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Prologue

 


 


The owl winged noiselessly across the moon’s
path and settled on a pine bough above his head. He didn’t look up.
He knew the owl was there and knew its meaning. Death. His sweat
evaporated in the dry, high-altitude crispness of the New Mexico
night. Atop the mesa, a fire kept him from chilling. He stared at
the bright flames and didn’t try to keep his mind from straying to
what was wrong.

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.
He couldn’t sleep and, like tonight, would take long walks calling
upon the spirits to give him guidance. But they had deserted him.
No longer did he feel their presence, their support. Yet, the
answer was clear. He knew what he had to do. Much rested on his
shoulders—responsibility, duty—but weren’t they the same? Wasn’t
the future of the Tewa village in his hands? Someone who could
assure all of a better life?

He put another cedar log on the fire; the
orange warmth made his skin glow bronze. Then he untied the laces
of his new Adidas, and pushed off first one shoe and then the other
and rubbed his aching arches. Stripped to the waist, he wore
designer jeans pleated below his black leather belt studded with
buffalo nickels. But tonight he couldn’t take pleasure in his
clothes.

He sat back against a granite outcropping
and let the fire warm the soles of his feet. He was beat. From his
vantage point, he looked out over the Indian Pueblo. Wisps of wood
smoke stood straight up in barely waving columns above the roofs.
On this windless night, they acted as sentinels guarding each
dwelling—the adobe houses huddled in an extended web of families
and values, dating back hundreds of years. He felt a surge of
pride. These were his people. His to lead. His to protect. His to
make rich.

He could make out the plaza ringed by houses
flanked on the right by the Squash kiva and at the opposite end by
the Turquoise kiva. The underground ceremonial chambers were privy
to the secrets of centuries. Shadowy dancers floated over the
hard-packed clay, putting one foot and then the other down in
half-steps to a drum beat. The long line of imaginary men and women
shook pine boughs and turned in rhythm to the chanting of a circle
of old men.

He would soon dance in celebration of
summer. He couldn’t remember ever missing a feast day. But he felt
empty. He took little pleasure in performing the rituals of his
ancestors.

Barking dogs brought his attention back to
the houses below. Lights blinked on to his right. A group of young
men had organized a hunt. A black bear had been seen in the
foothills foraging for berries along the river, a male cub old
enough to be abandoned by its mother. A black bear was powerful
medicine. Would the taking of a yearling cub bring prosperity? Was
this the sign he needed?

Someone hurried along the road leading to
the Mission Church. As he watched, the door to the rectory was
thrown open, and he could just make out the long robes of Father
Emerson before both figures were lost in the shadows of the path
that led back to the center of the village. Attending those in
need—a worthy profession—just not something he could do.

He couldn’t check an involuntary shudder. He
had to take action. Why hadn’t he called? Told them for sure that
he’d do it? He had been summoned to Santa Fe. Tomorrow he would
meet with the investors. He had been dreading their accusations.
They would think he was weak. But he wasn’t.

A breeze suddenly tickled his nose. He
sneezed. Startled, the owl rose mime-like and climbed high in the
moon-bright sky. He watched death soar above him, blackly outlined,
until the bird disappeared into the inky ceiling.

He felt a flutter of relief. It was the
sign—death’s visiting him this evening. He must act. He knew that
now. No one could interfere with the way things were supposed to
happen. Tomorrow, he would accept the packet of tainted
seeds—lethal, untraceable, meant to kill the one man who stood in
the way of progress. He pulled on the now-warm running shoes.
Leaving the laces loose, he stood and jubilantly breathed in the
cool night air.

He felt light-headed, calmed, but strangely
excited. He would walk home along the river and take pleasure in
how the giant cottonwoods shimmered silver above the water. The
song of the rapids breaking gently over low rocks would keep him
company. He bent down and scooped handfuls of dirt to smother the
fire.









 


 


ONE

 


 


The morning was hot. Parched weeds grew on
the roofs of the pueblo houses. Lorenzo Loretto awakened at dawn to
feel the stifling closeness of a day promising rain. He got up from
his bed, a mattress on a sheet of plywood supported at the four
corners by chunks of firewood. He would bathe in the river, but
first, he had to pee.

He pulled the three pound coffee can from
under the bed and watched as his stream of urine sometimes hit and
sometimes missed the can. He would empty it in the alleyway behind
the house and wait for his granddaughter to yell at him to rinse
the can. She was up baking bread in the great horno in the
courtyard to the side of the house. Already she was removing big
crusty round loaves from the blackened opening of the adobe oven,
each loaf secure in the center of a long wooden paddle squared at
the end. From the covered basket beside her, she lifted a mound of
dough. Patting it with her hands, she shaped it into a ball and
placed it in the center of the paddle. Then, she thrust the paddle
back into the oven, gently sliding the dough off to rest on a shelf
to bake. The aroma of fresh bread filled the air.

Behind the house, the clothesline sagged
with flapping shirts, and jeans, and underwear. Washday. If he
didn’t hurry, she’d come get the clothes he was wearing. Lorenzo
put the coffee can down by the corner of the house. Luckily, he had
his cane with him so he could continue down the narrow path between
the houses and out of sight of his granddaughter.

Two thousand people lived in his village
with one thousand trucks or cars. He waved his cane in the air as
Marcus Toledo roared past in a new Jeep Cherokee. He hated
automobiles. Always had. He never rode in one unless he needed to
go a long distance. Lorenzo continued down the road by the pueblo
church shaking his cane at Sally Fragua’s dogs, who threatened to
follow him.

He thought of himself as the eyes of his
village. At ninety-six, he kept watch over the births and deaths.
At least, he thought he was ninety-six. He tried to verify his age
for the clinic records last spring, but the mice ate the only paper
that proved when he was born. Not that he could read English. He
couldn’t. But the paper had been issued by the tribe to his mother
in 1952. When she died, he put the paper and the Bible from his
first communion in a hole in the adobe wall behind his bed. Last
winter had been cold and mice moved into the single adobe room
attached to his granddaughter’s house. They nested in the cardboard
box of underwear under his bed and in the box of kindling, and in
the hidey hole. His granddaughter hated mice. She chased them
around the room when she came to clean, screaming that he’d die in
such filth. He only sat in his rocker and looked straight ahead not
hearing.

Tito Tsosie, the rowdy rival from his youth
and dead some fifty years, came up from the underworld slithering
across the doorstep, his unmistakable beady eyes and wedge-shaped
nose fastened to the body of a bull snake. Tito stayed with him
until every mouse was gone. Eaten. At night he slept in the
kindling box by the fire. Then, he left. Was Tito making amends?
Lorenzo thought so. He liked Tito better in death than in life.

Lorenzo was less afraid of those from the
dark side as he got closer to leaving this earth. Many of his
friends from the other world visited him daily now. They walked
with him by the river or sat with him in the darkened sanctuary of
the Mission chapel. He talked with them, but speech was difficult.
He heard little around him but his eyes were like the hawk’s. He
looked everywhere and saw everything.

