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			​CHAPTER 1

		


			“When will our plane be here?” Isabella asked in excitement as we stood in the middle of the airport.

			“Soon, sweetheart. It shouldn’t be too long now.”

			I was here with the oldest of four little girls who were to have been auctioned off at the Purple Passion Lounge as part of their human trafficking scheme. She’d become attached to me when I helped them escape, and had taken to calling me Mama because she wanted me to be her new mother. However, that was not going to happen for all sorts of reasons, which she had a hard time understanding.

			It had been Jacklyn from the agency handling human trafficking who had reached out to me with a special request. They had found some of Isabella’s relatives in Santa Fe, New Mexico. They couldn’t afford to come to Las Vegas to pick her up, and she refused to go there unless I went with her. The agency’s job was to reunite children with their relatives to provide them a family of their own people. They’d asked if I would be willing to take her to Santa Fe to meet her relatives despite it being unconventional. 

			I had agreed to what they’d asked—with one condition. If I found that Santa Fe was not a good situation for Isabella, I wanted to be able to bring her back to Las Vegas. Since her own parents had refused to take her back, I wasn’t about to simply leave her defenseless with a bunch of strangers. Jacklyn and I’d agreed we’d cross that bridge if and when we came to it. The bigger problem was that as an intuitive, I didn’t feel good about anything we were headed to. 

			As I looked around, I had to smile, because I didn’t know who was more excited about going to Santa Fe— Isabella, me, or my dog. I could feel eyes on us. We probably looked like a motley threesome. Isabella, even at the age of 11, turned heads with her Mexican beauty—light coffee skin; dark, silky hair; and shining black eyes over a smile as wide as her face. She was petite and when she held Sweet Pea in her arms, I could barely see her behind the dog. 

			I, on the other hand, probably looked like the nervous wreck I was with my uncontrollable long hair flying around my face, now creased with worry. I hadn’t been able to reach Mike, the new love in my life, to tell him of my sudden change in plans. I was frustrated by how many times I’d tried to reach him to no avail. Of course, that was part of his being a private detective on assignment—not always available when I’d like. Now that Mike and I were developing our relationship in a more romantic way, I knew he’d worry if he discovered I’d left Las Vegas without his knowing where I was. Ever since we’d done investigative work together, he had become very protective of me. Although I didn’t feel I needed his protection, it was easier to just let him know what was happening.

			I felt someone at my elbow and looked to see a rather large woman pointing at Isabella. “Are you her mother?” the woman asked. 

			I said “No” at the same time Isabella said “Yes.” The woman looked confused. “Yes,” I amended, not wanting to get in a public disagreement with Isabella. “Why?”

			“Mexicans and dogs aren’t allowed on the airplane.”

			I looked at her in disbelief. 

			“Ah, there you are, Mabel,” a voice behind me said with relief. Once he saw my face, he said, “Oh no. What did she say?”

			“Something very rude, I’m afraid.”

			“I’m so sorry. Please don’t mind her. She has Alzheimer’s and often says the most bizarre things. I hope she hasn’t offended you.”

			“Just my daughter and my dog,” I said, annoyed. I looked at Isabella, who wore such a pleased expression on her face that I was puzzled. I reached out and patted the man’s arm. “It’s okay, really. I know you have your hands full.”

			“Thanks for understanding. C’mon Mabel, they’re calling our flight.” They headed toward their gate. 

			I turned to Isabella, grinning from ear to ear. “What?” I asked.

			“You told that man I was your daughter, Mama.”

			“No, I didn’t, honey.”

			“Yes, you did. You said, ‘Just my daughter and my dog.’”

			I thought about what she’d said and realized I’d said exactly that without thinking. “Oh my, Isabella.” I gave her a hug and whispered, “But you know that’s not true. You know we’re here together so I can take you to Santa Fe to meet your family, right?”

			“I know,” she said sadly, lowering her head.

			As I turned away, my huge Dooney & Bourke traveling purse fell off my shoulder and landed with a thud, scattering some of its contents. My tarot cards spilled, and there it was—the Death card on top—a sign for me that there was going to be an upcoming murder or death of someone I knew or would soon meet. 

			“Give it a rest,” I mumbled. Still, the card sat there, waiting for me to pick it up. Again, a feeling that Santa Fe held more in store for us than simply meeting Isabella’s family came over me. With a sigh, I collected and stuffed everything back inside my bag. Our flight was called, so we tucked Sweet Pea into her carrier and boarded with the others traveling first class. 

			Once in the plane, I explained to Isabella we’d land in Albuquerque, New Mexico, where we’d spend the night. Then we’d rent a car the next morning and drive the hour or so north to Santa Fe. “Oh, Mama, I’m so excited! I’ve never been on an airplane before!” I decided not to scold for her calling me Mama. It would be a waste of time, anyway. 

