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About the Book

The third Anna Pigeon mystery

When national park ranger Anna Pigeon needs to find peace, she turns to nature of solace. Lucky for her, it’s close at hand – but then again, so is murder  …

Newly assigned to Mesa Verde National Park in Colorado, Anna is enthralled by its ruins: the ancient cliff dwellings of a vanished Native American civilisation. But Anna’s reverie is shattered by an inexplicable illness affecting visitors to the popular landmark – and two mysterious tragedies: the death of a child … and the murder of a friend. Now she must find the very human source of the evil wind that is blowing through the ruins. For it threatens more innocent lives – including Anna’s own …





For Deb and Ed, without whom …  
Well, frankly, I shudder to think.





ONE

NO GRAVEYARDS; THAT BOTHERED ANNA. PEOPLE died. Unless you ate them, burned them, or mailed them to a friend, the bodies had to go somewhere. In any event, there would at least be bones. A civilization that lived and died for six hundred years should leave a mountain of bones.

No graveyards and then no people. Inhabitants cooking, weaving, farming one day, then, the next, gone. Pots still on cold ashes, doormats rotting in doorways, tools lying beside half-finished jobs.

So: an invading army swooped down and massacred
   everybody. Then where were the bashed-in skulls? Chipped bone fragments? Teeth sown like corn?

A plague: the American version of the Black Death, an antiquated form of Captain Tripps, killing two out of every three people. The survivors abandoning a desolated community, carting thousands and thousands of dead bodies with them? Not bloody likely. Not in a society without benefit of the wheel.

Once people got factored into an equation all bets were off; still, there ought to be corpses. Anna couldn’t think of any civilization that couldn’t be counted on to leave corpses and garbage for the next generation.

 

A hand smacked down on the Formica and Anna started in her chair.

“Where were you?” hissed Alberta Stinson, head of Interpretation for Chapin Mesa.

“Anywhere but here, Al,” Anna whispered back. She dragged a hand down her face to clear it of dreams and looked surreptitiously at her watch. The staff meeting had been dragging on for two hours. The coffee was done and there never had been any doughnuts.

Stinson poked Anna in the ribs with a blunt forefinger. “Stay awake. The Boys are on a rampage.” Al always referred to Mesa Verde’s administration rather disdainfully as “The Boys.” Stinson was fifteen pounds over what the glossy magazines recommended, with salt-and-pepper hair that looked as if it had been cut with pinking shears. Leading tours, giving programs, wandering the myriad ruins on the mesas, she had a face creased by the weather from forehead to chin, and the skin around her eyes was crinkled from squinting against the sun’s glare. Near as Anna could tell, the woman had but two passions in life: discovering why the Old Ones had vanished and seeing to it that any despoilers of their relics did likewise.

Anna pulled Stinson’s yellow pad toward her. Beneath Al’s sketches of nooses, guillotines, and other means of  mayhem, she scribbled: “No help here. I’m a lowly GS-7. No teeth.”

Al snorted.

Thirty minutes had elapsed since Anna had mentally checked out and still the debate raged. Money had come down from Congress, scads of the stuff, allocated for the digging up and replacing of the antiquated waterline serving the homes and public buildings of Mesa Verde National Park. Since May heavy machinery and heated arguments had roared over the ancient land. Meetings had been called and called off on a weekly basis.

The resultant acrimony clogged the high desert air like dust from the ditcher. As always in small towns, toxins trickled down. When the powers that be waged war, the peasants took sides. Even the seasonals gathered in tight groups, biting assorted backs and sipping righteous indignation with beer chasers.

New to the mesa, Anna’d not been drafted into either army, but the constant dissension wore at her nerves and aggravated her hermit tendencies.

Around a table of metal and Formica – the kind usually reserved for the serving of bad chicken at awards banquets – sat the leading players: a lean and hungry-looking administrative officer with a head for figures and an eye for progress; the chief ranger, a wary whip of a man determined to drag the park out of the dark ages of plumbing and into the more impressive visitation statistics additional water would allow; Ted Greeley, the contractor hired to pull off this feat in a timely manner; and Al Stinson: historian, archaeologist, and defender of the dead. Or at least the sanctity of science’s claim on the dead.

When the Anasazi had vanished from the mesa, their twelfth-century secrets had vanished with them. Stinson  was determined to stop twentieth-century machinery from destroying any clue before it was studied. Since the entire landscape of Chapin Mesa was a treasure trove of artifacts, the digging of so much as a post hole gave the archaeologist nightmares. The contractor had been brought on board to trench seventeen miles of land six feet deep.

Theodore Roosevelt Greeley of Greeley Construction had a job to do and was being paid handsomely to do it. Though Greeley had a veneer of bonhomie, he struck Anna as a hard-core capitalist. She suspected that to his modern Manifest Destiny mentality, the only good Indian was a profitable Indian.

Fingers ever-tensed on the purse strings, the chief ranger and the administrative officer leaned toward Greeley’s camp.

Anna and Hills Dutton, the district ranger, were the only noncombatants present. Dutton’s impressive form was slouched in a folding chair near the end of the table. He’d removed the ammunition from the magazine of his Sig Sauer nine-millimeter and appeared to be inventorying it bullet by bullet.

