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Prologue

Taos, 2014

Carmelina

She wakes up from a bad dream. The dog is dead again. Every night the dog dies. It is getting to the point where she doesn’t like to go to sleep.

“Mamma! Mamma!”

And Mamma comes, as Mamma always does. She sits with her and rocks her, smooths her hair. “Is it the same dream?” her Mamma with the long brown-blonde hair asks her.

Carmelina sniffs away tears. “Yes. Where did he go?”

One day she had a dog, a little Jack Russell terrier she named Barney after her favorite show. Then the next day there was no Barney. Mamma said Barney must have run away. They put signs up all over the place. Mamma said she called the animal shelter, the place she said where sometimes stray pets end up. But no Barney. And Mamma always looked weird when she talked about Barney missing. A week in and she said maybe they had to think about Barney being gone.

Now, though, it has been a month. Now, “Mamma, want some juice.”

“Juice isn’t good after you’ve brushed your teeth.”

She pouts, her black-brown-auburn hair a mess from attempted sleep. She crosses her arms with resoluteness. “Juice, Mamma.”

Her mother sighs. Smiles at her. “Okay, little one. Just once.”

Carmelina smiles and moves back down under the covers. Just the thought of getting some juice makes her happy, relaxes her. She begins to drift off. Somewhere in there, in the back of her head where dreams reside, where what is real and what is not collide, it’s as if a strong wind shakes the house. A kind of urgent shuffling, like when branches slap a window. A squawking noise, like a chicken. Her eyes fly open. Low voices. A thud.

Silence.

“Mamma?” she murmurs, burrowing further into the covers. Nothing.

Her body is a coil. “Mamma?”

She does the opposite now, springing open from the coil, the covers flailing off. “Mamma!”

In the kitchen her mother is face down on the floor. Something dark pools under her neck.

“Mamma! Mamma! Mamma!” She shakes her. A kind of low moan escapes, then a gurgle that makes the girl want to throw up though she could not tell you why. Then nothing. A deep, nothing nothing. A cold silence even the newborn understand.

Now the child is sobbing. Not Barney, now Mamma! She’s four. She knows. She lies down on the body. On Mamma’s back, where the last of her warmth keeps Carmelina warm.

That’s how they’ll find her, when they come. Asleep on her mother’s dead back.




Chapter 1

I am communicating with the dead this evening, as the flies die on the sticky strips I’ve laid for them over the kitchen sink and Ernest Borgnine, the dog, the big lugubrious Great Dane, sniffs under my feet for scraps. This is what a person does in New Mexico—communicates with the dead. You’ll see it all over, though not in the way the tourists think. It’s not all Indian dances from the past or squash blossom necklaces sold on the plaza for three times what you’d pay in winter. No, New Mexico is the kind of place where if you know someone or if you were actually a friend of the family, you’d get the necklace for free. A friend of mine’s dad, who’s ninety-two, makes and sells the stuff, an old white Mormon who got into the business when Harvey Houses were still the rage. My friend has scads of turquoise, silver, tourmaline, coral, an obsidian bracelet.

In this neck of the woods, if you live here long enough, it doesn’t take much to understand what you’re looking at is the colors of the earth resurrected and polished into something else. The ancient geologies, veins of uplift and volcanic weeping, fissures of some violent melting and freezing. The Dallas socialite usually doesn’t get that part, because she doesn’t know someone who goes to the old mines, or traces one-thousand-year-old trade routes, or puts out shrines along with the prayers. Even the old Mormon went with some of his wholesalers a couple of times to do that. He had no trouble with the whole concept; he knows there’s a way you pray here just by tracking the winter migration of sandhill cranes or watching the urgent feet of flamenco dancers cry their sorrow into your heart. This is a landscape of descansos, crosses by the side of the road, prayer sticks stuck in the cracks of basalt escarpments, sage smoke rising up in the same plaza where church bells ring. Jesus is not over the altar at Taos Pueblo—the Corn Mother is. She’s been resurrected too.

