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    To my New Mexico family, Chris and Jonah. May the Spirits be with you.

      

    


This book is dedicated to my new New Mexico family, Jonah and Chris. 

May the Spirits be with you.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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San Anselmo Pueblo, New Mexico - August, 1994

A sudden gust of wind raised dust. Ben Rush halted his hike atop Rainbow Mesa to wipe grit from his eyes. He ran his tongue over cracked lips as dry as the desert floor. With his backpack open on a flat rock, he made a scrabbling search for water and drained what was left in his bottle. 

When he glanced back up at the wind-scoured plain, a tall funnel of dust caught his attention. He shaded his eyes with a hand and squinted into the distance - a dry sea of clay soil dotted with green brush and the occasional crimson butte. A small line of people approached the mesa. 

Strange. He rarely ran into anyone this far from the pueblo.  

Through raised binoculars, Ben watched the procession of men in white shirts and dark pants come closer. The gleam of sun on silver reflected from squash-blossom necklaces. The flash of red on foreheads indicated headbands. One member of the group stood out. Although the same height as the others, that individual was a boy, one of Ben’s senior students, Virgil Chavez. Others carried an object wrapped in a blanket. A body. No mistaking it. 

In the last month a handful of people had come down with what was described as the flu; two children had died from it. One was the Chavez child. A pity she had died so young, his heart hurt for Virgil and his family.

The group had reached a site directly below him when a maroon pickup truck careened toward them. It stopped nearby and a short, heavyset man jumped out. Virgil’s dad, Albert, peeled away from the procession and strode up to the newcomer, striking a belligerent stance. The wind picked up murmurs, but even with voices amplified in anger, Ben couldn’t make out what was being said. Albert Chavez’s scowl quickly turned into an expression of rage. He vehemently shook his head, then raised his fists. The other man lifted his arms in front of his face and, for a moment, it looked as if Albert would punch him. 

Slowly Albert relaxed his fists, and the other man lowered his arms. Ben watched while the two men conversed, then released a long-held breath, relieved the confrontation was winding down. About to turn back to his hike, he saw Albert step forward and poke a finger into the other man’s chest, causing him to stumble. Before the man could recover, Albert shoved him. The stranger staggered, lost his balance, and fell. He slowly rose while the others watched. Ben fully expected him to return the attack. Instead, he dusted himself off and turned to leave, head down.

Ben’s stomach cramped. Disturbed by what he had witnessed, he waited until the stranger had trudged back to his truck before lowering the binoculars. What the hell was going on? People on the pueblo were typically cordial. Even upset or unhappy, they rarely said anything to your face. He didn’t for one second like what he had seen. He had come to the pueblo to get away from trouble. He hoped it hadn’t followed him here.

A long ribbon of highway stretched as far as Sandy Jacobs could see. Low-lying scrub speckled gritty soil. Barren hills rose all around. She raced her Tercel along the highway, windows rolled down. The wind twisted and knotted long strands of her hair, blew them across her face. She repeatedly wiped them away with the back of her hand, along with the moisture that beaded her brow. She was heading into a vast empty unknown. Of landscape. Of life.

Anxiety and anticipation had become her twin companions the moment she crossed the state line into New Mexico. Unsure of how to locate her destination, which didn’t exactly put her at ease, she couldn’t imagine what she’d find when she arrived. Menacing dark cumulonimbus clouds accumulated on the horizon. Black sheets of rain fell on faraway hills. 

Awesome, she thought at the unexpected sight. As quickly as that thought came, a second followed. Would her dreams, like the rain, always be off in the distance? Far beyond her reach.

She closed her windows and drove straight into the downpour. Lightning etched the sky; sizzled in the air. Her wipers failed to keep apace of the water sheeting down the windshield and forced her to slow to a crawl. She inched her way toward her destination, the pueblo of San Anselmo.

When Ben lifted his binoculars again the maroon pickup truck was turning onto the main road. The group had moved to the side of a granite outcropping and was placing the wrapped body in a rocky crevice, pointed to the east in San Anselmo Indian fashion. Weather-worn rocks came together in a womb-like trough where they laid the body. Fitting. It was being returned to its source.

