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ONE




Minoa paused with boot tips in mid-air to peer across the Rio Grande valley to the Manzano Mountains, slumbering on the eastern horizon. ‘Grande’ was a joke. Barely a trickle in October in a good year, and this year fell in the middle of a worst-in-a-millennium drought. Dried tumbleweeds cuddled the base of the rocky ridge top she stood on. A hollyhock sky glowed above. She teetered there, muscles buzzing from hours of walking, dried sweat parching her face, inhaling air so arid it abraded her lungs. She had to admit it felt good to get back in shape, even if her mind spent half the day screaming for a quiet carrel in a research library. 

She cocked back her mashed goat roper hat and panned a full circle. Rangeland every which way. To the southwest a couple tiny figures moved. Weird. She never saw another soul when she was out walking Gavilan Mesa. Maybe surveyors? No cattle out here to steal and no water or oil to drill for.

The sun looked bloated to bursting and the soles of her feet felt like old leather. Could she finally get out of here? She took a vote. A majority of one voted yes. So she started striding back toward the gate, boot heels scalloping the dirt between silvery bunch grass and prickly pear cactus, scanning the ground as she walked, ever alert for rattlers. That’s why she noticed those mounds, dirt humps, long and low, cheatgrass on top. Not much to see but they didn’t look natural. She paused sensing a pulse of excitement, phone halfway out of her pocket. After days walking Gavilan she'd found nothing to report on the archaeological survey. A find, even a small one, would make her feel less useless. But had Ron insinuated that she wasn't supposed to find anything?

A check of GIS for aerial identified sites at these coordinates turned up zip. Luckily there was a touch of coverage out here with nothing between her and the cell company’s twirling orbiting satellites but glare and a hue of Albuquerque smog. She squinted at a western horizon so far away it blended into sky, considering. Was she going to do her job, temp status be damned, or try to read between the lines creasing Ron's weathered face? With a sigh she pulled stakes and twine out of her backpack and marked a perimeter. Then she snapped photos from different angles.

The mounds didn’t align in a rectangular shape. Could she be wasting time photographing somebody’s illegal dumping site? Maybe they were refuse heaps left by Spanish colonial sheep herders at a summer grazing camp? Or hasty frontier burials? Small chance these dirt humps sticking out of a tract of land only cattle hooves had touched for hundreds of years could have archaeological importance. Still, at least she’d have something to report in her Friday wrap-up. Pocketing her phone, she kept walking.

The long-suffering truck sat just outside a stock gate, crusted with dirt. She tossed her backpack onto the bench seat, hoisted herself in, cranked the gear shifter and started down the rutted track. Down, down along the border of a fenced parcel of grazing land, then right across rabbit weed plains toward a flat-backed butte curving above the horizon. The track flattened into a graded road and the interstate appeared in the distance, scratched into the mesa side, a couple of toy semi-trucks inching across.

Nearing the frontage road she spotted red lights pulsing between machines in a cluster of parked road construction equipment. She slowed as she drove closer, fixing her eyes on the shapes. The humps and flashes resolved into graders, compactors, bulldozers and dump trucks with a gaggle of patrol cars behind, lights on top gyrating. What was Albuquerque police doing out here on the far West Mesa at the Paseo de Pradera construction site? She pulled up even with the earth movers and flagged an officer standing near a patrol car parked sideways to block the road.

“Officer, what’s going on here?”

“Police operation. Stand back.”

“Police? Could you tell me when I can get through?”

“If I was you I’d head back the way you come. Civil disturbance here and this road could be closed for a while.”

“But there is no other way out and …”

He’d already walked away. She pulled off the dirt road onto scruffy desert, parked the truck, pocketed her phone and stepped out. Officers milled between the frontage road and the machines. Off to the side stood a group of construction workers in baseball caps, sipping coffee out of thermoses.

The cops paid no attention as she circled around the orange and green equipment, massive road graders, bulldozers, excavators, drum rollers and a paver parked on a dirt lot scraped out of rangeland stretching from one horizon to another. Reaching the far side she spied figures amidst the machinery. She edged closer, then stopped and stared. A gray-haired woman stood leaning into a bulldozer. What was she doing out here? Moving down the row she spotted a tall guy with a blond ponytail beside a monstrous backhoe. Now she noticed a bike chain locked to his ankle. The other end hooked to an O ring below the cabin. Through gaps between the parked machines she glimpsed officers on the other side grouping into a formation, some holding riot shields. Continuing down the line she came to a couple more people chained to machinery. On the back side of the lot, beside the shovel of a gigantic bulldozer, she spied Carter, ski goggles on her forehead below a pileup of brown curls. A dented football helmet hung from one hand. Minoa hurried over.

“Pssst! Carter, what's going on?”

Carter’s head swiveled around. Her leg stayed chained to a latch.

“Hey, Minoa. Civil disobedience action. Our protests of Gavilan and the Paseo de Pradera highway are going nowhere. Too much money changing hands for the politicians to care that nobody wants this development. We have to get aggressive.”

“Aren't you still on supervised release for that protest at the city council meeting? If you’re arrested again, you won’t get bail.”

“The DA dropped the charges. We were exercising our first amendment rights and it was a public meeting anyway.”

“They’ll figure out how to cut those chains pretty quick and haul you off to jail.”

“Nope. You can’t cut these chains with a bolt cutter. They’ll have to get a hydraulic cutter or a blowtorch.”

“Carter, it’s not a good idea to make APD mad. They’re known for excessive force.”

“True. But if they use those batons, the mainstream press might prick their ears.”

“You’ll get great press coverage if somebody is shot dead.”