“Anna?”

As was his wont, the chief ranger was mumbling and it took her a second to recognize her name.

“What?”

“Any input?” The chief was just shifting the heat from himself. None of this august body gave two hoots about what she thought. She and Hills were there only because the secretary refused to go for coffee.

“Well, if all nonessential personnel were required to live out of the park the problem would be alleviated considerably.” Nonessential included not only seasonal interpreters, but also archaeologists, department heads, the administrative officer, the chief ranger, and the superintendent himself. Anna’s suggestion was met with annoyed silence. Satisfied she’d offended everyone at the table and it would be a good long time before they again bothered her for her “input,” Anna retreated back into her own world.

 

WHEN visitors left for the day and evening light replaced noon’s scientific glare, she escaped the hubbub.

It soothed her to be where the people weren’t. After working backcountry in wilderness parks – Guadalupe Mountains in Texas and Isle Royale in Lake Superior – Mesa Verde, with its quarter million-plus visitors each year, struck her as urban. During the day, when the ruins were open to the public, she couldn’t walk far enough to escape the hum of traffic and the sullen growl of buses idling as they disgorged tour groups.

After closing time, on the pretext of a patrol, she would slip down into the new quiet of Cliff Palace, one of the largest of the Anasazi villages ever discovered. Climbing as high as was allowed, she would sit with her back to the still-warm stone of the ancient walls, around her rooms and turrets and towers, sunken chambers connected by tunnels, plazas with stone depressions for grinding.

The pueblo hung above a world that fell away for a hundred miles, mesas, buttes, and green valleys fading to the blue of the distant mountain ranges that drifted into the blue of the sky. The air was crisp and thin. Without moisture to laden it with perfumes, it carried only the sharp scent baked from piñon and ponderosa.

From her perch high in the ruin she would gaze down Cliff Canyon. Dwellings appeared singly, first one, then two, then half a dozen, like the hidden pictures in a child’s puzzle.

Tiny jewel cities tucked in natural alcoves beneath the mesa stood sentinel over the twisting valleys. Nearly all faced west or southwest, catching the heat of the winters’ sun, providing shade through the summers. The towns were built with fine craftsmanship, the work of practiced masons evident in the hand-chipped and fitted stones. Walls were whitewashed and painted, and decorations of stars and handprints enlivened the sandstone. Doorways were made in the shape of keyholes. Ladders, constructed of juniper and hide, reached rooms built on shelves forty and fifty feet above the slate of the alcove’s floor.

These were not tents for folding and slipping away silently into the night. These were edifices, art, architecture. Homes built to last the centuries. If the builders had been driven out, surely the marauders would have taken up residence, enjoyed their spoils?

If the Old Ones had not died and they’d not
   left of their own volition and they’d not been driven out
   …

Then what? Anna thought.

Food for thought.

Plots for Von Daniken.

 

ANNA’S radio crackled to life and everyone at the table, including Al, looked at her as if she’d made a rude noise.

“Excuse me,” she murmured.

As she left the room she found herself hoping for something dire: a brawl at the concession dorm, another medical at Cliff Palace, a bus wreck – anything to keep her out of the staff meeting.

“Seven hundred, three-one-two,” she answered the call.

“Could you come by the CRO?” the dispatcher asked.  Frieda, the chief ranger’s secretary and the park dispatcher, was always even-toned and professional. From her voice one could never tell whether a bloody nose or grand-theft auto awaited at the chief ranger’s office.

“I’m on my way. And thank you.”

“KFC seven hundred, fourteen-eighteen.”

The chief ranger’s office was built from blocks of native stone and beamed-in logs darkened by time. Like the museum and the upper-echelon permanent employees’ houses, the CRO was a historic structure built in the nineteen thirties by the Civilian Conservation Corps when “another day, another dollar” was the literal truth.

Anna banged through the screen door and leaned on the glass-topped counter. In true bureaucratic fashion, the inside of the graceful little building had been cobbled into cramped “work areas” and further vandalized by the addition of indoor-outdoor carpeting and cheap metal desks.

Frieda Dierkz looked up from her computer. In her thirties, with short reddish-brown hair cut in an ear-length wedge, more hips than shoulders and more brains than just about anybody else in the Visitor Protection and Fire Management Division, Frieda was the heart of the office. Or, more correctly, as the computer-generated sign on the bulletin board above her desk announced, Queen of the Office. Anna guessed there’d been a time, maybe not yet quite past, when Frieda had hoped to be Queen of a more intimate realm. But a plain face and, more damaging to matrimonial prospects, an air of absolute competence, had made her a career woman.

Though Frieda might have seen that as a bad thing, Anna didn’t. It was always the breadwinner, she’d noticed, who had the adventures. Support staff – whether at work or  in the kitchen – seemed ever relegated to keeping the tedious home fires burning.

“So …” Anna said for openers.

“Patsy called. Tom’s in the park.” As ever, Frieda was economical with words.