“Ha nah, ha nah, ha nah, ha nah,” rose the chant along sandstone walls. One by one, the men went over to the blanketed body, sprinkled it with what had to be cornmeal, cupped their empty hands over their lips and breathed deeply into them. 

After each man had completed his turn, they scattered out along the edge of the mesa, picking up rocks and returning to place them over the wrapped body. When the body could no longer be seen, they chanted one last time and shuffled with heavy, measured steps, single file, back toward the pueblo.  

Ben immediately scooped up his backpack and started down the mesa. On his way home he would stop by to visit his friend and mentor, Kwinsi. He wanted to find out all he could about what had happened to that child. There had to be a reason for all the commotion today. 

At the truck, he noticed rain clouds gathering on the horizon. A downpour would soon follow. While he hadn’t been raised on the reservation, or the southwest for that matter, he knew the area as well as anyone around. With his native instinct unaltered by a childhood far from his people, his ability to strike out and survive on his own had become both his strength and his weakness. It illuminated his independence, and the loneliness that gouged canyons in his soul.

Unable to put the funeral out of his mind, and wanting to get out of the storm, Ben turned his truck toward the village.

By the time Sandy saw the sign, San Anselmo, 30 miles, the rain had lightened. Sun streamed out from behind thick dark clouds. Shadows stole across the desert floor, but she could still make out the silhouette of distant hills. At the exit sign for the pueblo she eased her car off the main highway and followed the arrow past a small outcropping of old adobe buildings.

She continued on the one paved road for what seemed an inordinately long time. She had yet to meet another car. She wondered if she was even heading in the right direction. To double-check her bearings, she pulled over and consulted the map spread across the passenger’s seat. It showed a number of side roads heading west. Taking any of them appeared to lead into the hills.

She decided to take a well-deserved break before turning back to the cluster of dilapidated buildings for directions. Exiting the car, she made her way toward the trunk for refreshments, but lost her footing on the terra cotta soil that had turned to orange slime during the rain storm, and slid to her knees. 

Mud seeped over her shoes, into her socks, under her jeans. She rose to find pants, socks, shoes and skin stained a bright red-orange. Damn, she was a mess. After retrieving a towel from the trunk and wiping herself down, she hoisted herself onto the hood and yanked off her shoes and socks to dry. 

The sun blazed off something white at the base of a distant hill. She shielded her eyes and focused on the object, a small herd of sheep grazing on shrubs. Behind them, the hills rose jagged and worn. With her free arm levered against the sun-warmed hood, she leaned back to enjoy the bucolic scene. 

A man emerged from behind a large boulder. Assuming he must be a shepherd because he carried a long stick, it didn’t surprise her when he raised the stick and pointed it at the sheep. Then, to her horror, she heard gunfire and saw animal after animal topple. Shocked, she squelched the urge to scream, because she didn’t want to become the marksman’s next target.

Into her peripheral vision, a truck hurtled toward the flock. The gunman in the field must have noticed the truck too, because he dove behind a large boulder. 

The truck stopped near the dropped sheep and the driver jumped out. He bent over the fallen animals, looked around, then took off in the direction from which he came. 

Sandy was too stunned to move. She couldn’t believe what she had just witnessed. Why would anyone shoot sheep? 

Rather than sitting there slack-jawed, she had better find her way into town to report what she had seen, or she might be next. She beat out the worst of the caked mud from her clothes, which had dried quickly in the New Mexico sun, and was about to climb into the car when a Crayola-red pickup truck rounded a bend in the road. Relieved, she waved her arms to flag it down.  

Ben maneuvered his Ranger across from the Toyota stationed at the side of the road. A woman, with long, ebony hair that framed one of the sweetest faces he had ever seen, stood at its side. Her bright, blue eyes looked distressed. Why was she waving him down? Had she run out of gas? If she was in trouble, he might be her only hope of help for hours out here.

She started toward him with a slight limp. Nothing obvious, but a small drag on her left leg that caused a hesitation when she walked. Was this something she had inherited, or had she been injured in an accident? Too bad she was just one of the many tourists who passed through the pueblo all summer long, because he’d sure like to find out more about her.

The roar of the red pickup pulling up across from Sandy’s Tercel sounded like salvation to her. A rough-hewn man with long legs in denims and cowboy boots unfurled from the driver’s seat, took a couple of strides and came up alongside her. 

