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What’s life? Life is an applecart.

—Mark Twain
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meditation

After midnight in March in the high country of northern Arizona, the bright eyes and sweeping tail of the constellation Scorpio dominate the southern sky. To the north the Great Bear has wheeled high off the horizon and an orange star called Arcturus is directly overhead. Light from Arcturus has taken a mere forty years to arrive in the icy thin atmosphere of the mesas where the Hopi Indians have lived for a millennium. The light from Arcturus is, therefore, the freshest, newest light to arrive from the firmament, and an unimaginably small fraction of it shines straight down through the rectangular entrance in the roof of an underground chamber the Hopi call a kiva. There, the starlight mingles with the urgent orange of a fire that flickers below the overhead entrance. Some of this fire’s light, in turn, passes upward through the hole in the roof, along with smoke that dematerializes in the cold night air the way a prayer disappears into the world of the spirits.

In March, a time in the year’s cycle that the Hopi call Angk-wa, the annual rebirth of the world has already begun.

For three months now, the spirits of life and nature called katsinas have been making appearances in the Hopi villages, and on this night in March some of them have already appeared in the kiva, bringing gifts of food and dancing before moving on. More will come soon. At the bottom of the ladder, an old man with a red headband tends the small fire and waits for them. Also waiting, some twenty women sit wrapped in brightly colored shawls in chairs at one end of the underground chamber, while men sit on bancos along the three other whitewashed walls.

Among the Hopi men along the walls, a huge man with blond hair and a blond beard sits erect as a post, thick forearms folded across his chest, unseeing eyes shielded behind sunglasses. This white man, this pahana, is a welcome and familiar guest in the kiva. (His longtime companion sits among the other Hopi women.) As with many blind people, the big man’s hearing is especially acute, and he hears the low hoots of katsinas approaching well before the Hopis in the kiva do.

Soon, from above, a rattle sounds, and the old man in the headband calls out a welcome, just as a father welcomes his children. One by one the spirit beings descend the ladder, emerging from the black night outside into the warm, firelit chamber. One by one they take up their positions. A rattle sounds again, and a drum, and they dance. The kiva fills with sound: the identically clad katsinas sing, the drum thunders rhythmically, bells and turtle shells tied to the dancers’ legs jingle and clack. All is a swirling repetition of motion, shadow, color, and sound, over and over, over and over, commandeering the rhythm of human pulses, freeing the people there in the kiva from the constraints of time, allowing their minds to journey.…

 … The blind man sees no color, nor does he understand the words being sung, but his mind also floats free. He finds himself descending into a familiar mountain, in a dank poorly lit tunnel, one of many honeycombing the earth. Fifty-three miles of underground track, drilled and blasted out of the mountain for molly-be-damned. Molybdenum. Greasy gray molybdenum. Steel wheels roll over steel track under wet ceilings, and occasional sparks crackle from the high voltage wire, fifty-three miles of it, powering the Toonerville trolley and a few naked lightbulbs. The place smells of ozone and dynamite and fractured rock. And muck. The flumes are filled with muck and spring runoff, the mountain leaking like a sponge. Far off, down the tunnel, men with lights on their heads are digging the muck out of the flumes, over and over.

Directly overhead is a rectangular opening through which he now climbs, ascending into another dimly lit tunnel, just a short one with a gray rock wall at each end. At one end, he and the other man unwind the yellow fuses and make the other preparations. These are dangerous rituals, especially when left in the hands of greenhorns.

It’s time to retreat, to scrabble over loose rock, get around the corner, get your feet out of the yellow tangle.

A brilliant white flash comes too soon, and even before the pain and the blackness can follow it, he knows his eyes are gone, he’s lost his vision. He knows he’ll have to create a new world for himself because the old one is gone.