Patsy Silva was the superintendent’s secretary; Tom the estranged husband. Ex-husband. “What this time? Bad guitar music at three A.M.?”

“Suicide notes and chocolates. The chocolates were put through her mail slot. The dog opened them. Half melted on May’s bank statement. The dog threw up the other half on a four-hundred-dollar Indian rug.” Frieda laughed. In his capacity as two parts joke, one part pathos, Tom Silva had been a thorn in law enforcement’s side since Patsy had been hired the previous winter. Had they lived outside the park they would have been the problem of the Colorado police. Inside park boundaries the task fell to the rangers.

Anna hated domestic disputes. The good guys and the bad guys kept switching roles; an outsider didn’t stand a chance. “Where’s Stacy?” Anna hoped to drag another ranger along for moral support.

“Occupado. Another medical at Cliff Palace. Elderly lady.”

“Damn. What does Patsy want us to do about it?”

“Just go talk to her, I guess. She wasn’t too specific. ‘Do something but don’t say I said.’”

Anna nodded. “On my way.” Halfway out the door she stopped and turned back. “Frieda, can I come visit Piedmont tonight?”

“Anytime,” the dispatcher returned,
   already back at her computer. “If I’m not there, let
   yourself in. Door’s never locked.”





THE tower house was the most picturesque, if not the most convenient, of the historical homes. Named for the round tower that housed the master bedroom, the staircase, and a small round living room, it sat on a gentle hill just west of the museum behind the more conventional homes. For one person it would have been perfect. For a woman with two teenage daughters it had proved a nightmare of bathroom scheduling and closet-space allotment.

Rumor had it, because of the girls, Patsy would be moved as soon as a two-bedroom became available, leaving the tower house up for grabs. Due to the housing shortage, when Anna entered on duty eight weeks before, the district ranger had parked her in the seasonal women’s dormitory till more suitable quarters could be found, so it was with a more than slightly proprietary eye that she allowed herself to be ushered in.

Patsy Silva was compact, with the voluptuous curves of a woman who has borne children. Her hair was close-cropped and honey-blond, her eyes made impossibly blue by tinted contact lenses. Teeth as straight as an orthodontist’s slide rule were shown off by hot-pink lipstick drawn on slightly fuller than her natural lip line.

Patsy smiled and waved distractedly toward the living room with its mess of clothes and magazines littering every flat surface. “Missy and Mindy are over at Frieda’s watching the VCR,” she said, as if the temptation of video explained a hasty and untidy departure. “She’s got quite a movie collection and lets the girls watch almost anytime. It helps.”

Anna nodded. Bucolic park living was fine for adults  and children but could weigh heavily on adolescents with a long summer on their hands.

“Sit down. Sit.” Patsy shooed Anna toward the kitchen. “Coffee or anything?” With the offer, as with most of Patsy’s communications, came a tight bright smile. More a habit of placating, Anna suspected, than a genuine show of happiness.

“Coffee’d be fine.”

The kitchen, the only square room in the house, was small but efficiently made, with wood cabinets and a restaurant-style booth under one of the two windows. Anna slid into the booth. Patsy busied herself at the counter. Anna wasn’t particularly fond of reheated coffee, but people seemed more comfortable after their hospitality had been accepted. Maybe some ancient instinct about breaking bread together. Or maybe it was just the comfort of having something to keep their hands and eyes occupied.

Patsy put the cups on the table along with a sugar bowl and creamer in the shape of ceramic ducks wearing blue calico bonnets.

“Thanks.” Anna pulled the cup to her and poured pale bluish milk out of the duck’s bill. Patsy’s smile clicked on then faded slowly, the effort for once proving too great.

“It’s Tom,” she said, as if admitting a tiresome fact.

“Chocolates.”

“And a note. It’s awful. How can you protect yourself from that? The police act like I’m lucky to have such an attentive husband.”

“Ex-husband.”

“Yes. Thank you. He makes me forget. Ex-husband. Ex, ex, ex as in exit, finito, gone. Except that he’s not.” She put her fingers to her temples, looking as if she would have run  them distractedly through her hair had not each wave been expertly coaxed into place.

“What makes him more than a nuisance?” Anna asked. At a guess, she might have added “other than guilt?” How could a woman not feel guilty for walking out on flowers, candy, and serenades?

“I was afraid you were going to ask her that,” Patsy replied with an explosive sigh. She slumped back in the booth. “I don’t know. I mean, he doesn’t really do anything. It’s just kind of an increasing sense of weird. Know what I mean? As if my not folding like I always did with the flowery courtship business is pushing him near some edge. This last note seemed, well … edgy.” Patsy apologized with a particularly bright smile.

Anna would have laid odds that Patsy Silva had apologized a lot in her thirty-seven years; sorries and smiles poured like oil on life’s troubled waters. “Can I see the note?”

“Yes. I kept it. At least I’ve learned that since the divorce. Anything edgy, I keep. You can’t imagine how silly this all sounds, even to me, when I try to tell it to some big burly policeman who thinks his wife would die and go straight to pig heaven if he ever paid her this kind of attention. Here it is.”