Sandy shielded her eyes and gazed up at the Native American with his copper-colored complexion, easy smile, and long, poker-straight, chestnut-colored hair. 

“Something wrong, Miss?”

“Yeah, I'd say.” She tried to calm the rising tide of panic so she could remain coherent. 

“You run out of gas?” 

All at once she realized this stranger might not be any safer than the man with the gun. What had she been thinking when she stopped him? She hadn’t been thinking at all.

He narrowed his eyes. “What is it?”

Too late, she was in too deep. “I just saw a  man shoot a bunch of sheep over there.” She pointed in the direction of the hill.

A startled expression blanketed his features. “You gotta be kidding.”

“I know. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it either. Do you have any idea where I can go to report the incident?”

He squinted into the sun. “It’s not your problem. I’ll check it out and let the authorities know.” 

“Actually, I’m a witness. I really should go with you.”

He lifted a hand. “Not in this case. You’re an outsider. It would be better if I take care of this myself.”  

No use debating him. “There was someone else who witnessed the result of the shooting. A man in a pickup came upon the dead sheep.”

“What color was his pickup?”

“Maroon.”

“Interesting.” 

“Why’s that?”

“Something I saw earlier. Nothing to do with you.”

He deliberately looked her over from head to toe until she flushed. “Looks like the mud had its way with you.” He pulled a bandana from his pocket and handed it to her. 

When his hand grazed hers, their eyes met. She quickly turned away and began to scrub at her jeans. “Thanks.”

“First time here?”

“You must have seen my Pennsylvania plates.”

“That, and any local knows not to pull off the road and risk being stuck in the mud.”  

She felt herself blush. To hide her reaction, she glanced down at the reddish-brown splatter. “I’m trying to find San Anselmo. Could you point the way?”

“Sure. It’s become a popular destination. I’ve had to help a dozen other lost tourists locate it this summer Must have been that June article in New Mexico Magazine."

She could set him straight about her status, but since she was still unsure about him, she decided against it. 

He gestured over her head at a couple of large rock formations. "Head back in that direction. It’s around sixteen miles south.”

She must have passed the turn-off miles back. If she didn’t move on she might not find the pueblo before dark. “Are you sure I can’t be of help?"

“Nah, don’t worry about it. I'll take it from here. You did enough letting me know.”

"Good," she said, grateful she had encountered a man she could trust. "Nice chatting with you, but I guess I better be going.” With a wave, she ducked back into the car and made a U-turn.

A glance in the rearview mirror showed the stranger watching her. His age was difficult to determine. The creases in his face deepened into crevasses when he smiled, as if his face, like the terrain beyond, had been etched by the elemental forces of sun, rain and wind. While his high cheekbones and square jaw held onto the linear planes of youth, he wore the ravages of a hard life. He didn’t in any way resemble the polished city men she had known.  

“Thanks for taking care of this,” she called out the window.  

“No problema.” He waved.

She remember the bandana and held it out the window. “Don’t forget your bandana.” 

He shook his head. “Keep it. You may need it again.”

“Are you sure you won’t?”

“All I need is another of those beautiful smiles of yours to think about until we meet again.”

Would they meet again? Probably not.

As he pulled away, she heard him shout, “If you intend to do any hiking, watch out for rattlesnakes.” 

Another glance in the rearview mirror caught him smiling after her. 

“And be careful if you pull off the road.”

“I think I’ve learned my lesson,” she yelled, before driving off with the tall, mysterious stranger on her mind. From what he had said, he must be from around here, but with distances as they were in the southwest, he could be from anywhere, even the town on his license plate holder, Grants, forty miles west of the pueblo. Better he not be a local, he was too darn attractive.

And she was definitely not available.

When Ben arrived back at his haunt, a fresh gathering of rain clouds hid the sun. He threw his daypack onto a chair and a sage leaf slipped out. He rubbed it between thumb and forefinger. The leaf, rough yet velvety against his calloused hand, gave off a pungent scent. During his climb to the top of Rainbow Mesa, he had collected juniper berries and Indian paintbrush-used by the locals for dye- evening primrose-prized for its medicinal qualities-and sagebrush.

