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Chapter One 

Chihuahua, Mexico, August 1984


It was only the second day of their Mexican vacation, but Mira Kalabian had given up trying to convince her husband they were having fun. This was supposed to be in celebration of the ten years of their marriage. Big joke. So far all Theo Kalabian had done was complain. He complained about the town of Escalon, the accommodation, the people, the food and the weather. Now he was really hitting his stride with his bitter appraisal of the bus tour Mira had booked them on. The hell of it was, most of his complaints were justified.

The dusty town of Escalon in the southern end of the state of Chihuahua was for sure no Acapulco. Be honest, it was not even a Juarez. The destination had been Mira’s choice; “to experience the real flavour of the country” was her argument; “let’s stay away from the commercialized tourist hangouts” was her argument. About now she would have given a lot to be comfortably settled in one of those crowded, commercialized hangouts.

For his part, Theo had not let up on her since their arrival. If Escalon was the real flavour of Mexico, he said, he would like a double bicarbonate of soda. That was as funny as Theo’s remarks ever got.

But Mira had to admit he did have a point. The town consisted of a dozen or so filthy shacks, a Pemmex station, one mercado that stocked a few suspicious-looking canned foods, Tecate beer, ghastly polyester shirts, red plaster bulls, and felt banners printed with Viva Mexico! The lone hotel, Casa Grande, was the largest structure in town — three storeys high around an open courtyard that contained one sickly tree and enough stinging insects to drop a horse. The rooms were cramped little boxes with rudimentary toilet facilities and rickety wardrobe chests for closets. The beds were hard and the sheets crackled.

The food served in the hotel dining room had them both in the early stages of diarrhoea. The good news was that the mercado stocked Entero via Formo, an effective intestinal calmative.

The heat of the town sapped the energy and any lingering high spirits from the Kalabians and the slightly seedy group of their fellow tourists who had for some reason chosen to come to Escalon.

The bus they now rode was a wheezing relic of indeterminate age and questionable reliability. It carried a dozen tourists besides the Kalabians, seven of whom were retirees who clearly wished they were somewhere else. One young couple, assumed to be newly-weds, were too intent on groping each other to care where they were. The only other people in the Kalabian’s age group — early thirties — were a man and woman with a nasty ten-year-old son who whined without let up. Mira tried bravely to convince herself the trip was not a mistake, and someday they would look back on it in good humour, but it was not working.

She sat sideways in the seat next to the dirt-streaked window, facing away from her husband, and peered out. The view outside was uninspiring — patches of scrubby vegetation along the roadway and a few straggling Mexican peasants in loose white pyjamas, leading hungry burros who looked barely awake. Theo sat next to her on the aisle, muttering and fanning himself with a six-month-old copy of Business Week he had found in their hotel room. Overhead, a rattling electric fan wired to the luggage rack provided a minimum of ventilation.

Esteban, their jovial driver and tour guide, switched on the microphone, causing a squeal of feedback that made the passengers wince.

“Sorry about that, amigos,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. He spoke in a heavy accent through a crackle of static. “The bushy green plants you see out there on both sides of the road are agave. From this plant is made pulque, the drink of the poor people of Mexico. It is not recommended that you try drinking pulque. The poor people of Mexico have stomachs tougher than the cactus plants. This comes from years of eating chiles and drinking the powerful pulque like their fathers did and their fathers’ fathers. For Norteamericanos, tequila is better. Maybe not healthier, but better. Ha ha.”

“Fascinating,” Theo said through clenched teeth. “Twenty dollars to look at rocks and dirt and grubby cactus plants and listen to crummy jokes. We could be back at the hotel having fun sweating and swatting flies.”

Mira closed her eyes for a moment, drew a deep breath and held it until the urge to punch Theo in the mouth went away. It was a technique she had developed over ten years of marriage to the stolid, stubborn, unimaginative but essentially good man who sat beside her. She had been a twenty-year-old bride, emerging from her Seattle hippie period, and suddenly fearful that no acceptable man would want to marry her. Thus, she was ready and eager when Theo Kalabian, freshly graduated from Western Washington University, proposed in the rain of an outdoor Carpenters concert. Two years earlier Mira could not have been dragged into a Carpenters concert; such was her growing sense of desperation.

She returned with Theo to his home in Spokane, a city that had existed for her only as the butt of jokes. For the security he provided, she forgave Theo his oversize nose, his nerdy glasses, his funereal choice of colours in suits, and even his sexual limitations that left her chewing the sheets in frustration.

The voice of Esteban crackled over the tiny speaker and roused her from the gloomy reverie. “If you look off to the right you can see the ruins of an ancient Aztec village, or so they say.”

Theo leaned across Mira’s lap and squinted through the glass.

“Aztec village my ass. That’s just a pile of broken rocks.”

“You could try to believe,” Mira suggested.