I have a casita in Arroyo Seco, a little village north of Taos in the first miles to the ski valley up NM 150. We just call it Seco. Here it is still high desert and I’m surrounded by sage and piñon and juniper. Back when I did archeology, piñon and juniper were never referred to as “piñon and juniper” but simply as p-j. As in, I am surrounded by p-j, or “I found it in the p-j.” Hector Griegos mumbles by my house each evening, pulling a red wagon like it was a burro. He’s one hundred fifty years old, says his great-great granddaughter Helena, who also says she’s nine but I’m not sure I believe her. Helena brings me fresh tortillas and eggs once a week from her mama, who I got off probation early a long time ago, since I knew her domestic violence case was largely her ex’s fault and not hers. Helena is the last of four from that match by ten years.

DV is like p-j; no one says “domestic violence” in my office. We all say DV. As in, “Are you recommending DV treatment for him?” or “How many DV cases do you have on your docket?” DV guys are, sadly, cookie cutter most of the time—toddlers in size twelve shoes, Poor-Me tricksters with attachment issues. The control freak in them has to do with a baby needing a mama, needing an Anything. And when Anything doesn’t meet their baby needs—well. Bam. Out comes the fist or the shotgun or whatever. Therapists have the luxury of understanding that those boys are really two years old; that the only difference is a two-year-old can’t load a gun or tower over a woman.

DV guys tend to find DV gals—mujeres locas who are also needy and put up with fight, fuck, and fight cycles because when it’s fuck time it’s headier than hell, it’s ecstasy, it’s datura and red roses and the darkest richest chocolate out there. Then it all goes to shit pretty quick.

I try, honestly, not to know any of this about Seco folk. Of course, that’s fairly impossible, seeing as Taos County only has thirty-three thousand people in it. But I aim my caseload for points south and west—for Taos proper, Ranchos de Taos, for the hippie Earthships out on the mesa in El Prado, and the trailers set back on the last of their occupants’ ancestral land grants. Helena’s mom slipped by this “no neighbors” rule of mine—I put it down to my being new at the job then—but Loretta, who also goes by Mama, has morphed into a kind of a friend and definitely the best neighbor you could find. Helena is now at my door this morning with her mama’s basket of eggs, some tortillas, and something else—carne adovada. I let her in, fumbling the latch as my hands are otherwise engaged in brushing out my long mat of salt and pepper hair, inherited from an Irish father and an Italianate mother.

“Mama made me carne?” I ask.

“Yeah, she said she had extra.”

“How’s she doing?”

Helena wrinkles her nose. “Grumpy. She says she wants you to stop by later.”

I can just see Loretta scowling with arms folded over her stout frame. She’s small boned, plump, brown, and short. She cooks like a pro. “Okay … so why did you bring these over and not her?”

“She’s feeding Hector.” Helena rolls her eyes. “He’s like a baby. No teeth. Takes forever.”

I smile at her, that brown-eyed, black-haired imp. Helena will grow up and run away to join the cast of Saturday Night Live; I’m sure of it. She holds her hand up. “High five me.”

“High five.” Our hands slap and she’s out the door.

A silence always follows. I live in a lot of silence here. Sometimes I sit out on the back patio and just listen. Crickets, a faraway car, the shout of a kid down the street in summer. Now, March, it’s cold and still and sharp. You smell more than hear. Cedar fires, cold river birch. Then the sky falls into soot and the stars loom. I can miss old lovers then, or I can just be awestruck into grace. Either way my heart’s pierced, raw, open, and often as not I’m crying a little bit. I’ve always been bitten by desert skies, though as I’ve aged it’s harder because William’s not with me anymore and hasn’t been for five years. Damn damn damn this death business. Who the hell dies of a heart attack at forty-seven? Lots of people, I’m told. Well, right.