He removed leaves and flowers from the pack and placed them in glass containers. With a bag of evening primrose in hand, he headed across the arroyo to a small, partially-melting adobe brick hut. A grizzled old man answered his knock. “Clancy” to the white traders with whom his daughter did business, the old man was known to his friends by his tribal name, Kwinsi. Ben stood in the doorway and looked in at the old Indian whose wrinkled face told of ninety years of hard work and struggle. 

“Kyimme, I am surprised to see you again today,” the old man said.

“I’m sorry to bother you, Kwinsi, but I have a question.”

He handed Kwinsi the bag. 

“Come in, Nephew, and ask.” Kwinsi motioned Ben into the two-room adobe. 

Ben had to stoop to pass through the squat doorway. He took a seat on a sofa in the low-ceilinged, dimly lit room, adeptly avoiding a spring popping its way through worn plaid.

“I was just over at Rainbow Mesa and spotted a procession burying the Chavez child. I was wondering if you knew anything more about it.”

Kwinsi bobbed his head and Ben waited respectfully for his reply. Over the two years Ben had lived in San Anselmo he had developed a close friendship with Kwinsi, freeing him to reveal information rarely leaked to outsiders. 

“It is sad, Kyimme. The little Chavez girl only saw six harvests in her life. Such a small time to live.” Kwinsi hesitated a long minute. His eyes brimmed with sadness. “She was even too young to be initiated into a clan.”

Ben frowned. “I’ve never seen a child buried here before. Why did they place her body in a crevice rather than a grave?”

Kwinsi cleared his throat, making Ben wonder if he had overstepped his bounds. He was about to change the subject when Kwinsi answered. 

“An uninitiated child’s body is always placed in a crevice, in hopes it will return home.”

“People are saying she came down with the flu, but this isn’t flu season. Do they know what happened?”

Kwinsi pondered a long moment. “No one knows for certain.”

“Maybe it’s a different virus.”

“Perhaps...” He stared at the floor for several seconds before he looked up at Ben. “Some people think she was witched.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “I hadn’t heard that. Is that the best explanation they can come up with? Who do they think witched her?”

“Rumors walk through the village. I try not to hear them. They start trouble. You will know all rumors before long, if you listen.”

“I will listen, but I won’t swallow rumors. I’m more concerned that she might have had a contagious disease.” 

“We will know in time.”

“I wonder if these rumors have anything to do with an argument I saw between Albert Chavez and another man at the funeral today.”

“More than likely, Nephew, but you should forget this whole thing. No use plowing another man’s field.” Kwinisi’s firm voice and stern advice surprised Ben.  

He wanted to tell Kwinsi about the sheep shooting, which he had already reported to the tribal police on his way home, but could see the old man wasn’t up to it. Another time. Ben rose and approached Kwinsi. “It’s late to be bothering you. We’ll talk again soon.” He shook Kwinsi’s age-roughened hand and left, closing the loosely-hinged screen door behind him.

Rain was falling again. With head lowered to avoid the drops, Ben crossed the arroyo and entered his apartment. A damp pall greeted him. The only sound came from a solitary clock on the top bookshelf. He had the same nagging sense of emptiness he’d been feeling more often of late.

He flicked on the television to shut out the feelings, but the only three channels he received showed inane sitcoms at this time of day. A Tale of Two Cities, plucked from among the many books on the cinder-block shelves, held no appeal for him, nor did the CDs on the lower shelf. He had listened to each one until he could hear them in his head without playing them. 

The day’s events had left him ill at ease. Wistful. Like that body among the rocks at the foot of the mesa, he had been left behind for time and the elements to modify. Unlike that body, a dynamic force had begun to stir within him, creating a sense of restlessness, compounded by his chance meeting with that tourist today.

Much like the sun’s shadow across the face of the mesa, his emotions had recently shifted. The light had not totally burned out in his heart; his hormones played their familiar bluesy tune. A desire to move on had recently replaced his lingering grief. He had moved to San Anselmo to heal his wounds. It appeared the treatment was working.

Long after dark, he sat with his feet propped up on the walnut coffee table, a cup of coffee in hand, thinking over the events of the day. What really happened to the Chavez girl? Kwinsi’s version left too many unanswered questions. Even more distressing was the implication that a tribal member had a role in her death.

