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NEAR TAOS, NEW MEXICO

JANUARY

TUESDAY, 3:00 A.M.

PROLOGUE




THE CUTTING EDGE OF A WINTER STORM MADE THE OLD HOUSE SIGH AND MOAN AS if someone was dying.

Someone is. Soon.

The ghostly smile, the laughter, and the words were silent.

No one saw the intruder glide across the ancient Persian carpet on soundless feet. No one heard the door to the library open.

The hospital bed and oxygen bottle looked bizarre among the ranks of leather-bound books and gilt-framed portraits of Andrew Jackson Quintrell I and his wife, Isobel Mercedes Archuleta y Castillo. The ambition that had created one of New Mexicos biggest ranches and launched the national political careers of future Quintrells blazed out of A. J. Quintrells Yankee blue eyes. The matching ambition of one of New Mexicos oldest families smoldered in Isobels hazel green eyes.

The old man lying motionless on the hospital bed was their grandson. The fires of ambition had almost burned out in him. He would end his life as he had begun it, on the Quintrell ranch. No hospitals, no nurses, no doctors. No muttering and fussing and false smiles of hope.

There wasnt any hope.

For nearly a century the Senator had enjoyed the wealth and prestige and power of the Quintrell family. For eighty years he had run the family with the closed fist of absolute power. Now he was slowly succumbing to congestive heart failure. At the moment, oxygen made him rest easier. In time it wouldnt help. Then he would drown.

Die, old man. Why cant you just die and save us all a lot of trouble?

No answer came but the slow, shallow, damnably steady breathing of Andrew Jackson Quintrell III.

You lived like a pagan king. Why couldnt you just die that way? But no, you had to have it allpagan life and Christian afterlife.

Father Roybal would be visiting again this morning, urging former Senator Quintrell to purge his soul of all evil and reach out for Gods forgiveness. Forgiveness would be there, waiting for him.

It always was for prodigal sons.

Confession might be good for the soul, but its hell on the living. I dont want to live in hell, old man.

Its your turn to do that.

Finally.

Gloved hands removed the oxygen tube from the Senators nose. Gloved hands took a pillow from the bed and pressed it gently, firmly, relentlessly over the old mans face. Breathing slowed, then stopped. He stirred just a little at first and then urgently, almost violently, but he was no match for the deadly gentleness that shut off his air. A minute, two minutes, and it was over, breath and heart stopped, death where life had been.

It took less time than that for the murderer to tidy up the bed, reinsert the oxygen tube, replace the pillow, and walk out into the bitter caress of night.
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TWO MEN SQUINTED AGAINST THE WIND AND STARED DOWN AT THE QUINTRELL FAMILY graveyard. It lay a few hundred yards below and six hundred feet away from the base of the long, ragged ridge where they stood. A white wrought-iron fence enclosed the graveyard, as though death could be kept away from the living by such a simple thing.

At the edge of the valley, pions grew black against a thin veneer of snow. Cottonwood branches along the valley creek had been stripped by winter to their thin, pale skin. In the black-and-white landscape, a ragged rectangle and a nearby tarp-covered mound of loose red dirt looked out of place. Three ravens squatted on the tarp like guests waiting to be served. A polished casket hovered astride the newly dug grave, ready to be lowered at a signal from the minister.

The first of the funeral procession drove up and stopped outside the ornate white fence. There wouldnt be many cars, because the graveside service was limited to clergy and immediate members of the Senators family. The public service had been yesterday, in Santa Fe, complete with a media circus where the famous and the merely notorious exchanged Cheshire cat grins and firm handshakes and careful lies while the smell of dying flowers overwhelmed the stately cathedral.

Automatically Daniel Duran looked over his shoulder, checking that his silhouette was still invisible from below, lost against a tall pine. It was. So was his fathers.

He and John werent famous or notorious. They hadnt been invited to either the memorial or funeral service for the dead man everyone called the Senator. The lack of invitations didnt matter to Dan. He wouldnt have gone anyway.

So why am I here?

It was a good question. He didnt have an answer. He wasnt even sure he wanted one.

The wind rushing down from the harsh peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains tasted of snow and distance and the kind of time that made most people uncomfortable. Deep time. Unimaginable time. Time so great it reduced humanity to an amusing footnote in Earths four-billion-year history.