While she talked, Patsy rummaged through a doll-sized bureau complete with miniature vanity mirror. Decals of ducks matching the creamer were centered on each tiny drawer. From the bottom drawer she pinched up a scrap of paper. Holding it by the edge as if she didn’t want to smudge incriminating prints, she laid it on the table.

In a childish but legible scrawl, more printing than script, was written: “What do you want, Pats? I’ve give you  everything. A car, nice close, everything. What do you want? Maybe you want me to do like that guy you told me sent somebody his ear. I’ll go him one better. I’m not living without you, Pats. I’m not.”

“And you think it’s a suicide note,” Anna said. To her it read more like a threat but she was not privy to the inner workings of Tom Silva’s mind. Being the new kid on the block, Anna’d not yet caught up on the gossip.

“I wish it was a suicide note!” Patsy snapped.

Anna liked the anger better than the shiny smiles. At least it rang true.

Patsy, who’d been rereading the note over Anna’s shoulder, slid onto the bench beside her. Such proximity made Anna uncomfortable. Before her husband, Zachary, had been killed, when she’d lived in the confines of New York City, Anna’d fought for personal space on elevators and in subway cars. Since joining the Park Service and moving to less constricting climes, the need had increased, rather than the opposite. An acre per person and bullhorns for communication struck her as about right for socializing.

She turned as if to give Patsy her full attention and put some space between them.

“I told Frieda it was a suicide note because it seemed easiest – you know, made sense for me to be calling.” Patsy picked up her coffee but just stared into it without drinking. “It was that ear thing he said – like van Gogh. Besides the chocolates there was an envelope. One of those little square ones that come with florists’ arrangements.”

Anna waited, sipping coffee made gray and tepid by skim milk. Patsy didn’t go on with her story. “And the envelope?” Anna prompted.

“I burned it.”

Since silences didn’t draw Patsy out the way they did  most people – too many years of being a good girl and not speaking till spoken to, Anna guessed – she asked her what was in the envelope.

“A little piece of brown material, soft, like expensive crepe. Tom isn’t circumcised. I think it was foreskin.”

Anna winced. It seemed a little “edgy” to her as well.

For maybe a minute neither spoke. Whether Patsy sensed Anna’s discomfort with her proximity or, once her information was told, no longer needed the closeness, she moved to the sink to dump her untouched coffee. When she returned she resumed her place on the bench opposite.

“What do you want me to do?” Anna asked.

Patsy burst into tears.

While Patsy Silva cried, Anna thought.

“I don’t suppose Tom has any outstanding wants or warrants against him?” she asked hopefully.

Patsy shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

Anna didn’t know if she was apologizing because she still cried or because her ex-husband wasn’t a known felon. “I’ll run him anyway. You never know.” After a moment she said: “Maybe a court restraining order; keep the guy away from you. I’ll look into it; see if you have to prove harassment, what it will take to keep him out of Mesa Verde.”

“It’s too late. He’s here,” Patsy wailed, sounding like the little girl who saw poltergeists. “He’s got a job with the contractor putting in the new pipeline.”

The waterline. It was getting so Anna was tempted to blast the thing herself. Perhaps Mesa Verde’s staff had been on the outs for decades – living in isolation where dead people were the main natural resource had to have an impact – but since she’d entered on duty the pipeline had been the lightning rod.

“Are you dating anybody?” Anna asked abruptly.

Patsy looked pained. “Not exactly,” she said, not meeting Anna’s eye.

She was dating somebody. A tidy old-fashioned triangle in the making. “Does Tom know?”

“No! I don’t even know for sure.” Patsy smiled a shy smile. Inwardly Anna groaned.

“Talk to him,” Patsy pleaded.

“Sure,” Anna promised.

“Talk to his boss. Mr. Ted something. He seems reasonable.”

“Ted Greeley. I can do that.”

“But don’t get him fired. With Missy and Mindy both in high school next year we’re counting on the child support.”

Anna repressed a sigh. Domestic stuff. “Gotta go,” she said, glancing at the clock over the sink. “Quittin’ time.”

Patsy laughed for the first time in a while. “Hills blew his overtime money on an all-terrain vehicle. I’m kind of glad he did – he’s so cute at budget meetings when he begs.”

“Take care,” Anna said, setting her Smokey Bear hat squarely on her head and taking a last look around quarters she hoped soon would be hers.

“I’ll keep anything else … personal … Tom sends and give it to you,” Patsy promised as she held open the door.

“I can’t wait.”

Summer was off and running.




TWO

NO REST FOR THE WEARY – OR WAS IT THE WICKED? Anna couldn’t remember. There was definitely no rest for those fated to share dormitory quarters.

Her briefcase, used for carrying citation notices, maps, and brochures, banged against the screen door, jarring her elbow. Simultaneously her ears and nose were assaulted. The first by the Grateful Dead and the second by a kitchen that would daunt even the most hardened health inspector.

Early on in this allegedly temporary housing arrangement Anna realized she had two choices: bite the bullet or play Mom. As she had neither the taste nor the inclination for the latter, she had spent the four and a half weeks since the seasonals entered on duty knee-deep in unwashed dishes and empty beer cans. The mess wasn’t as hard to take as the noise. After some sparks had flown she’d been given a room  of her own but the walls of the flimsy, prefab structure were so thin, at times she swore they served better to conduct than deflect sound waves.