Lost in thought, he almost missed a figure flashing past his window until he heard the splashing footsteps. Whoever it was had covered half the distance between his apartment and the adjacent school building before Ben reached his door and stared at their retreating back. What was the hurry at that time of night?

“Can I help you?” he called. The figure quickly disappeared behind a building.

He turned to see if anyone was in pursuit. Seeing no one, he scratched his head in confusion. This kind of incident was uncommon for San Anselmo, especially on such a strange day.

And he had to wonder where this all might lead.
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Chapter Two
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At a ramshackle building labeled General Store, in the midst of the outcropping of decrepit-looking adobe buildings, Sandy dashed through drizzle and ducked inside. She approached the clerk standing behind an old cash register. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Everything smelled damp. Everything felt damp. Humidity hung like a wet blanket in the air. She shook the drops from her shoulders and ran a hand through her soggy hair in an attempt to look more respectable to the woman watching her so closely. 

“I’m afraid I’m lost. I’m looking for San Anselmo.”

The woman smiled broadly. “You found it.”

That stopped Sandy cold. She glanced around the pathetic little mercantile with its meager supplies. “This is San Anselmo?”

“Lived here my whole life and unless things changed while I was working today, this is it.”  

After the principal’s emailed description, Sandy didn’t know whether to feel foolish or simply deflated. This place bore no resemblance to the pueblo she had envisioned in her mind. She had imagined a multi-storied structure, rising up toward the sun, like the photograph of Taos pueblo she had hung in her Philadelphia classroom. Instead, she stood in a dingy little low-ceilinged store, in the midst of a gaggle of squat and squalid huts clustered along a lonely road. Her heart sank, but she put on a brave face. 

“Is the weather always so bone-dry around here?”

“Nah, it’s usually a whole lot wetter.” The woman laughed. “Actually, we don’t see much rain this time of year except thundershowers. You’re lucky to be bringing the rain.” She had a slight accent Sandy couldn’t place.

“Lucky?”

“The dancers spend all summer trying to bring the rain and you just up and bring it with you.”

Sandy liked the woman’s warm brown eyes and straight ebony hair, so close to her own hair color. On closer inspection, she guessed they were about the same age, twenty-nine. “My name is Sandy Jacobs.”

“Luci Tsabita.”

“Is this your store?”

“My mother’s. I run it for her. She’s getting too old to stand all day long. Can I get you anything?”

A dog barked in the distance. A tang of smoke filled the air, unusual but not unpleasant. “Anything? Everything. I’m a new teacher and I’m moving into an apartment near the school. I’m sure my cupboard is bare.” 

“Look around and let me know if you need any help.”

The door opened and a short, fat woman entered the store. She glanced over at Luci and quickly turned away. “I...I am here for milk. I did not have time to go into Grants.”

Luci sent the woman an exasperated look. “Find your milk and get going. I have another customer.”

Sandy was about to tell Luci not to hold back on her account when she noticed the look in Luci’s eyes and thought better of it. She tried to act busy, checking out a label, but she couldn’t help watching the interaction between the two women from the corner of her eye. The customer hurriedly removed the milk from a refrigerator, paid Luci, and left with a slam of the door. The tension was thicker than moisture in the air. After what happened with the sheep and now this, she had to question what intrigues might be going on in this sleepy little town.

With Luci’s gaze following her, she turned away and wandered up and down the three short grocery aisles looking for labels she recognized. Her attention was drawn to all the sacks of masa flour, cans of hominy, and the large bin of green chiles. She had definitely stepped into a cultural time warp. Since she hadn’t the slightest idea how to use such exotic food stuffs, she scoured the racks for the pueblo equivalent of low-fat food, filling her basket with cleaning supplies and canned staples, beef stew and Tex-Mex chili. With a pinch at her waist, she noted she could use the opportunity to lose a couple of pounds.

Luci rang up the purchases. “What, no green chile? You’re a full-fledged gringa, that’s for sure.”

Sandy shrugged. “I wouldn’t know the first thing to do with chiles.”