Dan liked that kind of time. Humans were amusing. Laughable. It was the only way to stay sane.

And that was something hed promised himself he wouldnt think about for a few months. Staying sane.

If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs, chances are you dont understand the situation. Why else would ignorance be called bliss?

With a grim smile he turned so that his injured leg didnt take the force of the brutal wind.

You should have stayed home, John Duran said.

Dan gave his father a sidelong look. The exercise is good for my leg.

That old man never acknowledged you or your mother as kin. Hell, he barely acknowledged his own legitimate daughter.

Dan shrugged and let the wind comb dark hair he hadnt bothered to have cut in months. I dont take it personally. He never acknowledged any of his bastards.

So why bother hiking here for the Senators funeral? And dont waste your breath on the exercise excuse. You could do laps around the Taos town square with a lot less trouble.

For a time there was only the sound of the ice-tipped wind scouring the ridge. Finally Dan said, I dont know.

John grunted. He doubted that his fiercely bright son didnt know why they were freezing their nuts off on Castillo Ridge watching one of New Mexicos most famous womanizers get buried. Then again, maybe Dan truly didnt know.

You sure? John asked.

Yeah.

Well, thats the most hopeful thing thats happened since you turned up three months ago.

Once, Dan would have smiled, but that was before pain had etched his face and cynicism had eroded his soul. How so?

You cared about something enough to walk three miles in the snow.

Dans dark brown eyebrows lifted. Have I been that bad?

No, his father said slowly. But youre different. Much less smile. Too much steel. Less laughter. More silence. Too old to be thirty-four.

Dan didnt argue. It was the truth.

Its more than the injury, John said, waving at his sons right leg, where metal and pain had exploded through flesh. Muscle and bone heals. Emotions He sighed. Well, they take longer. And sometimes they just dont heal at all.

Youre thinking of Mom and whatever happened with her mother.

John nodded. She still doesnt talk about it.

Good for her. I hope.

You didnt feel that way a few years ago.

A few years ago I didnt understand about sleeping dogs and land mines. Now I do.

And thats what was bothering Dan. The Senators sister-in-law Winifred was running around kicking sleeping dogs right and left. Sooner or later she would step on a land mine and wake up something so brutal that his own mother had never once spoken of it, even to the man she loved.

Silently the two men watched the shiny white hearse wait next to the graveyards wide gate. The couple in the rear seat, Josh Quintrell and his wife Anne, waited for the driver to open their doors. Their son, A. J. V, called Andy, got out and turned his back to the windblown snow. When his parents stepped into the gray daylight, their clothes were as black as the ravens perched on the graveside tarp.

A second car pulled up close to the hearse. As soon as it stopped, a tall, lanky woman emerged into the bitter wind with just enough hesitation to show her age. The iron gray of her hair beneath a black lace mantilla marked her as Winifred Simmons y Castillo, sister-in-law to the dead Senator, and a woman who in more than seven decades hadnt found a manor anything elseshe couldnt live without.

Hell on wheels, John said almost admiringly.

Is that what you call someone who looks for land mines by stomping and kicking everything in sight?

John shook his head and shut up. He didnt know why Dan was upset by Winifreds quest for her familys past. When hed asked what the problem was, Dan had shut down, all hard edges and silence. John hadnt asked again. When his son had worked for the federal government, he hadnt talked about his job. After hed quit a few years ago to work for St. Kilda Consulting, he still didnt talk about his job.

Another figure got out of the car with the lithe energy of youth. Whatever the woman wore was concealed beneath an overcoat that went to her ankles. The loosely tied wool scarf around her head lifted in the wind. She snatched it with gloved hands and knotted it more securely. But for just a moment, rich auburn hair burned in the winter light with the vivid colors of life.

That her? John asked.

The fool whos going to go stomping around in the Quintrell minefield? Yeah, thats her, one Carolina May, Carly to her friends.

You check her out?

What do you think?

You did. And?

Sweet Carly hasnt a clue.

John grunted. Too bad.

Shit happens.

The gate clanged open and the ravens flew into the pale cottonwood branches to wait.
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CARLY MAY HAD BEEN RAISED IN THE COLORADO ROCKIES, WHICH MEANT THAT SHE was no stranger to the knife-dry cold of a mountain winter. Even so, her hands felt numb beneath the black gloves shed hastily bought for the funeral. Part of Carly, the part that loved to discover and write family histories, was honored to be at the renowned Senator Quintrells family funeral. The rest of her felt like the outsider she was. No news there. Shed been an outsider all her life.