Clad in a homemade ankle-length sarong of double knit, Jamie Burke was draped across one sofa. Jennifer Short, the other woman with whom she shared the two-bedroom house, was sprawled in a pajama-party attitude. They were intelligent, funny, interesting women. Left ignorant of their domestic habits, Anna would undoubtedly have found them delightful.

As she tried to slip unnoticed into her bedroom the imperious call of “Stop there!” arrested her progress.

The order came from Jamie, one of the army of seasonal interpreters hired on each summer to lead tours of the cliff dwellings and, for a short time – or so Hills repeatedly promised – Anna’s housemate at Far View.

Dutifully, Anna waited, briefcase in hand.

In her late twenties, Jamie had the look of someone who has been athletic all her life. Muscular hips and legs gave her a stocky silhouette that was accentuated by the flat-brimmed hat and cloddy shoes of the NPS uniform she wore on duty.

In contrast to her juggernaut physique, her face was a perfect oval, the skin flawless, setting off pale blue eyes and a sensuous mouth. Jamie’s hair, fine and smooth and blue-black, fell to her knees in a single braid thickened by red yarn woven through and bound around, Apache style, at the tail.

Jamie boasted that she inherited the black tresses from a half-blood Cherokee mother but Anna strongly suspected that she dyed it. In a women’s dorm there were few secrets. All of Jamie’s body hair was not of the same raven hue.

“What’s up?” Anna asked, trying to keep the weariness from her voice.

“Stacy had to walk an old lady out of Cliff this morning. Where were you?”

Anna ignored the accusatory tone. “What was the problem?”

“Some kind of pulmonary thing. Wasn’t breathing right. There was that old guy last week.”

“Yup.” Again Anna waited.

“They’re pissed. I’m not surprised, either.”

Now Anna was lost. The previous week’s carry-out had gone well. The man’s wife had even sent a glowing thank-you letter. “The man’s family is pissed?”

“No-o.” Jamie drew out the syllable slightly, as if Anna was too obtuse for words. “The Old Ones. The Anasazi. They should close this park to everybody but native peoples. It’s not Frontierland, it’s a sacred place. We shouldn’t be here.”

Jamie Burke leaped from one drama to the next. In the few short weeks Anna had known her she’d been through exposure to AIDS, been engaged to a nameless state senator in Florida, and been involved in an affair with a married man so discreet it had to be imaginary. The pipeline was a bandwagon made for jumping on.

“Ah. Chindi.” Anna used the Navajo word for spirit or – she was never quite sure – evil spirit. “Could be. Listen, I’ve got to slip into something less deadly.” She grimaced at her gun and escaped down the hall.

Once divested of the dead weight of her gun and the airtight shoes required by NPS class “A” uniform standards, Anna felt less hostile. By the time she’d poured herself a generous dollop of Mirassou Pinot Blanc, she was civilized enough to join the party in the front room.

The television was on with the volume turned down and Jamie was verbally abusing Vanna White as she turned the  letters on “Wheel of Fortune.” It was a nightly ritual that seldom failed to amuse.

“Arms like toothpicks! Look at that,” Jamie was exclaiming. “I don’t think she’s pretty. Do you think she’s pretty? Who in God’s name thinks she’s pretty? Little Miss Toothpick Arms. Little Miss White Bread.”

Anna curled her feet under her on the nubby fabric of an armchair. The boxy room was furnished in Early Dentist’s Office but it was serviceable. Anna, barefoot, in pink sweat-pants and an oversized man’s shirt, surrounded by girls with Budweisers – or women that looked like girls from a vantage point of forty – had a sense of being an uncomfortable traveler in time. Even the cheap southwestern print of Jamie’s sarong put her in mind of the India-print bedspreads she’d found so many uses for in her college days. In a gush of self-pity she felt her world as dead as that of the Anasazi. She missed Christina and Alison, the woman and her daughter with whom she’d shared a house in Houghton, Michigan, when she worked on Isle Royale.

Chris was a rock: gentle and soft and stronger than Anna ever hoped to be. Alison, at six, was like a kitten with brains – irresistible and a little scary.

Anna’d left on the pretense Mesa Verde was a promotion as well as a return to her beloved southwest. In reality she’d cleared out because she knew Chris was in love but wouldn’t move in with her sweetheart if it meant abandoning Anna. So Anna’d abandoned her.

I’m a fucking saint, she thought sourly, watching Vanna turn E’s on “Wheel of Fortune.”

The job wasn’t too bad. Though at times Anna felt more like a nurse than a ranger.

Mesa Verde was an old and staid national park. As early as 1906 it was clear that the ancient cliff dwellings, though  already largely looted of artifacts, were a part of America’s heritage that must be preserved.

Visitors to Mesa Verde went out of their way to get there and had the money to do so. Consequently, the clientele tended to be older, with gold cards and expensive RVs. Retired folks with bad hearts and tired lungs from San Diego, Florida, and the south coast of Texas found themselves up at altitude for the first time in thirty years. If drug dogs were called in Anna suspected they’d sniff out more nitroglycerin tablets than anything else.