“If you’re going to stay around here, you’ll come to appreciate fry bread and chili stew. Everyone learns to digest it after a time.”

“Whew.” Sandy swiped her brow in relief. “For a moment there I was worried I’d be the odd one out.” 

Luci had a warm, open smile. “Need anything else?” 

“Just directions to the elementary school.”

“Two streets north. Take the dirt road at the trailer house with the three beehive ovens next to the corner. Turn east and it is just behind the yellow house on the right. Can’t miss it.”

Sandy grimaced. “Easy for you to say. I just hope I can find it.”

“It’s not as hard as it sounds. You’ll soon learn the native landmark system.” Luci shut the cash register drawer. “What made you choose San Anselmo?”

“I was taking a class at the local college and saw a recruitment flyer from the school. I really needed a change in my life and thought I might like the challenge of teaching in a new place.” Sandy shrugged. “Looks like I found one.” 

“Where are you from?”

“A suburb of Philadelphia.”

Luci’s smile revealed a gap between her front teeth. “Yep, you found one all right.” 

Sandy picked up the paper sack Luci handed her and began to back toward the front door. “I better be locating my living quarters before it gets any darker. Thanks for the help.” She released the battered screen door behind her, climbed back into her Toyota Tercel, and, with Luci’s directions, quickly located the school, a nondescript, one-story brown building with a small blacktop playground. With evening edging its way toward the pueblo, the schoolyard was empty. 

The teacher’s quarters, flat, brown and bereft of surrounding vegetation, sat directly adjacent to the school grounds. Her apartment was number three. She pulled her car to a halt before the front door and sat staring at the dismal building, horrified by the principal’s downright deception about the pueblo. His description had lacked the pertinent details. The dirt parking area. The broken rain gutter. The peeling paint. If he had been this dishonest, what else hadn’t he told her?

Rain poured down hard again and pelted her windshield. When it slowed she darted from the car to door Number Three, which had been left ajar. She entered the apartment and saw, even before finding a light switch, the basic brown sofa, the old wooden table surrounded by an assortment of unmatched chairs, and a faded western landscape print in a primitive frame on the far wall. The place was the defining picture of dreary. 

Sandy ditched her overnight bag by the door and looked around for any redeeming features. Tightness filled her chest, and she had to swallow hard to staunch the tears that burned at the back of her throat. 

But she couldn’t waste time feeling homesick for long. She had to unpack the car while there was a break in the downpour. She raced to the passenger’s door, carted groceries into the pantry-sized kitchen and hoisted the bag onto the scratched Formica countertop. Alongside the counter the empty refrigerator gaped idiotically open. With a sponge she had purchased at the general store she scrubbed the refrigerator out before unpacking the bags and plugging it in.

As she worked, she recalled her grandmother’s favorite saying: You must take the risk to reap the rewards. She had failed to stand up for what she wanted once and still lived with the emotional repercussions of that decision. Her life seemed to be heading nowhere...at least nowhere she wanted to go. She felt purposeless, frozen. She needed to find a way to thaw out. She had to give this move a chance, no matter the cost. 

Her teaching career in a fancy Philadelphia suburb had seemed doomed to babysitting rich kids who had it all, who knew it all. The entire last school year, tension headaches had plagued her on a regular basis. The school nurse had attributed them to burn-out and ordered her to find a different profession, but to leave teaching altogether was out of the question. It played too large a role in her life. Her connection with children, rewarding in itself, helped to ease the pain of losing her son. 

Children raced past the principal’s office. Squeals followed. Inside, Arnie Sloan fingered the frayed ends of his bolo tie. “So let me get this straight, Ben. You want Emilio Onakee’s vice principal position when he retires next year?”

Ben nodded. “Exactly what I said.”

“Why you? What are your qualifications?”

Ben knew Arnie was baiting him. “I’ve taught school for years longer than any other teacher on the pueblo. By my own calculations I’m next in line for a promotion.”

Arnie sat back and watched him through beady eyes. “You no longer want to be on the front lines? Tired of the kids? Maybe this job is too much for you.”

Ben stifled his rising anger. The principal loved to provoke his staff to prove his power. Ben didn’t want to fall for the trap. “You know better than that. I love these kids. Just because I move up to an administrative position doesn’t mean I’ll be any less involved with them. It’s just time to do something new.”