“Oh, sure, like it’s the Emerald City of Oz. What crap. Every stinking town in Mexico claims they were the centre of the Aztec civilization. The sooner we turn around and head back, the better. Even that lumpy hotel bed will feel good after this bus.”

“We haven’t seen what we came for yet,” Mira said. “The purpose for the bus tour, remember?”

“Oh, right. Twenty dollars it’s costing us to ride a stinking, broken down bus over a ruined road, bake in the desert heat just to look at some … what did they call it?”

“El Charco de la Caldera. The Boiling Pool.” The voice that spoke close to their ears was low and sonorous, like the bowed bass strings of a cello.

Mira and Theo turned in unison to look over the worn tops of their seat backs at the man who had spoken. Neither had paid any attention earlier to who was sitting there. The man was lean with sharply defined features and glossy black hair. His eyes were the colour of the blackest espresso. On his chin was an inch-long scar, curved like a scimitar, that stood out whitely on his dark, smooth face. He was dressed in a dark suit of excellent quality and a shirt of midnight blue buttoned at the throat. He seemed unaffected by the heat.

“Forgive my intrusion,” he said. “I could not help overhearing your discussion.”

“No problem,” Theo said with a backward wave of his hand. “We’re just taking in the sights.”

Mira stared at the stranger, her lips slightly parted.

“My name is Dominic Romo.” He offered a lean brown hand.

Theo took it. “I’m Theo Kalabian. This is my wife, Mira.

We’re down here from Spokane. That’s in Washington State.”

“I know. It is a lovely state. So green.”

“Do you live down here?”

“Some of the time.”

“I can’t say I envy you.”

Mira spoke for the first time. “Can you tell us about the Boiling Pool, Mr Romo? The travel brochure isn’t very helpful.”

Theo looked at his wife in surprise. Her voice had a young, musical lilt that had gone out of it years ago. Her lips were moist and parted, her eyes glistening. She touched her dark hair self-consciously.

“There is a legend connected with it,” Romo said. “Is there not always? It is a fascinating story. But suppose we let our guide tell us about it. I do not want to usurp his job.”

Theo nodded and turned away to face forward in his seat. Mira joined him after several more seconds.

“He doesn’t look like a tourist,” she whispered, leaning close to her husband.

“Looks like a Mexican used car salesman,” Theo said.

“Shush, he’ll hear you.”

Theo made a disgusted mouth and began turning pages in Business Week. Mira peeked back over her shoulder and felt a guilty little thrill when she saw Dominic Romo smiling back at her. She quickly faced forward and hoped Theo would not see the blush she felt spreading upward from her nipples.

The heat abated only a little as the ancient bus groaned and coughed and laboriously climbed into the foothills of the mountains that nipped off the lower corner of Chihuahua. Conversations in the bus faltered and died as the passengers lapsed into lethargic silence. Theo Kalabian sank deep into his seat, his face set in a mask of martyrdom. Mira kept her eyes focused out of the window. She fancied she could feel the vital presence of Dominic Romo in the seat behind, watching.

After another twenty minutes of heat and grit and non-stop grumbling from Theo, the bus jolted to a stop and a cloud of fine brown dust swirled up outside. A whine of feedback from the cracked speaker pierced the ears of the passengers. Esteban jerked the parking brake into place and rose from the driver’s seat to face the tourists, microphone in hand.

“Here we are, amigos, at our destination … el Charco de la Caldera.”

“Hooray,” Theo muttered. The other passengers displayed a similar lack of enthusiasm.

“I knew you would be happy to hear that,” Esteban continued. “If you please, we dismount the bus now. Stay all together in a group with me and, please, do not attempt to go beyond the fence that surrounds the pool. This is very important, as I shall soon tell you.”

Theo and Mira rose and stood in the narrow aisle between the two rows of seats. She stole a look back at Dominic Romo, who sat alone at the window, making no move to rise as he allowed the passengers from the rear of the bus to file past him. His eyes caught and held Mira’s. He smiled, his teeth very white. Again she felt the small, guilty thrill.

The tourists climbed slowly out of the bus, stepping down onto the dusty roadway under the watchful eye of the driver. Theo looked around at the desolate landscape and nodded, as though it was about what he expected. Back in the direction from which they had come, the rutted road stretched away into grey-brown desert. Ahead of them was a thicket of thorny, shoulder-high chaparral. Mira backed off a little from the others and watched the door until Romo came out of the bus after all the rest of them. She was not surprised to see that he was looking directly at her.

“Follow me please, amigos,” Esteban said, “and please stay together. I haven’t lost a passenger all week, and I want to keep my record clean.” Small chuckles at this. “Seriously, there are snakes in these hills, but they will not bother you if you do not bother them. The snakes all know me, and they will not molest anyone in my group. So we all stay on the path, yes?”

There was a muttered agreement from the passengers.

“Snakes,” Theo grumbled. “Great. That’s what we needed to make this a perfect trip.”