The rectangular pueblo church loomed in the
distance. Its smooth tan adobe sides stretched upwards two stories
with twin bell towers perched on the front corners above double
hand-carved, fist-thick doors. The bells, now seldom used, were
gifts from the Spaniards, cast bronze bigger than wastebaskets and
securely tethered to a crossbar embedded in the adobe bricks. The
church had been restored twice, the first time over two hundred
years ago. His mother had been married there; Lorenzo had been
baptized there.

He stood for a moment at the churchyard
cemetery. In the old days, the dead were buried in the yard in
front of the village church or for someone important—maybe a
priest—under the wooden plank flooring of the sanctuary itself.
This old cemetery was full; there were no spaces left. The elders
had consecrated a new burial ground outside the village some years
back.

But as Lorenzo watched, a man with a shovel
and a man with a posthole digger leaned on their equipment while a
third man unloaded the pointed slats of wood from his truck that
would extend the picket boundary. They were enlarging the
churchyard.

The tribe’s fiscal officer, as the
member of the Governor’s Council in charge of village maintenance,
ordered the quarter-acre enclosure around the graves to be
expanded, the fence straightened, painted, made inviting to the
hundreds of tourists who visited each summer. Teens policed the
grounds for pop cans and candy wrappers and pulled upright the
fallen grave markers. The sparse grass that sprouted hit-and-miss
across the mounds was clipped close to the ground.

The new fence hugged the road and angled to
the left. This created a dozen new burial spaces. Didn’t the man
know that he was begging death to visit the village by expanding
the old cemetery, making room for more places of rest? Lorenzo
watched as the men pounded the stakes in a straight line each
leading farther to the north along the irrigation ditch. Lorenzo
couldn’t believe such foolishness. He knew that many didn’t believe
the way he did, but they would see. Death would come and he would
fill his house before the dying stopped. It would be a time of
anguish for Lorenzo’s people. He sighed. There was no way to undo
what had been set in motion.



 


 


TWO

 


 


The first death occurred on Monday, the
second on Tuesday. Both would have gone unnoticed except for the
fact that they kept Twila Runningfox, physician’s assistant at the
Tewa Pueblo, from attending an Indian Health Service meeting on
Wednesday. As Twila reported, there was nothing out of the ordinary
about the deaths of a sixty-three year old man and a seventy-one
year old woman from flu symptoms—especially since both had a
history of upper-respiratory problems and Dr. Sanford Black,
clinical director of the Albuquerque service unit, was the first to
agree.

In fact, Sandy barely acknowledged Twila’s
excuse, thanked her for calling but dismissed her rather quickly.
She was competent. There was no reason to dwell on routine deaths.
He had a decision to make on adding a student intern and was
already running behind schedule. He shuffled and reshuffled the
applications and shifted his concentration from lower back pain to
the stack of paperwork in front of him. Too much sitting in one
position leaning over a desk—this was the part he least liked about
his job—the bouts of forced inactivity.

He stared at the applications of five
would-be interns. They were even beginning to sound alike—all well
qualified, good undergraduate, strong masters studies in
psychology, counseling, social work. So, what was he looking for?
What did IHS need the most?

The counseling position in the Tewa Pueblo
probably took priority. It might be wise to choose someone from
that community. But Benson Pecos didn’t exactly fit into that
category. He hadn’t spent much time there and he wasn’t claiming
Indian preference, either. He had a B.S. in biology and an M.A. in
psychology.

Sandy sighed and leaned back in his chair.
Sunlight pushed through the tangle of grape ivy above his desk and
zapped him in the right eye. He twisted his chair a half turn to
the left. This wasn’t getting him anywhere. He should ask his
secretary. Gloria was from Tewa. He grabbed Ben’s application and
walked across the hall.

“Gloria, what do you know about a Ben
Pecos?”

“He’s really good looking.”

“I was thinking of something a little more
academic.”

“Well, his mother was a famous Tewa artist
and his father was Anglo, someone she met at school. When his
mother died, a couple from Utah adopted him. He was five. He hasn’t
spent too much time in the Pueblo, mostly just summers with his
grandmother.”

“Is he well liked?”

“I like him.”

“Gloria, if I consider him for the
internship, I need a little broader application.” He watched Gloria
shrug. When she didn’t seem to want to add anything else, he
continued. “I like what I see on paper. If you can, check a couple
of his references this afternoon. I think I’ll invite him to the
meeting in Tewa tomorrow morning. Maybe I’ll give this kid a
try.”

“You won’t be sorry,” Gloria said.

“How do you know?”

“I know.” Gloria turned back to the word
processor in front of her.

 


+ + +

 


Ben’s grandmother didn’t have a phone, not
many of the Tewa village elders did. One of the kids who hung out
at the civic center down by the highway brought the message late in
the afternoon, an invitation from Dr. Black to attend a meeting at
the Tewa Pueblo clinic in the morning.

It must mean that they were interested in
him—he just wished that he could return the enthusiasm. He’d
applied, hadn’t he? Then he’d had about a thousand second thoughts.
But he called back and accepted, confirmed that he would be there
and thanked Dr. Black for his consideration.

But now, this morning, Ben wasn’t feeling
any more certain. He wiped a spot of toothpaste off the mirror. He
still had an hour before the meeting. He inspected his face. Ben
Pecos, the anomaly. That wasn’t original. Someone had called him
that. His second year psychology professor at Stanford. A German
woman who tried to make him fit some kind of mold for Native
Americanism. She had a knack for making it sound like a national
movement, something one aspired to, wasn’t born into without a
choice.

“No tepees? No feathers on the head?” She’d
roll over in bed and, propped on an elbow, run a finger over his
prominent cheekbones.

“I’m a Pueblo Indian. Mud houses. Farming.
The Spanish Conquistadors brought us the Catholic religion.”

“Not even the horses to ride like the wind?
Arrows? Spears to run through the enemy?” She would tease but sound
vaguely disappointed with his answer. Usually his hormones would
end any further conversation. Her curiosity was real, her
understanding limited. He always thought he’d see her get off a
tourist bus in the pueblo someday ‘oohing and ahhing’ about
primitivism—pointing to the adobe ovens beside the squat houses,
watching a dance, buying some trinkets marked ‘Hand-made by
Indians’—and then go back to California thinking she’d had a real
experience.

Cynicism. Could you become a cynic at
twenty-six? Probably. And if he was lucky it would edge out any
idealism he might have. While there was still a chance, he should
chuck the idea of returning to his place of birth, of helping a
people who only half-heartedly claimed him, still looked at him
with suspicion because he didn’t know their language or ceremonies
... and, do what?