Carter flashed her a sarcastic frown as sounds of raised voices filled the alleyways between parked machines. She adjusted the goggles over her eyes and pulled on the football helmet, white with a red horse insignia.

“Quick, take my phone and film what the cops do. Maybe they won’t arrest you.”

“Arrest me? What are you talking about? I can’t get arrested. I need this job.”

“Min, what’s more important? Your underpaid contractor gig or the viability of a regional ecosystem?”

Minoa grumbled as she slipped Carter’s phone into a pocket and ran to the back of the bulldozer. While Carter adjusted the helmet’s chin strap an officer appeared in the gap between the bulldozer and a road grader the size of a mobile home. He strode over and pointed his baton at Carter’s face. His cranberry cheeks moved as if he were pushing a gumball around the inside of his mouth.

“You’re trespassing. You’re ordered to vacate immediately.”

“Water for the people!” Carter called out. “Not for the bankers!”

Others joined in, maybe seven or eight voices, repeating, “Water for the people!”

Carted yelled, “This is a citizen protest against misuse of our taxes.”

“Hands behind your back. Now!”

The cop lifted the baton as if preparing to swing it down.

“Fuera British Bank of Commerce and Credit!” A chorus of voices screamed over and over, “Fuera BBCC!” 

Minoa took steps toward him lifting her hands in a ‘don’t shoot’ posture.

“You… you can’t do that.”

The corners of his lips dug into his cheeks as he sliced the baton through the air to slam onto the helmet with a crack. Carter doubled forward.

“Stop that!”

Minoa waved her arms back and forth. He was raising his arm for another blow as Carter straightened.

She locked eyes with him yelling, “Fuera foreign banks.”

He whipped the baton back and spun it down at the same time as Minoa leaped forward bringing her arms up to meet his forearm. The baton flew through the air to clatter down a side panel of the grader’s cabin. Minoa jumped back wrapping a hand around each wrist, grimacing, suppressing a moan. The cop’s face went haywire, his cheeks pumping in and out like balloons that wouldn’t fill.

“Don’t move!” he screamed. “You’re both under arrest.”

Carter reached a hand to Minoa’s shoulder and whispered.

“Run. I’ll distract him.”

Minoa calculated for a second, then spun around and sprinted into the desert. When she paused to look back, panting hard, she saw Carter crawling up the side of the dozer with the cop pulling on her leg from below. She focussed her phone camera on one protester after another. An officer had backed the fellow with a blond ponytail against a road grader and was laying into him with the baton, short staccato chops that made the guy jerk like a marionette. The gray-haired woman yelled at a cop pinning her against a six-foot tire. Farther down the line a young woman shrieked as an officer wrenched her arms around to cuff her behind her back. Minoa panned back and forth to capture the scene, then texted the video to Ireni. She had started a message explaining where to send it when she saw two officers walking her way. Reaching her they took a straddle stance with arms crossed over their chests. One reared back his head and peered at her through eye slits, the other rested a hand on the weapon in his belt.

“You’re obstructing justice, lady,” said the first.

“Interfering with a police operation,” said the other.

“I work here. I work for the New Mexico State Office of Archaeological Studies. We’re surveying this land.”

The two officers exchanged glances.

“Government employee?” said the first guy. “You got an ID?”

Minoa fished her badge out from under her shirt.

“Let her go,” said the other.

“You can’t film a police operation without a press pass,” said the first. He snatched the phone out of her hand. “Consider yourself lucky if we let you go without a charge.”

“I already sent that video to the news media and the governor. So you can give me back my phone.”

“Judge will decide that. You move on now.”

The two of them smirked and walked away. She stifled the urge to yell something pointless like ‘that’s my property.’ Okay, it was a refurbished model but it had cost her a half-day’s worth of contractor monotony and it still functioned if she recharged the battery a lot. She turned her back, pulled Carter’s phone out of her pocket and started another text to Ireni: Send that video right away to the Albuquerque Journal, KUNM, KOB, the New Mexican, the governor and anybody else you can think of. Tell them APD is attacking a peaceful protest at the construction site of the Paseo de Pradera. Contact me on Carter’s phone. I'll explain later. Ireni responded with a thumbs up.

Circling through saltbush she made her way back to the truck. Cops were pacing in front of the machinery. No protesters visible. If Carter was right about the bolt cutter, and if some bored journalist got wind of this and decided it was worth a drive outside town on the chance some APD brute would draw blood on camera or, god forbid, shoot somebody, maybe Carter’s latest environmental protest would be worth another arrest. A couple police vans were speeding up the road from the highway trailing dust bubbles. She slid onto the truck’s worn seat. Glancing at the rearview she saw an officer looking her way, raising an arm, spreading lips wide to yell. She took off bushwhacking into the desert, slaloming around cactus, cutting a wide semicircle. Below the cluster of patrol cars she rocked back onto the gravel road and hightailed it out of there.








  
  
TWO




She made the trip north to Santa Fe sipping a gigantic ice tea from a taco drive-through in Old Town Albuquerque, scrolling posts on her phone when she could spare a glance to see if any journalists were covering the protest. Not a word. Another of Carter’s pointless environmental actions. Doomed idealism, she told herself, noticing her brittle defensiveness. She heard Carter’s voice arguing back: Commit to something, Min, or get bitter while you get old. She squeezed the bridge of her nose till it hurt and fixed her gaze on the highway..

South of Santa Fe at Caja del Rio Road she took the exit and soon arrived at the state archaeology office. The yellowish stucco building baked in the bread warmer temperature of an Indian summer going strong. Through a window she glimpsed Ron, his eyes hidden inside the furrows of a sun-fried complexion. Splashing ice tea onto the linoleum floor, she headed down the hallway to his office, knocked on the partly open door with an elbow and stepped inside.

