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The hurricane cast the conclusive vote. The fact that this storm was the third they’d endured in as many years only added to Ben and Julie’s decision as they crouched beneath a mattress in the corner of their closet while it felt as if their house might crash down around them. It was one too many storms, after several sweltering summers. And then there was the time the alligator wandered into their yard while Julie was chasing a snake away from her lounger on the lanai. 

The memory of the ferocious storm clung like a shadow. Wind howling like a banshee, tearing at the fabric of their lives. Rain slashing against windows, ripping at the roof and turning their home into a sieve filled with waterlogged furnishings. It was the last straw, one disaster too many, and as they surveyed the damage to their home and vehicles, so did the realization that they couldn’t rebuild this time. Too many disappointments, too many battles with nature and bureaucracy alike. 

The discussion about leaving Florida came in the aftermath, when the air was thick with mildew and uncertainty. And when the call came from Sanford Black, the clinical director of the Albuquerque Indian Health Service office, the man who’d hired and mentored Ben all those years ago, the solution to their dilemma fell into place. Ben’s days as a roving psychologist, on call for a variety of tribes throughout the US, might be coming to an end. Hadn’t Sandy stated that his coming back to New Mexico would be to take a permanent position? And if Ben wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint that a decent promotion could come along. Ben and Julie agreed, life in the tropics was not for them. 

New Mexico called to him, its wide-open vivid blue skies and red earth promising relief from the humid, cloying post-storm chaos. Ben had never been one to look back for too long, and yet the thought of the life they’d built—friends, routines, dreams now washed away—nagged slightly at him. He’d always been able to adapt, to move from one challenge to the next, but this transition felt different. It was both an ending and a beginning, one filled with new experiences and potential. The thought excited him after Sandy’s call. A fresh start, a chance to reconnect with his roots, to work with the IHS in Albuquerque and make a tangible difference. The thought lit a fire within, pushing aside any sadness over leaving the Sunshine State.

He watched the receding landscape in the rearview mirror of the U-Haul as he cleared the traffic congestion in Orlando, and found himself wanting to press harder on the gas pedal, to cover the almost two-thousand miles as quickly as possible. This move back to New Mexico, returning to Tewa Pueblo, felt like both an escape and a return, leaving behind a world wrecked by storm chaos and political maneuvering. He took a deep breath, tasting freedom and the promise of a fresh start, and felt the road stretch endlessly ahead. 

Reaching across to the passenger seat, he flipped open the lid of the small cooler Julie had packed, pulling out a bottle of guava juice and a packet of cheese crackers. The snack would keep him from having to stop until the truck needed gas. While he would have enjoyed taking a more scenic route, stopping at mom-and-pop diners in small towns, the sheer number of miles dictated that he stay on the interstate and make good time. Raven and the boys were meeting them in Albuquerque on Saturday. Julie was filing one final story for her editor at the Herald and would be flying in that evening. The logistics of getting everyone to the meet-up point at the Hotel Albuquerque was enough to make his head ache. Thank goodness for his petite, redheaded wife and her organizational skills.

As if he’d conjured her with his thoughts, his phone trilled and he saw her name on the screen. Activating the call hands-free, he asked what she was up to.

“They threw a party for me at the office,” she said with a laugh. He could picture her red-gold curls, the hazel eyes and dark lashes. And those freckles, which had faded only slightly over the years. “There was a cake and everyone took turns praising my work. You know, the usual excuse for a bunch of busy reporters to take a break during the workday.”

“Hey, your work deserves praise. I’m happy to hear they appreciated you.” Ben slowed the truck, noting signs for an upcoming construction zone. “So, what’s next?”

“I’m still at it, I’m afraid. Dave wanted me to finish my current story. Says it’s too late to assign it to someone else. Well, he couched that in praise for all the details he knows I have in my head, but basically didn’t want to pay someone else overtime to get up to speed. It’s fine. I don’t mind. I may be rewriting on the plane and filing it from Albuquerque. Hopefully the hotel has decent wi-fi ... I’m sure they do.”