His grandmother wasn’t surprised when he
told her he might come back. She nodded and said that his mother
followed the Navajo tradition and buried his umbilical cord between
the river and the mesa. He would always call this place home. He
couldn’t help it

He showered. The water was tepid and the
white spots of alkaline on the shower curtain had fused to form a
powdery hem. He wrapped a towel around his waist and walked to the
kitchen. His grandmother had gone into Albuquerque with his aunt.
The city was some hour’s drive away but offered the closest decent
shopping. He opened a window and felt a breeze skip across his
face. Already hot and dry. He closed the window.

He unwrapped the plate of fry bread beside
the plastic bear of honey, then wrapped it again. It was one less
thing to feel guilty about.

He wasn’t used to a lot of starch and fat
calories and the grease-soaked pastries would sit like a lump in
his stomach. He walked back to his bedroom to dress. He was doing
everything but let himself think. If he was offered an internship,
would he accept? His counselor called it “the perfect opportunity,
a chance to make up your mind about working with your people.” He’d
see. He hadn’t received the offer yet.

+ + +

 


 


The room was crowded with twenty-odd
healthcare workers. Some he knew; others were probably from
surrounding pueblos or Albuquerque. Dr. Black motioned for him to
join them and pointed at a table holding three open boxes of
doughnuts. Ben declined and took a chair by the window.

“I think we’re all here. Twila won’t be with
us this morning.” Dr. Black was looking at his notes.

“Could we discuss the lunch program for
Headstart?” a plump woman in the front row asked.

A man two rows back stood and turned toward
the group, then waited until he had everyone’s attention before he
spoke. “Doc, I shouldn’t need to remind you how important it is to
discuss the allocation of federal monies for a new alcohol program.
The governor of the pueblo has personally asked me to report to him
what is being planned.” Johnson Yepa, the lieutenant governor of
the pueblo—Ben remembered the short, stocky man from his youth.
What a blow-hard. There’s one in every group, he thought, and sat
back to see how Dr. Black would handle the situation.

“Johnson, I want to hear the reports of my
clinic personnel, first. We’ll tackle how we want to spend the
grant in small group discussions later.”

Great. Johnson wasn’t going to get away with
anything. Dr. Black was staying in control. A good leader. Ben
watched Johnson, who seemed to be studying something on the
floor.

“I don’t want to tell you your business,
Doc, but something as big as alcohol, as meaningful to this pueblo,
should be getting your full attention.” Johnson’s voice rose to a
sonorous pitch. He paused for emphasis, then with a sweeping
gesture included the group. “There isn’t a family in this room who
shouldn’t be concerned about this killer. Some of our leading
citizens and artists have died because of the bottle.”

Johnson looked around. Ben suddenly had the
sinking feeling that he was going to be singled out.

“Some in this group have suffered grave
personal loss.” Johnson meaningfully dropped his voice and almost
indiscernibly pointed his chin toward Ben. There was shuffling of
feet and some in the group uncomfortably shifted in their chairs
and looked at the floor. Everyone knew that Ben’s mother had died
of alcoholism.

This was a surprise. Ben hadn’t expected his
interpersonal communication skills to be tested so quickly, but he
had to do something, defuse the situation.

“Dr. Black, I’d like to volunteer to lead a
small group. I’ve just finished doing work with teens who drink and
have some ideas to share. Mr. Yepa, I’d welcome your input. It’s
good to see our community leaders supporting alcohol programs.” Ben
thought Johnson looked surprised, maybe deflated, but he nodded his
acceptance.

“Great. We can benefit from a new
perspective.” Dr. Black beamed his approval. “Let’s move on to
training for the paramedics. Earnest? Do you have an update?”

Ben listened to the reports. These were
dedicated people who enjoyed what they were doing, who felt what
they did was making a difference. Somewhere between the discussion
to add more vegetables and decrease the pasta in the preschool
lunch menu and the vote to expand the capacity of the on-site
computer, Ben made a decision.

“I appreciated the way you derailed Johnson
but kept the focus on the topic.” Dr. Black stood beside him as the
others left the room after the meeting. “How ’bout joining us? I’d
like you to take the internship.”

“Thanks,” Ben said, “I’d like to give it a
try.”

“Meet me at my office—nine tomorrow. And,
one other thing, call me Sandy.”

 


+ + +

 


It had started out to be a bad day and had
the feel of a bad rest of the week. Sandy walked into his office at
six thirty a.m.—extra time to tackle the ever-present
paperwork—when he got a call from Twila. It was the end of her
shift at the clinic; she should have been on her way home. He felt
that little twinge of sixth sense; something wasn’t right. “Two
more elderly people died last night. The fourth death since
Monday.”

Sandy sat forward. Four deaths in four
days—that was a flag for an infectious disease specialist.

“Give me the symptoms again.”

“Simple flu—dry coughs, aching joints, low
grade fever, fatigue. One had pink eye. Then it progresses to a
kind of pneumonia.”

“Ages?”

“Sixty-three to seventy-four.”

“Incubation time?” Sandy heard Twila take a
deep breath.

“It’s got to be less than twenty-four hours.
But, that seems impossible.”

“Send me their medical records—at least,
your notes from when you examined them.”

Sandy waited by the fax sipping his second
cup of machine-coffee, white. He placed the papers in four neat
stacks across the conference table in the nurses’ lounge and sat
down to consider the variables. A summer virus outside the spectrum
of flu shots? Maybe. Could all four have had a history of upper
respiratory? A quick check ruled that out, only the first two.

Plague was always a worry, but there hadn’t
been any cases reported so far this year. Then he separated the
last sheet from each pile, the certificate of death, and stared at
the four identical causes—fluid on the lungs—suffocation.

Finding answers wouldn’t be easy. The pueblo
people probably attributed these deaths to witchcraft. He needed to
sit down with the governor, apply pressure if necessary, to be able
to do whatever was needed, including autopsy if there was another
death. Maybe it would be a good idea to get Ben Pecos involved. He
could help interview the families. Yes. He’d get Ben started right
away.

 


+ + +

 


The Albuquerque Indian Hospital looked out
of place, an afterthought set back as it was, off of Lomas Blvd.,
just east of University Avenue. But it had been there first, built
in the thirties, a lone tuberculosis sanitarium nestled among
seedling pines that then marked the outskirts of town. Any crowding
now was the fault of something else—the University of New Mexico
Medical Center. The health care conglomerate next door continued to
spread upward and outward and finally dwarfed the four story
building. People even forgot that IHS was still there.

“On Lomas? An Indian hospital? I don’t
remember one.” Ben had stopped twice for directions.

He parked his uncle’s blue Dakota under a
towering evergreen and hoped that any dots of pitch would come off
in the carwash. He was humming as he took the hospital steps two at
a time. Once the decision had been made, it felt right, this
internship; he even admitted that he was looking forward to it. His
grandmother was pleased. He wasn’t sure that she didn’t take
responsibility for it—probably paid a medicine man to cast a
spell.