I crack eggs and make a breakfast burrito with the carne. After—it’s Saturday—I decide to go to Helena and Mama’s, down the winding street, the dirt rutted and unstiffening in the morning sun. March means windy and sharply cold in the morning. I sneeze at least five times because juniper pollen is raging; that incongruity between 25-degree mornings and spring pollen defines northern New Mexico this time of year. By 11:00 a.m. it will be 65 degrees and the idea of frost will linger only in far north shade. I hate juniper pollen. It turns me into a red-eyed, sniveling bandit. I’m kicking myself for not having taken an antihistamine, on the verge of a pleasant bout of self-pity as I sneeze a sixth time, when a shriek hits my ears. I stop. Mama’s house. Then a moan, and the sound of something dropping. “Mama! Mama!” Helena is begging, and I stop sneezing and start running.

Mama is on the kitchen floor, an old linoleum pattern flowering out beneath her. Helena’s holding her up by the shoulders and looking up at me with big saucer eyes. A cell phone has skidded halfway toward me, and Hector slumbers, unperturbed, on the couch in the living room, a slight shift and the smack of his lips unsupported by teeth the sole disturbance of his atmosphere.

Mama moans and I take over for Helena. Her eyelids flutter and she starts to focus. “Mama?” I ask. “Loretta?”

“Ay, Nina, it’s you. Nina. Should be Niña. Do they tell you that?”

I smile. “No, and I’m older than you, I bet. So don’t Niña me.”

She reaches up, touches my hair a bit, at the end of my braid. Like my hairdresser (God bless his muscled soul), she finds my silver beautiful, not faded to some odd off-blonde color, and still shadowed by plenty of nearblack. But she goes away from me again, quickly. “Ángel … ” she says. “They’ll arrest him for sure now. Ángel … ”

I scowl. “Why? What happened? What about Ángel?”

Her hand comes down off my hair and flops in resignation in her lap. I’m still holding her shoulders up in a kind of squat. I shift and lower us both to the floor. She begins to cry. “Liza’s dead.”

“What?” Liza is Ángel’s estranged wife. Ángel is Mama’s nephew. Mama tried to raise him on and off when his own mother—Mama’s sister—was on a bender, in jail, off with another guy, or otherwise deemed unfit for mothering by her family or, often, the county child welfare office.

“They found her—oh, Nina, they found her stabbed to death on the kitchen floor.”

Helena emits a cry from over by Hector and just as I realize I’d totally forgotten about her presence, she bolts out to who knows where, to some comfort zone of her own where wife-beater nephews do not exist, and their victim partners live forever free from harm.

Ángel Martinez fits in that category of wayward sons Mama no doubt was trying her best to circumvent in her intermittent mothering of him. He is currently a probationer of mine. The discovery file on him reads like the bedside journals of the Marquis de Sade. He stands out in his cruelty. One charge had him twisting Liza’s knee till the cartilage snapped. Another, and another, and another, had him kidnapping, manipulating, and/or using their now four-year-old daughter, Carmelina, against her. Liza mostly dropped charges. This could exasperate me until I see how frightening he can be; until I remember that seventy-five percent of all DV-related murders happen when the woman tries to leave; until I run across—again, as I perused through his file recently—the incident where he hung the dog in the globe willow in the front yard. Mostly probation work is a litany of human stupidity begotten in a stewpot of poverty. Every now and then, though, it chews the stomach up. Ángel’s file is on my desk because of the dog and two black eyes on Liza. He’s been on my desk twice before. This time I am recommending prison, both because previous attempts at control haven’t worked and because my fear is that he is easily capable of homicide. He is out on bond, of course, and his defense attorney is doing his job trying to get everything pled down to the usual misdemeanor. It galls me how a state can decide property damage above five hundred bucks is a felony, but that beating the shit out of your significant other and choking her to near-death is a misdemeanor.

Just maybe, though, I was hoping Ángel had too many marks against him this time. And though I didn’t tell Mama that I knew all about him, as we sat there on the floor with her shoulders in my hands, what I really thought was—well, good. Maybe he’s nailed for sure now, what with Liza’s death. Mama’d done her best to love him, but by the time she first got him he was seven and feral as an alley cat. She’d have him for three months, then not see him for six months, a year maybe. Then she’d have him another three, and so on. Each time it was like being handed a hotter and hotter branding iron, a fiercer dust storm, a sheath of vacant rage and misdirection. Finally, she threw up her hands and told the state no. They’d have to find some other placement for him. For Loretta, where family is all, this must have been a knife in the heart.

