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Grace sat in her rental car at the Red Mesa Express store parking lot, fiddling with the radio, trying for reception, and failing. What if Shije didn’t show up? She’d cancelled her usual summer dig in Siberia to come to New Mexico. Future research funding depended on success here. She had put all of her eggs in one basket.

An old Jeep pulled up next to her. Matthew Shije had come. She exhaled, relieved. The Pueblo man was a living link—perhaps the only living link—to a secret New Mexican archeological site. And after months of discussion, of her pleading, really, he’d agreed to take her to see the rock art. They were finally meeting in person, here, in the middle of nowhere, New Mexico.

He bounded out of his Jeep, heading toward her car. Though his eyes were hidden under the shadow of a cowboy hat, she spotted high cheekbones and copper brown skin. His straight black hair, tied in a loose tail, almost touched his waist. Tall and broad-shouldered, this handsome cowboy-Indian mixed metaphor was in his early thirties, like her. 

She stepped out of her car to meet him. “Mr. Shije? I’m Grace Peters.”

“Call me Matt.” His voice was deep and calm.  

They shook hands. His hands were slightly calloused, as if he built things. His grip was strong, but not overpowering. She appreciated that he didn’t need to prove his masculinity by crushing her fingers. 

They discussed their itinerary, provisions. Driving his car, they’d head to Chaco Canyon. From there they’d hike. It would take about two days to get to the rock art.

He helped her transfer her gear into the back of his Jeep. She locked up her rental car.

Once inside Shije’s Jeep, he turned up the air conditioning, and they headed south toward Chaco. 

“You normally do your archeology work in Siberia, right?” he asked her.

“I do.”

“So you just march off alone into the frozen wilds of Siberia with a shovel?” he asked. “Or do you go with a guide?” 

“Oh, there’s a whole crew,” she replied, tickled by the idea that she would trudge off to a dig by herself. “These excavations are multiyear projects with archeologists from all over the world.”

“Gotcha.”

He wore his cowboy hat in the car. Odd. What was he shielding himself from? Certainly not the elements. She wished he’d take off his hat so she could see his eyes, maybe understand him better. She studied the interior of his car. Nothing hanging from the mirror. No CDs stuffed in the corner. Even his keys, dangling from the ignition, didn’t have a key fob. He was a private person, hiding under his black cowboy hat. But she was an archeologist, and archeologists were—by their very nature—nosy. And patient. She’d figure him out.
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The beauty of the high desert pulled at Matt as he drove away from the Nageezi convenience store. As the road curved through a flat landscape of dry grasses and scrub, he considered the rock carvings. He was ambivalent about seeing them.

His father had often told him the petroglyphs were important to the history of the Shije family. Unfortunately, he’d died before he could take Matt there. Matt couldn’t bring himself to take the trip without his dad. If he went there without his father, grief might consume him. And so years passed. More years passed. And then Grace proposed her archeological study. If the markings belonged to the Pueblo people as a whole, he wouldn’t have agreed to take her. Preservation required secrecy. But according to his father, the petroglyphs were specific to the Shije family. Maybe it was finally time to see them. And his hiking companion wasn’t half bad.

He glanced over at Grace. He’d expected a rough, hardened lady, the kind of person who could scour frozen Siberia for artifacts. But this woman sitting next to him was gentle, with sunshine-colored hair dancing around a pale, freckled face, and blue eyes the color of the New Mexico sky. She smelled sweet and subtle, like daffodils. Although she looked small and vulnerable, she was also serious, accomplished, and could probably take care of herself. With or without a shovel. 

“Thirteen miles of bad road ahead,” he said. “Hang on.”

The road, the only way into Chaco, turned into dirt. It had no shoulder. They bounced along the rutted clay at ten miles per hour, trailing dust behind them. The Jeep clattered, making conversation impossible. He jerked forward and back in his seat belt as they rumbled over killer washboard. 

Brutal. 

He slowed to a bumpy crawl as they traversed a dry riverbed. A sign on the side of the road warned, “Do not attempt to drive over a flooded road.”

“Flooded? Does it actually rain here?” she asked.

“Yup. It does.”

“Seems so dry,” she murmured.

They finally reached the entrance to Chaco Canyon Park, where the road was paved. 

He soon spotted Fajida butte, a slender mesa hundreds of feet high, bisected by a dark stripe of coal. 

“Quite the welcome,” she said.