She kept talking as Ben navigated the narrow lane defined by orange barrels. “I need to do one more walk-through of the house on Dolphin Way, but I swear I’m turning the whole thing over to the insurance adjuster and the Realtor to work out what happens next. The insurance man’s name is Dan Mahoney—seems sharp and somehow familiar. I think we’ve met him and his wife at some point.”

A female voice was talking nearby and Ben could tell Julie was distracted. “I’ll let you go,” he said. 

She murmured something in the way of agreement and the call ended. So many endings right now. He thought of his last days at the IHS office in Miami, watching as budget cuts gutted the programs he had put so much effort into. It was more than reorganization; it felt personal, although he knew it wasn’t. In the end, the hurricane felt like an apt metaphor—sweeping away the past and leaving him no choice but to move on. This move to New Mexico was more than a physical relocation; it was a chance to rebuild both professionally and personally, to find his place in the world again.

Julie, ever supportive, knew how to ease his mind, make it all feel right, never voicing her own indefinite professional outcome. She still had journalistic contacts from their early days together in New Mexico, but there wasn’t a job on the horizon yet. He needed to remain cognizant of her plans and needs too. This wasn’t all about him. 

* * *
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Eight hours on the road and Ben was beat. He wasn’t even out of Florida yet. The rented moving truck was not designed for his six-foot-two frame, and it felt as if every joint and muscle were screaming when he climbed out of the cab at the motel outside Tallahassee. Efficient Julie had reserved his room, requesting one on the ground floor with parking right outside. Still, Ben knew he wouldn’t sleep well, knowing all their earthly possessions were in the back of that truck. And there were two more nights in hotels ahead of him.

He checked in and carried a bag of fast-food chicken and his shaving kit into the room. A hot shower, barely tasted food, and his head hit the pillow hard. His dreams became a mishmash of nonsensical images, remembered conversations, and uneasy anticipation.

He is standing among the adobe walls of the pueblo, the vibrant culture of his childhood, recalling some long-forgotten whispered secret. The scent of piñon smoke and sage waft toward him, and he sees that the adobe walls are painted gold by the setting sun, hears the soft padding of footsteps on dirt paths. Here, he realizes, is the place where the wisdom of his ancestors meets the pragmatism of his psychology textbooks. Yet, he had always embraced both, seeking ways to merge them into something meaningful, to help himself and others navigate the two worlds of Indian and Anglo. He realizes he is holding a letter in his hand—the job offer. 

The air conditioner in the room kicked on and Ben rolled over, thinking he should check on the U-Haul. Walking to the window, he spread the curtain apart by one eye-width and looked out. The truck was there, seemingly undisturbed. Should he put his pants on, walk out to it, and check the doors? He didn’t want to lose the fuzziness of sleep that still remained with him, so no. He made his way back to the bed and crawled back under the sheet. Minutes into his sleep, the dreams returned.

He’s interviewing at the Indian Health Service office in Albuquerque but the interviewer isn’t Sandy Black. He has to prove himself to the unfamiliar woman who is asking the questions. It’s a chance to make a real impact on Pueblo Indian communities, to bring the skills he’s honed back to the people who need them most, he tells her. This role isn’t only about career advancement; it’s about connecting, about making a difference that feels genuine and aligned with his values, his commitment, implementing programs that respect both traditional practices and modern methodologies. The very thought energizes him and he begins speaking faster, pushing aside doubts. He’s ready to immerse himself in the work, he says, to be part of something larger. But the interviewer is noncommittal.

He walks out of the room, shaken. Did he say too much? Too little? Have he and Julie left their jobs for nothing? He goes back and gets the interviewer’s attention, trying to explain to her about how balancing his professional identity with his cultural roots has been an ongoing tightrope walk he’s never quite mastered. He tries to explain how determined he is to carve out his own space, a place where he can be both psychologist and Pueblo Indian. 

Unexplainably, he’s back at the pueblo but as a viewer this time. Summers he spent there, awkward among his cousins, wearing too-stiff clothes, learning the rhythms of community life. Those days stand stark against his school years in Utah, where everything felt alien and strange. The decision his grandmother made to send him away for a better education often filled him with resentment, yet he understands now what she sacrificed for his future. As he watches, grownup versions of his cousins tread the earthen streets between the conjoined adobe buildings. Ben wants to ask where they’re going, what their plans are for the day. 