But something else has been lost as well. What? What is it he has lost? There’s nobody to tell him of this other thing he has lost. In that same instant, he knows he’ll have to keep coming back to this place of tunnels where maybe one day he’ll remember.…

 … Now, in the kiva, over the din, a rattle sounds. The dancers stop and the kiva falls silent. One after the other the katsina spirits mount the ladder and leave the warmth of the kiva to emerge yet again into the night where Arcturus and the other stars crawl across the sky. Soon it will be dawn, time for feasting, for welcoming the blessings of the new season.
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Frazier always served white wine at these events, a good white wine and plenty of it, but T. Moore Bowdre would have preferred beer, or maybe even some hard stuff. He didn’t like these openings, not a damn bit, standing around with a stupid grin on his face, sipping white wine and listening to what seemed to be thousands of voices all at once—indistinguishable, all babbling courtesies and self-conscious commentary that swirled and eddied in the huge room, echoing off the walls, the high ceiling, the sculptures, merging in his superacute ears as a single loud hum of audio overload.

The big man leaned over and stage-whispered to his companion. “Connie, this is just pure cochlear chaos.”

“What are you talking about?” said the broad-shouldered woman with a coppery, round face and long black hair.

“All this noise,” Bowdre said.

“What?”

“All this noise.”

“Huh?”

“Connie, you stop that. I know these things are important. Doesn’t mean I can’t complain. I got a constitutional right to complain. It says right there in the First Amendment that nothing shall abridge the right of a citizen to complain that art openings are a pain in the ass. Hah. Hah. Hah.” T. Moore Bowdre’s version of laughter erupted in separate, staccato bursts. “The founding fathers,” he resumed, “knew about this kind of thing. I mean, just think of all them minuets and the powdered wigs and lacy duds those boys had to wear, drive a man straight into the soothing arms of demon rum.”

Bowdre’s voice had been rising from a stage whisper to a highly audible bray, and many of those standing nearby in the huge gallery stopped talking to stare at the source of the noise—precisely what Bowdre had had in mind of course. His companion, Connie Barnes, looked heavenward and smiled weakly at the people standing nearby, many of whom she knew.

They in turn applauded politely, and one—a tall woman whose gaunt frame managed nonetheless to support a bushel or two of turquoise and silver beads—said: “Yes, a word from the artist. Speech, speech.” Her voice was a menopausal croak.

Mo Bowdre reached up and with a beefy hand pulled his black cowboy hat down a notch over his forehead. Thus perched, its rim only an inch above his dark glasses, the hat looked a size too small. He grinned broadly through a blond beard, white teeth shining.

“As I was saying to Connie just now, it’s a real honor being here—hah, hah—and I’m seriously grateful to you all for comin’ out to see all these new pieces. Of course you all know there’s a partnership in doing this kind of thing between a sculptor and the foundry. So if you don’t already know him, I hope you’ll go up to Hank Adams from the foundry and shake his hand. He’s the tall skinny guy with his eyebrows singed off. Occupational hazard. He’s around here somewhere.”

Bowdre reached out and rested his hand on the forehead of a mountain sheep, a bronze ram peering down from a crag. It consisted of bronze fragments, curls, and chunks of bronze joined haphazardly like shrapnel that somehow had been induced into coming together in the form of a ram. Its neck was arched, and the head, flanked by smooth swirls of horn, peered down with elegiac grace. The animal stood poised for flight.

Around the room, two dozen more sculptures rose up from the polished oak flooring, spirited creatures in bronze bespeaking great weight, gravity, but somehow airy as well, as if glimpsed for only a moment. The overall effect was of two dozen silent explosions of matter, all stopped for an instant in animal form before disappearing into formless chaos.

It had begun to dawn on many of the people assembled for this opening that not only was this a new style for Bowdre, the noted wildlife sculptor, but a major statement as well. In the course of a year in the more than one hundred art galleries that compete for attention in Santa Fe, New Mexico, which (it is said) is the third largest art market in the world, major statements by artists are not at all uncommon. Indeed, a growing number of people make a living of sorts by winkling out these major statements and explaining them to an awestruck public. In these endeavors, they are often aided substantially by the artists themselves, who earnestly speak of such things as “the whereness of the near,” or “a shaman’s descent into the beast.” On the other hand, when it came to explaining his art, Mo Bowdre was always, as now, taciturn to a fault.

“I don’t have much to say about the pieces themselves,” he said. “Once these things are done, I figure they gotta speak for themselves, like grown children you’ve let loose in the world.”

He patted the ram’s forehead and let his arm fall to his side. “As I said, I’m real grateful to you all for coming.” He executed a small bow from the waist, touched the rim of his hat, and stepped back as the buzz of conversation again arose around him. Now, he thought, I can ease my way over to the door real slow, real polite, tugging my forelock, smiling, yes ma’am, thank you, that’s nice of you to say, and then … home. Sleep for a week.