Mira took his hand and pulled him along as Esteban led the procession. The rest of the tourists straggled along as the guide described the vastly uninteresting bushes and rocks. They were older couples mostly, and the pair with the whining child. The newly-weds, as usual, had eyes and hands only for each other. Staying apart from the group, wearing a secret smile, was Dominic Romo.

Esteban halted the group at a break in the thicket and waved a hand toward the weathered brown mountains that lay ahead of them.

“Sierra del Diablo,” he said. “The Devil’s Mountains. The Spanish name is taken from the old, old Indian name. It is a name I could not pronounce, even if I knew it. The people who named the mountains were the Toltecs. They were here before the Aztecs. It is enough that we remember the Devil’s Mountains. A good name, don’t you think?”

Several of the tourists snickered indulgently, and the group proceeded.

Walking stolidly behind his wife, Theo said, “We should get a refund for listening to his inane comments.” Mira pinched his arm and pulled him along.

The path snaked on through the heavy brush until they emerged suddenly and unexpectedly into a clearing. The ground there down to a stout chain-link fence, seven feet high, that completely surrounded a pit of some kind. The pit was more than thirty feet in diameter. All around the rim were broken chunks of rock with strange scratches dug into their surface.

Esteban stood aside and extended an arm like a magician performing a trick. “El Charco de la Caldera,” he said dramatically. “The Boiling Pool. Please approach with caution. Naturally, you will not attempt to go beyond the fence. Remember the name of the mountains. They are called after the devil for good reason.”

Quiet now, except for the whining ten year old, the bus passengers edged forward and spread out along the fence. Standing close to her husband, Mira peered through the diamond shaped links of the fence, down into the pit. The steep sides were stained in shades of brown, yellow and red. They dropped thirty feet to the surface of a stagnant, mustard brown pool. The rotten-egg stench made her recoil, but she stepped forward again to look. The surface of the pool was broken at intervals of several seconds as thick, lazy bubbles rose, swelled, and burst like pus-filled boils: a soft plop.

Esteban walked along the fence, herding the tourists back a few steps so he could address them.

“The legend of el Charco,” he said, “goes back to those ancient Indians I told you about. The Toltecs. The name of the pool today is Spanish, of course. The Toltecs disappeared long, long ago. Probably because they could not pronounce their own names for things.”

Desultory laughter from the tourists.

“So these old, old Indian people had a village right here where we stand today. Some say a great city. Who knows? As you can see, there are no signs of them remaining today. Nothing of the village. Nothing of the people. Not even any wrappers from McDonald’s.”

Esteban waited for the unenthusiastic laugh, then continued. “All that is left is the pool. El Charco de la Caldera.” Esteban turned to gaze dramatically into the fetid depths. The tourists leaned forward, and they looked too. A large bubble rose to the surface and popped like a blister, fouling the air with its smell.

“The pool was not always so ugly, not always did it stink so. Was it always hot? We do not know. We do know it is hot today. Boiling and much too hot for a man to touch. We do know that once it was beautiful.”

“How do you know that?” asked one of the retirees.

“From the ancient writings of the peoples. Writings like those that you can still see at the rim.”

They all strained to look. In the chunks of rock all around the edge of the pit were deep scratches, intricate and cryptic. They were worn smooth now by weather and time, but clearly they had once had a purpose.

“What do they mean?” asked the talkative retiree.

“Unfortunately, that we do not know. Much of the ancient language is lost forever. What we do know is that the pool was beautiful. Blue and clear as polished glass. And no bad smell. Those old Indians were a superstitious race. They believed in many gods, good and evil. Each village had its own kindly spirit that looked after the people who lived there and kept them healthy and prosperous.” Esteban paused and met the gaze of his listeners. “Such foolish people. Lucky for us the Spanish came here and brought us their Church, eh?”

Uneasy smiles and shuffling of feet.

“But even like people today, those old Indians did not know how to live with such goodness. Even in this blessed village there were bad people who did bad things. There came into power a chieftain who was not himself a bad man, but who was very stern and had no forgiveness in him. He took the worst criminals of the village, those who had done terrible wrongs to their neighbours, and ordered that they be thrown into the pool. In a very few minutes the pool would boil away their flesh and the bones would sink into the blue deep. A terrible fate, even for such terrible victims.”

A murmur went through the group of tourists. Unconsciously they moved closer together, stepping back from the fence. Mira Kalabian shivered. Theo rolled his eyes and gave a little snort of derision.

“I know it sounds unbelievable today,” Esteban said, looking at Theo, “but in those times such things were done.” He resumed his solemn-voiced narration. “Soon the pool began to change. The lovely clear blue turned murky and clouded. Slowly the water darkened, the bubbles grew heavy and slow, much like we see them today. The pool began to stink. Maybe it was the bodies of the criminals. Maybe it was something worse.”

“Notice how his accent comes and goes?” Theo muttered.