Then he woke up. The bedside clock showed 4:51 a.m. He rolled over with a groan. He’d never get back to sleep now. 

* * *
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By the third day on the road, Ben felt the shift inside him as the miles flew by, a gradual letting go and the realization this move was actually happening. He’d left the deep South behind now, and the flat expanse of Texas prairies gave way to hints of mesas and the familiar contours of the Southwest. 

The hum and motion of the U-Haul had settled into Ben’s bones, making him wonder whether he would ever get his land-legs back. He’d talked to Julie a couple hours ago, reassured that she was at the Miami airport, on her way. Her warmth lingered, and he realized how much he’d missed her, how much he hated being alone in this damned truck for days on end. He missed the boys, too. Zac’s ready smile and impish attitude, even at almost-seventeen. And Nathan, the Diné lad they’d adopted when his nearest relatives on the Navajo reservation died during the covid pandemic. Ben sincerely hoped that he’d get more frequent visitation now that he would not be a full continent away. Flights from Seattle to Albuquerque were reasonable and the boys old enough now to travel on their own. Getting this idea across to Raven might not be a slam-dunk, he realized.

Raven. For the life of him, Ben couldn’t figure out what was behind her recent mood swings. Ever since their announcement that they were moving back west and wanted to see more of the boys, his ex-girlfriend—if a summer fling during college qualified as a real relationship—had gone from agreeable and cooperative to temperamental and moody. 

When Ben posited to Julie that maybe Raven’s drastic attitude switch was hormonal, Julie seemed skeptical. Still in her thirties, Raven was far too young to be entering menopause, surely. So, if not that, what was going on? A new man in her life? A downturn in her business? Something happening within the Takanni clan back in Moose Flats? But then again, hadn’t she always been that way—her moods keeping everyone off balance?

Julie was the one who, quite kindly, suggested that maybe Raven was simply a mother who realized her son was growing up and would no longer be her little boy. And maybe she was right. Ben’s psychology degree was supposed to have taught him all this stuff, but somehow it felt different when it was happening within his own circle.

He told himself he would have a nice, but professional, heart-to-heart with Raven when they saw each other this weekend.

The landscape shifted, and Ben’s excitement built as he recognized the familiar contours of New Mexico. Driving now through mesas and high desert, the colors and textures sparked memories and emotions. The familiar shape of the Sandia Mountains loomed ahead; beyond that would be the Rio Grande Valley and the string of pueblos, reaching from a bit south of Albuquerque all the way north to Taos, those tiny communities that were still in place and inhabited for a thousand years or more. The feeling of homecoming was palpable, like a warm embrace after a long absence. 

The sky was impossibly blue, the autumn air crisp and dry, and Ben breathed it in with a sense of belonging that ran deep. With the pull of his cultural roots, he was nearing the place where he felt most connected, most alive. And he was heading toward the life he was ready to start anew.

Heading home. And in that single thought, everything felt possible again.
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Chapter 2
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Julie Conlin Pecos sped through the terminal, a streak of fire against the Miami airport’s glossy white tiles. She had missed enough flights to know when time was on her side and when it wasn’t. Now was the latter, and she quickened her pace, lugging her laptop case, purse, and phone as she negotiated a clear path through the human obstacle course. Strands of red-gold hair slipped from the hasty knot on top of her head and clung to her damp neck. She’d ignored Miami’s humidity for as long as she could, her thoughts set firmly on the next thing, the final story she would write for the Herald.

“We need more than speculation for the lead,” she said to her office colleague on the phone, her tone professional.

The noise from the crowd forced her to press the earbud more firmly into her ear, and she nearly collided with a college kid in baggy shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt. She pivoted, neatly sidestepping him.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get it,” she continued. “And make sure there are some decent archive photos that aren’t too outdated.”

Julie saw an information board and scanned it for her flight number. Gate change. She exhaled loudly and closed her eyes.

“You still there?” Her co-worker sounded young and hesitant, too deferential. Julie thought of her own early years on the national news circuit. She had been more aggressive, less apologetic.