He got directions from the receptionist and
stopped at Gloria’s office.

“I’m glad you’re with us. Dr. Black will see
you now.”

Ben thanked her and walked across the hall.
Sandy was glued to a computer monitor. Ben cleared his throat.

“Ben. Come in.” Sandy shot up to remove an
open book from the chair beside him. “How about a change of
assignment? It’ll put that alcohol counseling job on the back
burner for awhile, but I’d like your help on this.” Sandy filled
him in on Twila’s news.

It crossed Ben’s mind to mention the
cemetery and the newly provided burial spaces. Half the village,
mostly the old people including his grandmother, blamed the
fiscal officer. He didn’t, but at least his grandmother
would be pleased that he was aware of Indian thinking.

“Interview each of the families. Note
anything unusual but also get the mundane stuff, what they did
prior to death, what they ate. As you know, we’re always concerned
about plague in those areas. Make sure you don’t get in the way of
any customs, but I guess I don’t have to tell you that.”

“My grandmother keeps me straight.” Ben
smiled ruefully not wanting to admit how little he did know. The
meeting was short. He felt Sandy was preoccupied with the illness
thing. So he did a few errands in town and headed back to the
reservation.

He parked the truck by the side of the house
and watched a dust devil skip along the side of the irrigation
ditch. It started slowly, gathered speed, sucked up bits of sand
into its cone, then circled once or twice more, before it flattened
and died silently in the weeds.

Within the fourth day of a death, wind was
suspect. His grandmother believed that the wind was the soul of the
departed trying to regain entry into this world. Sal Toledo had
died Monday night. Had he just seen some part of Sal whirling
drunkenly only to commit hara-kiri in an outcropping of buffalo
grass? He didn’t think so.

He got out of the truck. Was there any hope
for him? His lack of training in Indian ways was a source of
anguish for his grandmother. She fretted that he wouldn’t be
careful.

“If the soul becomes lonely, it will return
to take someone with it.” Four of her friends had died. He knew his
grandmother believed that Sal had returned for company—taking his
three friends to the other side with him. She warned his daughters
and nieces to watch their children. Children could not be left in a
room by themselves during this time and the houses of the dead had
to be occupied by at least two people so that the souls did not
reclaim their old homes. So much to remember.

His grandmother sat at the kitchen table
snapping the ends off of plump green beans. Ben pulled up a chair
and offered to help.

“Sal visited me last night.”

Ben didn’t say anything. Sometimes she saw
her dead friends in her dreams.

“He said nothing but I know what he wants.
He beckoned me to follow.”

Ben shivered. Was this because she was old?
Seventy-eight her last birthday. Did she see her own death? He
didn’t want to think that his time with her might be running out.
He pulled a handful of beans out of the colander and waited, but
she didn’t say any more.

Sal Toledo’s “releasing” ritual would be
performed this evening, the fourth night after his death. Sal was
the husband of his grandmother’s younger sister, and Ben had
promised to take his grandmother to the ceremony. The house was
filled with smells of his grandmother’s cooking. The ritual
involved all the relatives of the person, and for someone like Sal,
there were generations to be fed.

 


+ + +

 


The evening turned cool once the sun slipped
behind the mesas.

Ben helped his grandmother open the windows
of her house so that the adobe would gather the coolness and store
it within the two foot thick walls well into the next day. When
they were ready to go, she walked in front letting him carry the
basket of food and bring up the rear with his uncles, aunts, and
nieces. It would be easy to lose patience with his grandmother. She
refused to use even a cane to help her navigate the washboard
surface of the pueblo roads.

Sal’s house, a flat-roofed, boxy adobe
connected on the north to his daughter’s house and on the west to
his brother’s house, was filled with people. All of the furniture
had been removed from the front room, a combination living
room/dining room, and food was placed in a row down the center of
the floor. Paste wax and elbow grease made the linoleum shine but
didn’t cover up the tiny bumps in the surface. Originally, the dirt
floor had been prepared with a mixture of goat’s blood and ashes
spread evenly into all corners, but eventually the small rocks had
worked their way through the dried paste. Three pieces of linoleum
covered the two rooms, their mismatched geometric patterns faded
and cracked at the edges.

Ben watched as Sal’s brother sat on the
floor at one end of the food.

A new cooking pot was placed in front of
him.

Carefully, with his left hand, he scooped
small portions of each kind of food that had been brought and put
it into the pot, then lit a cigarette made of native tobacco. He
inhaled and exhaled directly over the pot and when he was finished,
dropped the glowing butt into the food.

Pushing himself to his feet, he took a
short-handled broom and made sweeping motions over the heads of
each person in the room, standing tiptoe to clear Ben’s hair.
Walking to the fireplace, he pulled out a cold lump of charcoal and
placed it under his tongue.

After wrapping himself in a blanket, he
stooped and picked up the cooking pot, put it under his left arm
and walked to the door. Sal’s wife and older relatives began to
wrap themselves in blankets. They would follow the offering to a
shrine outside the village. His grandmother tugged on his arm. She
expected Ben to accompany her.

The night was still and moonless. Ben could
hear frogs gallantly attracting mates along the river. The shrouded
row of mourners walked single-file past the church and on toward
the fields. He and his grandmother brought up the rear. Just before
they reached the shrine, Sal’s brother purposely dropped the pot.
It exploded scattering food in a large circle. Sal’s brother next
drew four lines in the earth and spit out a bit of charcoal. Each
follower also drew four lines. After a sharp look from his
grandmother, Ben squatted and did the same, the hard sandy soil
resisting his efforts.

The procession turned to go back to the
house and stopped a third of the way and repeated the drawing of
four lines. Sal’s brother again spat out a bit of charcoal. This
was done two more times before the procedure was repeated in front
of the door and under each window of Sal’s house. At this point the
brother turned to the group and offered the following prayer:

 


We have separated ourselves by smoke

We have painted the world between us
gray

We face each other from the sides of steep
arroyos

Do not, we beseech you, look upon us with
longing, but release us

Let us go so that we may prosper and you,
likewise, may be free

And this, our life, will be contented.

 


After this final release of the soul, the
members of the procession washed their hands in a bowl of water set
out for them by the door. The wish of, “May you have life,” was met
with, “Let it be so,” as each person reentered the house. Sal’s
brother picked up the hand-broom, poked it into the fireplace and
dusted each person with ashes and then blew ashes into the four
corners of the room. With a “Now, you can eat,” everyone filled his
plate.

On the way home, his grandmother quizzed him
about what he knew of the ceremony they had just celebrated,
correcting him—which seemed often—when he got something wrong.
Instead of going directly home, she asked him to walk with her by
an abandoned house at the edge of the village. He remembered the
house and a little of its story, enough to recall that as a child
he knew better than to play near it.

She told him again how that family hadn’t
had a releasing rite after the death of their daughter. How at
night they began to hear whispering and felt someone walk through
the house. At last, at wit’s end, they fled, abandoning their home.
No one had been able to live in it since—not even today, some
twenty years later.