She looks up at me. “Nina, por favor. Can you find out more about Liza for me? From Larry? Your cop amigos?”

I sigh. She sits up and I release her shoulders. “Sure, Mama,” I said drily. My heart sits heavy and shriveled. Of course. This is not an uncommon request. I do what I can within the confines of the law and my own ethical guidelines. Probation officers know all the dirt, what scuttles like trash along the bases of low adobe walls; what squats, lethal and unseen, in the backyard junk piles of dilapidated singlewides. We know which prominent attorney has four DWIs. Who beats their kids, who has a problem with bouncing checks. I work hard to shift my vision once I leave work. I do a mental smudge with smoldering sage; I go on runs; I take showers; most of all I do my art. But then my friends and neighbors have a crisis and come to me, and my job spills into my other life.

I make to leave. “I’ll be in touch,” I say, and go quietly out the front door.

The phone rings in my office as I stash Ángel’s file back in my stack. It’s now Monday, and I’ve hid from Mama and Helena all Sunday. Ernest Borgnine the Great Dane did not mind, though he failed to understand why we went for our walk up canyon in the cold and still somewhat icy mountains instead of in the more pleasantly warm (at least by 3:00 p.m.) and certainly more familiar neighborhood. I gave him an extra doggie biscuit upon returning home as recompense.

The phone keeps buzzing.

I pick up. “’Lo,” I say, attempting to neaten my desk. I have a couple of Bauman prints and Ansel Adams’s iconic Moonrise Over Hernandez, NM hanging on my walls, and I’ve added a huge bunch of Carmen Miranda paper flowers in a vase on my back shelf, but it still feels like a boring place.

“Mom.”

“Hey! Jackson! Where are you?” Jackson hates my day job because I’ve been threatened a couple of times and now that William’s gone, he thinks I should take his pension and “just do art.”

“Coming into Santa Fe. I’ll be home soon.” His voice sounds tired and though he’s twenty-six and doing okay the old mother worry creeps in.

“How was your trip? You’re out a day early.”

“It was okay.”

“Jack? Are you okay?”

“Mom, I’m fine. Just tired. We hiked twelve miles today. I’ll pick up tamales for dinner. From Mr. Santa Fe Tamale Man you like so much.”

“Tomas’s Fine New Mexican Cuisine, thank you very much.”

“Yeah, him.”

“Thanks, sweetie.” I let out air. We hang up but I’ve got my lips rolled into a tight ball. Mijo, my only child, my grace, my light … my boy. Christ.

I stand up to go home, putting stray things away. You can’t win, I think, and then consider that idea both inane and clichéd. Life is not a “win” thing. He’d had everything, Jackson. In some ways, he had too much in that way only children do—too much attention, too much pressure, too much parental pride. We were like bees to him, or wasps—annoyances, possibly toxic, always capable of sting. You give yourself trauma in order to grow if none already challenges you, he once said—at fifteen. There it was, that Old Soul business, that uncanny wisdom, unmoored until his brain could catch up to it.

But he is here now, back from two weeks in the mountains to the south, where March truly speaks of warmer weather. Before that he was in the Peace Corps, in Indonesia. He doesn’t know what’s next for him, but I don’t care. I have my boy home for a night or three, and he is bringing tamales, and his face is such a perfect mesh of me and his dad. So I will get to bask in the echo of what is dead but never gone for me; I will get to relish in the thick eyebrows and quiet temperament that were William’s—William who left us both five years ago, on a solid sunny morning so ordinary in New Mexico you hardly knew what to do with the shock creeping in. You looked for portents in the grass, the lone upset crow, the whirl of carrion birds high above the house, the sudden isolated rustle of sage. But there really had been nothing. Nothing but the distant wail of a siren, the result of a call I must have made, before clattering my phone to the floor just as Mama had done Saturday, and starting feebly, shaking, moaning a little, to do CPR until the wail closed in and a small army of EMTs took over.