“Hey there. Got that survey finished?”

He spoke without raising his eyes from a computer screen.

“Hi Ron. Almost. There’s a protest against the Paseo de Pradera highway at the site where they park the road construction equipment. People chained themselves to earth movers and APD is angry.”

He looked up, cranking his eyebrows into deep brow furrows.

“Ow. Not a good look.”

“They shut the entry road down. I had to go cross-country to get out.”

“Ow again. Let’s hope they don’t shut it for long. The sooner we finish there the better.”

He poised the fingertips of his two hands together, peering over the top in an unfocused gaze out the window.

“And the cops stole my phone.”

He turned back to look at her, letting his hands drift apart.

“Not one of ours, was it?”

She shook her head.

“Can’t help you with that then. Try APD’s citizen complaint line.”

“What do I call with?”

“Haha. Good point. Probably best not to call police from an office phone. Just in case.”

“Got it.”

An awkward silence carpeted the room as he squinted at something on his computer screen, clacking keys. She glanced out the window at gamma grass scrub stretching far out to swan dive into the Rio Grande valley. When he leaned back in his office chair, the fingertips rejoined and began a rippling sequence, touching thumb to thumb, index to index, middle, ring, pinky, over and over. She stared, trying to figure out what he was thinking, wondering if she should ask about upcoming projects. After a moment he sat up straight and posed elbows on the desktop.

“Okay, I admit Gavilan is politically problematic. But it’s not our problem.”

“Our problem …?”

“Look, between you and me I may even agree with the protesters. Clearly there’s no water out there and twenty thousand suburban lawns will need water. There’s nothing up for grabs in the Rio Grande so they’ll have to steal it from the small farmers in the South Valley. Excuse me, I meant to say reallocate. But our job, our only job, is to produce an archaeological field survey for the environmental impact statement the developer can then submit to get their master plan approved, complying with the letter, if not the intent, of the law. It’s a foregone conclusion what the Albuquerque City Council will decide. The damn development is going to get approved no matter what we do, so we may as well make some spare change to put into the projects with archaeological significance. It’s a moral trade-off like everything in the real world. Just finish this unpleasant little chore and then, well, we may have some more interesting projects coming up.”

“More projects? That’s great. Oh, I almost forgot. I spotted some dirt mounds.”

His palms tumbled to the desk.

“What? Probably just some pre-war sheep herder’s hut. Didn’t show on GIS, did it?”

“No. Although the mounds didn’t define a rectangular shape. More like a couple of ‘Z’s.”

“‘Z’, huh? Maybe Zorro knew the Duke of Alburquerque.” He snorted a guffaw. “Any rubble around? Other signs?”

“I just notated the coordinates and staked it before I left.”

A deep breath as his expression relaxed.

“Okay, sounds like a minor obstacle. I’ll send the GPR tech out, do a subterranean radar assessment just to cover our butts. Should only delay us a day or so.”

The desk phone rang out. After punching a button he picked up the receiver. 

“Mr. Montoya, yes sir.”

Ron threaded a binder clip onto a pen and twirled it around.

“I’ve got the tech right here in the office with me. She assured me she’ll be done in a couple of days.”

He squinted a frown.

“No, no finds at all except for some mounds. Nothing to worry about. We’ll use ground-penetrating radar. Be done in a jiffy. No need to dig.”

He exhaled loudly and jabbed at his watch for her benefit.

“Yes sir, no delays. I guarantee it. Happy to serve.” He hung up. “I’ll have that site analyzed. Couldn’t have just walked on by? All I ask is you get this guy off my ass. Damn corrupt politicos.”

He focused on some papers on his desk so she stepped out of the office and walked back down the hallway to the entrance. Outside the glare bouncing off cement forced tears as she headed for the parking lot. At the truck she dumped out the remaining tea and climbed in. She sat there staring out the dust-mottled windshield at an afternoon resigning itself to coming night, coming winter. It was Friday. She had a week of contractor day gigs under her belt and would pick up a few more before the Gavilan survey was done. And Ron said he had more work coming up, although Ron thought in terms of archaeological periods, not monthly bill cycles. Still, she wasn’t completely broke. She should be happy like every other poor working fool in America. She torqued her face into a clown smile, then dropped the curtain down hard as she threw the truck into gear and drove off.








  
  
THREE




The truck rumbled to a stop on the dirt drive separating Minoa’s guesthouse from Brent Harrison’s pueblo revival mega-home, spitting up veils of white dust. She stared. Somebody had parked in her spot. A sparkly blue European sports car. It looked like a sedan that had wandered into the path of a steamroller before getting a custom paint job. Still, it must have cost as much as a couple of Harrison's luxury vehicles so she’d just park over on the side of the guesthouse by the pile of tossed lumber and say ‘no problem at all, sir.’ 

She stumbled to the guesthouse door, pretended to unlock it in case anybody was peering out from the big house. As she figured it, why bother to throw the deadbolt on a glorified shed in full view of a mansion with a first class security system? She pulled it shut behind her, dropped her backpack on her door-on-cement-blocks desk and paused to think. Big mistake. Avoiding excess thinking was her favorite hobby these days. Better not to think about how she’d ended up working on the wrong side of what Carter called the Water Wars or renting some multimillionaire’s maid’s quarters in a town she’d left forever at age eighteen. The territory of memories between eighteen and thirty-six was posted ‘no trespassing.’

For now, she’d need to keep tabs on Carter’s arrest process so she could time her drive back to Albuquerque to pay a bail bondsman and get her out of jail, although she doubted even pushing the old pickup back down the interstate at a tire-shimmying speed would save Carter from a night in jail. And that word ‘pay’ produced a cattle prod of anxiety. Maybe Ireni could afford this one. She had a real job, right?