“Yeah, I’m here. Just a minute.” She looked again at the departures list, checking the new gate location and estimating her odds. She still had to clear the maze through security.

“Do you think this guy will talk to you?”

“Why don’t you work on some feature filler, in case,” Julie said. “Use yesterday’s interviews with the Miccosukee folks, and hold tight. I’ll get to it before it goes to layout anyway.”

“We’re all on edge, Julie. Editorial wants something soon.”

“Tell them I’m en route. This evening, tops. And don’t say anything about this story to anyone, especially not local news.”

“We wouldn’t do that.”

“You know how this goes. Somebody blabs, it’s all over by morning.”

“Okay, okay.”

Julie disconnected and rushed toward the TSA pre-check line, glad the Herald still paid for the expedited service. The gate change meant she would have to get through the lines with record speed. She fumbled for her boarding pass, crumpled and moist from her grip, and stood patiently as the agent compared the photo on her ID with the image of her face captured by the camera. A quick pass-through and she headed toward the shortest of the lines, reaching for the gray plastic bins she knew too well.

Julie stacked her phone beside her laptop and pulled the slender leather belt from the loops of her jeans. She passed through the detector, arms stretched, assuming the now-familiar posture of those who had spent too many recent years on planes. She’d no sooner picked up her armful of belongings from the conveyor than her phone rang again. This time it was the editorial assistant, number two in the newsroom, who launched immediately with questions.

“You’ll have to keep stalling them,” Julie said, pausing beside a bench on the other side of security to thread her belt back into its loops and reorganize everything. “Like I said, Becky’s verifying a couple details for me. You’ll have the story tonight or first thing in the morning, plenty of time for the afternoon edition.”

“They’re wondering if you’re sure about this?”

“I’m sure,” Julie said, confident about the story itself. She hoped every tiny detail was correct. If not, it was going to be a major embarrassment. On the upside, she would be all the way to New Mexico when the story broke. 

She concentrated on the voice in her earbuds, listening as she organized her computer case, loading everything back into her pockets, and letting herself slip into hopefulness. By tomorrow morning, she would have filed the story, and she’d been promised the front page. Then she was done. She’d given her notice two weeks ago, practically begging for the chance to put this story to bed after more than a year of background research.

“All right,” he said. “But don’t say we didn’t warn you if—”

Julie clicked off the connection before he could plant any more misgivings in her mind. Her eyes caught the overhead sign indicating the corridor she needed to take. She turned the corner, checked her watch, and knew she had five minutes of leeway. Ten at most. 

Even with the Herald’s need to get this story on record and solid before anyone else picked it up, Julie was glad to get out of town exactly as planned. She slid the phone into her jeans pocket and broke into a slow jog.

Gate 37. Passengers were already filing into the jetway. She moved up to the counter, fidgeting with her boarding pass and distractedly wondering if she should try to get more details out of her reluctant Miami contacts.

Ten minutes later, Julie exhaled deeply and pressed her back against the thin blue cushion of the window seat, clutching her computer and notes like a mother hanging onto an unruly infant. She was one of the last passengers to board, and it showed in the overhead compartments—there had been no room left for anything more than her optimism.

“Everything okay, ma’am?” The flight attendant, an older woman with a kind face, gestured at the bulging laptop bag with a furrowed brow. 

Julie nodded and slid her tote underneath the seat. “Fine, thanks.” 

“Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

Julie nodded again, adjusting herself against the hard plastic trim of the window. The space around her was not exactly wide enough, but she’d gotten used to these kinds of temporary discomforts. She’d endured worse.

The plane pushed back from the gate, and she reined her thoughts to where she wanted them to stay—on the story, on getting a solid first draft written before she hit Albuquerque. 

Three more hours, maybe a tad longer, with the way these airlines were running. She hoped the extra time would play in her favor, give her the leeway she needed to pull it all together. She powered up her laptop the moment after the announcement came that electronics could be used.

She set her earbuds and re-listened to the interviews she’d conducted over the past few months, her thoughts completely channeled. The material was impressive. Her story would be huge, a perfect sendoff as she left that job behind and began looking for another. Her editors would think they were crazy for doubting her.