			“Mama, am I going to see Indians in Santa Fe? Real, live Indians?”

			“Yes, Isabella, I bet you will. Here, let’s Google all about them on my iPhone and see what we can find out.”

			Isabella looked at me with stars in her eyes. “Okay.”

			I did my magic, and she hung on my shoulder as I read aloud, “Of the 19 Native American communities in New Mexico, eight are near Santa Fe. All eight are Pueblo Indian tribes, and their communities are referred to as pueblos.” 

			“Can we visit a pueblo, Mama?”

			“I think that’s a great idea,” I answered, pleased by her curiosity yet disturbed by a sudden fear that washed over me. I had a vision of me standing on a cliff, calling out for Isabella. Goosebumps ran up and down my body and made me shiver. What were we getting ourselves into? 

			It was a short flight, and before we knew it, we were wheels down, ready to land in Albuquerque. It was a beautiful city and we headed to the Hyatt Place Albuquerque Airport Hotel and settled in our room because it was too late to wander around the city. 

			“Oh, Mama, this room is so pretty. Look outside and see all the lights.”

			It tickled me to watch Isabella run and jump on the bed with Sweet Pea. When they heard the knock on the door announcing our food, both hopped off. Her eyes as big as saucers, Isabella watched the server roll in the tray table loaded with plates with silver covers to keep the food warm. She became entranced by someone in uniform pulling out her chair and serving her. I had to smile. I was sure she’d want more of this kind of attention in the future.

			After dinner, we took Sweet Pea for the final walk of the day. Then, I readied Isabella for bed and tucked her into the queen bed closest to the bathroom. Sweet Pea snuggled next to her. 

			I picked up the local newspaper to read in silence while Isabella nodded off. As I perused the pages of the newspaper, I saw an article about a murder in Santa Fe. As I read the story, goosebumps rippled across my entire body. I felt this murder was somehow tied to Isabella and me, but how? The thought wouldn’t leave me, so I tore out that page and tucked it in my purse.

			I wondered about the status of Isabella’s family. Were they U.S. citizens or immigrants “protected” under Santa Fe’s sanctuary policies? Would that be a problem for Isabella when she was there as a visitor? Would she need a visa or have to apply for a green card? How was this all going to work out? I’d have to check with the agency to find out how they’d handled other cases because I wasn’t sure what would be best for her.

			I changed into my pajamas and climbed into the other bed. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep, so I was surprised to wake up eight hours later to face a dancing little girl with Sweet Pea in her arms. I opened my arms. “C’mon girls, climb into bed for a hug before we begin our day, okay?” 

			Isabella settled in next to me and looked at me with brooding eyes. “Mama?”

			“Yes, sweetie, what is it?” 

			“I don’t want to live with anyone else. I don’t even know those people and I don’t like them.”

			“Now, Isabella, how can you say you don’t like them until you’ve met them? That’s what we call being prejudiced—when we prejudge someone by making a decision about them before you even meet them. Do you follow what I’m saying?”

			“Yes, Mama, but I still don’t want to live with them.”

			“Well, let’s just take one step at a time. We’re going to meet them tomorrow for a short visit, and we’ll see what happens, okay?”

			“Okaaay.” Doubt in her voice.

			“Who wants to take a swim in the hotel pool?”

			“I do!” shouted Isabella, pulling on my arm. “C’mon, Mama, let’s go!”	

			Even though I didn’t particularly like swimming in a public pool, I was happy to do so for Isabella’s sake. She jumped into the shallow end like a pro and bobbed up and down with excitement. She looked at me with pride. “Watch what I can do, Mama,” and with that, she dunked her whole head underwater. She jumped up quickly and pushed the hair out of her eyes. She laughed. “Can you do that?”

			I chuckled. “Not with this hair. We’d never get to Santa Fe.”

			Without hesitation, she nodded in agreement, wearing a wide smile.

			After we showered and dressed, we nibbled on the freebie breakfast muffin and drank our juice before we dashed back upstairs to get our baggage and check out. We were excited about driving north to Santa Fe to see what awaited us. 
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			​CHAPTER 2

		


			When we left Route 25 and headed into Santa Fe, the outskirts seemed like those of any small city anywhere until we came closer to the center. Stucco adobe houses in natural earth tones seemed to pop out of nowhere and turned the area into a magical fairyland. Isabella rolled down her window and leaned out. “Mama, I don’t see any Indians. Where are they?” 

			“Remember, they live in their own pueblo, so we’ll have to go there to see them. We will, I promise you.”

			“Sometime soon, okay?” 	 

			I pulled over to the side of the road to look at the map I had gotten at the rest area to find the best way to our hotel. We were going to stay at the Eldorado Hotel & Spa for a few days. I had called a real estate agency and inquired about whether there was a house I could rent for a month—it would be less costly than staying at the hotel. Happily, we were going to meet with the agent the next day. 