He felt long thin fingers encircle his wrist, smelled a wave of perfume enveloping him like a cool mist, and knew it was Rhiannon Sharp before she once again uttered her basso croak in his ear.

“Now, Mo,” she said, “dear Mo, you can’t leave us hanging like that. This work is all very new, very … protean. You’re saying something here about the fragility of life. Isn’t that it?” Her fingers squeezed his wrist. “The momentary spark.”

“Well now, Rhiannon …” Mo began. The woman owned two Bowdre bronzes, a life-size sleeping bear and one of his few equestrian efforts, a quarter-life-sized study of a mustang mare poised alertly for flight. The bear dozed in the adobe-walled courtyard of the Sharp hacienda several miles northwest of the city, while the little mare presided nervously over the Sharp dining room from a huge mahogany sideboard.

Rhiannon Sharp had arrived in Sante Fe from Virginia horse country in the early 1980s, newly divorced, well-moneyed, and with the name Frances. She had eagerly steeped herself in all the local cultures, particularly Hispanic and Indian, but also the burgeoning and many-faceted realm of self-awareness. She had also judiciously patronized the Santa Fe art world—and changed her name to Rhiannon, a Celtic goddess whose talents evidently included bringing the dead back to life.

A small local publisher, Adobe Press, published her memoir of her first year in New Mexico, a slim volume entitled Refractions that the New York Times had taken brief but approving note of, conveying upon her a great deal of local repute and solidifying her position as a mover and shaker in the City Different.

Several years after she arrived, she married a widower two years her junior, a man named John Franklin, whose stolid, single-minded devotion to breeding Arabian horses stood in sharp contrast to Rhiannon’s ebullient interest in virtually everything. Indeed, just what she, an extravagantly good-natured liberal, saw in John Franklin, a fourth-generation Republican so stodgy and close-mouthed that many took him for a mute, had been a source of local wonderment for years. Now in her late fifties, she was on the board of two local museums and an organization that sought to preserve indigenous languages around the world, and for all three she was an indefatigable fund-raiser.

“Never mind,” she said now to Mo Bowdre. “I know you’re not going to talk about it. Not even to me, one of your beloved benefactors. But there’s something I urgently want to talk to you about. Connie, could you bring him out to see me tomorrow? I promise you, Mo, you’ll be fascinated.” Her fingers tightened on his wrist like the talons of a hawk, and Mo knew there would be no escaping.

Frazier’s invitation had been a study in elegant understatement—a black and white photograph of a detail from Bowdre’s mountain lion, its face seen in a three-quarter view, almost an abstraction. It had been printed with three black plates, giving the image a nearly electric dimensionality, and inside, the words had been simple:


Frazier Gallery
invites you to see
new work by
T. Moore Bowdre
Saturday, June 6, from 4:00 to 6:00 P.M.



“That’s awful damn dignified,” Mo had said when Connie described it to him. “You think Frazier’s gonna tell me I got to wear a suit? You know that fella Thoreau, lived in a cabin by himself back East? Henry David Thoreau. He said to beware of any enterprise that requires new clothes. Good man. Strange as a snake with three ends, but a good man.”

Connie had reassured him that no one would suggest such a thing, and Mo had gone grumbling to the opening wearing his usual black cowboy hat, jeans, and a voluminous calfskin vest; but instead of the blue workshirt that was also part of his signature apparel, she persuaded him to wear a teal-colored silk shirt he had gotten a year ago for a wedding and hadn’t worn since.

By six-fifteen he’d managed to escape Frazier’s gallery and stood on the sidewalk on San Francisco Street a half block west of the plaza, with Connie at his side. A tall woman stood with them. She wore her red hair pulled severely back from her face and woven into a complex series of knots on the back of her head, and she was sheathed in a long, loose-fitting dress of multiple tones of purple that ended a few inches above a pair of elaborately beaded moccasins. She was Phyllis Lodge, proprietor of a local herbal shop and a happy warrior in all of the environmental battles that constantly arise like weeds in the fragile soil of northern New Mexico. Now she rested a long-fingered hand on Mo’s forearm.