They stood quietly, then his grandmother
reached out and took his hand. “I worry that your time on this
earth has been troubled. I worry that you have lost the way of your
people. Your mother would be proud of you, but she would not want
you to put aside your heritage. If I had been strong, they would
not have taken you from me.”

Ben didn’t know what words would comfort his
grandmother so he simply said, “I’m home now.” He thought she
nodded.

The chirp of crickets and the distant yip of
coyotes filled in the silence. At last, his grandmother turned to
go. She allowed him to hold her elbow when it became difficult to
walk over the ruts. A minor victory. Tomorrow he would interview
Sal’s family and start a data bank of information, hoping to find
something the four flu victims had in common.

 


+ + +

 


Julie might be fresh out of school with a
Masters in journalism from the University of New Mexico, but she
was good, the best investigative reporter in her class. Granted,
her time in the field was limited but she trusted her instincts,
and they were seldom wrong. So when all her feelers screamed that
something was up, it was.

The Albuquerque TV station newsroom buzzed
with activity, faxes, phone calls—Santa Fe had called twice that
morning. First, the Tourist Bureau, then the Office of Economic
Affairs, both with veiled warnings about not broadcasting something
inflammatory—adopting a wait and see approach. They didn’t have to
worry. Her boss wanted to do just that—keep this one out of the
news until they were certain. He was not a reactionary. That might
explain why his station had the top ratings—consistently the top
for almost ten years. That was an honor you earned, Julie knew.

“There’s a meeting in my office in five
minutes.” It was the boss himself who walked down the narrow aisle
between the twenty-odd cubicles summoning his crew.

“You think this has something to do with the
mystery flu?” Julie fell into step behind a fellow reporter.

“What’s your best guess?”

They both found seats in the back of Bob
Crenshaw’s spacious office and watched as the room filled.

“Do you ever wonder about the dress code
around here? What’s good for the gander isn’t acceptable for the
geese.”

The reporter beside her had been hired when
Julie had, and both of them were in tailored suits and heels, while
the boss wore a Harley-Davidson t-shirt and Levi’s.

“He’s making a statement,” Julie
offered.

“Honey, at his age that statement should
have been made long before this.”

The woman seemed truly irked. Eccentricity
never bothered Julie, and Bob was probably somewhere in his
fifties. Couldn’t he be an old hippie? Some leftover from
Woodstock? It was a little before her time. She might feel old but
twenty-four years was awfully young sometimes. Besides, Bob liked
to get his hands dirty, work the technical side, move a camera
around once in a while. Everyone respected him for that and he
wasn’t going to dress in a suit to do it.

As she watched, he slipped a jacket on over
the black short-sleeved t-shirt and covered the motorcycle
company’s emblem. Grapevine had it that Hogs were his passion.
There was no wife, no family, just inherited family money—lots of
it and a really awesome road bike. Julie guessed he could do what
he wanted.

Julie looked around as Bob called roll—two
program directors, three editors, a couple technical folks,
reporters, including herself—a well represented meeting.

“Okay. Let’s get started. I don’t know where
to begin, but here’s what I know so far. Public health officials in
Santa Fe have been notified of the fourth death in five days in the
Tewa Pueblo.” He paused and watched the reaction of his audience.
“No one wants to call it an epidemic, not in a state that depends
upon tourism for its livelihood. It seems localized and already
under control, but I want to get a reporter on it right away. Julie
Conlin?” He paused, looked her way and made eye contact. “I want
you to take this one. After the meeting, let’s talk for a few
minutes. I have a suggestion as to where to start.”

Julie was elated and shocked. Why her? This
smacked of senior level stuff. What a coup. She certainly wasn’t
going to turn it down. Two of the editors gave her a thumbs up sign
and the reporter next to her squeezed her arm.

Bob finished with information on the
upcoming Rocky Mountain Broadcasting awards. Channel Nine had been
nominated in eight categories. There was a lot of cheering and
hugging and jumping up and down. After some questions about the
competition, the room cleared quickly.

“Let’s sit over here.” Bob motioned to the
conference table in the corner as he punched the intercom. “Hold my
calls.” He picked up a couple phone slips and then joined
Julie.

“It’s probably time we had a little
heart-to-heart. How long have you been here? Three, four
months?”

“Two and a half,” Julie said.

“I really don’t think this Tewa death thing
is something to worry about. All the deaths have been people over
sixty. But I’d like you to do a little snooping. If there is a
problem—some outbreak of plague—I want us to be on top of it.” He
stared at her and lightly drummed his fingers on the table. She sat
forward.

“Start with the Indian hospital. Find out
what they know and how they’re going to proceed on this. Just a
minute, I have the name of the contact over there.” Bob looked at
the phone slips on the table. “Here it is. Dr. Sanford Black. He’s
the honcho. Don’t be afraid of a little aggressive journalism.” He
paused while she copied the number. “The state tourism department
is interested. They’d like to put a lid on it, of course. There’s
no use upsetting the public. In fact, they’re hoping to delay
letting the papers get it—not a cover-up, just a delay,” Bob
hastened to add.

“I understand. No problem,” she said.

“And, kiddo, run whatever you get by me.
Don’t want the boys in Santa Fe upset any more than they are, and
maybe I can grease some wheels, if we need it.” He leaned over and
gave her a fatherly pat on the arm. “This could be your chance to
carve out a niche for yourself. Anchor spots are never cast in
iron.”

She was surprised, but she didn’t let on.
Anchor spot? It was every junior reporter’s dream. But this was so
sudden. She didn’t kid herself. She’d been here two months and had
completed a half dozen nondescript stories—not bad ones, just good
everyday news—but not the kind that got you noticed. He let his
hand linger a minute before removing it, and Julie willed herself
not to squirm away. So this was the reason. She hated this barely
veiled sexual approach. Was an anchor spot just the dangling of
bait? I’ll do something for you, sweetheart, and you do something
for me.

She smiled sweetly—not a come-on—she’d treat
his interest as some paternal blessing then knock his socks off
with her talent. And that might not be too far from the truth. She
knew she could do this story. It was a dream come true. So she got
a chance at it because of her looks. So what? A pair of legs and
halfway decent boobs should be worth something.

 


+ + +

 


“Doings,” Gloria said. She stood in the
doorway to Sandy’s office.

“Doings? Today?”

Sandy groaned inwardly about lost time and
having to retrieve his own files. Indian ceremonies demanded
attendance and were unpredictable. They happened with some
regularity but little warning.

“I’ll be leaving at noon. Anything I should
know about?”

“Some woman from Channel Nine News
called. She wants information about the deaths in the pueblo.”

“What did you tell her?” Sandy could never
be certain how Gloria would handle something. Her idea of taking
charge could be different than his.

“I told her to stop by this morning. You had
that cancellation with the UNM people. She’ll be here at ten.”