			As the valet helped me out of the car and began to remove our bags from the trunk, Isabella stood tall and marched through the door the other valet held open for her. She looked like a little princess and had the assurance of one in all her swagger. I chuckled to myself and then wondered if I had opened Pandora’s Box by bringing her here. 

			It was a beautiful day with a cloudless blue sky. The air was refreshing and much purer than in Las Vegas. After checking in, we headed down San Francisco Street, which led into the historic Santa Fe Plaza in the center of the small downtown. Isabella made the short journey longer by stopping to peer into each shop window along the way. She marveled at the displays of clothing and jewelry and then turned to me with a smile, pointing out one piece or another. I knew how she felt because there were so many stunning items to see—particularly the Indian jewelry, which stood out with its turquoise stones and beads. 

			When we finally reached the Historic Plaza, I looked at my walking map and searched out the Palace of the Governors. There, Native Americans were allowed to line up against the wall to sell their wares under the portico. As we headed there, I explained to Isabella what we were going to see. “As a special treat, you may pick out a piece of jewelry. I’m sure there’ll be a lot to choose from, so take your time to look at everything before you decide, okay?”

			“Oh, yes, Mama, I will. C’mon Sweet Pea, let’s hurry.”

			The Indians came into view where I expected them to be. I felt a lump in my throat and my eyes watered. There was something about being close to any Native American that made me feel as if I’d arrived home. I must have lived as one in a past life. Isabella ran ahead with no trepidation and began her search at the far end of the line. I smiled as she talked to each vendor and picked up a piece of jewelry or two. 

			I felt eyes on me, and I looked to find a person, whom I guessed was the oldest seller there, staring at me. She beckoned me forward with an outstretched hand and her fingers dancing. As I moved closer, her toothless smile widened. Knowing it’d be hard for her to rise, I knelt in front of her. She reached out and touched my cheek, wiping away the tear that had escaped. “You’ve returned home, my daughter, haven’t you?”

			I looked deep into her eyes. “Yes.”

			“What have you brought us?” the wise woman asked as she eyed Isabella headed our way. 

			“A very special little girl, Grandmother,” I answered with the traditional formality of speaking to an elder. “We are here to meet her family.” 

			The wise woman looked at me intently and started to say something, but stopped as Isabella neared. When Isabella saw me kneeling in front of the older woman, she stepped forward and knelt beside me. 

			“C’mon here, child, and let me look at you,” the older woman commanded.

			Isabella immediately obeyed and knee-walked forward. Isabella traced Grandmother’s face. “Mama, her skin is the same color as mine. Her eyes too.” 

			“Call her Grandmother, Isabella, as a formality, all right?”

			Isabella nodded and rolled the bracelets that lined the arms of the older woman. “This one is so beautiful, Mama—look!”

			The woman smiled and picked up a smaller version of her own bracelet from her store of items for sale. It held a large turquoise stone set upon the figure of a bear, which symbolized strength and courage. She handed it to Isabella. “Oh, how beautiful! This is the one I want, Mama.”

			I reached for my wallet to pay for it and felt Grandmother’s hand pushing mine back. “No, my daughter. She’s to wear this at all times; it will help keep her safe. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			When she touched me, I felt lightheaded and again had that vision of standing on a cliff, calling out for Isabella. “Yes, Grandmother, I understand.”

			Grandmother smiled. “Isabella, you must meet my granddaughter. She’s close to your age. I think you two would get along just fine.”

			“Oh, yes, Grandmother. I’d like that. Where is she?” Isabella asked as she searched the crowd for her.

			“Back at the pueblo, but she’ll be here tomorrow. Maybe you could come by here again.”

			“Could we, Mama, please?”

			“Of course. What time should we be here, Grandmother?”

			“Anytime. She’ll be here all day with me.”

			I leaned down, kissed the older woman on both cheeks, and rose to go. I looked back and smiled because Isabella had followed my actions. Grandmother looked pleased. Sweet Pea had been sleeping next to the old woman and seemed reluctant to leave, but Isabella picked her up, and we left. I realized that we’d be late to meet the realtor if we didn’t hurry. 

			The real estate office was high-styled, which usually meant they dealt with wealthier clientele, which could mean higher-priced dwellings. I simply wanted to rent a place for a month and wondered if I’d have to pay a premium price. We introduced ourselves to the receptionist, who picked up the phone and announced us to Nancy, the realtor I’d spoken to previously. She came rushing from the back and smiled at us. Then she immediately bent down and patted Sweet Pea. “What a cute dog! I hope we can find a place that allows one—even one as cute as this.”

			Seeing my concern, she said, “No worries. We’ll come up with something for sure. We always do.”