“Fabulous, Mo!” she said. “Fab-yoo-lous stuff. You’ve really outdone yourself this time. One of each. I’d like one of each. If I had any money I’d buy it all. Pile it all into my backyard and just sit there hugging myself. Aren’t you just thrilled? I mean, thrilled! Connie, isn’t Big Sweetums here pleased with himself?”

Mo smiled broadly through his blond whiskers. “I could use a beer,” he said. “All that white wine makes your mouth feel like cellophane.”

“Beer?” Phyllis said. She poked a long forefinger into Mo’s protruding stomach. “You don’t need any more beer, honey,” she said. “Not with this.”

“I suppose you’ve got a flask of sauerkraut juice or some awful stuff you people drink to promote healthy mucous membranes. No thanks. Beer’s what I need. Two beers. Maybe three. Come on, Phyllis, I’ll treat you to some V-8 juice. They tell me it’s good for your gums.”

Phyllis stood up on her toes and gave Mo a loud smooch on his cheek. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ve got to get back to the store. Come and see me one of these days, guys.” She turned and strode down San Francisco Street in a long-legged gait, cheerful as a cloud of negative ions.

“We should do something to celebrate,” Connie said.
“Maria’s maybe?”

“Haven’t been there in—what?—three days?”

“Green chili stew.”

“And posole.”

“Sounds real good,” Connie said. “Let’s go.”

Her lineage was impeccable, as was her bearing. The blood of legendary forebears stretching back in time to the grandest estates in Victorian England and thence further back to the ancient sands of Egypt, coursed through her regal veins and arteries. She stood quivering, alert, nostrils flared, large and luminous deep brown eyes watching the horizon where the sky, now beginning to turn the palest orange, met the rounded purple haunches of the Jemez Mountains. Between her and the mountains the land rolled westward, clad in piñon pine and juniper that cast long shadows over the sandy ground. It was new, unfamiliar, and the shadows were latent with omens only she could perceive. She shifted restlessly on her feet.

She was a two-year-old by official reckoning, but in actual passage of time two and a half, and John Franklin was deeply pleased with her. She had manners and courage. A breeze had suddenly whipped through the surrounding scrub, ruffling her mane, and a lesser creature might well have shied, even bolted. Even now, barely broken to the saddle, she would fetch at least $35,000, but he had no plan to sell her. The life course ahead of her was already thoroughly planned with prospective genealogical precision. She would be one of the queens of Kokapelli Arabians.

Franklin felt her mouth under the reins and pressed lightly with his calf. She turned, as if following his gaze, and stepped down the incline into a shallow arroyo that led crookedly into the larger dry gash called Canada Rincón a half mile away. They were now almost a mile from the tailored pastures and white pipe fences of Kokapelli Arabians, her maiden foray out of the familiar oval training ring and into the wild geometry of the high desert northwest of Santa Fe.

John Franklin, of course, knew this was an ill-advised venture. No one in his right mind would take a green, just-broke Arabian filly, however highborn, off alone on an excursion into what amounted to a wilderness where anything—the sudden flight of a raven, even the wind—could spook her and send her wildly careening. These Arabs were all taut as the strings of a viola, always on the alert for a horse-eating rock, a horse-eating shadow, a predatory branch. But Franklin knew this animal, knew her with his hands and his heart, and he smiled now, pleased with himself for the confidence he had in her and the trust she in turn had in him.

Comfortable in his hands and within the circle of his legs, she picked her way genteelly down the slight incline between two piñons into the narrow sandy ribbon of a dry streambed, and they made their way east toward home.

Thirty feet farther ahead, some improbably large yellow boulders lay alongside the streambed, and Franklin idly wondered how they had arrived here. The long-dead stream could never have been great enough, even in its heyday, to have transported them. Drawing nearer, he noticed that the low angle of the sun lit up what looked like petroglyphs on the boulders. The old Indians must have seen these rocks and felt the strangeness of their presence here—

Suddenly, the world quaked, sank violently beneath him, heaved up and hit him like a trip-hammer, and the Arab was six feet up the bank.

He tightened his grip and marveled that she was standing still now, deep breaths heaving in her chest, ears pointed like radar screens at the boulders. He remembered to breathe, patted her neck with a gloved hand, and urged her with his calves the rest of the way up the slope, where he brought her to a halt.