“Hush,” Mira said. “This is interesting.”

Esteban continued, “In time a more humane chieftain came to power in the village, and he put a stop to the foul use of the pool. But it was too late. The kindly spirit of the pool was gone. The many evil souls that had boiled to scum in the pool had changed the spirit that lived there to an evil and dirty thing. The name the Toltecs gave to that spirit was Tezcatlipoca.”

He lightened for a moment and winked at his audience. “Such were the names given to their gods by the Toltecs. And such were their beliefs. We are smarter today and know better. Don’t we? The legend says that the evil god Tezcatlipoca demanded a tribute from the villagers. Can you guess what the tribute was to be?”

No one offered a suggestion.

“Ah, then, I will tell you. Like all such legends, this one says the tribute demanded was a young maiden from the village. A virgin. The people were shocked and they refused to commit such a hateful deed. At once a pestilence fell upon the village and many of the people sickened and died as their crops withered in the fields. As you may guess, they soon decided a virgin more or less would not make so much difference after all. It was commanded that they give up one maiden to the pool every third year on the night of the seventh full moon. The penalty for late payment was a terrible death for the villagers, one at a time, until the tribute was properly delivered.”

Esteban paused and stepped aside, letting the tourists edge forward again and stare down into the sulphurous, bubbling pool. Then, smiling broadly and lightening his voice, he said, “Are we not lucky that such foolish beliefs do not exist today? Because where in all Mexico would we find enough virgins?”

The tourists laughed excessively at this, but when the driver escorted them back to the bus many took a last cautious look down into the murk, and the laughter died on their lips.





Chapter Two

The heat of mid-afternoon lay like a wet serape on the town of Escalon by the time the rusted tour bus wheezed to a stop before Hotel Casa Grande. Mira Kalabian gazed stoically out through the streaky window while her husband shifted his buttocks in the seat beside her, making little sounds of disgust.

When she failed to look over at him, Theo finally spoke. “I the hope you’re satisfied. We just blew twenty dollars for five hours in a rattletrap bus, listening to a driver with a bad accent tell us some fairy tale about a hole in the ground that smells like a toilet. A lovely way to spend a day.”

“It’s over now, Theo. We’re back. You’ll feel better after you’ve had a bath.”

“Maybe. Just as long as I don’t get any of the water in my mouth.”

“You might try keeping it closed,” Mira said softly.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.”

“You muttered something.”

“Happy anniversary.”

“Sarcasm is an ugly habit.”

“Tell me about it.”

Theo lurched to his feet and elbowed his way into the line of tourists filing slowly off the bus. Mira took the opportunity to turn and look at the seat behind them. To her surprise, it was empty. The old leather was cracked and torn; brown stuffing was oozing out of the seams. She switched her attention to the others in the rear of the bus. Her spirits sagged when she saw no sign of the dark Dominic Romo. He must have got off early.

“Are you coming?” Theo said, holding back the line for her.

“I’m coming.” She checked the contents of her bag and squeezed into the aisle behind him.

As the passengers stepped down into the dusty street, grandly named Avenida Revolucion, the vendors who had been drowsing in the shade of the hotel’s veranda descended on them like a pack of carrion eaters. Their wares were familiar in any town or city in Mexico where tourists might set foot. Colourful scarves, stacked sombreros, marionettes and silver bracelets, necklaces, pins and pendants of questionable purity.

Mira accepted a black scarf with red and yellow flowers from one of the vendors and ran it through her fingers.

“This is pretty,” she said.

“For the senora, special price, seven dollars.”

“Junk,” Theo said.

The vendor looked offended. “No junk. Is real silk. Feel.

Best quality. Six dollars.”

Mira opened her bag.

“If you buy from one of them they’ll never let you alone,” Theo said.

“Is a beautiful colour for the senora. Look very nice with the black hair, the dark eyes.”

“I like it, Theo. I’ll use my own money.”

“Throw it away if you want to.” He snorted, stepped up to the wooden sidewalk and clumped toward the entrance to the whitewashed adobe hotel.

“Senora make a very good choice,” said the vendor.

Mira hesitated with her hand in her purse. “I’ll give you three dollars.”

The vendor dropped his eyes and looked up with an expression of infinite sadness. “I cannot possibly do that. I would lose money, my wife and my two little girls would go hungry.”

Mira closed her bag. “I’m sorry then. I can’t spend more.” She started away.

“Momentito, Senora.”

She turned. “Yes?”

The vendor sighed elaborately. “Because the scarf looks so beautiful on the senora, I will let you take it home for five dollars.”

“Sold.”

Amid cordial smiles and mutual congratulations, Mira gave him a five dollar bill and the vendor handed over the flowered scarf.

She looked up and saw Theo watching the transaction from the veranda with folded arms. Mira stepped up from the street and crossed the wooden sidewalk to join him. She held up the scarf for his inspection.