			Hearing what I had in mind, Nancy shook her head. “I don’t have anything yet. However, I’m still waiting to hear back from an owner I called earlier. He’s a dear friend of mine, and he’s leaving for Europe for a visit. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from him.”

			As we rose to leave, the phone rang. The receptionist answered it. “Nancy, I think this is the call you’ve been waiting for.”

			“Don’t leave yet. Let’s see if this is it,” Nancy said.

			We sat back down in the waiting area while Nancy went to her office to speak to the caller. Ten minutes or so later, she returned smiling. “Well, I think we might be able to work something out for you. My friend leaves the day after tomorrow for his trip, and he’s looking for someone to take care of his place while he’s gone. I know you were looking to rent a place for just a month, but he’ll be gone for six weeks. Are you willing to extend your time here in Santa Fe to house-sit for the full six weeks?”

			“That might work …”

			“You’ll want to see the house before you decide, so if you have time now, let’s all hop in my car and go take a peek.”

			I looked at Sweet Pea and hesitated. Nancy said, “She can come with us too. Right, girl?” 

			The house was a few blocks from the center of town, certainly within walking distance of the plaza. It was a beautiful stucco house set back from the road with a driveway beside it. No garage. The front door was painted turquoise and decorated with a bunch of red chili peppers, which we’d seen on many doorways around town. 

			The front door was opened by a man in his early 60s who looked much like Mike with his rugged figure, tanned skin, dark hair, and smiling eyes. He made me realize how much I missed him. The inside was much larger than it had appeared from the front. It had three good-sized bedrooms, a dining room, a living room, and a large gourmet kitchen that was heavenly. The rooms were neat and clean, and there was a stunning deck that overlooked a beautiful garden at the rear of the house. 

			We agreed that Isabella and I would move in the day after he left. I would sign the paperwork—a simple agreement between the owner and me with Nancy the witness—once we got back to the office. How my money would be divided between Nancy and her friend wasn’t my concern. Relief flooded through me to have found such a place.

			Now, if only I’d hear from Mike.
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			​CHAPTER 3

		


			On our way back to the hotel, Isabella and Sweet Pea were dragging. “Let’s go back to the hotel and rest a bit before we meet your family, Isabella.”

			“Do I have to, Mama?”

			“Go back to the hotel?” I asked, not certain what she meant.

			“No, Mama, do I have to meet them? You’re my family, not some strangers.”

			“We both know that’s not how it works. The only reason I’m here with you now is I promised the agency I’d take you to meet your family since they couldn’t come to Las Vegas. You do understand that, don’t you?”

			“What if they don’t like me? What happens then? What if I don’t like them?” 

			We stared at each other. In a soothing voice, I answered, “We’ll just have to cross that bridge if it comes to that.”

			Although I’d had a makeshift family after my parents died and my grandmother moved in, at least I’d had the opportunity to spend some time with her before my parents’ death. And when she’d visited, I’d taken to my grandmother right away, which had bothered my mother. So much so, I wondered now whether that was the reason she didn’t let my grandmother visit us very often. I’d come to learn my mother was embarrassed and afraid of my grandmother’s psychic abilities. She didn’t want me to follow in her footsteps. It was that tension between my grandmother and my mother that had taken some time for me to become comfortable with my grandmother as my guardian. 

			I empathized with Isabella’s uncertainty about fitting into her new family. Yet, perhaps it wouldn’t be that difficult because hadn’t Isabella taken to the old Indian? Maybe she’d find someone like Grandmother in her own family—one who would be kind and loving to her.

			I called Isabella’s uncle for directions to their home. He sounded angry, and I wasn’t sure whether he was upset with me or if something else was bothering him. We agreed to meet at 4 o’clock. After I hung up, the phone rang again, and I was delighted to see it was Mike. “Hi, there!” 

			“How are my queen and her princess?”

			I chuckled. “Well, now you have two princesses to fuss over.”

			“What do you mean?” he laughed.

			“Since you left for Boston, the agency called to ask if I’d take Isabella to meet her family in Santa Fe, so here we are.”

			Mike sounded surprised. “Well, that’s nice, I guess. Right?”

			“Yes, it is. It’s a much-needed break from all that happened in Las Vegas. God knows I need some time to recover. I’ve found a house to rent for the next six weeks, which should give Isabella enough time to adjust to her being here in Santa Fe with her new family. I hope you can come and stay with us.”

			“That sounds nice.”

			“Is everything okay back there?” 

			“Yeah. Brian and I are working undercover, which means no cell phones with us. That’s the only reason you haven’t heard from me.” He sighed. “We’re still going to be here for a bit, I’m afraid, but I’ll do whatever I can to visit you soon. How is Isabella doing? Is her family nice?”