“I’ll tell you what. I’ll take your request under consideration, but only if you do one thing for me.”

Ben tensed. Whatever Arnie’s angle, he knew it wouldn’t be in the best interest of anyone except Arnie. “What’s that?”

“I want a piece of land to use for my own recreation. Since I’m not a member of the tribe, it’s hard for me to find anything here. Maybe you can ask around?”

Since Ben wasn’t a tribal member either, his chance of finding a piece of pueblo property was as good as the principal’s. With his obvious Indian blood, Arnie might be confusing him for a San Anselmo. “I can do that, but I can’t promise you anything.”

“And one other thing.” Arnie twirled the tie. “Your job doesn’t include helping the Ortiz family on their sheep farm or lunch money for the Adakee girl.”

He sat forward. Where had Arnie heard that? “I didn’t know I was limited in what I could do for these kids.”

“We’re not running a social service here.” Arnie rose. “Now I have to take care of a couple things before school starts. Is that all?”

Ben rose too. Although Sloan was often unpredictable, Ben couldn’t understand why he would give a damn one way or the other about what Ben did in his free time or with his spare dime.  

Arnie maneuvered him toward the door. “I’ll run your request by the school board and get back to you, but keep your nose clean in the meantime.”  

Until this meeting, Ben hadn’t known it was dirty.

Sunlight roared through Sandy’s bedroom window, shimmering against the opposite wall and waking her. Disoriented, it took her a minute to remember where she was. When she did, she pulled the covers over her head, willing herself back to sleep so she wouldn’t have to face all she had to do that day. But it was too late. Her mind had lit up with the room.   

Galvanized by the sunlight and newfound optimism, she was ready to unpack the rest of her belongings. As soon as she had dressed and gulped down a cup of weak instant coffee, she tackled the task. By late afternoon her many personal treasures—a framed Monet, sprigs of dried flowers in a blue glass vase, and souvenirs from her trip to Spain—disguised the ugly, functional furniture.  A spritz of Mountain Meadow air freshener banished the musty smell. Finished, she stood in the doorway between bedroom and living room to appraise the results and found herself humming. The apartment had been transformed from dreary to cheery.

She scooped out the last of the low-fat yogurt she had picked up in Albuquerque while trying to read over information the school had sent her, but the pueblo beckoned. She put on her walking shoes and headed out the door. 

On her way through town, she passed Luci locking up the store. Luci signaled her over. “I’m going to a rain dance. Want to come along?”

Though intrigued, Sandy considered how to politely refuse. She still had work to do polishing up her apartment and preparing for school. “What’s a rain dance?”

“You are a newcomer, gringa. The Kachina dance many evenings during the summer at the old pueblo to bring the rain.”  

“I have so much to do this evening.”

Luci took her arm. “You’ll do it later. This will be worth the wait.”  

Sandy reluctantly let Luci lead her toward the old pueblo. “Could you tell me more about the Kachina?”

Luci released her arm. “The men put on masks and outfit themselves to impersonate the spirits. Then they dance as an offering to the spirits to encourage them to send us rain.”

They walked behind a building and up a hill. “Are you sure it’s all right for me to be a part of your ceremonial? I’m not exactly a tribal member.”

Luci chuckled. “Could have fooled me. You worry as much as the elders. Would I invite you along if it wasn’t okay?”

At the crest of the hill, Sandy looked down into the courtyard of a two-story building and realized she was standing on its roof. Dirt had built up over the years on the side of the old pueblo until it had become one with the earth. Below her, a crowd sat in lawn chairs around the edge of a plaza, the rest lined the rooftop along with her. Luci pointed to an empty spot and Sandy trailed her to it. They crammed in among others along the rim. The sound of chanting voices and beating drums grew louder. Anticipation and a wondrous, but unfamiliar, odor filled the air.

A group of men in white shirts and bandanas entered the courtyard in rhythmic unison, followed by a line of men in kilts and masks. Their red and white bandanas reminded her of the one in her tote bag, donated by her rescuer. By a trick of fate, he might be in the crowd. She glanced around, hoping to spot him, but returned her gaze to the dancers when she didn’t. 