But Ireni had paid most of the fee last time after Carter and the other water defenders disrupted an Albuquerque City Council meeting dressed as La Llorona pouring pitchers of water on the councilors’ heads. The press clips had been comical. The entertainment value was almost worth a rough arrest and a criminal charge but what had it accomplished? According to Ron the development was going through no matter how many creative protests activists launched. And even though the DA dropped the charges, they’d never see the bondsman’s fee again.

She located a bottle of Brandy & Benedictine under the sink in the kitchenette, a single countertop, a couple cabinets and a camper-style fridge. With a tumbler of the amber liquor she sat down in one of her equipale chairs, a leather cubby on a base of cedar strips, propped her feet on the windowsill and stared out the window. Up the hill to the side of Harrison’s house she spied two Latino guys in cowboy hats and western shirts shoveling something into the prairie dog burrows. What were Brent’s day workers up to now? Surely they weren’t feeding the charismatic little rodents?

Suddenly his front door swung open and out walked Findley Malbore—one of Harrison's millionaire buddies; she’d privately named him ‘the shrimp’—followed by some string bean woman with flyaway brown hair. Brent stood on the threshold smiling and waving. Malbore and the woman smiled and waved back. Life was good for the one-percenters. No idea who the woman was. Malbore’s girlfriend was blonde, unless he’d ordered a replacement.

Malbore and the woman drove off in the sapphire sports car and Brent disappeared. Minoa sent a text to Valeria, found out she was with little Leah in the rec room behind the main house. She sighed through a smile of satisfaction. At least she’d done one good deed. When Valeria got arrested during an ICE raid at the body shop where her brother worked, Minoa had helped bail her out of immigration detention and arranged a nanny job with Brent.

‘So there, Carter. I’m not just an apolitical individualist with zero social conscience.’

In her imagination Carter responded with a hesitant thumbs-up. Ireni would half-frown, hesitant in the other direction. She’d better let her know Carter was in jail again. She punched her number into Carter’s phone.

“Hello?” A voice as clear as an icy rivulet. “Carter, what’s up?”

“It’s Minoa, remember? I’ve got Carter’s phone. APD stole mine and Carter’s being booked right now. You saw the video. Were you able to send it out?”

“The governor’s office has a copy in their citizen comment inbox. I’ll check the local news to see if they cover it, but they’re biased in favor of Gavilan development so I doubt they will. Maybe the college interns at KUNM will take an interest.”

“We’ll have to drive to ‘Querque’ tomorrow to bail her out.”

“I paid most of the fee for her last bond.”

“No friendly reimbursement yet?”

“She’s too busy getting herself arrested again.”

“I’m a little short so she may have to buy her own way out this time.”

“Don’t you still have work with Ron?”

“A few more days, then it’s back to the breadline.”

“You’re not really starving, are you?”

“Just kidding, Reni. Ron has been paying me enough for a burger and fries every hour I’m out at Gavilan.”

“Good things are coming your way, Min. I can feel it.”

“Glad you can. Some dancing later might help counter my pessimism.”

“I have to work late. How’s Valeria doing with your landlord’s daughter?”

“I’ll check on her.”

As she clicked off, Brent’s front door flew open and his live-in girlfriend, Crystal, charged out. She tried to slam the door but Brent appeared on the threshold raising both palms to stop it. Spinning around, she ran toward the row of luxury SUVs parked along the front of the house. He caught up and grabbed her arm. She twirled around to face him. Both of their mouths stretched one way and another but Minoa couldn’t hear anything through the glass. Crystal flung her arm free, lurching backward as she pulled a phone out of her pocket. As Brent approached she backed up, filming him. He swatted at the phone but she moved it in time.

She ran to a black Range Rover, jerked open the door, slid into the driver’s seat. Held up the phone to film him again. He strode over and locked hands on the door handle leading to a tug of war that whacked the car door back and forth. She floored the accelerator, spraying dirt off the wheels as she sped down the circular drive, dragging him along for a few paces until he slid to the ground. Jumping up he stood there glaring at the retreating car, hands in fists.

After a moment he looked her way. She snapped her eyes shut and feigned sleep. Kept them squeezed shut as she counted in whispered Spanish but, just as she reached veintidós, a knock rattled the door. She took a few steps over, tugged it partway open and peered out. Brent smiled as if expecting her to invite him in. Dust speckled his chinchilla pelt of hair and frosted one side of his shirt. Within the open buttons of his shirt she spied a bullhead tattoo.

“Hey, your friend Valeria is great with Leah.”

Minoa nodded, mind lurching among possibilities. Was this demented? Chatting after he’d tussled with Crystal? Or had they been playacting a dispute and weren’t angry? Maybe they juiced their relationship with games like this?

“So, I finally get full custody of Leah and Crystal picks this moment to lose her mind.”

No idea what to say. Oh yeah, would this be a good moment for her request?

“Really? Uh, I was wondering if I could have a few more days to pay the rent?”

“No worries. Listen, your friend is doing a great job with Leah. I appreciate you finding me a nanny on short notice. I’m having a party to celebrate the custody decision tomorrow night. You’re invited. Bring a friend if you want.”

“Great, thanks.”

“By the way, they’re exterminating the prairie dogs so stay away from the substance you see around their burrows.”

“What?” She edged the door wider. “Why are you having them killed?”

“I don't want Leah to step in a hole and twist her ankle. Anyway, they attract coyotes.”