Even before the beverage service began, Julie was well into her review of interview notes, key phrases she’d scrawled on index cards and tossed into her bag after the most recent meetings. Her mind scanned for details she knew were still lurking, the ones that would make a big splash when they surfaced.

She inserted questions on each card, anticipating what she’d need to clarify to pull the piece together. Why now? What’s his stake in this? Any other backing besides feds?

On the laptop, she typed furiously for thirty minutes without stop. The bare bones of the story looked solid, but she needed more details, wanted to flesh it out. She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths, clearing her head for a minute by concentrating on the logistics of the trip.

Albuquerque arrival 4:10, rent car, get to hotel. 

Ben would be arriving in Albuquerque soon. Or maybe not quite yet. And what about Raven and the boys? As she understood the plan, the kids were on autumn break from their boarding school in Bellingham, joining Raven in Seattle, and the three were driving down to New Mexico. Julie thought she remembered there was to be one overnight stop on the way. 

Truthfully, she didn’t much care what Raven did. Zac’s mother wasn’t her biggest fan, and the sentiment was mutual. But she and Ben were both looking forward to spending the week with Zac and Nathan, and hoping to get more of the holidays together now that they were settling in the Southwest again. She remembered how Zac had asked, with naïve curiosity, whether “the married parents” were going to be together this time. 

Julie blinked the thought away, re-focusing on her draft. Grabbing important details was an advantage when she was in investigative mode, a far different job than when she’d first begun working at the Herald as lifestyle editor. And these leads had panned out better than she hoped. Nothing is coincidental, she’d jotted on the back of another index card, and followed it with a list of events, time-stamped in short dashes.

5:00 a.m. K’s info? 

8:30. Meet C & L—confirm or bluff?

11:15. Suspect back in Miami. Paperwork? 

1:45. Extra witness? Change story?

3:20. Possible sighting. Big Q.

No idea whether that tip would turn out solid or not. She’d know as soon as she got word from her fact-checker back in Miami. The pieces could fall apart in the next twelve hours, and she needed to hedge the risk by pushing everything to her editor sooner than later. From a back page in her notebook, a photo slipped out. Ben.

The picture was a selfie he’d printed for her—Ben with his deep brown eyes, dark hair not quite touching his collar, she barely coming up to his shoulder. His slender fingers draped over her shoulder. They’d taken it on their anniversary, in a restaurant where the dessert was photo-worthy. Both were smiling widely and her heart gave a thump, seeing his face. She loved this man completely, although she had to admit his judgment could become skewed when it came to family matters. Especially now that he had two sons he wanted to know, to be a part of their lives. 

She hoped they had time for even half the activities they’d talked about during this trip. They couldn’t forget that Nathan might also want to take time to reconnect with his own Diné people while he was in New Mexico. 

The sky outside her window smoothed into a translucent pale blue, with a smear of cloud in the distance. Julie sat up straighter. “Okay, back to work,” she muttered. 

She’d already mentally composed the next paragraph of her draft, settling her brain as she typed the words. When the flight attendant returned with an offer of drinks or snacks, Julie shook her head, murmuring something that wasn’t a real word and only half polite. She moved from her computer’s keyboard back to the index cards, muttering under her breath. “This could be huge, huge, huge...” 

The man in the seat next to her had watched her sort through notes and talk to herself for long enough to give in to the impulse to speak. “I don’t want to bug you, but my brother’s in news. KXAA, out in Phoenix. You with TV or print?”

“Print,” she said. “And freelance, these days.” It was the answer she’d settled upon, one that sounded better than unemployed-at-the-moment.

“Oh. Well, then maybe you should talk to him. Station’s always looking to hire.”

“Thanks,” she said, “but I’m—”

“Yeah, you’ve got a deadline.” He turned to the woman on his other side, something about her willingness to share pretzels and beer more promising than Julie’s distracted replies. 

Julie went back to her work, content that phone reception was still well over an hour away, and her Herald co-worker would soon be pulling together the photos she needed. 

Editorial wouldn’t be this nervous if they didn’t know she was on the verge of a major scoop. It was that kind of micro-managing that had driven her away from New York’s cutthroat news scene, years ago, where both professional and personal lives competed for top billing. Two a.m. phone calls. Those she’d gotten used to, but she was more than happy to be out of that world. A more laid-back atmosphere held a lot of appeal.