Needless to say, there’d been no point.

I swallow and find a tear leaking out one side of my face. The desk is neater than it was ten minutes ago and I’m blowing my nose when Larry Baca walks in.

“’Sup, homegirl. You’re looking mighty sorrowful. The four o’clock hour doesn’t suit you, it seems.”

I gawk at him. Larry is classic northern Rio Grande Valley born and bred, wears cop boot-cut polyester pants in the universal beige of all sheriff’s departments, and has a handsome moustache as well as a history degree from UNM. He usually sounds kind of, well, male, and straight to the point, but today if his speech could act it would bounce around like Tigger. “What language was that?” I ask. “Larry Baca mushing together the Crips with Scarlett O’Hara and Shakespeare?”

He laughs. “Something like that, yeah. I am a linguistic Samurai.” He fakes a karate chop and leans over with a fresh tissue, proof he saw me crying. I blush. “Just trying to get you to laugh, sister.”

I take the tissue and manage a smile. “Well, you definitely knocked me back to the present. What are you doing here?” Larry works for the sheriff’s office as a detective.

“To give you more possibly bad news about Liza.”

I frown. As per Loretta’s request, I’d left a message for him about it first thing this morning. “Okay … so what is it?”

“It’s not Ángel.”

“Huh?” I look at him dumbly for a moment. “What do you mean?”

“I mean Liza wasn’t killed by Ángel. At least not so far. He was in Santa Fe at the estimated time of death. He’s beside himself, wailing and carrying on. Or at least that’s the rumor.”

I make a face. “DV guys are always wailing and beside themselves when the object of their brutality leaves their orbit.”

“Man, you really don’t like this guy.”

“His discovery file makes my stomach do back flips.”

Larry lets out a low grunt. “I know he’s no charmer. But he’s got a tight alibi.”

“‘No charmer’? Larry, he’s a sadist.” I sometimes think law enforcement sees so much their eyes glaze over and their hearts get leathery and prehistoric. And I like Larry. He’s on the Sexual Assault Services Organization board. His wife runs the victim advocacy program for the DA.

“I’ll have to read the file sometime,” he says drily.

“Yeah, you will.” A March wind sprays a clot of dust against my only window. My view is of dun-colored buildings leaching out to a dun-colored mesa, which at some point out there is ripped in two by the Rio Grande Gorge. “What’s his alibi?”

“He’s a santero. He was at an art opening for his work on Canyon Road at the time of Liza’s death.”

“What? He’s a what?”

“A sant—”

“I know what that is.”

I can hear Larry grinning. “Doesn’t fit with your sadist image, does it? You should see his Christs. Man, I’ve never seen such sorrowful faces, such tears of blood.”

“And to think you come from a culture that makes a fetish of such things. Great. I suppose he’s a millionaire if he’s showing on Canyon Road.”

Larry makes a face at me. “That was for the bloody culture reference. And not yet for Mr. Millionaire. This is his big breakthrough.”

Fuck me, I think. I let out a sigh. My little ceramic sculpture gallery, the one in bustling downtown Arroyo Seco and shared cooperatively with three other artists, seems a pale failure. “So, fine. I’ll just assume he has no new charges pending and write up my recommendations as per his currents.”

“That where he hung the dog?”

“Among other things. Liza had two black eyes and three cracked ribs.” Something occurs to me. “If he didn’t kill her, who did?”

Larry shrugs. “Beats me. She didn’t think much of herself, Nina. Could’ve been any number of lowlifes she let in too close.”

And that’s the sad thing, isn’t it? That’s the thing you’re left with when all the perps are in jail and the women's bruises have faded. It’s a ringing silence, the bleak portrait, the banal repetitiveness of people who hate themselves inviting other people who hate themselves into their lives, just so they can prove they were right about their unworthiness, all along.