He turned and walked back toward the big house. As soon as he disappeared inside, she headed around the main house to a remodeled six-car garage behind it. She could hear screaming before she peered through double French doors. Inside two table-size flat screens checkered the walls; pool, ping-pong and foosball tables filled space between leather sectionals. Little Leah writhed on the floor, flinging arms, kicking legs, face squeezed around a mouth stretched wide, fringes of hair flying side to side.

She opened the door, running smack into deafening screams. Valeria, creamy round face and serious brows under a wave of thick black hair, glanced over at her, then returned to the child with a stream of calming words that weren’t penetrating the tantrum. She reached down arms but Leah swatted her away, scooting across the tile floor.

Valeria straightened, made a ‘who knows’ gesture at Minoa. When Leah noticed Valeria had backed off, her screams transformed into wails and she rolled over onto her belly and convulsed a string of sobs, pounding her fists. Valeria squatted beside her patting her back, humming a tune. Finally she scooped her up and carried her over to a couch where she sat cradling the child on her lap. Minoa sat beside her. Leah quieted as Valeria stroked locks of wavy nut-brown hair off her forehead. Valeria looked at Minoa, speaking in a low voice.

“She’s been like this since Brent told her that her mom isn’t coming to pick her up. He made it sound like she’s abandoning her daughter. What mother would do that?”

“Brent and Mercedes have been in a custody battle for years. When I moved in he was on a regime of supervised visits. I guess he took revenge by suing for sole custody. He’s having a party to celebrate the custody decision. He even invited us.”

Leah slipped off Valeria’s lap and wandered over to a toy chest. She pulled out a robot puppy and began using a controller to move it around. Valeria flashed Minoa a glance.

“He invited me? I don’t think so.”

“I mean, he said bring friends, or a friend. What do I care? He can afford me bringing a busload of people.”

“I’m the nanny, Minoa. I’m sure he didn’t mean me.”

“Maybe you’re right. Sorry. But this job is just while you’re sorting out your immigration case. Then you can go back to UNM and finish your degree.”

“I wish I was so sure. Of course I’m grateful for your help. When I was in that detention center I thought I’d be deported without seeing anyone again.”

Minoa patted her shoulder.

“It was awful but try to relax. The important thing is you’re out on bail.”

“Which is a miracle since I didn’t appear for my first court hearing.”

“So we used a rich guy’s name to get you out. Now you have time to work on a defense.”

“I don’t have a defense. We’re just delaying. I'm not going to get legal status.”

“Keep the faith. Maybe Brent will sponsor you. By the way, Brent and Crystal had a screaming fight out in front. She may have walked out.”

Valeria stood, moved behind the bar and took a sip from a water bottle. Spoke with her eyes focused on Leah.

“What was she mad about?”

“Who knows? I may have misunderstood. Brent acted like it was nothing.”

“So now it will be Brent and Leah and me in the house.”

“Maybe he'll pay you more.”

“Even if he does, it will take a long time to save enough for a lawyer.”

Minoa joined her leaning against the bar.

“Try not to sweat the details. The important thing is you’re out of detention and you’re not going back.”

Leah waved the controller up and down. The puppy lurched, chirping a recorded series of yips.

“Uh, if I lose this job would it be a violation of the conditions of my bond?”

“I’m not sure. Just keep the job until you get a lawyer to prepare your case. Then you can decide on your next move.”

Valeria shifted snacks around a plate like tiles on a slide puzzle.

“Are you alright?”

She looked up.

“My brother has no idea where I am.”

“Can’t you call him?”

“I tried but a recording says it's a non-working number.”

“Maybe one of his friends?”

“It’s best for him. ICE is tracking people through cell phone connections and they have my phone.”

“Isn’t that phone yours?”

“Brent got me this one. He gave me a car to drive too.”

“That’s great.”

The smile surfaced, then sank as if weighted with stones.

“When is my mom coming?”

Leah turned to them, hands dangling. Valeria hurried over.

“I’m not sure, Leah. But we can play now and have fun. Let me show you how to make the puppy somersault.”

She stood behind the child, arms circling her, hands on the controller. Shot Minoa a pained glance and then focused on the toy. The robot puppy leaped up, turned in midair and flopped down on its paws.

Leah shrieked, “Let me do it!”

Minoa waved and headed for the door.
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She told herself an early night would be good for her. But an antsy feeling sandpapering her nerve endings was winning out. After turning side to side until the top sheet knotted itself, she stood up out of bed, walked across a frigid tile floor to the door and slid out into the night. The chill of an October evening on Santa Fe’s high altitude plateau cut like razor blades on her bare legs. Up above, stars dangled like glowing fruit on a blackened tree of countless branches. There was Cassiopeia, called jaguar cub by the Huaorani. She tried to recall the Huaorani word but her command of the language had deteriorated over the years since she finished her fieldwork. She spotted Orion and Scorpio, rhinestone sprinkles against an ebony sky varnished by city lights. The night sky in southeastern Ecuador had been even darker, like a pit full of Christmas lights. 

She thought back to all those nights spent with the Huaorani, trying to understand enough of what people said to catch the meaning of their endless stories, jotting notes when something made sense. What good had it done to spend years of her life there studying cultural practices fading under the onslaught of missionaries and oil exploration? And then to find no teaching jobs back home, no museum or foundation gigs, no jobs at all till she landed back in her hometown and started pouring drinks at a casino. Replaced now by Ron’s contractor assignments for the state archaeology office. Another joke. She knew next to nothing about archaeology. Anthropology had been her passion and now that it was gone from her life she felt lost, unsure which direction to head next or what to aim for.

A light came on in the upper floor of Brent's house and Valeria’s silhouette passed across the window. Valeria saved from detention and employed in a multimillionaire’s house. A flush of pride warmed her for a moment.