Damn. He’d be rich if he had a nickel for
every time he’d asked her to check with him first before making
appointments.

“Did you get a name?”

“Julie Conlin. She sounded pretty.”

“Sounded pretty?”

“You know, sort of young and bouncy.”

“Are you trying to tempt a married man?”

“No.”

Sandy wondered at the literal level of
Gloria’s functioning. He took off his reading glasses and pinched
the bridge of his nose.

“Did she say anything else?”

“She wanted to know how she could interview
people in the pueblo. Maybe someone at the clinic.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I said you could help her.”

“Thanks.”

“That’s okay. You’ll like her.”

Sandy choked back “How do you know?”
because, of course, Gloria would have an answer.

 


+ + +

 


Julie Conlin awoke before dawn. She could
not believe her good fortune. Two months in the field—more
correctly, two months out of school—and she had landed a plum. She
had a feeling this story would be a headliner. She’d get air time,
the kind of exposure most rookies didn’t get without two years
experience, and what had Bob said? “Anchor spots aren’t cast in
iron.” Next year at this time, she’d be doing those goofy local
celebrity things—ribbon cuttings, dedications, maybe a product
sponsorship.

She took a step toward the bathroom, and put
her weight down hard on something buried in the shag carpeting. She
switched on the table lamp. Oh God, Wayne’s keys—the extra set to
her townhouse. She sat down to rub out the sharp indentations left
in the bottom of her foot. The fight had been a good one. Somewhere
imbedded in the shag carpeting should be the half carat diamond
engagement ring that she’d thrown at him. No, Wayne would have
taken that. He would have combed the carpet on hands and knees for
anything of value that might remotely be his.

She didn’t care. She didn’t want any
reminders. She had slammed out of the house and told him to be gone
by ten. She’d even given him an extra hour and stayed in the
library until closing, then got a cup of coffee. They’d been
together three years and had set a wedding date twice. Then both
let it drag on knowing it was never going to work, hoping it would
die in some unattended way, releasing them without bitterness.

But it was the bitterness and envy—yes,
envy—that had put a cork in it last night. Instead of
congratulating her on her good fortune, Wayne had peevishly
suggested that maybe it had taken something besides talent to land
the assignment. Maybe a little leg, a crotch shot a la Sharon
Stone, some promise of better things to come. And she’d lost it.
Somewhere between the kitchen and the dining room was a set of fake
Fiestaware in six jillion pieces.

She switched on the bathroom light, drank
three glasses of water and rinsed her mouth. Her teeth seemed
coated with espresso. Would she miss the relationship? Was she in
for some delayed reaction that would leave her bereft and grieving
in a week? Probably not. The feeling of relief was too strong. And
in all honesty, the sex hadn’t been that great. Comfortable, a
couple good moves, but not great. So, would she know great? Or had
she read too many romance novels? Or, as her mother would say,
“Honey, your expectations are just too high.”

Wayne would be her cure. No more Prince
Charmings, just hard work. This assignment was perfect, right time,
right topic. She could really do a lot with background on Indians.
Play up other epidemics. Rattle some cages with the old smallpox
massacres. It would be easy to swear off men. She’d be too busy to
notice.

 


+ + +

 


Julie walked through the sliding glass doors
of the Indian Hospital at exactly five minutes to ten. The Navajo
man behind the receptionist’s desk looked up.

“Is Dr. Black in? I’m Julie Conlin with
Channel Nine News.”

“Do you have an appointment?” The question
was perfunctory, not hostile.

“At ten.” Julie smiled and took off her
sunglasses. In a comb-like sweep, she placed them on her head and
left them to act as a headband in a vain attempt to tame the tumble
of red-gold curls. The young man behind the desk paused to watch
her, then adjusted his headset and pushed an extension on the board
in front of him.

“Doc? I got a woman down here from Channel
Nine. You want to see her? What was your name again?”

“Julie Conlin.”

“Okay. Go up these stairs and turn right.
First door.”

She could feel the young man’s eyes on the
back of her legs as she climbed the stairs. Fleetingly, she wished
that she had worn a suit with a little longer skirt and not the
above-the-knee navy. Too late now. The door to Dr. Black’s office
was open. She tugged her skirt down as far as it would go and
walked in.

There were books everywhere. What wasn’t
covered by a book held a stack of papers.

Sandy turned from the computer and said,
“Let me clear a space. You’re here about the deaths in Tewa,
right?”

“Yes.” She watched the fortyish man in
Dockers and madras plaid shirt clear a chair next to his desk

“Research is my passion.” He shrugged his
shoulders and grinned. “I hope a little clutter doesn’t bother
you.”

“Actually, I’ve never trusted anyone with a
clean desk—sterile desk, sterile mind.”

“Great answer.” He looked at her
appreciatively and leaned back in his chair. “Now, how can I
help?”

“The Department of Tourism has been alerted
that there may be a major medical problem in the pueblo. Our
information says four deaths in four days. Is this correct?”

“Yes. I’m reluctant to give it any
inflammatory names like epidemic or plague, but we are looking at
the possibility of plague.” Sandy referred to a computer printout.
“All the deaths have been people over sixty. All were related. All
deaths seem to follow the same pattern. Acute upper respiratory
infection, lungs fill with fluid and the victim suffocates.”

“What makes you suspect plague?”

“I’m not sure that I do. It’s just one
consideration. The illness so far doesn’t present itself as
anything we know. For one thing, it works quickly. Unbelievably
quickly. All of its victims have died within 24 hours of showing
symptoms.”

The phone interrupted Julie’s next
question.

“Yes, Twila. When? The same age group as the
others?” Sandy had tucked the receiver under his chin and was
entering information on his computer. “Spell Persingula for me.
Persingula Pecos, age seventy-eight. Symptoms? Fatigue, shortness
of breath, aching joints—” Sandy paused. “His grandmother? I’m
sorry. This is going to be rough for him but we need permission to
run some tests. I’m not saying autopsy. Our chances of getting
that—” Sandy turned to look at Julie.

He wishes I weren’t here, she thought. But
wasn’t this what good journalism was all about? The luck to be in
the right place at the right time?

“Ask him to meet us at his grandmother’s
house in an hour. I’ll alert the Office of Medical Investigator.”
Sandy hung up.

“Number five?”

Sandy nodded. “I’d like you to be sensitive
to Indian customs. The thing about the autopsies—I don’t want to
watch the news tonight and hear how we’re shirking our duty, how we
should have brought pressure.”

Julie smiled. “I understand. Is there
someone at the clinic in Tewa who could help me? Make sure I’m not
treading on toes?”

“Yeah. Maybe there is. Here’s the clinic
number; ask for Ben Pecos.”

Julie thanked him and put the slip of paper
in her purse. She’d call the clinic when she got back to the
office.