			“We’re going to meet them for the first time in an hour. I’ll let you know.” Mike whispered into the phone, “I miss you, Rosie.” There was mumbling in the background and then Mike said, “Sorry, I’ve got to run. Brian says hello.” 

			“Goodbye,” I said to the disconnected phone silent in my hand.

			Hearing Mike’s voice had stirred my thoughts. I realized now that any relationship with Mike now included Isabella for whatever time she and I had left together. 

			I called to Isabella. “It’s time to go, sweetheart.”

			“Can Sweet Pea come too?”

			“Sure, why not?” A dog often can be a good soothsayer and indicate whether or not a person was all right. 

			We hopped into the car and set out. As we approached their address not too far from the rental house, the houses were small, some in poor repair. I turned into an extra-wide driveway between two houses. Neither was numbered. When I pulled the car up farther, a woman stepped out onto the porch of the somewhat shabby house on the left. She looked none too pleased to see us. 

			Isabella got out and came around to my side of the car. She took in everything around her. I opened my door and stepped forward to greet the woman. As I did, the front screen door swung open and slapped shut as a fairly large man with a frown marched onto the small wooden porch and stood beside the woman. Then he stepped down and came closer to us. His eyes gleamed as they came to rest on Isabella. I disliked him from that moment and didn’t trust him at all. Isabella instinctively pulled back from him. 

			“What have we here?” he asked as he eyed Isabella up and down.

			Then all our attention was drawn to the car where Sweet Pea barked, growled, and scratched at the driver’s window, trying to escape. “Are you Miguel?” 

			“Naw, he’s in the house on the other side of the driveway.”

			I shivered and hustled Isabella around to the other side of the car. Sweet Pea had made enough of a racket that it’d drawn Miguel from his house. He stepped forward and smiled when he saw Isabella. “You look just like your mother.”

			Isabella immediately responded, “No, I don’t.”

			Miguel and I were surprised by her response, but neither of us said anything. Miguel looked at me, scowled, and said begrudgingly, “I guess you might as well c’mon in.” 

			It was obvious that Miguel didn’t want me there, but I gamely followed him anyway. I was anxious to see where Isabella might end up living. Even though the house was tiny, it was neat and clean.  A tantalizing aroma wafted from the kitchen where Maria was in the midst of preparing something delicious. She was short, round and plump, with a baby bump covered by a white chef’s apron tied around her full waist. She smiled at us and encouraged Isabella to come forward for a hug. A girl and three smaller children raced from one of the back bedrooms. They stood and stared at us. The girl was the oldest and looked young, probably eight or nine years old. 

			“This is Angela,” Maria said when the little girl came forward to examine Isabella. “The others are Armando, Riccardo, and little Miguel.” 

			Isabella spoke heatedly in rapid Spanish to Maria, who looked a bit hurt by what she’d said. 

			“Isabella, what did you say?” I demanded in a quiet voice.

			“I told her that I’m not going to live here,” she answered, an ashamed expression on her face. 

			“Let’s just take one step at a time, hear?” 

			Isabella nodded. She turned to the girl and demanded, “How old are you, anyway?” 

			“Nine years old,” Angela answered, her chin held high. “Going on 10.”

			“Oh,” Isabella said. “Well, I’m 11. Want to see my dog?”

			“Oh, yes!”

			I smiled at Maria as we shared the thought to let the girls be and see what happened. Maria asked, “Rosalie, would you like a cup of tea?”

			“Yes, please.” I was relieved we’d have some time together. 

			Maria gave Miguel a pointed look, and he suddenly clapped his hands. “Time for you guys to go back to playing in your bedroom.” They raced off, the oldest boy leading the way. I smiled at the proud expression on Miguel’s face as he watched them go. Then he turned back to Maria. “I’ve got to get back to work,” he said and kissed Maria on the cheek. He looked my way and mumbled with forced politeness, “Thanks for dropping Isabella off.” 

			“But …” I began.

			Maria reached forward and touched my arm, forestalling further conversation. She said, “Miguel works for the biggest landscaper in town.” Miguel smiled with pride and left without another word. 

			We carried our tea into the small living room and sat down. After a few sips, I began the conversation. “Maria, as you know, the agency asked me to bring Isabella here to meet you. They have also assigned me a say about whether it’s in Isabella’s and your best interest to have her living here with you. I hope you understand what I’m saying, and I hope that doesn’t offend you.”

			“No, I understand. I wouldn’t want Angela left with people she didn’t know either. I must warn you, though, that Miguel feels very strongly she’s his responsibility now, and he doesn’t want anyone outside the family to interfere.” 

			I nodded. I’d already gotten the message—it was going to be hard to win Miguel’s friendship. On the other hand, I felt Maria and I would be able to work together to come up with the best solution for Isabella—whatever that was. “I think in the beginning we should have Isabella get acquainted with all of you through short visits. Is that okay with you?”