“I got it for five dollars,” she said.

“It probably sells for two in K-Mart.”

“You don’t want me to enjoy anything here, do you?”

“I just don’t want you to make a fool of yourself.”

“Let me sometimes. I want to take something back home with me to remember the trip.”

“God knows why.”

“Because it’s our tenth anniversary, and it will never come again.”

He rolled his eyes. “Let’s go in and get cleaned up. I feel like I’m wearing half the countryside.”

• • •

She followed him up the stairs to the third floor. A hallway extended all the way around the open courtyard. The floor was cracked tiles that had once been aqua and white. The doors were painted an uneven beige, the room numbers hand painted in brown.

Theo unlocked the door and they went in. The rust-coloured wallpaper did nothing to brighten the room, despite the afternoon sun that filtered through the room’s one small window.

“Do you want first crack at the shower?” she said.

“No, you go ahead. I just want to rest my bruises from that bus ride.”

He flopped back on the bed and stared gloomily at the flaking plaster ceiling. Mira undressed quickly, draping the pants and blouse she’d worn in the bus over a chair. She unhooked her bra, stepped out of her panties, and entered the phone booth-sized shower. Theo did not look at her.

She fiddled with the knobs until she had the trickle of water at an acceptable lukewarm temperature. After an initial spurt of blood-coloured rust, the water cleared. Mira used the glycerine soap she had brought along, rather than trust her complexion to the harsh brown cake provided by the Casa Grande. When she was finished she patted herself dry with the rough hotel towel and stepped back into the room.

Theo was still lying on his back, mouth open, snoring now. Mira tilted the old mirror behind the dressing table and appraised her naked body. Not bad for a thirty-year-old married lady, she thought. Tall, well breasted and smooth of flesh. Her breasts were full and firm, with large brown nipples. Her belly rounded gently down to the triangle of pubic hair, black as sable, straight and soft. She could do with a little more padding on the hips, she thought, but better to be on the lean side down there than the reverse.

She put on fresh underwear and leaned over the bed to jostle her husband’s shoulder.

He awoke reluctantly. “Huh? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing’s the matter. It’s your turn in the shower.”

Groaning, he rolled off the bed and shucked his clothes. Mira did not bother to watch as he squeezed his pale body into the shower cubicle.

She selected a white sleeveless dress with scoop neck and full flowing skirt that she had bought for the trip. It was far too dressy for Escalon, but she knew she looked good in it, and there might not be another opportunity to wear it.

She added several strings of large metallic beads, and appraised the effect in the mirror. Not bad, she decided. Good enough in Spokane; down here a knockout. The white dress contrasted nicely with the dark caramel shade of her skin. The blue-black hair, still damp from the shower, framed her face nicely, accentuating the high cheek-bones and dark, lustrous eyes. She tied the new scarf at her throat for a touch of colour.

Theo came out of the shower, snorting and rubbing himself rosy with the coarse Mexican towel. “What are you dressed up for?”

“We’re going down to dinner, aren’t we?”

“Mira, we’re staying in a dump in the Mexican wasteland, not at the Ritz. You’ve seen their so-called dining room.”

“I don’t care. I want to look nice.”

“You’ll just look foolish.”

“I told you, I don’t care. This is what I’m going to wear.”

“I suppose you want me to put on a tie.”

“Wear what you like.”

Grumbling, Theo pulled on one of the short-sleeved white shirts he wore at work, knotted a striped tie at the collar, pulled on a pair of permanent-press pants of a polyester blend, and checked jacket.

“I feel like an overdressed asshole.”

“You’re not overdressed. Let’s go to dinner.”

• • •

The dining room of Hotel Casa Grande was not heavy on atmosphere. The floor was brownish linoleum, eaten away in the corners to reveal the deteriorating boards underneath. The windows along one wall were shrouded by dusty green draperies, so even if there were anything outside to look at, you couldn’t see it. The interior wall still wore patches of colour, all that remained of a long-vanished mural. The ceiling was unadorned plaster of a tired mustard shade. Two creaking overhead fans provided inadequate air circulation.

There were a dozen mismatched wooden tables, covered with linen that was obviously not washed after each use. Only two other tables were occupied, one by the honeymooners, the other by the couple with the bratty child. Theo selected a table as far as he could get from their fellow tourists.

Presently a waiter showed up, presented them with dog-eared menus and stood by impassively.

Theo ordered a steak, potatoes, green beans and coffee. Mira chose enchiladas camarones and asked for a beer.

“Camarones?” Theo said. “Are you sure?”

“Why not?”

“That’s shrimp, you know.”

“Yes, I know. I took Spanish in high school.”

“We’re a long way from the ocean.”

“We’re in Mexico,” Mira said, “I’m going to eat Mexican.”

“Fine. Don’t forget to buy more Entero via Formo.”