Distracted from whatever had terrified her in the streambed, she reached down to tear a mouthful of sage from a bush, and Franklin pulled her head up awkwardly.

“Uh-uh,” he cautioned quietly. “None of that.” He looked back at the boulders in the streambed, wondering with amusement what it had been about this inert presence that spooked his future queen, when he saw the feet.

Two pairs of feet, bare feet, toes upward, in the shadows behind the boulders.

Youthful feet, no signs of wear. A young couple? In the wrong place. Franklin knew he should look closer, go back into the streambed, and he knew the filly would balk at that. He knew now what had terrified the filly in the first place. Perhaps the insect sound, the buzz. But certainly the smell of rotting flesh assaulting his nostrils now, too. He didn’t want to look any closer.

He turned the horse and guided her along the edge of the arroyo, headed upstream. A hundred feet or so and he crossed the streambed and circled widely through the piñon and juniper trees, returning to the arroyo upwind of the boulders, and on a high embankment. The filly reached down again, tearing at a sage bush, and he let her misbehave while he looked down the embankment at the boulders.

In the shadow, two people lay faceup, male and female side by side, naked and relaxed in death, livid in the purple shade, but some of the flesh grotesquely bruised. Where eyes had once looked out, there were now four black holes where flies swarmed frantically. Below the angry, bloated abdomen, more flies swarmed over gashes where the blood had turned black.

Franklin’s gloved hand went to his mouth. He gagged and turned away, wheeling the horse. Sensing that they were now turned toward home, the filly fell into an eager trot, and Franklin let her break this rule as well. He gagged again at the picture he feared was now lodged forever in his mind’s eye.

Two Tylenol caplets had done their work, and Sergeant Anthony Ramirez, homicide detective with the Santa Fe Police Department, was pleased to say goodbye to the dull ache that had hounded his eyeballs all afternoon. He wondered again if he should be in a job that gave him a headache so often. Usually, he knew, it happened when he was trapped in the office doing what they used to call paperwork. Now, all the records were done on the bright screen of a vintage computer that hummed and occasionally wheezed on his desk and created bright little letters in bright little boxes, summing up the criminal activity of the day or the week, all the details of human degradation flickering into cyberspace.

So maybe it was the computer that gave him the headache. Or maybe it was the building. He’d read somewhere about buildings making people sick, something to do with the air circulation, vents. Foreign Legion disease, or something. Well, the hell with it. The headache was gone and he felt fine now, and was enjoying the sweet, citrus, salty infusion of a margarita at his usual table in the bar of Maria’s Restaurant on West Cordova Street.

Except for one DWI, a guy from Oklahoma who had plowed into the wall of the Norwest Bank on Cerrillos three nights ago, there had been no homicides in Santa Fe for eight days, and Ramirez had the next three days off. Three whole days.

The big wooden door to the bar opened and his mood brightened yet further. Connie Barnes, the broad-shouldered Hopi woman, came in out of the late afternoon light, the big sculptor in tow. She smiled when she saw Ramirez across the room and leaned up to say something to Bowdre, who grinned in turn. A few heads in the bar turned as the couple made their way through the tables, the Indian woman in a tailored gray suit and Bowdre in his usual redneck attire and solidly opaque dark glasses. One beefy hand lightly holding Connie’s elbow, the sculptor moved smoothly across the floor like a great ship coming into a mooring, and no one who didn’t already know could have told he was blind.

His old friends made a strange, even outlandish couple, Ramirez thought fondly, even in a town given to idiosyncratic pairings.

“Tony,” Mo Bowdre said, pulling out a chair. “I’m glad you’re here. You can help us celebrate. That is, if you’re not in one of your gloomy Iberian snits about mortality and all that.”

“Hi, Connie,” Ramirez said. “So what are you celebrating? Oh, yeah. You had your show. How was it?”

“It’s over. That’s what I’m celebrating.”

“I got to get over there, see it,” Ramirez said. “I got three days off. Maybe tomorrow I’ll go.”

A waitress, a young woman named Viola, made her way to the table, and Bowdre ordered an ice tea for Connie and a Negra Modelo for himself.

“The criminal class taking a break?” Mo said.