			“Yes, that’s fine.” She smiled.

			“I’m curious to know about Isabella’s family in Mexico. Is there anything you can tell me?”

			Maria sighed. “I met Isabella’s mother when I was dating Miguel back in Mexico. She’s his sister and used to be the beauty in town. She became pregnant when she was very young and was forced to marry the man who was the father.” 

			Maria drew in a long breath. “He’s not a very nice man. You should probably know that it was Isabella’s mother who sold her. It was not only for the money to be able to feed the younger ones but also so that Isabella could escape. She told us that the man who’d contacted her said that Isabella would be trained to be a servant and that she’d be able to earn a good living and send money back home to her. She found out later that wasn’t the real deal at all.”

			I saw the pain in Maria’s eyes at what she’d confessed. “She refused to take Isabella back for her own good because she thought Isabella had a better chance of having a successful life here in America rather than return to the situation they’re in.”

			How many mothers would have the courage to do that? I wondered. 

			Maria continued, “I hope someday, maybe when she‘s older, Isabella will be able to understand her mother’s sacrifice. Right now, I know she’s angry and, to be honest, she has reason to be.”

			I remained silent, taking it all in. Maria gave a crooked smile as she placed her hand on her stomach and announced, “I will be bringing another baby into this world very soon. My last, for sure.”

			I smiled at her tenderly. “Maria, I need to ask you about your status here in the United States. When did you and Miguel come here? Do you have green cards? I need to know how it’ll work for Isabella, that’s all.”

			Understanding, she nodded. “Our children were born here and are citizens, and Miguel and I are working toward citizenship. To be honest, I’m not sure how it’ll work for Isabella.”

			We heard screeching and laughter. We looked out the window and saw the girls racing around, trying to get away from Sweet Pea, who had something hanging from her mouth. Silky dogs were known as “ratters,” and I hoped that wasn’t what Sweet Pea had dug up. We watched her drop whatever it was on the ground and run after the girls. It was good to see Isabella acting like a little girl rather than the world-weary person I knew she sometimes felt like. 

			Cars pulled into the street and parked along both sides. People got out and congregated around their cars before they entered a small stucco house at the end. I felt goosebumps as I envision a man dead and the thought of what I’d read in Albuquerque came to mind. I made out some yellow tape on the ground. “I read in the newspaper that a man was murdered here in Santa Fe. Did you know him?”

			“Yes. In fact, he lived just down the street there where everyone is going. There was a service for him today. Now it’s just his wife and two small children left. Very sad.”

			“Why was he murdered?” 

			“I don’t really know, but I heard it was something to do with the border crossing. Miguel is the one to ask, though. He can tell you more.”

			“Gosh, murder is a pretty harsh consequence for crossing over the border, don’t you think?” 

			“Well … there are some in Mexico who take advantage of those who want to escape to the United States by overcharging a fee for their help. Many times, they never really help at all; they just take their money. I don’t know if he was involved in that or not.”

			 “Oh, I see.” Goosebumps covered my body. 

			The girls headed in with Sweet Pea at their heels. Both were laughing, and Isabella looked at me and smiled. It was going to be easier than I thought to get her acclimated to her new family. I felt a twinge of jealousy. Maria turned to her daughter. “Angela, be a good girl and get the boys ready for dinner.” 

			I saw how it might work there. It wasn’t uncommon for larger families to have the oldest girl to help care for the household and younger children. With Isabella being older than Angela, would that mean everything would fall on her if she became part of their family? Lost in thought, I’d missed what Maria had said. 

			She asked again, “Would you like to join us?” 

			I looked at Isabella, who shook her head no. “Not this time, Maria, though we’d like a rain check if that’s possible.”

			“Of course.”

			“We’ll make lots of time to get together, right, Maria?”

			“Of course.” 

			“Perhaps you’d let Angela join us for lunch on Saturday. By then, we’ll be settled in the house I’ve rented. We can pick her up around noon if that’s okay with you?”

			Maria smiled. “That would be nice.”

			We said goodbye and backed out of the driveway under the stare and scrutiny of the neighbor. Sweet Pea saw him and growled. I shivered all over and knew he was someone I’d have to deal with down the road.

			I turned to Isabella. “Well, what do you think?”

			“I like Angela well enough, and they seem nice, but I’m not going to live there,” she stated in a determined voice. 

			I didn’t say anything and wondered how this was going to work out. I heard Isabella when she whispered in Sweet Pea’s ear, “Mama and you are my family.”