They both abstained from the water brought to their table, despite the waiter’s assurances that it was boiled and bottled, brought in from Mexico City. Theo asked for coffee instead, while Mira ordered Mexican beer.

Theo grumbled throughout the meal, finding the steak tough, the beans stringy, the potatoes chalky and the coffee too bitter. Mira ate with exaggerated gusto, commenting on how good everything tasted, and ordered a second bottle of Tecate. She finished with an orange sherbet. Theo refused dessert and sat scowling as Mira enjoyed hers.

When they finished Theo added up the cheque twice and paid in American money, leaving a careful ten percent tip. They walked back from the dining room into the lobby which, with its marble pillars and floors, and the square open courtyard, hinted at a more elegant past.

“It seems to have cooled off outside,” Mira said. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

“Where would we walk to? The whole town doesn’t extend two blocks in any direction.”

“Just outside. See what the place looks like at night.”

Theo belched. “Not me. I’ve seen enough. In the morning we’re out of here. I’m going up now to lie down. I think they gave me a piece of bad meat. You go out and look around if you want to.”

“I’ll just get a little air.”

Theo turned without further conversation and headed for the stairway. Mira watched him go, then turned, tilted her chin up, and walked outside through a side entrance onto a wide stone veranda.

The air was, indeed, much cooler than it had been that afternoon. A breeze from the desert carried a soft floral scent. From somewhere came a faint strumming of a guitar. The moon, low on the horizon, was orange as a pumpkin. Mira planted her hands on the cool stone balustrade and breathed deeply.

“A pleasant night, Senora.”

Mira started, then felt the familiar tingle spread throughout her body even before she turned toward the deep, sonorous voice. Dominic Romo was smiling, his teeth a brilliant white beneath his trimmed moustache. There was a faint aroma of tobacco about him, not at all offensive. The scar on his jaw was a pale comma in the moonlight. He had changed into a white suit, neatly pressed, and a pale blue ruffled shirt open at the collar.

“Senor Romo,” she said.

“It would please me if you will call me Dominic. We have, after all, shared a small adventure.”

“I didn’t see you on the bus when we came back to the hotel.”

“Oh? You looked for me?” One dark eyebrow rose quizzically.

“I … happened to notice.”

“It is of no matter. You have found me now.” He looked around. “The senor is not with you?”

“He went up to the room. He’s not feeling well.”

“A pity.” Without seeming to move, Romo was suddenly closer to her. His eyes, black as the night, lowered slowly, and rose again to meet hers. “That is a lovely dress. It suits you well.”

She should be backing away now, putting a precautionary space between herself and this man, but Mira was held there as though pinned against the stone balustrade. She turned and looked out toward the desert. In the moonlight, the dust and the litter of the old street vanished along with the patchwork poverty of the buildings and the spidery cracks in the walls of the hotel. With the distant guitar, the warmth of the man’s body so near her now, and the scent of bougainvillaea in the air, the scene took on a painfully romantic aura.

“I — I should be going in,” she said.

“So soon?”

“I should start packing. My husband wants us to leave tomorrow.”

“I am sorry to hear that.”

He was very close now. She could make out the individual hairs of his glossy moustache. She moved away, sliding six inches sideways along the balustrade.

“Is there anything wrong?” he said.

“Wrong? No. What could be wrong?” Her voice sounded thin and girlish to her inner ear.

“Surely you are not afraid of me?”

“No. Do I have reason to be?”

The moon reflected orange pin-points of light in his eyes. “Perhaps you do. A beautiful woman in a strange country, standing in the moonlight with a man she knows nothing of. It is a situation some would find frightening.”

“I can handle it.” Mira was surprised and pleased at the new steadiness of her voice while emotions churned within her.

Dominic Romo laughed shortly. “Yes, I do believe you can.” He grew serious. “There is a strength in you, a purpose that I suspect goes unrecognized.”

“Oh?”

“It is what first attracted me to you. I admire strength in a woman.”

“Thank you.”

“Strength and beauty are a rare combination.”

“You do have a way with words.”

“And I assure you that you are in no danger of, shall we say, uninvited attentions from me. I do, you see, have my own moral code.”

An irrational pang of disappointment jabbed her. But she said, “I’m relieved to hear that.”

“No doubt. I do, however, have a token I hope you will accept.” He dipped a hand into the pocket of his immaculate white jacket and brought it out bunched in a loose fist. He held it before her and slowly uncurled the fingers. In his palm lay a glass vial as long as a cigarette, as wide as a dime, stoppered by a black plastic screw top. It contained a murky yellow liquid.

Mira stared down at the cylinder, then looked up into the black eyes of Dominic Romo. “What is it?”

“Water from el Charco de la Caldera, the Boiling Pool. It is very, very difficult to come by. Take it. Please.”

She held out her hand, palm up. Romo let the vial roll from his hand to hers. The glass was warm from his touch.

“I … don’t know what to say.”