I stop by my gallery after work. My studio is out back, a shed with a space heater, a block of clay. I shouldn’t say I’m a failure. I don’t do pots and bowls and coffee mugs. I do heads of animals, hooves, glazed pelvises, human skulls, abstracted a bit, warped as clay allows for warp, fired delicately. Half my pieces used to blow up in the kiln, though now I have mastered that craft so that I lose far fewer. Still, the ones that survive I’ve managed to shape and hold and burn into a sacred creation. An alchemist’s art, ceramics, as is anything that requires burning to form—a mirror, then, to the journey of the human heart.

I do sell, now. I sell in part because, ironically, I’ve kept myself “exclusive” to Seco. I’ve done this because I need to work thirty hours a week at probation, both for the mortgage money and for the pension. In truth, I am also scared to completely quit. William’s death benefits, stashed in mutual funds, beckon like a new love interest. Try me, they whisper. You could go international. And then clunk, the Voice of Reason, that hyperparental annoyance—yeah, right. You’re hot one year, a bust the next. Besides, mija, you love the job too much. And it’s true, my best artwork comes often as stark release, as counterpoint, as refuge, from my intense human work. Too much art time and I feel like an introverted narcissist. Too much probation and I feel defeated by the human race, burnt out, in need of a spa retreat. Hohzo, as the Navajo say—balance. They’re right; it’s the key to everything.

I pat my latest antelope head—one of a series—and blow a speck of dust from the base. Antelope Head #3 is spoken for. I was sort of hoping to sell the whole series to some rich movie star, but no go. Still, I’ve sold two of the six in less than a month. Rumor has it our resident billionaire is interested in #4. The ex-secretary of defense, who has a ranch near here, took #3.

I am trying not to hold my nose. Think of it, Luis, my flamenco dancer friend says, as payback.

How so? I ask him.

Mujer, you paid his salary for four ghastly years. Now he pays some back.

I have to smile at this, at Luis. Worse, I feel a flush of heat. He is in Spain now, leading workshops for beautiful young dancers. He’ll be back in a month to begin choreographing the summer season in Santa Fe. The last time I saw him—and I’ve seen him exactly twice when he was not onstage—I caught the hungry look of a wolf on him, and I felt the brief touch of his hand as he flicked a stray hair out of my eye.

That split-second intimacy. A rekindling of a fire I thought died with William. Disturbingly, it seems to take on real flames with each e-mail he sends me. I snort at myself. I’m fifty-two. Really? I flip off the light and go home to my big silly dog and my thoughtful son with the packet of steaming tamales.




Chapter 2

Liza Monaghan’s funeral is a small, somber affair at a Catholic church in Bayfield, Colorado. It is Friday and has been almost a week since they found her body and still no leads. This is looking like a cold case, rapidly, which makes us all want to blame Ángel that much more. I go because Mama has asked me to, for her. She feels intense guilt for Liza’s death, as if the sporadic months she kept Ángel from ages seven through fifteen should have prevented his rage. She doesn’t listen to Larry Baca, who’s her second cousin by some convoluted reckoning only large families understand, nor does she believe in alibis. She certainly doesn’t believe in Ángel’s art, and her eyes widened when I told her about that.

“Santero,” she spat. “Lucifer’s artist, maybe. Nada de Dios.”

“Lucifer was close to God at one time,” I said, hiding a smile and slicing my eyes sideways toward her. I am trying to lighten her up.

She flapped her arms at me. “Not funny!” And she dissolved into a pool of tears.

“I’m sorry, Mama.” I put my arm around her. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to get you to see it’s not your fault.”

She blew her nose. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he couldn’t fly out of his body and come kill her. Devil boy. Brujo.” She spat again. Loretta spitting out Spanish for “witch” was something to see. Her short pear-body shook along with her head of dark curls.

Now, at the funeral, I’m relieved to see Ángel has stayed away. He’s got an arrogant idiocy to him, a blundering pride, that might compel him to make an appearance. No, he’s mourning elsewhere. Or at least I sincerely hope he is.