			Sweet Pea whined and licked her face before turning to me with a puppy smile.
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			​CHAPTER 4

		


			That night, Isabella and I dined in the hotel’s fancy restaurant. Again Isabella was enchanted as the waiter pulled out her chair, settled her in it, and placed a large, white cloth napkin in her lap. She looked at me and beamed. I smiled back. I was emotionally drained not only by all that had happened that day but also by what I was sure to come. I wasn’t comfortable with Isabella living in Santa Fe—why did I feel that way? She’d seemed happy enough playing with Angela. Who was I to say no?

			We left Sweet Pea in the room the next morning and climbed the stairs to the pool on the roof. I sat on the side and acted as a lifeguard for Isabella and another little girl, whose mother was busy reading a novel, not paying attention to her daughter. Every once in a while, the mother tore herself away from her book, glanced at her daughter, and turned to smile at me. “Thanks so much for keeping an eye on her.” Then she’d go back to her reading. I wondered whether I would ever be able to relax as she was doing. 

			I wanted to check with the local authorities to see what they knew about Maria and Miguel’s next door neighbor. I believed he was nothing but trouble, and I wasn’t willing to simply turn Isabella over without knowing she was going to be safe.

			After swimming, we dressed, ate a quick breakfast, and scooped up Sweet Pea so we could head over to meet Grandmother and her granddaughter. When we got there, Grandmother was snoozing and a beautiful Indian girl with long braids sat beside her. The girl immediately jumped up and shouted, “You must be Isabella! My name is Veronica.” She made a disapproving face. “I know, it’s a terrible name, so just call me Nica.”

			Isabella and I laughed.  

			Grandmother stirred from her nap and greeted us. “Good morning, my daughter.” She held her hand out, and I sat down beside her. Nica was enthralled with Sweet Pea, and after she played with her a bit, she asked, “Grandmother, can I show Isabella and Sweet Pea the Indian Museum?” She turned to Isabella, “My mother works there, and I want her to meet you. Is that all right, Grandmother?”

			“Leave the dog with us and go, my children.”

			“Is it safe for them, Grandmother?”

			“The museum is nearby, and Nica knows her way around Santa Fe. She’s been trained in the old ways to be aware of all around her. They are safe for now, my daughter.”

			“I know I worry too much. I just don’t want anything to happen to Isabella,” I said wistfully as I watched them walk away.

			Grandmother looked deep into my eyes and pulled me close to her. She silently hummed a chant, and I sank into her. It felt like old times when my own grandmother had held me tight and talked to me in a low, soothing voice, telling me that I’d always be protected and loved.

			“Tell me, daughter, what’s on your mind?”

			I told her a little of Isabella’s story and some of my concerns. She listened and nodded every now and then with sorrow in her eyes. “Grandmother, I read about a murder that took place here, and it turns out the man lived just down the street from Isabella’s new family. Is this place going to be safe for her?”

			Grandmother became lost in thought and didn’t answer me for several minutes. Then she simply said, “My daughter, within each of us is the wisdom necessary to survive. Mother Nature always provides for us if we let her. Sometimes we’ve already closed our choice to live. We just have to wait and see.”

			I looked at her and said nothing—I couldn’t. I told her I wanted to meet with the police and find some answers to my questions about the murder. She nodded and wore a pleased expression as she said, “Go, my daughter. Isabella and the dog are safe here with me.”

			I found the police station not too far from the center of the Historic Plaza and entered. I was greeted by a typical-looking policeman in navy pants and a light blue shirt with a shiny badge that immediately caught my eye. “I need to speak to somebody about the murder that happened the other day.”

			Another man came from the back offices. He looked more like a cowboy than anything else—he was tall, wore a big Stetson cowboy hat and cowboy boots that echoed with each step on the tile floor. His pants were blue jeans, and his shirt was identical to the one worn by the policeman in front. However, instead of a typical police badge, his was an old-fashioned sheriff’s badge.

			“Sheriff? This here lady wants to speak to you about the murder.”

			“How can I help you, Miss?” 

			“Well, it’s a long story …”

			“C’mon in the back to my office then, and let’s get started.”

			As I followed him, I looked him over. He had an air about him that reminded me of Mike—very sure of himself—and I instinctively knew I could trust him. I thought he was part Indian because of his tan skin, dark hair, and dark eyes that gleamed with intelligence. His body was muscular and trim, and his broad shoulders narrowed down to a small waist. His hands were rough from work. No sissy there, I thought.

			“My name’s Coyote, by the way. And yours?”

			“Rosalie Bennett. You can call me Rosie, though … everyone does.”

			“Okay then, Rosie. What can I do for you?”

			“I’ve brought a young girl here to meet her aunt and uncle and their family. Next door to them is a man who seems to be trouble. I wanted to see if you could enlighten me about who he is and whether he’s someone I should be concerned about.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, embarrassed. “I can tell you where he lives, though.”

			“Okay, we’ll start there. What’s the address?”