“Allow me to say it for you. A tiny sample of water from a quite ugly source. What possible use can it be? Are those your thoughts?”

“Actually, very close.”

“And quite natural. Trust me, dear lady, that you hold in your hand a most wondrous gift. Used properly it will bring to you, and those you choose to take with you, prosperity, power, health and beauty. Though in your case, the latter would be more a preservation than achievement of that which you already possess.”

Mira raised the vial to eye level. It seemed to phosphoresce in the moonlight. “That’s quite an endorsement for such a small bit of water.”

“The power is not in the quantity. Like el Charco itself, the power lies in the belief. Do you believe in the legend of the Pool?”

“You mean the evil spirit … what was his name?”

“Tezcatlipoca. Do you believe in him, Mira?”

The sudden use of her first name was like a small electrical charge. She said, “I don’t know. It sounds … impossible, but I’ve learned not to deny any possibility.”

“Yes,” he said, nodding sagely. “You do believe. I am never wrong about that.”

“You said, ‘used properly’. What does that mean?”

“When the time comes, you will know what to do, my dear Mira. Trust me.”

She closed her hand over the vial, again feeling its heat. She should leave now. No question about it. Thank the man for the strange gift, turn, walk back inside the hotel and up the stairs to her husband. Return to real life.

“If you could stay a bit longer …”

“I don’t know. My husband will be waiting.”

“I would like to show you a place near here where the desert and the mountains beyond take on a magical blue tint under a certain moon. A moon like the one we have tonight. Will you come?”

She hesitated five seconds. For ten long, tedious years of marriage she had been a faithful, dutiful, thoroughly bored wife.

“Yes,” she said, and took his hand.

• • •

Upstairs Theo Kalabian tucked his knees up and rolled from side to side on the sweat-damp sheets of the creaking bed. He had swallowed a double dose of Entero via Formo but the spasms of his bowels continued. He squinted at the face of his cheap digital wrist-watch. Where the hell was Mira? More than two hours now since she walked out “to get some air”. A grown woman should know better than to wander around outside alone in a crappy little town full of Mexicans.

“Balls!” He unlocked his knees and swung his bare feet out of bed. Now he would have to go looking for her. He took a last trip to the bathroom, sat straining on the toilet until he was sure he must have emptied himself. With his stomach still cramping, he walked back into the room, shoved his feet sockless into a pair of loafers and headed downstairs.

Mira was not in the lobby. The dining room was empty. In the tiny bar the only customers were two of the older tourists, their heads close together, and a fat Mexican mumbling into his pulque. Theo went outside.

No sign of his wife here either. Fool woman simply did not understand the dangers of the night. He’d have a few things to say to her when she returned. He stepped off the veranda down onto the boardwalk and continued along the front of the hotel to a narrow alley that ran between the building and the pharmacy next door. The drug-store was closed now, or he would have gone in to inquire if they had something stronger for his agitated bowels. He resolved to do that in the morning before they left.

The rising moon shed ample light for him to see there was no one in the street beyond the point where he stood, only a loose burro dozing with its head lowered at the side of the road. He turned back.

“Theo!”

He froze. The whispering voice had come from the black depths of the alley.

“Theo, in here. Please.”

Male? Female? He could not tell. Who down here knew his name? It must be Mira, yet it was unlike her. His impulse was to return to the hotel and get help. Help for what? How would he explain to the staff, none of whom spoke English beyond “good morning” and “thank you”?

“Theo, come here. It’s all right.”

Yes, he decided, it was Mira’s voice, yet somehow not her voice. His stomach gurgled. He tightened his sphincter and started one step at a time into the alley.

“Mira? Is that you? Where are you?”

No answer. He took another step. And another. This was as far as he was going. Whatever the silly game, Theo Kalabian was not in the mood for playing. He started to turn back.

Something punched him in the stomach. Not with a lot of force, but enough to make him stop and grunt. “What the hell?”

Then came the pain, lancing through his abdomen like a flaming arrow. He grabbed himself with both hands and felt the hot wetness down there. Warm, viscous liquid bubbled out through his fingers. He raised his hands before his face, but in the blackness between the buildings he could see nothing.

The blade sliced into him again, low, beneath his navel. The cutting edge opened him up like sack of meal and Theo felt his insides shifting, sliding, spilling out of him. Mindlessly, he tried to stuff the bulging viscera back into his body cavity, but still more slippery, lumpy intestine bubbled out.

He dropped heavily to his knees. Coloured lights that glowed only in his mind spun before his unseeing eyes. His mouth fell open. He sucked in air to scream. Before the sound could come the blade slashed from left to right, severing his larynx, the carotid artery, the jugular vein, and scraping the spinal column. With nothing to hold it upright, Theo’s head fell sideways to rest on his shoulder. His body pitched forward and hit the dirt with a soggy thump.