 


+ + +

 


Ben met Sandy in front of his grandmother’s
house. Relatives had gathered to prepare the body. His uncles had
gone to the fiscal to request “a corner for their elder,” a
request that could not be turned down. The uncles would then
continue to the rectory and ask Father Emerson for a requiem
mass.

“I’m sorry,” Sandy said.

“I still can’t believe it. She woke up
feeling ill this morning. I guess more tired and achy, than sick.
We had gone to a ceremony last night and I thought she had overdone
things, stayed out too late. I insisted that she go to the clinic.”
Ben paused to take a deep breath. “Twila also thought she might be
reacting to a change in her schedule. There were no other symptoms
to make us even suspect this mystery flu. When we got home, I
insisted she lie down. And that’s how I found her. She died in her
sleep.” Ben’s voice cracked. “Twila came right away.”

“We need to take your grandmother into
Albuquerque for tests. I won’t use a word like autopsy. We simply
need to run some tests. Something that will give us answers. Can
you make the decision?”

“Not by myself. My uncles and great-aunts
would also need to say yes. I know it should be done, but it won’t
be easy to get permission.” Ben asked the senior family members to
join them in the kitchen.

He cleared the Formica-topped table and
brought in two chairs from the dining room to add to the four
assorted chrome and plastic upholstered ones. Twila Runningfox
motioned to him that she’d lean against the sink.

“First, let me offer my condolences. And say
that my request comes from the need to put an end to the dying, the
mystery killer.” Sandy paused to look at the solemn group in front
of him. “I would like to take Ben’s grandmother to Albuquerque for
tests.”

“What will they do?” an aunt asked.

“Take samples of blood, tissue, and fluids,”
Sandy said.

“This is the fifth death this week. We’ve
got to know what we’re up against to save the lives of others,” Ben
added.

“No.” His uncle’s fist hit the table.

“Won’t you help us stop the dying?” Twila
stepped away from the sink. “Dr. Black could take the body into the
lab this afternoon and bring it back before sundown.” She looked
questioningly at Sandy.

“I drove the hospital van and called the
Office of the Medical Investigator before I left. They just need
two hours. They’re set up to start as soon as we get there.”

“I’ll go with the body. I could bring my
grandmother back this afternoon.” Ben looked at his uncle. There
was a long pause. Everyone waited. A muscle twitched in the uncle’s
jaw.

“I don’t care. Do what you have to do.” The
uncle pushed back from the table and slammed from the house,
knocking the fragile screen door from its mountings.

Sandy and Ben unloaded the aluminum box with
the plastic liner and carried it into the house. Sandy went back to
the clinic to fill out papers and call the OMI to give them a time
of arrival. Ben’s aunts dressed his grandmother in her best skirt
and blouse but not in traditional Tewa clothing; that would come
later. Ben told himself not to forget to remove the turquoise
nugget necklace and earrings before they reached the hospital. He
decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to tell his aunts that the
jewelry might disappear. Ben helped his uncles carry the box from
the house and balance it on the four Samsonite folding chairs he
borrowed from the community center. He stood beside his grandmother
and waited for Sandy. A breeze made the afternoon bearable but
lifted a cloud of powdery dust from the unpaved road and coated the
box. Ben traced his finger around the rim and left a shiny
grit-free line. It was like writing in sand on a beach. Before he
had finished, the line had faded. He wrote ‘I miss you’ and watched
the words disappear.

He had come home. Was that enough for his
grandmother? To know that he called this place home and would try
to discover his roots? Try to put it all in perspective? He didn’t
know. The hot breeze dried the tears that escaped and ran down his
cheeks. Once again, he had run out of time. Someone he loved had
left him behind to sort out the pieces.
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Julie hated hospitals. And the Office of the
Medical Investigator was worse than a hospital. Housed in the
basement of the Dental Clinic behind the University of New Mexico
Medical Center, this was the first stop for someone who died of
unknown causes. The sophisticated lab would begin a series of tests
that might mean sending body parts on to pathology. Not the kind of
place she enjoyed spending an afternoon. But if it meant getting a
story, she’d go anywhere. Well, almost. She wasn’t about to
disappoint Bob Crenshaw. The thought of junior anchor hovered like
a subliminal carrot.

The clinic in Tewa had said that Ben Pecos
would be at the OMI lab at four-thirty. It was four forty-five. She
hoped she hadn’t missed him.

She took a deep breath, pushed the double
doors open and walked as quickly as heels would permit on the thick
rubber mat that covered the tile floor. The place smelled too
clean. The curving corridor reeked of sterilization processes. And
everything was spotless—floors, walls, doors—even the elevator was
scrubbed to a shine. You could eat off the floor.

Yuk. Not a good idea. But she had always
heard lab technicians were so insensitive to their surroundings
that they could have a jelly doughnut in one hand and cut with the
other. Disgusting, but probably true.

The corridor angled to the right and ended
at a set of double doors. There was a makeshift waiting room
outside with two chrome and black leather chairs, an ashtray that
looked like a miniature space needle and a smoke-gray plastic
magazine rack fastened to the wall. Someone’s attempt to be homey,
Julie thought, but it didn’t quite make it.

There was a man standing beside a
silver-colored box, some kind of lab casket, she supposed, strapped
to a gurney. There were two more lined up behind that one. The man
was young, tall, and even from the side strikingly handsome with
high cheekbones. A shock of unruly brown, straight, thick hair fell
over his right eye. He absently pushed it away. His 501s and
t-shirt hugged a muscular physique. “Oh God,” Julie prayed, “let me
be clever.” She stepped forward.

“I’m sure if that one’s taken, they could
find you an empty before sunrise.” She let a teasing smile linger a
moment.

The man turned to look at her. His eyes
moved slowly over her face. In anger? Disgust? Dismissal? She
couldn’t read his expression. Finally, he turned back toward the
box and said, “This is my grandmother.”

Julie hoped if she just waited the sky might
fall, in this case, rows and rows of florescent lights in the
ceiling would explode all around her and bury her in rubble. How
could she have been so stupid, so callous? What was worse, now she
couldn’t seem to find anything to say.

She was saved by an older man in a white lab
coat who pushed through the double doors. He noticed Julie and
glanced from one to the other before he decided that they were not
together.

“Can I help you?” he said to Julie.

“I’m here to meet Ben Pecos. The clinic in
Tewa said that I could find him at the OMI.”

“I think you already have. Ben, when you’re
finished, I need to see you inside.”

Julie watched the doors swing shut; the
rubber molding held them perfectly aligned. Julie wished the man
had stayed, wished she didn’t have to turn around. Ben Pecos. She
needed a really big favor from someone she had just insulted. She
took a deep breath and turned to face him.

“I’m sorry. My remark earlier was
thoughtless. I was expecting someone who looked more ...”

“Indian?”

Julie nodded and wished she could take the
remark back. Why was she making such a mess of things?