“There’s always something,” Ramirez said. “Hey, get this. You know that big cop Gutierrez? He and another uniform, guy named Sanchez, they were driving through that trailer park out near Rufina, you know? This afternoon. Heard this woman screaming from one of the trailers. ‘Help, help,’ she was screaming like a stunned pig—”

“It’s stuck,” Mo said.

“What’s stuck?”

“The pig is stuck. It’s stuck pigs that scream.”

“Do want to hear this story? I’m trying to tell you a story.”

“Boys,” Connie said menacingly.

Mo put his hands up.

“Okay,” Ramirez resumed. “So Gutierrez and Sanchez stop outside and bust in and there’s this naked woman spread-eagled on the bed, tied to the bedposts, screaming, ‘Help, get me out of here.’ She’s hysterical, man. And on the floor, there’s this pile of something covered with a blue cloth, like a tarp.”

A shrill sound interrupted Ramirez.

“Merde, it’s my beeper. I got to go to the phone.”

“Tony, you can’t just—”

The policeman stood up. “Okay, get this. What the pile on the floor is is a guy out cold, wearing nothing but a Batman mask and a cape. See, he was evidently up on the bureau in this Batman cape. He dives for the bed where the woman is all tied up and waiting, and knocks himself out on the chandelier. So there he is, out cold on the floor, and the woman tied to the bed screaming for help. I’ll be right back.”

As he left, Viola arrived and put the two drinks down on the table.

“What’s so funny?” she said.

“How do I love thee,” Mo intoned. “Let me count the ways.” He picked up his mug of dark beer and drank mightily. “Ah, now that’s as good as it gets.”

“Is he all right?” Viola asked.

“So far,” Connie said, and the waitress swayed off through the tables, shaking her head and passing Ramirez on his way back to the table. He was fishing his wallet out of his back pocket.

“I got to go,” he said. “Here’s for my drink.”

“Keep it. What’s up?”

“What else? Homicide. Two kids. Out near Canada Rincón.”

“Where the hell is that?”

“Over west of Tano Road. Out where they’re building all those estates.” The policeman turned to go.

“Isn’t that where Rhiannon Sharp lives?” Mo said to Connie. “We’re going over there tomorrow.”

Ramirez stopped and looked back at the table. “The call came in from her husband. He found ’em. Small world. Well, thanks for the drink. See ya.”

Connie watched the policeman leave, and looked around the room. The eight tables were filled with people loosening up, enjoying themselves. Maria’s margaritas were dissolving whatever cares had been brought in the room. The waitress bustled through with her tray. Connie scanned the room idly and her eyes fell on a young woman sitting on a stool at the end of the bar. Something about her was familiar. Her hair was brown and hung halfway down her back like a silky waterfall, covering whatever message had been silk-screened on her T-shirt. She wore jeans almost white from wear and a pair of dark brown cowboy boots, equally worn. She was studiously ignoring a man in a new straw cowboy hat and a rodeo shirt who was leaning toward her, cajoling her.

The young woman turned and said something—a word or two—and the man in the cowboy hat startled and turned away as his face reddened. He finished his beer, plucked his change up, and moved stiffly down to the other end of the bar, his squared shoulders saying “I didn’t want that cookie anyway.”

As for the young woman, she finished her beer and said something to the bartender, who gestured with his head toward the rest rooms. The woman reached down and hoisted the strap of a spruce-green canvas bag over her shoulder. Watching her stride into the back of the restaurant, it came to Connie where she had seen her—at the gallery. On their way out, she’d been standing in front of Mo’s mountain sheep, staring at it intently, the green bag hanging from her shoulder.

“Homicide,” Mo said. “That sure puts a damper on this here celebration of ours. I guess we’ll be finding out about it tomorrow.”

Connie sighed. Small world, Ramirez had said. Too small sometimes.

Several years earlier a consortium of real estate investors led by a prominent Santa Fe gallery owner had bought up a former ranch of slightly more than one thousand acres that lay north and west of the city proper. The ranch had belonged to an old New Mexico family which, like so many such families, had finally spawned a generation more interested in pursuing the high life that throbbed out there in places like San Francisco, L.A., the Big Apple, than the drudgery of a rural life in New Mexico, no matter how astonishing the sunsets. It had been years since any livestock dwelled there, and the ranch buildings were easily razed, clearing the entire spread to be carved into twenty- to forty-acre lots, each with a spectacular view of the Jemez Mountains to the west.