There’d been two fatalities – both elderly visitors with cardiopulmonary problems – and eleven ambulance runs, five of them out of Cliff Palace. And it was only early June.

Swallowing the last of her wine, Anna leaned back and let the alcohol uncoil her mental springs.

Jennifer wandered back to the TV with a fresh beer.

Short was a round-faced woman with good hair, bad skin, and too much makeup. Fresh out of Tennessee State’s one-semester course, she was the new law enforcement seasonal in her first national park job. Jennifer was a Memphis belle in what Anna had thought was a bygone tradition: all magnolia blossoms, little-ol’-me’s-led-a-sheltered-life, and eeka-mouse . Proven tactics, guaranteed to turn the boys to putty.

Anna hadn’t yet decided whether she was more irritated or intrigued with the femme fatale routine. On the one hand it would be interesting to watch. On the other, given the job, it could get a person killed.

“Jamie, I saw that poor little thing you were talking about,” Jennifer was saying. Or, to be more accurate: “Ah saw thet pore lil’ thang yew were tawkin’ abaht.”

“She had the cutest face, but her little body! I just couldn’t live like that. High school is going to be pure hell. It’d be a mercy to drown people like that at birth. I don’t  want to sound mean, I mean for their own sakes. I wouldn’t want to live like that. I just wouldn’t.”

A natural silence fell and they all stared at Vanna. Jennifer had been talking about Stacy and Rose Meyers’ daughter, Bella. A sadness threatened Anna and she was glad when loud knocking interrupted her thoughts. She made no move to uncoil herself. Jennifer sprang up, “I’ll get it” out of her mouth almost before the knocking ceased. The first week on the mesa she had announced one of her prime motives for choosing law enforcement: a way to meet straight men.

A moment later two seasonal firefighters from the helitack crew followed Jennifer back in. Because of the wealth of ruins and artifacts on the mesa all wildfires were put out in their infancy by a crew of wildland firefighters flown in by helicopter. Dozers and other heavy equipment customarily used to cut fireline would be so destructive to the cultural aspects of the park that fire was never allowed to spread if it could be helped. When nothing was burning, helitack performed the high- and low-angle rescues often needed to evacuate sick and injured people from the less accessible ruins.

Jimmy Russell and Paul Summers had the youth and build of most seasonal firefighters and the living room fairly crackled with sexual energy. Russell’s heavily muscled arms and back were shown off in a tight T-shirt emblazoned with a flying insect wearing a yellow shirt of fire-resistant Nomex. A budding good ol’ boy from Kentucky, Jimmy chewed his words like tobacco. Summers was a striking blond with a born-again surfer haircut and finely chiseled features. Somehow managing to look sophisticated in worn Levi’s and a baggy, wrinkled, oxford shirt, he carried the libations: a six-pack of Coors Light dangled from each hand.

“Hiya, Anna.” Paul smiled at her and she was annoyed to find herself flattered.

Popping a Coors, Russell settled cross-legged on the carpet. Jamie pulled herself around on the couch and began kneading the muscles of his neck and shoulders.

Let the mating rituals begin, Anna thought sourly. Unfolding her legs, she levered herself up: time to go visit Piedmont.

On the way through the kitchen she grabbed up what was left of the Mirassou Blanc.

 

FRIEDA Dierkz had a house in what was called the Utility Loop. It was near the maintenance yard, about a mile from the Headquarters/Museum Loop. The houses were small, white one- and two-bedroom homes with the charm and inconveniences of 1940s construction. These homes were for lower-level permanents, the GS-4s and -5s and -7s. Higher-ups claimed the beautiful historic homes in the Headquarters Loop. The fire dorm, where helitack was housed, was also on the loop, as were a couple of aging trailers rented out to seasonal interpreters each summer.

Frieda lived in number thirty-four. Most of the front yards were overgrown with weeds and native grasses. Her marigold border and tended lawn looked out of place in piñon-juniper country.

A sad-eyed black lab was resting on some newly dug up and soon to be dead marigolds. He thumped his tail half-heartedly as Anna came up the walk.

“Hi, Taco.” She stopped to pat him on the head. The dog yawned widely to show his appreciation. “Where’s Piedmont?” Anna demanded, cradling the animal’s jowly face between her hands. “Don’t tell me you’ve eaten him?”

“Alive and well.” Frieda had come to the door and stood behind the screen. A large yellow tiger cat, so limp it  looked dead, was draped across her arm. With her free hand she pushed open the door and let Anna in.

Anna traded the wine bottle for the cat, buried her face in the soft fur of his neck, and breathed deeply. “Ahh. Thanks. I needed that.”

“For me?” Frieda eyed the already opened bottle.

“Park Service social motto: Bring something to share.”

As Frieda went into the kitchen to get glasses, Anna sat down on a couch identical to the one in the Far View dormitory and spread the cat across her knees.

