“Did Ramón know we were up here?” Andrew asks.

Alma shrugs. She suddenly doesn’t want to talk anymore. She touches the heart-shaped freckle on her face. Light flickers from the roof and she glances up. There are holes between the wood shingles. Like her heart. “Let’s get out of here,” she says.
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In the following days, Alma does her best to avoid her mother, but then one morning Alma’s sitting on a bench on the porch, her botany book in her hands when her mother marches across the yard and stops at the bottom of the steps. She has a hoe in each hand. “The cornfield needs to be turned over,” she says abruptly. “Today’s as good a day as ever. Put the book away.”

There’s a grimness in her face and a stiffness in her shoulders which make it clear Alma had better do as she’s told. She nods and stands. As she moves to the cabin door, her mother adds. “And put your sunbonnet on! Your skin’s splotchy enough as it is!”

Alma’s stomach tightens, but she obeys. She follows her mother down the hill. “You can start down there.” Her mother waves a hand toward the western end of the patch. “Break up all the clods. I’m going to start seeding next week, whether the weather’s warm enough or not.”

Alma nods and moves to the lower end of the field. Her mother marches to the upper end and positions herself in the northeast corner. Alma steps sideways until she’s at the very end of the furthest row opposite. She wants to stay as far away from her mother as possible.

Her sunbonnet flaps against the sides of her face. She pushes at it impatiently, folding the flaps back against her head. Then she glances up the field. If her mother sees sunshine on Alma’s face, she’ll be even more cranky than she already is. Alma drops her hands and lets the cloth fall forward and flatten against her cheeks.

She bites her lip. She’s too old to cry. But she hates the way the bonnet slaps against her face and blocks her view. All she can see are the clods of winter-hardened dirt immediately in front of her. The only sound is the slap of her mother’s hoe lashing at the mounds of soil at the top of the field. Alma blinks back her tears and goes to work, her stomach a dead weight of misery.

Two hours later, her mother stops working and leans on her hoe. She’s turned over the dirt in perhaps a fifth of the plot. Alma has completed only half what her mother’s accomplished, but her mother’s shoulders are looser now and more relaxed. Alma begins working slowly toward her.

“That’s enough for today,” her mother says when Alma’s close enough to hear.

She nods and pushes her sunbonnet flaps out of the way. Her mother’s face seems calmer, too, although she still looks unhappy. But resolved, somehow. Like she’s reached a decision. The knot in Alma’s stomach eases a little. Maybe she’s decided to forgive Papa for not telling her about Grandpa Locke. After all, nobody can help the color of their skin or who their grandparents were.

She follows her mother up the hill toward the cabin. As they reach the top, she sees her father in the corral, working with his favorite two-year-old gelding. It’s a pretty thing. Chestnut red with a blaze like a white starburst that half covers its face. Her mother turns and reaches for Alma’s hoe. “I’ll take that. You go on into the house.”

“I want to watch Papa with the horse.”

Her mother’s jaw tightens. “I told you to go in the house.”

Alma pushes the sunbonnet flaps away from her face again. Her mother glares at her. Alma turns and heads toward the cabin. When she reaches the steps, she looks back. Her mother has moved to the corral and is leaning the two hoes against a post. Her father turns and gives her a tentative smile, but then his face drops into a sad wariness. He pats the gelding’s shoulder, releases the rope from its halter, and moves toward his wife.

She says something that Alma can’t catch and his head jerks as if he’s been slapped. He looks toward the cabin, sees Alma, and flaps a hand at her, waving her inside. She bites her lip and obeys. Whatever decision her mother has made, it isn’t what her father hoped for.

The noon meal is a silent one. Her mother’s face is stony and her father’s is grim. Alma can barely swallow. The little bit of Ramón’s fresh tortías and queso she’s able to force down sit in her belly like a pile of rocks.

After the meal, she escapes the cabin as quickly as she can and climbs the hill behind it to her favorite rock, a flat piece of light brown sandstone that juts at an angle from the hillside. It’s the perfect location for viewing the long valley below, the green-black mountains that hug its sides, and the mountains that fold around its southern end, a mere suggestion behind a blue haze.

No matter how cantankerous her mother is, Alma always has this. She drops onto the rock, pulls off her sunbonnet, and lets the breeze push through her black curls. Then she folds her legs to her chest, wraps her arms around them, puts her chin on her knees, and soaks in the May sunshine. A golden eagle circles overhead and a hawk flies over the marsh below, searching for prey. A red-winged blackbird trills over and over again, defining its territory. Alma’s muscles relax.
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