			Once I gave him the address, he looked up surprised. I knew he was curious about how I was connected to Isabella’s family, but I remained quiet. He frowned in thought. “Is that the murder you’re talking about—the one just down the street from there?”

			“Yes. I read about it in the newspaper. I have the clipping right here,” I said as I pulled the article from my purse. “Is Isabella going to be safe there? What’s that murder all about anyway?”

			“Still working on it,” he said, shutting off any further conversation about it. “Who did you say are the aunt and uncle of this little girl?”

			Once I repeated their names, he nodded. “I’ve seen Miguel around town. He works for my friend’s landscaping company. He seems okay. However, the neighbor next door you’re worried about is someone we’ve been watching. He’s a troublemaker. We’ve been called there several times for disturbing the peace, but we have nothing conclusive enough to put him away. I’ll keep an eye on him, though.” 

			I wrote down my telephone number and pushed it toward him. “I’ll be here in Santa Fe for the next six weeks and I hope you’ll be able to do something about that awful man. Thanks for your time, Coyote. I guess I’d better head on back to the Palace of the Governors and Grandmother  ...” 

			Coyote suddenly smiled. “By any chance, do you mean that wise old lady who sits there?”

			“I do. Why?”

			“That wonderful woman is my grandmother. Be warned. If she’s taken with you, there’s a reason for it,” he said with a chuckle. “She’s got something on her mind …”

			“What is it?”

			“I’ve no idea,” he said. “Even if you ask her, she may not tell you.”

			“Oh my,” I said. We smiled at each other, lost in our own thoughts of what Grandmother’s reason might be. I rose and called over my shoulder, “Thanks again, Coyote.”

			“I’ll call you,” he responded.

			I felt more at ease knowing he had his eye on that awful man who lived next door to Maria and Miguel. 

			When I joined Grandmother, she smiled. “You met my grandson, Coyote?”

			“Yes, Grandmother.”

			She wore a pleased expression. “Come sit, my daughter.”

			“Where are the girls? Have they come back yet?”

			Just then, Sweet Pea barked, and I looked to see the girls coming our way. “I thought I would get us all lunch. Can you leave here?” I asked Grandmother.

			“We can go next door to the little restaurant. The food there is good.”

			“All right. Let me help you collect your things. Will this spot still be here for you when we’re finished, or do we have to have someone stay?”

			With a queenly wave of her hand, she said, “No, this is mine. Little Squirrel will watch my things for me.”

			Little Squirrel looked at us and waved us away, confirming she’d take over. 

			Our lunch was prepared the Tex-Mex way, the fusion of Mexican and American cuisine, and was exceptionally good. We sat outside on the restaurant’s wooden deck and listened to the girls as they excitedly made plans to spend more time together. Then, we heard heavy footsteps bound up the stairs, headed toward us. Coyote approached our table. “Rosie, may I see you for a moment, please?”

			We stepped to the side of the deck. “What’s the matter?” 

			Looking embarrassed, he said “I thought I recognized your name, so I looked you up in our computer files. I had no idea you are the one who solved the Grim Sleeper serial killer case in California.”

			“Certainly not,” I laughed. “And it wasn’t just me. My grandmother was the lead, and we played only a small part ...”

			In his eagerness, he interrupted me. “Would you be willing to assist me every now and then for the time you’re here? I have several cases I’m working on, and I could really use your help.”

			I was flabbergasted. Did I really want to do this? It was true I was going to be at loose ends at times while Isabella was getting situated here in Santa Fe, but still …

			“I’ll take whatever time I can get,” he said as if he read my mind.

			“Let me think about it, okay?”

			“Sure. If you can meet me tomorrow, I’ll show you something I’m working on right at the moment. Then you can decide if you want to get involved.” 

			There was a part of me that already stirred with excitement because I’d taken great satisfaction from my part in solving several murders in Las Vegas. Maybe I could actually be of service in Santa Fe too. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Fair enough. Anytime works for me. You have my number, right?”

			“I can’t guarantee anything, you know.”

			“No problem. I think you’ll do just fine.”

			Coyote followed me back to the table and kissed his grandmother’s leathery cheek. She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her. “Take care of this woman, Coyote, you hear?”

			“I officially ask Mother Earth, Father Sky, and the Great Spirit to walk in our shoes,” he chuckled. “May you do the same, old woman,” he added affectionately before placing an additional kiss upon her wrinkled, weathered face.

			I saw the ease they had with each other, and it reminded me of my time with my own grandmother. How lucky I’d been to have had her in my life.

			Coyote tipped his hat, and off he went. I looked away from him and saw Isabella stare after him, lost in thought. She met my eyes and smiled. “He’s a real Indian cowboy, isn’t he, Mama? I didn’t know Indians could be cowboys.”

			Nica smiled at her. “That’s not all Indians can do. Wait until you see …”
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