“Could we start over? I really feel awful.”
She thought she detected the hint of a smile. “I’m Julie Conlin,
Channel Nine News.” She held out her card. “Dr. Black
thought you could help me in reporting on the mystery illness—keep
me from putting my foot in my mouth. Which can be a full time job
if you hadn’t noticed.”

This time a laugh. Yes. He was smiling. She
met his gaze and found herself hoping he liked her, had forgiven
her at least, because the queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach
never lied. She was attracted to this man.

“What do you need?”

“An interview with clinic personnel, maybe
someone on the tribal counsel.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible. I’m doing a brief spot
tonight at ten, background mostly, but need to follow it up with
something in depth tomorrow.”

“Meet me at the clinic tomorrow afternoon.
Two o’clock. Do you know how to get there? I-25 to Bernalillo,
through town on highway 44 then take highway four out of San
Isidro. Second turn to the left after you see the Tewa village
sign.”

“I’ll find it.” Julie smiled and held out
her hand. She knew he was watching her navigate the rubber mat as
she walked back up the corridor. She willed herself to exit
professionally and not get a heel caught. For the first time that
day, she was glad she had on the shorter skirt.
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“You get rid of the girl already? Nothing
personal, but I’d rather look at her than you.” The man laughed
showing an upper row of uneven, stained teeth. A smoker, Ben
thought, probably explains the ashtray in the hall.

“I need your John Henry here,” the man
pointed to the top page of a stack of papers then flipped to a
sheet near the back, “… and here. Date both entries, and you’re on
your way.”

“How soon will you have the results?” Ben
asked.

“Hard to say. I know this is priority, but
don’t expect much before the first of next week. C’mon. I’ll give
you a hand getting the box in your van.”

This wasn’t the way he should be taking his
grandmother back to the pueblo. Her frailness under the sheet on
the table inside had made him feel sick. He hadn’t been able to
help her. Had he, in some way, let this happen? He slammed the back
doors of the van shut and climbed behind the wheel. He looked down
the driveway at the sun, still well above the tops of the trees.
There would be time to prepare his grandmother for burial before it
set.

Ben usually didn’t mind the drive from
Albuquerque to the pueblo. New Mexico 44 was a long stretch of
highway without the usual visual distractions of signs, gas
stations, or even residences. Winding through the flat land before
gently rising to meet the mesas, the asphalt was flanked by
blue-green clumps of chamisa and sage. In the distance, the mesas
rose like leavened cakes high above the desert floor, their
flattened tops dotted with piñon. The sprinkling of green stood out
in sharp contrast to the reds of their steep rock sides.

This was his heritage, this country that
Coronado discovered four hundred years ago. He had come in search
of the seven cities of Cibola, golden cities of great wealth. What
he found were several sunbaked adobe farming villages with the
names of Halona, Hawikuh, Matsake, Kiakima, Kawkina, and Kianawa.
What he left was religion, oppression, illness ... death.

Maybe he should make a commitment to help
his people. Accept an IHS grant and return to school in January to
continue in psychology. Didn’t he owe his grandmother that? Even if
it meant a payback after he graduated—working in some God-forsaken
place. A place he might not want to live? Like Pawnee, Oklahoma or
Rosebud, South Dakota? He sighed. The internship would help him
make up his mind.

In the meantime, he wondered what he would
tell the reporter, Julie. He found himself looking forward to
seeing her again. Would she be upset if she knew that a medicine
man had already planned a communal cleansing rite? A rite that
required that the man enter a clairvoyant trance to seek out the
witches who had done this evil? Ben smiled. He’d stick to the
conventional stuff.

His aunts met him at the house. Already
people were bringing food. His two uncles carried the coffin into
the bedroom and his aunts shooed everyone out in order to prepare
the body. If they were surprised to find the body sealed in a
plastic zip-lock freezer bag, no one said. Ben had remembered to
put the jewelry in the box beside his grandmother.

The grave had been dug and three of the four
fiscales came to the house to take the body to the church.
The fourth fiscal remained in the grave to insure that
witches would not jump in and claim it as their own or plant evil
objects. Ben joined the procession and walked numbly to the
cemetery. The Catholic rites were short. The priest sprinkled holy
water, offered a prayer, and threw a handful of dirt into the grave
with his left hand. A bundle of his grandmother’s prized
possessions were placed under her head including the pot used in
her naming ceremony.

The fiscal stood at the head of the
grave and told the mourners that Ben’s grandmother had gone to the
place of “endless cicada singing.” He told them not to be sad or
let the death divide their home. Ben forced himself back from the
pain and concentrated on the late summer afternoon. He watched the
flame-red sun sink behind the trees along the river. A breeze
teased the leaves of the cottonwoods, twisting each individually,
their green-gold heart shapes fluttering, then falling still. Away,
beyond the river the mesas formed a stairway—a now purple black
silhouette of giant stepping stones.

Ben stepped to the back of the group of
mourners. He felt suffocated. He would say his goodbyes later. He
closed his eyes and breathed three long abdominal intakes of air.
He stood a moment in the shade of a cluster of Russian olive before
walking back to the house.

He set aside the screen door that was
propped in the doorway. Ben smelled the house’s mustiness that even
the platters of fried chicken and casseroles of enchiladas couldn’t
mask. His aunt had left a shoebox of belongings his grandmother had
wanted him to have on the table. His name was scrawled across the
lid. He toyed with opening it, then pushed the box to one side and
got a glass of water. The water looked faintly yellow with a hint
of sediment swirling in it. He put the glass down without taking a
drink. Not unusual. The water purification system often had
problems. He was certain that the team of health specialists had
already taken samples.

What a relief if the cause of the illnesses
turned out to be something like the water. Something that could be
changed, controlled. Something the tribal lawyers could have a
field day with—as if they needed an excuse for litigation.

He walked back to his bedroom. The room
seemed crowded, cramped with only a dresser and single bed. The
chenille bedspread, its fuzzy lines and dots worn smooth along the
top, looked dingy. Ben walked to the window and opened the
curtains. It didn’t seem to help. The room needed paint and bright
colors and a child’s happiness. And that was something it had never
had. At least not for a long time. His earliest memories were of
hiding behind the door and crying when his mother would come home
drunk. His grandmother had been the one to comfort him and shield
him from the scenes—the screaming, the anger, the sickness.

His mother had started college but was
pregnant before Christmas. The father could have been anyone. A
classmate. A professor. She gave birth to Ben in this house and
made pottery bowls intricately designed with black and white
patterns on smooth clay to support the two of them. But after a
while the selling trips to Santa Fe and Albuquerque stretched into
weeks of partying. When the money ran out, she came home and made
more pots. Later she made storytellers, small clay women with
babies sitting on laps, hanging from necks, clinging, adoring,
loving.

Ben hated the storytellers. In their cloying
stillness they mocked the essence of a mother that he had never
had. On his senior trip in high school, he visited the Smithsonian
and stood and
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