Then sage bushes along the drive rustled igniting a flicker of anxiety. She jumped back inside, pulling the door partly shut. A coyote trotted up the drive, paused to stare her way and loped off. Soon frenzied yelping broke out on the hilltop at the back of the property. She stepped back outside, craned her head, pursed her lips. Let loose a howl midway between coyote girl and crazy gringa. For a moment she felt kinship with the four-leggeds up on the hilltop singing pack unity and moon worship. Then the howling died out and desert emptiness reconquered.

She shut the door and fell back into bed, drifting to sleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. Some time later she woke, sat up in darkness. Had someone knocked? She stumbled to the door, flung it open. Cassiopeia, Scorpio, Orion had whirled. The windows on Brent’s house gaped shadow in the intervals between yellowish cones of ornamental floodlights. Squinting down the dirt drive she could only make out black shadow pools merging into night. She slumped into a wrought iron chair on her tiny porch, trying to think.

Pieces of a dream flashed by, coalesced. Something had moved in the darkness, a pack of coyotes. They were lunging at some prey on the ground, baring teeth and growling, grabbing a mouthful, snapping at each other as they competed. Then she’d seen it: a family of prairie dogs in their midst. The poor little things stared up at her with button eyes, pleading as the coyotes tore them to shreds. Horrible.

A full-body shudder almost knocked her off the chair. Why, why, why these endless nightmares? And now she was dreaming of the poor murdered prairie dogs? She wasn’t responsible for their extermination so why should she suffer? Yet that sad little family staring at her as coyotes destroyed them provoked a stabbing pain deep in her gut.

Three prairie dogs, a dad, mom and child. She shook her head. Ridiculous. Prairie dogs didn’t live in nuclear families. So the dream must be referring to her own childhood family of three people. Until her mom left. Stop. She wasn’t going down that memory lane. Maybe her unconscious was dramatizing Brent’s responsibility for killing the little creatures. But why the reference to a family, a couple with one child? Was the reference to Brent, Crystal and little Leah? But Crystal wasn’t Leah’s mom, so the sacrificed family of three would be Brent, Leah and her mother Mercedes. Oh, why try to figure out these nightmares?

She wrapped arms around her rib cage, tucked her chin, squinted up at an infinitude of stars boring through the night sky like diamond drill bits. The edge of the chair freezer-burned the bare flesh of her thighs. Another night, another nightmare. She whistled out a breath. Some things didn’t change no matter where you went.
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“Hey Min, there’s a dead body out here.” 

Minoa considered as she brushed her bushy hair hard, trying to make it lay smooth. Carter’s voice, so it had to be an exaggeration. She walked over to the door of the guesthouse, opened it, scanned the dirt parking area at the center of Brent’s estate, a swathe of bare hills dotted with piñon and juniper sloping up to the fringe of the Sangre de Cristos. Her eyes came to rest on a golden-furred bread loaf near Carter’s feet.

“That’s the dead body?”

“It’s a dead prairie dog and it’s lying on the drive beside your truck.” Ireni stood near Carter staring down. “Did you hit it?”

Carter blared a nasty squint at her.

“This innocent creature is a victim of chemical poisoning. Bhopal for New Mexico rodents.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot.” Ireni shrugged. “Pest control.”

“‘Pest control’ is a euphemism for murder.”

Minoa approached the carcass, stared down at fans of dried blood below a pert rodent nose, round brown eyes stuck wide open.

“I had a nightmare about this.”

“Explain.”

Ireni curt, demanding logic.

“I dreamed these little guys were dying a horrific death. Coyotes were tearing them to pieces.”

“Coyotes are predators, just like capitalists,” Carter cut in. “Capitalists think they can kill anything they want without repercussions.”

“Brent’s not an ecologist and he owns this place. What am I supposed to do?”

“Where’s the prairie dog town? I’m going to take photos for evidence.”

Minoa pointed at the mounds up the hill from Brent’s fake adobe mansion. Carter strode away. Ireni moved to Minoa’s side as they watched her rangy form thinning against the wheat toast background of high plains foothills.

“You shouldn’t have told her.”

“Better to let her erupt before we go inside.”

“About that party. I was thinking I could wait in your house and after we could go to a movie?”

Ireni, blond hair straggling off her shoulders, turned melting iceberg eyes to Minoa.

“We need to make an appearance. Brent’s not only my landlord, he inadvertently got Valeria out of the ICE detention center on bail. And now he’s her employer. We have to be friendly.”

“Emphasis on inadvertently.”

Minoa grabbed a bagged bottle from a stool by the door and yelled as they walked to the door of the big house.

“We’re going in, Carter.”

A black Porsche sped up the drive past a row of high end vehicles and squeezed into the space next to the front door, forcing Minoa and Ireni to jump sideways. Two doors flapped open and out stepped Findley Malbore in a cream jacket, accompanied this time by a spindly blonde in asymmetrical spandex split up to the hip. For a moment Minoa’s amber eyes locked with his colorless ones.

“Hi.”

Her reflexive wave truncated half-way up. He started to extend the hand with the keys in it, then reconsidered, turned and levered the blonde to the door with an arm around her midsection. As they stepped inside Ireni nudged her.

“Not the type to kiss babies, is he?”

“That’s Findley Malbore. He has business dealings with Brent. He seems to think I’m the valet.”

“What am I going to say to people like him? I think I should just wait for you.”

“Courage, Reni.”

Carter trotted up as they reached the door.

“I was going to stuff myself on this dude’s food but now I feel sick. He’s holocausting a keystone species.”

Minoa patted Carter’s back.

“Look, killing those little cuties sucks but give your appetite five. You’ve got to stay nourished for the coming revolution.”