A set of architectural and other covenants were carefully drawn up which, along with the sheer expense of the new properties, assured that nothing but very large, very tasteful, one-story Santa Fe–style haciendas would be built, none within sight of another, allowing each supernally wealthy resident to imagine himself sole proprietor of the entire American Southwest before humans set foot in it.

The onetime ranch was now lightly laced with a few well-hidden dirt roads, each bearing the name of a member of Coronado’s expedition in the 1540s. The gallery owner had intended that none of the roads be named at all, the ultimate in classy estate culture, but the city insisted not only on street names, but numbers as well, for the benefit of the fire department and other parts of the city’s emergency apparatus. But the consortium had won one battle with the bureaucrats: if the city insisted on calling this elegant tract a subdivision, at least it had no pretentious name. It was simply there.

John Franklin and his wife Rhiannon were among the first to buy in, purchasing forty acres at the northern extreme of the onetime ranch, and built a sixteen-room solar home of real adobe bricks all stuccoed an old-looking dark brown, as well as stables for twelve Arabian horses, along with outbuildings, riding rings, foaling stalls, a small office, and other equine necessities. Three twelve-hundred-foot wells, drilled at fabulous expense, supplied water ample to their needs, and two gasoline-powered generators provided a backup system in case the electricity (carried along underground cables) failed.

Not only could Franklin and his wife Rhiannon sit on one of two west-facing patios and fancy themselves the first white people to set eyes on the landscape. They could also imagine themselves to be totally self-sufficient.

Through a corner of the forty acres ran a shallow arroyo that twisted prettily among the piñon-juniper forest, debouching aridly into the northern end of Canada Rincón, where, at seven o’clock that night, the disfigured corpses of two young people still lay rotting—among other things, a staggering rebuke to the fantasy of perfect serenity and elegance implicit in the covenants.

Upon reaching home early that evening, Franklin had called 911 from the phone in the stables, hurriedly fixed himself a vodka martini on the rocks from the refrigerator that hummed quietly in the office, and only then tended to the young princess who had worked up a fine sweat trotting home. Armed with his second martini, Franklin went through the carefully xeriscaped garden toward his house, seeing a plume of dust making its way toward him about a half mile off. Too early, he calculated, for the police, and then he caught a glimpse of his wife’s maroon Suburban before it dropped out of sight behind the trees.

Most of the residents in this brave new wilderness drove Range Rovers—and one sported a four-wheel-drive Mercedes-Benz—but Rhiannon tended to snort about such ostentation. Who in their right mind, she wanted to know, would take a $50,000 automobile off the road in the first place? She was a wonderfully direct, no-nonsense woman, Franklin thought, as supple and strong in character as a tall oak.

The martinis, slipping icily down his throat and gently pooling with silver heat in his stomach, had calmed his nerves to an extent, but he dreaded having to explain to Rhiannon what he’d come across on the far corner of their property. He went in the house, poured her a glass of red wine, and waited.

“Good God!” Rhiannon said, and spilled her wine on the tiled floor. “Conrad …” She referred to her stepson, Franklin’s seventeen-year-old son from his second marriage.

“No, no, of course not,” Franklin said. “The boy out there had blond hair. The girl was dark. Conrad’s still in Taos. His pickup’s not here.”

“That’s a relief,” Rhiannon said. The unspoken cloud descended on them again. Conrad was a moody and often sour boy, what Rhiannon picturesquely thought of as a black-hole personality, sucking up troubles and confusion from the universe around him. One always dreads that the worst could happen to such people, and that Conrad could even have gotten himself killed was not unimaginable.

“You called the police, of course,” she said, a note of command returning to her deep voice.

“Nine one one. That must be them now.” They heard two vehicles pull up outside the walled patio.

“We’ll have to lead them out there,” Rhiannon said.

“You don’t … You shouldn’t …”

“Of course I’ll come, dear. It happened on our property, didn’t it? Answer the door while I change into jeans. God, what an awful thing. And how horrible to have found it.” She patted him sympathetically on the arm and strode out of the room.
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