He grinned over at her, pleased that she recognized the grandeur of Fajida.

After parking his Jeep at the Chaco Canyon parking lot, they gathered up their equipment and headed out. They had days of travel yet ahead. 

He loved this part of New Mexico. The pinky-beige walls of the ruins and sparse clumps of gray-green bushes defined the very colors of the Southwest. The sky, however, resisted cliché. It was brilliantly, defiantly, blue. Gigantic sandstone cliffs hemmed in the shallow valley. Massive boulders, the size of buses, had peeled off the mesas and were now strewn about. The air smelled of dust, overlaid by the sharp tang of pine.
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The nobility and mystery of the Chaco site took Grace’s breath away. The exquisite masonry ruins were built a thousand years ago by the ancestral Pueblo, or the Anasazi. It was once a sophisticated cultural center, and the most ambitious architectural construction in aboriginal America.

They set off to the West to find the art of a far more ancient culture. Walking side by side, they followed a dry riverbed out of the Chaco Valley. She set a fast pace. If she had any brains, she’d slow down, conserve her strength, because it would take several days to reach the petroglyphs, but she was too keyed up.

The intense stillness of the barren and dry landscape, along with Matt’s silence, made her breathing and footfalls seem loud. The air was pungent with sage and dust, and lizards darted across their path. They passed several smaller masonry structures. Soon the major ruins of Chaco were behind them. They veered to the North, heading up a narrow, sloping path up the side of a cliff. The trail was cluttered with loose rock and the roots of bushes, hindering progress. Once on top of the mesa, layered sandstone gave way to grassy plains under an azure tent of sky. 

They stopped to drink from their water bottles. Exhilarated, she viewed Chaco Canyon from above.

“Incredible,” she said. “It’s amazing to see Chaco from up here. Is the site sacred to the modern Pueblo?” 

Partly hidden by his black cowboy hat, his handsome face was serene. “Yup. Chaco’s sacred. And the mesa we’re standing on is sacred. And the grasses, and the Chuska Mountains over there in the distance. The whole natural world. All of the earth. Even that crappy washboard road into Chaco is sacred. Everything around us, all the time. Every atom in the whole universe is sacred.”

She understood spirituality only intellectually. Most cultures had some kind of religion—and a strict dividing line between the sacred and the secular. As an anthropologist, she was confounded by the Pueblo concept of everything being holy.

“I suppose I could understand that world view a lot better if I was a religious person,” she said. “But I’m not.”

“Sacredness doesn’t have much to do with religion,” he said, his voice going deep. “No doubt you have objects that are sacred to you. Personal things.”

“No.” 

“How about a sacred place?”

“No. I don’t have a sacred place, either.”

He adjusted his cowboy hat and shook his head. “I bet you do, Grace. There’s a place in the world where you feel most at peace. A location that speaks to you. A mountain, a valley, a town, that replenishes you. That’s your sacred place.”

She wished she had a sacred place. “It’s a lovely idea. I’ll keep my eye out for it.” 

“Do you want to stop here for lunch?” he asked.

“Sounds good.”

They took off their packs to sit in the grasses. “I bought some breakfast burritos in Los Alamos this morning. These are the best in the state, too. I have enough to share. Interested in joining me for a New Mexico tradition?”

“A tradition? Sure,” she said.

He handed her a foil wrapped cylinder.  “This one’s with green chile rather than red. It’s milder.”

“Thanks.”

The burrito was still warm. She peeled off a section of foil, and the aroma of sausage and fried egg made her mouth water and her stomach grumble. She took a nibble. The scrambled egg was moist, the tortilla soft and fresh, but the green chile was way too hot. Her sinuses cleared like magic. Her eyes watered. The inside of her throat itched. Her tongue burned. And the green chile was supposed to be mild! She gulped her water, but it didn’t help at all.

“Too hot?” he asked.

“Yes. Way too hot. But it’s really tasty,” she said, wiping her runny nose.

The burrito was good—if she ignored the scalding aftertaste. She ate the whole thing, amused by the effect the supposedly mild chile had on her body.

“I have a confession to make,” she said.

“Okay. Give it to me straight.”

“My mother warned me not to come to New Mexico to meet you. She thought you were a ‘catfish’.”

“I strenuously deny being a catfish. What’s a catfish?”

“It’s someone who creates a fake online personality to exploit other people,” she said.

“I don’t have an online personality at all, let alone a fake one. So what does a catfish get out of
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