Liza’s parents are thin, pinched-looking white people. Her mother’s face has the red bloat of someone who cannot stop crying. Her eyes look as if bees got to them, and she wipes her nose frequently. Her father is more stoic, staring straight ahead, vacantly, at the altar behind the casket. I feel he’s gone, somewhat permanently, to some other locale, where he will function mechanically and without emotion until he himself dies. It’s plain to me his heart has not survived his daughter’s death.

I mill around a little aimlessly after the service, thinking I ought to do something Loretta would like me to do. In truth this would entail falling on my knees, dressed head to toe in black, wailing and asking for penance. Mama’s guilt at Ángel’s failures hits me like a wave, how deeply she would beg and beg Liza’s parents to forgive her. I shake my head. I have no business here.

It’s a four-hour drive back to Taos and getting on in the afternoon. I drove up to Colorado yesterday and treated myself to a spa night at the Pagosa Hot Springs. Rumor has it the owners use the business to launder drug money from South America, but when I’m soaking, postmassage, in 104-degree heat in a pool next to the San Juan River, I don’t really care. Now, the church hall echoes with murmured voices. I head to the coffee urn where a man with a goatee stares sorrowfully at Liza’s parents as they endure condolences.

“Poor kid,” he mutters.

“Yeah, she didn’t have it easy,” I say, overhearing him. He turns to look at me and I stick out my hand. “Nina Montgomery. I knew her in Taos.” Needless to say, I don’t tell him I am the PO for her shithead boyfriend.

He takes my hand. “Dave Schaefer. Principal at the high school here.”

“You knew her in high school?”

“Yeah. Her poor parents had no idea how to deal with her. They adopted her when she was five. Really messed up birth family.”

I blink. “Liza was adopted?”

“Yeah. Classic RAD kid.”

“Come again?”

“Reactive Attachment Disorder. Her birth parents were meth users, partiers. Lots of sex abuse … made Liza a perp too.”

I cringe. I hate hearing yet another story like this. “When she was a toddler?”

He shrugs, as if the world is a hopeless place. “Yeah. Who knows.”

“Crap,” I mutter.

“She might as well have had a ‘V’ for Victim on her forehead by the time she got to junior high. Kids used her all the time and she thought it was normal.”

“How so?”

He looks at me like, Lady, you don’t want to know, at which point I ever so slightly blow my cover. “I’m a probation officer, Mr. Schaefer. I’ve probably heard it all.”

“Your Liza’s PO?”

I shrug and let him think what he will.

“Well, then, she’d trade—er—blow jobs for pot and talk about it like it was the most normal thing in the world. We think at one point she was muling for dealers.”

“Crap,” I say again. “Here in Bayfield?” Which, as I drove into town, seemed unencumbered by ethnic diversity and was proud to boast about its football team on a sign next to the “Welcome to Bayfield” one.

Dave Schaefer chuckled. “Surely, you’re not that naïve, Ms. Montgomery. But you’re right that Bayfield doesn’t really want to look at stuff like that. Who does?”

“How’d her parents handle all that?”

He gazes at them again and shakes his head. “No tools, those two. They meant well, but they had no tools for handling it. I didn’t tell them half of what went on. Liza finally did a spell in a treatment center in Colorado Springs, but it made it worse, I think. She came back, dropped out, and ran soon after.”

I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Mr. Schaefer.” He strikes me as one of those True Principals, for whom losing even one kid in his charge is a personal pain.

“Was she muling in Taos?” he asks.

I lurch into my coffee. “What?”

“That’s the rumor here. Drug deal gone south.”

I’m staring at him. He looks baffled.

“You know, why she died.”

I shake out of it. “Sorry. Maybe, I mean, that’s an intriguing idea.”

He barely holds back a smile. “But that’s not what the good cops of Taos County are thinking.”

“Well—no. They don’t know what to think.”

He pours me more coffee and fishes out a business card. “None of us did either.” He swallows. “She was pretty and smart and filled with a thousand demons.”

Silence steals in while I take the coffee and his card.

“It sucks, doesn’t it?” I finally say.