Seasonals in the Park Service were not allowed the solace of pets. As long as Anna was stuck in the seasonal housing dorm, her cat had to board with a permanent employee fortunate enough to get “real” housing.

Frieda returned with two Kmart wineglasses and poured them each a healthy slug.

“If you’re in the middle of something, Piedmont and I can go out in the yard,” Anna offered. “I just needed a medicinal cat this evening.”

“Don’t know what I’d do without Taco,” Frieda said by way of agreement. She propped her feet up on the scarred coffee table and took a long drink.

“But Taco is only a dawg,” Anna confided to the cat in a stage whisper.

The dispatcher laughed. It was a rare sound and surprisingly pleasant, close to what Anna and her sister, Molly, had called “the Princess Laugh” when they were children. A sound that put one in mind of tinkling bells. She and Molly had even spent time practicing it but had never graduated from girlish “tee hee hees.” Bells were for princesses. And, evidently, the Mesa Verde dispatcher.

“When I see you with that cat I can hardly believe you’re  the same hard-ass who tickets little old ladies in wheelchairs for parking their cars in the handicapped spaces without a permit,” Frieda said.

Frieda was just making conversation but still Anna was stung. “I don’t,” she insisted but felt compelled to add: “How am I to know they’re handicapped? For all I know it could be Joe Namath parked there.”

“Namath’s handicapped,” Frieda returned. “Bad knees.”

“Gotta have a permit.”

Again the dispatcher laughed her silvery laugh and they drank in silence. Tired of being adored, Piedmont leaped off Anna’s lap. Moments later they heard feline lappings from the direction of the bathroom bowl.

“What do you know about Tom Silva?” Anna asked, her mind inevitably returning to NPS chores.

Frieda thought for a moment. “Patsy was divorced when the superintendent hired her – last fall, November, I think. She brought the girls up to live with her when school ended in May, so Tom hasn’t been around much socially – not where you’d get to know the guy. I’ve seen him up here. He’s good-looking. Younger than Patsy, is my guess, but not by much – maybe thirty-five or so. Maybe just looks young. He’s got that kind of perfect olive skin that’s practically indestructible.”

“Does he come up to visit the girls?”

“More than Patsy would like. She thinks it’s just a ruse. I guess his lack of interest in his kids was part of the reason she left him. From hints she’s dropped, I gather Tom’s thirty-five going on seventeen. She once said she couldn’t handle being a single parent to three teenagers. Luckily he’s been doing roofing or framing or something for an outfit in Grand Junction. The two-hour commute keeps him down to a dull roar.”

“The contractor putting in the new waterline just hired him,” Anna said.

“Oops.”

“Yeah. Oops.” Piedmont came back and settled down on the couch just out of Anna’s reach. She contented herself with holding the tip of his tail. Occasionally he twitched it to show his displeasure.

“Sulking,” Frieda noted, and Anna nodded. They sat for a while without speaking. It wasn’t a comfortable silence, at least not for Anna. She hadn’t known Frieda long enough for that.

“Do you think Silva’s dangerous?” Anna asked.

“Maybe. No – I don’t think so. He seems like a guy more into gestures.” Cutting off one’s foreskin was a hell of a gesture, Anna thought, but she didn’t interrupt. In park society a person’s private life seldom was, but as far as she knew Silva’s penis had not yet made it into the public domain.

“The one time I met him he did strike me as a bit of an opportunist, though.”

“Like a magpie? Won’t kill it but doesn’t mind eating it if someone else does?”

“Exactly like that. You hit it. He even looks kind of like a magpie, dresses too well, talks too loud, struts.”

Silence fell again. It was a little easier this time but after a minute or so the strain began to get to Anna. “I better go,” she said, giving Piedmont’s tail a last gentle tug. “I want to call my sister tonight and it’s already nine-twenty New York time. Thanks for the visit.”

“Thanks for the wine,” Frieda replied as she followed Anna to the door.

On the four-mile drive back to the dorm Anna found herself once again lonely for Christina and her daughter, missing Molly, missing silences that didn’t chafe.

Fending off self-pity, she forced herself to concentrate on the delicate scent of juniper blowing in the Rambler’s window, the piles of cumulonimbus the setting sun was painting in glorious shades of peach, the glistening peaks of the La Plata mountains, still wearing a veil of winter snow.

From many places the view was unchanged from when the ancients had inhabited the mesa. A time Anna liked to believe was simpler. Along Chapin Mesa Road were villages, skeletons now, but still imbued with an unmistakable human spirit. If she squinted, let her mind play, Anna could almost see women with bundles on their backs watching thunderheads build as she did, wondering if the rains would come in time for the corn.

The considerable benefit of this environmental therapy was blasted away the moment the Rambler pulled into the dorm parking lot. The nucleus of people she had left had spontaneously combusted into a flaming beer party.

Something that, to rock-and-roll-trained ears, sounded like 33⅓ Muzak played at 78 was audible through the open windows. Half a dozen cars were parked in the lot and at least that many bodies were standing around in the living room. Theatrically, Anna rested her head against the steering wheel and groaned.

With ill-concealed bad grace, she slammed the car into reverse and drove back down the Chapin Mesa Road.