She glanced again out the tiny window and saw the plane’s wing suspended in a sky that had changed subtly. Much like the elements she felt surrounding her story. The story she had yet to complete, she reminded herself. 

She knew she could have gone back to New Mexico without finalizing this last Miami connection, could have handed it off to another reporter. Jake Pacheco would have run with it in a heartbeat. Did they need her extra week of chasing spooks, of tracking down feds who might know more than they should about what had been going on? But in the end, she’d made this commitment and would stick with it.

The screen’s white light reflected on her face as she drafted one, two, then three potential leads. Some of her notes from earlier started looking more cohesive.

Nudge into column format. Leave three paragraphs open for more details. Push before midnight.

Even if she didn’t hit the soft deadline, her draft would come close enough that the editors wouldn’t panic. They’d all agreed—this was too important a story to skimp on it. Better right than rushed. Even if it didn’t get finalized before landing, she’d be back on track once they refueled in Dallas.

Two more hours, tops.
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Ben leaned back in his chair, taking in the untouched basket of tortilla chips and his own half-finished beer, as Sandy’s latest tale wound to a close. They’d covered the basics: How did it feel to be back? To be this close to the community Ben had once called home? 

Ben spoke slowly, still processing the complex emotions as he got used to being back in Albuquerque, only an hour-plus from the pueblo, looking forward to reconnecting with his Tewa roots, thinking about the best ways to blend pueblo tradition with modern demands, to help each of the tribes. Truthfully, he wanted to handle the discussion with Sandy far more adeptly than he’d bumbled through the interview in his crazy dream.

“It’s been years since I’ve spent much time here. Being so close to the pueblo will be like revisiting a piece of myself I haven’t seen in a long time.” He picked up his glass, more to keep his hands busy than anything else. “I want to do this right,” he said finally. “For Julie, for me, for the boys. My cultural heritage is a part of that. But it’s not simple. It never has been.”

Sandy nodded with a smile. “I remember that. Your unique upbringing.”

“Unique. That’s a great word for it.” Ben felt grateful for Sandy’s understanding.

“As we discussed on the phone, the job involves your heading up the mental health unit for the entire 19 Pueblos District. I’m sure you’ve thought carefully about that, and are you ready for it?” Sandy asked gently.

“Absolutely.” Ben smiled and nodded, appreciating the way Sandy always seemed to grasp the bigger picture. He glanced out the window of the cozy neighborhood bar, where the setting sun had turned the face of the Sandias their unusual ‘watermelon’ color. 

“Being back might not be as straightforward as you’re hoping.” Sandy’s tone added a dash of reality. He took a sip of his beer before continuing. “When I first started working with the pueblo communities, I thought my time with the CDC and Indian Health Services had prepared me. But blending into a community is different from studying it. As an Anglo, I had to learn that the hard way.”

Ben nodded, appreciating the older man’s honesty. Ben’s own half-Indian, half-Anglo heritage had often been a disadvantage when he was a kid, but now it might be a benefit.

“It’s easy to see things from a distance and think you know what you’re getting into,” Sandy said. “But when you’re living it every day, there’s a lot you don’t expect. You do realize you’d make a lot more money as a psychologist if you opened a private practice?”

Ben waved off the question. “At least my student loans are repaid now, and I’d rather devote my career to something that helps my people.”

“You’re a doctor—you know all this—but the key is patience,” Sandy added. “And understanding. Don’t expect everything to fall into place immediately.”

“It’s nice to hear you say that,” Ben said. “I’ve been trying to remind myself to take it slowly. But sometimes, knowing the extent of what needs to be done makes it hard to wait.”

Sandy’s expression softened.

“I think you’re already miles ahead by recognizing that,” he said. “It’s a delicate balance, but you’ve got the right instincts. And you’ve gained a lot of experience during the years since you were an intern in my office.”

Ben paused, letting the reassurance settle. “Thanks, Sandy,” he said. “Really. It helps more than you know.”