The beat of the drums followed by chanting echoed in the stomp of the dancers’ feet. Their masks of turquoise-painted wood had black slashes for eyes. Huge spruce ruffs wreathed their necks. A few wore long sable wigs and counterfeit beards. Others had elaborate feathered headdresses. Turquoise and coral jewelry adorned their painted bodies. Each man carried rattles, which shook and clattered as he pranced in a circle in the center of the courtyard. Sandy caught a whiff of the same exotic aroma she had smelled before. 

“What’s that odor?”

“Burning piñon pine,” Luci whispered.    

She looked out over the heads of the crowd and noticed the vistas extending to infinity in every direction. In the distance, clouds formed huge cottony balls against the darkening blue sky. She sensed the spirituality of the surrounding hills and valleys, their ageless serenity settling over her like a blessing. Surrounded by the scent of sage mixed with piñon, any earlier doubts about her decision to move to the pueblo eroded like the ancient sandstone hills. Determination replaced her reservations. 

As the sun sank over the western mountaintops and the light dimmed, the mesas in the distance turned startling shades of coral and burgundy. The intensity of color combined with pulsation and aroma in a hypnotic convergence of sight, sound and smell. Sandy was grateful to be at that precise intersection of time, space and events. 

A flash of feathers caught her attention. A row of dancers strutted directly below and reminded her of where she stood: on the precipice of this pueblo, on the threshold of a new life. The beat of the drum echoed the beat of her pulse when she considered the possibilities opening to her. Anything was possible in her life. Anything at all. 

Luci had moved off to join a group of people, her arm draped over another woman’s shoulder, leaving Sandy alone. She thought about the effort she had made over the past couple of years to find her son; the frustration she had encountered. She had to leave open the possibility that one of her leads would pan out someday and she would be reunited with him. She had tried every avenue she could: approached County Social Services; searched internet databases and genealogy sites; even petitioned the state.

While all her efforts until now had only led to dead-ends, she would drop everything and return to Philadelphia at the end of her year-long contract if she could be with him. It would be unfair to make any long-term commitments or attachments. She might be a short-timer. No matter what happened or what opportunities presented themselves to her, she had to keep that in mind. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The following morning, Sandy set out to ready her classroom for the first day of school. Halfway down a long hall with classrooms on both sides she spotted a man with long straggly gray hair and a green bolo tie. 

“Excuse me," she called to him, "I’m looking for the principal's office. Could you point me in the right direction?” 

He stopped in front of her "I bet you're our new fourth-grade teacher. I’ve been expecting you since yesterday.” His handshake was clammy. “I’m the principal, Arnold Sloan, but everyone around here calls me Arnie.” An unctuous smile plastered his pale face.

A stale odor emanated from him and turned her stomach. She tried to remove her hand, but he held onto it. 

“I’m glad to meet you in person. I’ve been looking forward to discussing the new curriculum with you.”

"Great," she said,  "but I have so much to do today to get ready for my class. Can I stop by another time?"

Much to her relief, he released her hand. "Anytime..." he said with a wink.

Something about him made her cringe. "Would you point the way to my classroom?"

"Number six, down that hall." 

She said her goodbye and took off at a fast clip, as eager to get away from him as to find her room. Once inside the classroom she encountered exactly what she had expected, vacant shelves and barren walls that cried out for immediate attention. Without delay, she went to work placing desks and chairs in rows, arranging the files in a drawer, and enlivening the bulletin board with magazine pictures and dried oak leaves carried all the way from Philadelphia. After a couple hours, her handiwork represented only a fraction of what needed to be accomplished before the room was ready for the first school day. One of the fluorescent lights had burned out. A chair wobbled on unstable legs. Possessing neither light bulb nor tools, she braved the hall in search of a janitor.

The school reverberated to the sound of her footsteps on linoleum tile which bounced off the buff-painted cinder block walls. Halfway down the hall, she looked into a room where a tall man in jeans, forest green tee shirt and baseball cap stood on a ladder fixing another light. From behind and below she could see his shirt stretched across the muscular back and upper arms of someone who performed physical labor. She might have found her man. 

“Excuse me,” she called up to him. “I have a problem with the overhead light and a rickety chair in my classroom. Could you help me out?”
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