A mile shy of the Museum Loop she turned onto a spur road, parked, and let herself into the Resource Management building. It was small and square, built of the same pink stone blocks as the chief ranger’s office. The single room was filled to capacity by two desks, filing cabinets, dead lizards, bones, rocks, and what had to be at least fourteen years’ worth of accumulated paperwork.

For those lucky enough to have keys – the people who  really needed them and law enforcement – Resource Management had the after-hours attraction of a private phone.

Anna cleared off a chair and, still standing, punched in the twenty-four numbers of her sister’s home phone and her AT&T calling card. She suspected if she could clear her brain of all memorized numbers there would be space enough created for housing all of Shakespeare and some of Johnson.

As Molly’s smoke-roughened voice growled a characteristic “Dr. Pigeon,” Anna dumped herself into the swivel chair.

“I’m too old for this,” she said in lieu of a greeting.

“Damn old,” Molly agreed.

“Too damned old. If it wasn’t politically incorrect, I’d get my eyes done.”

“On an NPS salary you could only afford to do one.”

“Some psychiatrist you are. Whatever happened to ‘You’re as young as you feel’ and ‘Age is just a state of mind’?”

Molly laughed, a chuckle that sounded evil to the uninitiated. “That’s what young psychiatrists tell their middle-aged clients. I’m pushing fifty. Take it from me: damn, yes, it’s a bitch. Gird up the sagging loins and get on with it. Come to New York. I’ll buy you a day at Elizabeth Arden’s. ‘Behind the Red Door’: not quite an erotic fantasy but one that sells just as well. Youth! Men want to buy back the dreams they once had of themselves. Us old bats like the dreams of our middling years, it’s our faces we want to buy back.

“So, one foot in the grave, the other on a banana peel. How’s the rest of your life?”

Anna laughed. Her face could fall, her hands gnarl, her hair acquire another streak of gray. The camaraderie of women on the wrong side of Mademoiselle’s hit list was a joy she’d never been taught to expect.

“Dorm living is a drag. I’m leaning hard on the district ranger.”

“Hills Dutton.”

“I was trying to avoid the name.”

“Got to be an alias.”

“Nope. Too imaginative. Forced to think up an alias, I expect Hills would ponder a good long time, read all the Standard Operating Procedures, then settle on John Doe.”

“Is he going to get you a house?”

“I don’t know. To give the devil his due, he’s up against it. They’re redoing a waterline laid down a zillion years ago. A whole passel of archaeologists have been brought on board to analyze every foot of the digging. No housing left, everybody’s hair in a knot, heavy equipment roaring around.”

The waterline put Anna in mind of the afternoon’s drama and she was glad to unfold the story of Patsy’s Tom and the piece of foreskin.

After she’d finished there was a silence broken by a sighing sound. Molly was lighting up. Camel straights: Anna had heard them sucked into her sister’s lungs for twenty years. Molly was an MD, she knew what the cigarettes were doing. She was a psychiatrist, she knew why she smoked them. And Anna was in law enforcement, she knew drugs had a logic of their own. So she said nothing.

“Sounds like the man’s in trouble,” Molly said finally, and Anna imagined thick smoke coming out with the words. “A construction worker?”

“That’s what I gathered.”

“Not a likely candidate for voluntary therapy. Any alcohol problems, drugs, things of that sort?”

“Probably,” Anna replied, then thought better of her prejudice and added: “I don’t know, really. I’ve heard he goes on a drunk now and then.”

“People who cut themselves – hurt themselves – usually have a problem with self-esteem. A healthier attitude is ‘Damned if I’m going to hurt anymore over you.’ He may be harmless. I’m talking physically here; emotionally he could be devastating to anybody who gets tangled up with him. But now and again it goes beyond self-injury. In extreme cases I’ve seen the murder/suicide pattern. Shoot the wife then shoot yourself. That’s rare but not so rare it doesn’t crop up in the case history books and on the front page of the Post fairly regularly.

“I’d tell her to watch him, Anna. Watch him and watch herself. Whoops. Got to go,” Molly finished in the abrupt manner Anna’d grown accustomed to over the years. “I’ve got an article due tomorrow for the Times on co-dependency. An are-you-or-aren’t-you kind of thing. Of course it turns out everybody is. Keep me posted.” She rang off, leaving Anna still holding the phone to her ear.

Shoot the wife then shoot yourself. Anna hung up the phone. Before she wrote Mr. Silva off as a magpie she’d do a little digging. It hadn’t escaped her notice that more than a third of the women who came to hospital emergency rooms for treatment had been damaged by husbands or boyfriends.

Full darkness had come and she drove slowly back up to Far View. Cottontail bunnies, scarcely bigger than kittens, tried to find their way into the next world under her tires, but she successfully avoided them.

At the dorm, the parking lot was still full, the noise still blaring, and the bodies still in evidence. Anna slumped down in the Rambler’s seat, wondering not for the first time if she should have taken the promotion that, along with Chris’s defection, had tempted her back to the southwest, whether the seductive sense of smug selflessness and the warm dry climate had been worth the trade-offs.
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