Chapter Three 

Los Angeles, California, June 1994


The parking attendant in the red jacket sprang from the stool where he had been reading Road And Track, and trotted toward the black Lexus, his hand reaching for the passenger door. Inside the car, Corey Douglas waved him away and turned left, following the arrow labelled “Self-Parking”.

“We might as well start economizing now,” he said. “No point in paying these bandidos to play drag strip with my car.” He turned an unconvincing smile on the woman next to him. She was trim and fresh in a powder blue suit and oversize sunglasses. Her dark blond hair was fringed in the front and tied back with a black ribbon.

Erica took off the glasses and looked at her husband. “If we’re really going to economize, why are we having lunch at Copley’s?”

“Think of it as a last fling before the serious belt-tightening starts. After all, we aren’t destitute. Not yet.” He finished on an unintentional rising note.

“Corey, park the car.”

“That’s what I’m doing, as soon as I can get away from the redcoats.”

“I mean right now, anywhere. We’ve got to talk.”

Corey looked at his wife, read her expression, and dropped the smiling mask. He pulled the Lexus into an angled parking space with “Reserved” stencilled on the asphalt, and killed the engine.

“So, talk.”

“I’m not really hungry,” Erica said.

“One more lunch at Copley’s is not going to break us.” Corey spaced his words out carefully.

“What I mean is, I’m not in the mood. I don’t want to make light lunchtime conversation. Let’s quit pretending things are just fine. We have to make some decisions. Some changes.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m the man. I should be the one talking like that.”

“Don’t be stuffy, darling. This is the 1990s. Women can work and drink and vote and everything.”

Corey glanced back over his shoulder at the poster-size portfolio tied with a black ribbon that rested on the floor of the back seat. “I guess it didn’t go so well for you today either.”

“The agency said the work was fine, but they’re cutting back on freelance work.”

“‘Cutting back’. Jesus, I’m sick of that phrase.”

“It’s better than ‘downsizing’.”

“Not much.”

“We did have some good years when aerospace was booming for you and all the agencies were paying for art with both hands. It couldn’t last forever.”

“It seemed like it would then. Who knew the Cold War would end suddenly and Congress would strip the space budget? Hell, engineers with PhDs can’t find a job now, never mind a hack writer of brochures and operating manuals.”

“I hate it when you put yourself down like that.”

“I coulda been a contendeh,” he said in a bad Brando impression.

“Ha ha. I still say this would be a good time for you to work on something of your own. You’ve talked about wanting to do something creative.”

“I’m forty-two, Erica. That’s a little late in life to start a career as an author.”

“Didn’t you tell me Raymond Chandler didn’t start writing until he was forty-five or something?”

“That’s right. Maybe I should pattern myself after him. Of course, he died alone, a bitter alcoholic.”

“You used to talk about a screenplay you had in your mind.”

“Oh, sure, the great California cliché. Everybody has a screenplay in his mind or in a drawer somewhere.”

“I’m trying to help, Corey. Being bitter and sardonic doesn’t do any good now. We need to take a positive outlook.”

Corey opened his mouth to reply, closed it, drew a breath and spoke in a more subdued tone. “You’re right. We aren’t the only ones going through this. It’s just that we’ve got so many things to think about. So many bills. The kids, the mortgage. This car, for God’s sake.”

Erica laid a hand on his. “We’ll handle it. The two of us.”

His facial muscles relaxed. The worry lines that had aged him over the past six months faded for the moment and his youthful good looks returned. “What a woman,” he said. “Am I lucky or what?”

“What did you think? I was just another pretty face?”

“The body’s not bad either.”

“You silver-tongued devil. Let’s go home. I’ll make us some lunch there. We can have a picnic in bed the way we used to.”

“Now you’ve got my attention.”

“And tonight we can talk it out — you and I and the kids.”

He fired the engine and backed the Lexus out of the parking space. “That part I’m not looking forward to.”

“We have to bring them in on this, it’s a problem for the whole family. Jodi’s the one that worries me. Brian’s younger, but he’s more adaptable.”

“Probably our fault. We raised a fifteen-year-old WASP princess. It’s time she got a taste of real life.”

Corey drove the out of the restaurant lot. Erica watched his expression as he kept his eyes straight ahead, ignoring the look he got from the parking valet. She knew how much he loved this car. Men saw cars as an extension of themselves. But the Lexus was an extravagance even when he still had his job. Now it was unaffordable. They would make do with her five-year-old Taurus. Her parents had gotten by as a one-car family, with her and her two brothers finding other transportation when they had to. She and Corey could do it, at least until they got back on their feet.

They headed up La Cienega and turned left toward the ocean at Sunset Boulevard. As they dipped down into the curve where Los Angeles joins Beverly Hills, the ever-changing Sunset Strip, traffic jolted to a stop. Up ahead they could see the yellow plastic cones of Caltrans, the state highway repair department.

“Why do they always have to fill in potholes just when I want to get somewhere?” Corey grumbled.
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