Sandy gave him a warm smile, deflecting the gratitude in his typical fashion. Then his expression grew more serious. “You know, Ben, I’m not getting any younger. There’s talk in the agency about you eventually taking over the office, inheriting my job. Even nationwide, IHS is doing a much better job of bringing tribal members into top positions. It’s about time they phased out old white men like me. Seriously.”

Ben straightened. “You’re not retiring anytime soon, are you? I mean, there’s nothing ... health-wise?”

“Not at all. But, Ben, you’ve got the vision and the drive, and maybe I’ll start limiting my drives to those on the golf course one of these days. I’m not saying it’ll be anytime soon, but we might start laying the groundwork together. See how we can make the transition smooth. When the time comes.”

Ben’s pulse raced, the idea of leading the office suddenly so real he could almost touch it. His thoughts flitted through dozens of ideas. “I’d like to see us start incorporating more traditional methods alongside the modern ones.”

Sandy’s eyes sparkled at the suggestion. “That’s exactly why I want you to do this. You understand both sides. Bridging those approaches could change lives.”

Suddenly, the scope of what lay ahead felt both thrilling and overwhelming. He tried to envision the impact he could have, what it would mean to the community. And to himself.

“Please know you’ve got my support every step of the way,” Sandy said.

“I’ve learned so much from you,” Ben said. “Having you believe in me ... it means a lot.”

“You’re more than ready for this next step,” Sandy said. “You’re capable and you care. That’s what counts.”

Ben allowed himself to believe it. He had worked hard for this.

“This work changes lives,” Sandy said. “And not only the lives of our patients.”

“I have to admit I have selfish motives as well. I hear from my aunt that a cousin isn’t doing well. Vicente was always the wild child among us—drinking, speeding, acting out his pent-up anger. Frankly, he was a bit of a bully to me, the younger one. I hope now I can get to know the adult version, see what’s going on with him, figure out some helpful options for him.”

Sandy nodded. “I’m sure you’ll be a huge help, to your family and so many others.”

Ben let the words resonate, thinking about the long journey that had led him here. From the challenges of his childhood, balancing his mixed heritage, the unsettled life of being sent to work with various tribes throughout the nation, to this moment of convergence where everything seemed to align.

“I was worried about making this move,” Ben admitted. “But it feels like the right place. The right time.”

“Your history and your training—it’s a rare combination,” Sandy said. “You’ve got insights no one else does. Keep trusting that.”

Sandy raised his glass. “To new beginnings, and the exciting journey ahead.”

Ben clinked his glass against Sandy’s, the sound clear and full of promise. Despite his earlier fatigue from the four days on the road, he felt renewed, buoyed by the conversation. It was a path of challenges, yes, but also of unimaginable potential.

Sandy dropped some cash on the table, saying both the beer and the conversation were his treat. Together, they walked out into the gathering dusk. Sandy’s pickup truck sat in the parking lot; Ben’s hotel was across the street, half a block north. Outside, he savored the chill of October, took a deep breath of the high desert air, invigorating and bracing. 

“So, I’ll see you a week from Monday at the office?” Sandy pulled his keys from the pocket of his jeans.

“Absolutely. I promised Julie and the boys a drive up to Tewa. Aunt Zena swears she is itching to cook for us. By the time we unpack our household things, I will be more than ready to start my new work.” Ben paused at the edge of the parking lot. “Sandy, I can’t thank you enough.”

Sandy gave a quick nod, then climbed into his truck and started it.

Ben waited on the sidewalk at the corner for the pedestrian symbol to light up then crossed Rio Grande Boulevard and strode toward the Hotel Albuquerque. New responsibilities. New opportunities. New beginnings! He stepped into the beautifully ornate hotel lobby, excitement simmering at the thought of Julie arriving.

Inside the quiet elevator, Ben felt the anticipation quicken in his chest. Julie would be here any minute. He imagined her expression, the way her eyes would light up when he told her the news. He could hardly wait to share every detail of the conversation. About Sandy’s plans for retirement. About the future they would build together back here at home. 

As the elevator dinged closer to his floor, Ben thought of how Julie had stood by him, a constant support. He felt a surge of gratitude so strong it took his breath. She had quit a prestigious and lucrative job with a major newspaper, a sacrifice
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