And we part on that note, as the sun goes low and beams long shadows, and the March snow lurking on the north sides of so many ponderosas seems to seep its coldness up into my boots. Back to Taos, I think, where the juniper pollen will sear my eyes and the snow, such as it is, stays high on the peaks to the east.

On Saturday I go visit my friend Margot, who lives in an Earthship on the sage plain west of town. Margot dresses the same way she did in college—Birkenstocks, batik tops, flowing skirts from India. It has always irked Margot that our generation missed the sixties. We became friends in part because our first presidential election involved Ronald Reagan actually winning, and people in our dorm—eighteen years old, for chrissake—voting for him. She, like me, lived off the fumes leftover from Kent State, the SDS, radical feminism. We thought we were progressive, only to find frat boys ascendant. I haven’t really gotten over this.

Margot owns a gallery on the plaza and does okay by it. This is what truly cemented our friendship, as late adolescent idealism can carry you only so far. She curls her nose at my probationary tendencies, and I bite my lip when I find myself wishing she’d ditch the Birkenstocks for good, with their ugly footbeds, even uglier leather straps, and Germanic failure for anyone to wear sandals with any grace. It’s an in-joke throughout the Southwest that you can spot a German tourist a mile away by the pairing of ghastly summer sandals with even ghastlier black or argyle socks. The Germans come in droves, too, because they were all weaned on Karl May—their equivalent of Louis L’Amour—and have nothing like a red sandstone cliff in their country. Paired with wool socks in winter, Margot’s Birkenstocks reach their apotheosis, and my aesthetic sensibilities wince each time.

Yet Margot loves art. She isn’t an artist per se—her creation is her home and the gallery—but we shared classes in art theory and history back in college. I love making art but hate the marketing; she is most creative at the latter. Margot, born a fortunate daughter of a Dutch shipping magnate and an heiress to a snack company pile, foundered in depression until she figured out a way to take the family genes and subvert them into the brilliant selling of artists she loved. She also used her trust fund to start a nonprofit in town, for environmental stewardship and alternative energy development. What a great way to flip the bird to the old man, I said to her once, and she just laughed. “The old man, as you put it, has more resources than God at his fingertips and makes sure all his lobbyists are cozy in bed with the right senators. I am but a pimple on his arse.”

“But he loves you, O Pimple.”

She sighed, squatting in front of a tomato plant and plucking off ripe fruit. “I know. He’d just be happy if I got married.”

The Pimple comment was ten years ago. Margot did not get married; instead she built an Earthship. The more elaborate of these structures look like Barcelona’s Gaudi and a hobbit had architectural matings using old tires, bottles, and mud. For Margot, this betrothal has kept her occupied ever since, though now as she’s down to daily maintenance and small improvements, she’s been suspiciously lively about “community meetings” and a guy named “Richard.” I don’t ask anymore. She’ll tell me if it gets important. I’m visiting today just to say hi, and because she wants to do a ceramic show with some of my stuff in it.

“I fired some raku horses this morning. And I have some new mountain sheep,” I tell her.

“I like the raku, that red quality. The horses aren’t too RC Gorman, are they?”

“I don’t think so.” I blink. Are they too cowboy? Too Romantic Western schlock? You have to be careful with horse art. I pour more tea from the pot she’s made and help myself to a ginger snap. I’d felt so in love with my horses this morning, but a lot of times I have learned that this can be a red flag, a signal for Not-Ready-For-Prime-Time art.

“You’re unsure about the horses.”

I make a face. Margot can read me very well. “Come look at them when you’re in town next,” I say. “I think I’ve got what I want. But you are right—horses can be … cliché.”

She nods. “Every week I have some Western art yahoo in my gallery, wanting me to hang paintings of cowboys on horses, backlit by a dying sun, the dust poofing at their feet.” She sighs, waving a long, ringed hand as if shooing away flies. “I tell them, look around. Do I look like a cowboy gallery to you?”

I laugh. “Yeah. But I have oodles of gray squirrels, jackrabbits, and cottontails I sell for twenty bucks a piece. They fly
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