“Who was that oligarch who drove up with his trophy girlfriend?”

“You know that round house up the mountain that looks like a spaceship? That’s Malbore’s place. Brent said he has a tennis court suspended over the canyon on cables.”

“Bad serves polluting national forest land. Humph.”

Carter turned, hands on hips, to stare up at the Sangre de Cristos, all teal velvet crossed by a ribbon of gold. Minoa and Ireni exchanged glances. Then Minoa grabbed an arm of each and propelled them over the threshold.

“C'mon. It’s just Santa Fe style conspicuous consumption. We got this.”

The three women moved through a two story entry into a living area the size of a railway waiting room where scattered groups chatted. A young man in a black vest and bow tie moved through the crowd handing out fluted cups of champagne off a tray. A vast picture window showcased Santa Fe Baldy against an evening sky that silvered chamisa in the foreground and burnished the pine forest’s collar of turning aspens.

“Give me a minute. I’m gonna hide my fifteen dollar bottle of wine in the kitchen so nobody knows who brought it.”

“They’ll know, Min.”

Heading into the home’s interior Minoa found a kitchen the size of a conference room lined by granite countertops dotted with high end appliances. A woman in a maid's uniform with a little peaked cap pinned over a black bun stood at an island taking foil covers off tins of catered food items. A tall red-haired woman stood at the end, squeezing her face into a birdlike expression that deepened the forehead lines and made her buck teeth more prominent. She bobbed her head in repeated nods as she spoke.

“Do you have any tongs? For the Caesar salad? Seeeee-zar.”

“Como?”

“Tongs, I need tongs.”

She extended her hand, snapped fingers and thumb together like a biting mouth. The maid stared at her.

“Tenacillas, por favor.”

Minoa smiled. The woman smiled back, avoiding looking at the red-haired woman.

“Si, claro.”

She fetched tongs from a drawer. The red-haired woman frowned at Minoa, then headed out with the salad. Minoa placed the wine behind a forest of liquor bottles on a side table and asked in Spanish for the bathroom. She wound down hallways to a bathroom lined by floor-to-ceiling mirrors.

When she was opening the door to leave, she heard whispers, a sound of smooching? She pulled the door shut, waited, then cracked it open as high heels tick-tocked down the Mexican tile hallway. Peeking out she glimpsed a tight short shift, the coral hue of Indian paintbrush blossoms, sway around a corner. As she pushed the door wider, she heard heavier footsteps thudding down the hall and jerked the door back. Through the crack she spied an ice blue linen sports shirt turning the same corner.

She made her way back to the party and located her friends in another gigantic room. Carter was exiting a buffet line with a heaped plate and a silly grin.

“You were right. Got to keep up my strength for the struggle.”

Ireni stood staring.

“OMG, Carter. Did you know forty-eight million people become ill from food contamination every year? Buffets are the most dangerous place to eat. Think of all the microorganisms exhaled onto that food, not to mention all the hands that touched it.”

“You think pesticides and genetic modification don’t kill a lot more?”

Minoa sliced a hand between them.

“I assume you two never tried chicha. Women chew up yucca and spit it into a bowl to speed the fermentation process. It looks like skim milk gone bad.”

“I can not believe you tried that.”

“I guzzled it every chance I got.”

“Hey, Rainstorm.” Carter waved a piled-up fork at Ireni. “You better feed your brain or those genius boys at the lab will crowd you out.”

“Hah! They’re scared of me.”

“I suppose I should eat something to recoup my wine investment.”

“Can you ladies recommend something here that won’t burn the palate of a fair-complexioned Southern gentleman?”

The three of them spun around. There stood a blond fellow of middle height dressed in a navy blazer, bolo tie, jeans, and cowboy boots.

“Hi Eldon,” said Minoa.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your lovely friends? Eldon Bohnefeld the Third.” He swept a hand over his clothing. “I dress to blend in with the natives but I hail from Athens, Georgia.”

“Try the chile rellenos.” Carter held up a batter-coated chile pepper on her fork. “It’s mild enough for a baby.”

“Without ranch dressing I don’t think I better risk it.” He peered at Carter’s plate, then turned to Minoa and Ireni. “Do you two know something she doesn’t?”

“I prefer to create a buzz before I ruin it with nourishment.”

Eldon appraised Minoa.

“I never imagined you’d have southern sensibilities.”

“She lived in the Southern Hemisphere,” said Ireni, “not the American south.”

“I worked in the Amazon headwaters, an ethnographic project.”

Eldon’s pale brows rose.

“Oh, really? You must have encountered boas on a daily basis.”

“Plenty. But the Fer-de-Lance gave me most of my panic attacks. It loves human dwellings and is a renowned grouch. The bite causes massive tissue destruction and internal bleeding. Then there’s the eyelash pit viper. It hangs out of trees spying for something to bite. Ditto with grouchiness and severe tissue damage. I could go on about the jumping viper.”

“Don’t tell me—it jumps?”

“Exactly.”

“Impressive. You know your snakes.”

“It’s self-defense.”

Eldon patted his belly.

“The worst thing I have to defend myself against these days is chile-burn in the lower tract.”

Carter interrupted her chewing.

“I grew up in McLean, Virginia but since I came to New Mexico I eat green chile every day. Super good for the microbiome. And it kills parasites.”

“Did you have the long slithery kind or the squirming buggy kind?”

“She never discusses her intestinal fauna with strangers,” said Minoa.

“A well-founded defense of your friend’s Fourth Amendment right to bodily privacy. I concede the point.”

Eldon glanced over at Findley Malbore and his girlfriend sipping champagne from stemmed glasses before a picture window.

“Now, if you ladies will kindly excuse me, I hope we can continue this stimulating conversation before the evening wanes.”

He walked away.

Minoa leaned toward her friends and whispered, “Eldon’s a wackadoo.”

“I think he likes you.”

Carter gave her a devious smile.

“Por dios.”

Minoa shoved her.

“Don’t think you can get out of this by switching languages.”

“I just did.”

“Speaking of men, what happened to that mysterious Hopi guy, the one who could flip rattlers while painting works of art?” said Carter.

“Yeah, the native artist who saved you from a giant rattlesnake.” Ireni fluttered a hand over her chest. “So romantic.”

“Lewis? I haven’t seen him.”

“Why don’t you call him up?”

“I’m supposed to be putting my own quail in a row, remember?”

On the other side of the room she saw Eldon strike up a conversation with Findley Malbore.

“Who is the wackadoo?”

Carter looked over her shoulder.

“Brent’s lawyer.”

Ireni’s voice pulled them back.

“BTW, Solaris is showing at Jean Cocteau.”

“Showtimes?”

“I think we can make the late show.”

“I told Valeria we’d take turns visiting her.”

“Right.”

After a moment Brent strode into the room and paused, scanning faces. He wore an ice blue linen shirt. Minoa scanned the crowd for an Indian paintbrush shift but saw no one. Brent frowned when he spotted Eldon and Malbore but instantly smoothed his face, turning to a man nearby in a Burberry blazer with a business haircut. A woman lounged beside him in an emerald dress with flounced hemline.

“Dan, Chloe, how are the kids?”

Brent patted the man on the shoulder.

“They’re doing well, Brent. Congratulations on the custody decision.”

“Thanks. It’s a huge relief. Now that Leah will be here every weekend, maybe we can enroll the kids in ski school together?”

“We prefer Taos.” The woman kicked one foot in a high heel made of scaly leather. “We have a house up there. The snow quality is magnificent.”

“I’ve been thinking about getting a place up there for weekends.”

“You’ll love it. It’s authentic New Mexico, so picturesque.”

Brent’s gaze jerked. The woman in the Indian paintbrush dress strolled into the room sipping from a champagne glass. She was all lines and dots: straight fine hair and aquiline nose contrasting a splash of freckles and a lacquered bow of a mouth. Minoa recognized her as the ‘string bean’ woman who had walked out of the house with Findley Malbore the day before.

“See that woman.” Carter huffed a whisper. “She's the lobbyist for that water-sucking sprawl monster you’re surveying out at Gavilan Mesa.”

“Really? She’s a lobbyist? BTW that's not all she is.”

Minoa arched her eyebrows but Carter went on as if.

“Right. She’s married to Barney Trujillo, the Albuquerque city council member. He voted to approve the development plan for Gavilan Mesa that his wife gets paid to promote. Convenient. Now it’s full speed ahead for BBCC’s long-distance despoliation of our state.”

“Don’t get any ideas about protesting, Carter. This is a private party and we’re guests.”

“But this is a perfect opportunity to put all these leeches on notice that we’re not going to just sit there and take more of their environmentally disastrous—”

“Carter. If you misbehave I will never let you off leash again.”

“Don’t worry,” said Ireni. “She knows who got her out of jail. She’ll play nice.”

Carter glared at them, then swung her head to stare as a paunchy fellow with spiked hair in a regulation suit and tie joined the lobbyist, highball in hand.

“That’s Trujillo, the city council member.”

Ireni turned to Carter with a perplexed expression.

“Isn’t there a law or ethics guideline that prohibits lawmakers´ spouses from lobbying for projects in their district?”

“Not in New Mexico,” Carter mumbled, cramming a forkful of oozing enchiladas into her mouth.

At that moment a loud female voice rang out from the entry.

“Where is he?”

Heads turned toward the foyer as a woman strode into the room dressed like a tropical beauty queen: tight jeans over yellow high heels, a skimpy yellow halter top under a stonewash jacket, hair poofed and eyebrows dramatic. She spotted Brent and paced over, not forgetting to sway her hips. Brent scowled.

“Mercedes, what in the hell are you doing here?”

Mercedes jammed an index finger toward his chest like a jackhammer.

“How dare you steal my daughter?”

“The trial is over and you lost. So get out and stop disturbing my guests.”

“You say this is over, you traidor? You’ll see you can’t do this to me no matter how filthy rich you are!”

“Waiters!”

Brent glanced around clicking his fingers in the air. One sheepish fellow with a belly jiggling beneath his black vest came out of the kitchen while another wiry guy in the same outfit approached from a different direction.

“Escort this woman out of here. She wasn’t invited.”

The two young men exchanged clueless glances, then turned nervous expressions to Brent.

“Sir?”

“Take this woman out now.”

“But …?”

They shrugged, set down their trays and reached arms out toward Mercedes. She spun around slapping them away.

“Touch me, you imbéciles, and you and your malditas families will regret it for the rest of your days.”

“Eldon, call the police!”

Eldon took steps toward Brent curving wide to stay out of her reach.

“Brent, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Mercedes, why don’t we resolve this amicably?”

“I said call the police.”

Without another word Eldon turned and trotted out of the room. Mercedes faced off again with Brent.

“You’ve gone too far this time, you sinvergüenza. I know enough to bury you and I’m going to do it.”

“I know things about you too, Mercedes. Don’t forget that.”

She shot him a venomous look and then stormed out of the room. The front door slammed. Brent scattered smiles to all his guests.

“Well, folks, you can see why I had to sue for custody. I couldn’t leave my daughter in the hands of that maniac. I apologize for the disturbance. Please enjoy your drinks and appetizers.”
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