Hoping she looked suitably attentive to the funeral of a man shed never met, Carly mentally checked off a list of the electronics and clothes shed crammed into her little SUV. After Winifred Simmonss demand that Carly come to the ranch four weeks early to work on the Castillo family history, shed shipped some of her basic genealogical supplies by overnight air to the Quintrell ranch. They hadnt been waiting for her when shed arrived last night, exhausted by the drive from her northern Colorado home.

She bit back a yawn and focused on the grave. This was what she had rushed here for, to witness and relate for future generations the funeral of a legendary man.

not to mourn the passing of a great man, the minister said, but to celebrate his transition from the bitter coils of

Carly kept a straight face while the minister sliced and diced Shakespeare to fit a former senators graveside eulogy. She glanced sideways at another man of the cloth, a priest who had hoped to be celebrating the conversion of a dying celebrity to Catholicism. Father Roybal was here at the special invitation of Josh Quintrell, the Senators only surviving child and the governor of the great state of New Mexico. Despite the honor, the good father looked like he would rather be saying mass than standing mute. Or perhaps he was simply unhappy over losing one of the best-known souls in the nation.

The wind flexed and raked icy nails over the land. Anne Quintrell pulled her mid-calf sable coat more closely around her and raised the wide hood over her head. Yesterday in Santa Fe, where cameras flashed and TV lights burned like wild stars, shed worn a simple black wool coat. The fact that shed been born to sable rather than wool was something that she and her husband were careful not to parade in front of voters. No matter how blue the blood, when cameras were present near a man who had presidential hopes, the man dressed like Abe Lincoln and made sure his wife did the same.

Carly noted Annes rich sable coat with the same detachment that shed noted Miss Winifreds occasional chesty cough and the lines of fatigue on Governor Josh Quintrells face. Even when you were over sixty, losing your father was hard.

with the blessed as they wend their solitary way

Now the minister was mining Milton. Carly ducked her head to hide a smile and wished shed been brave enough to bring her recorder to the graveside. She didnt want to lose any of the small facts that would transform the Quintrell family history from a dry genealogy to a living story of hope and loss, hate and love, success and tears and laughter. But shed only been here a few hours, and hadnt quite dared ask to be allowed to digitize the private service.

The minister kept talking despite the fact that his audience showed every sign of being cold and miserable. Even the relentless wind couldnt hurry the man along. Hed come with a feast of platitudes and intended to serve up every oily crumb.

Carly shut him out. Despite her work of researching and writing family histories, she hadnt attended any funerals professionally until this one. Usually she was called in before the fact of death, when someone felt the chill whisper of mortality and truly believed for the first time I will die. That was when people wanted to fix their place not only among the dead, but among the survivors.

See me and know you will die, too.

She wiggled her numb toes inside dress boots that hadnt been designed for standing around on frozen ground while a minister of very ordinary intellect tried to encompass lifes greatest mystery by pillaging the work of dead poets.

burning in the forest of the night

It was Blakes turn on the chopping block. Carly glanced beneath her long dark lashes, trying to see how the audience was responding to the lame eulogy. Andrew Jackson Quintrell V looked green around the edges, but that probably had more to do with a pulsing hangover than the ministers words. Anne Quintrell had no expression except occasional wariness when she glanced at her twenty-three-year-old son to see if he was still standing. Josh looked worn and sad or maybe just cold and bored. With a professional politician it was hard to tell. He certainly was a good-looking man, standing tall and straight in his sixties, with a mane of wind-tossed silver hair and brilliant blue eyes.

Miss Winifred looked raven-eyed and bleak. She, too, stood tall and straight, but lacked her nephews muscularity. She was as gaunt as the winter cottonwoods.

held him green and dying

Another poet raped. Carly swallowed hard but still made a stifled sound. She sensed Miss Winifred looking at her and schooled her mouth into a flat line. Now was the wrong time to let her peculiar sense of humor off its leash.

Think of something sad, she told herself firmly. Think of Dylan Thomas spinning in his grave.

A raven made liquid noises as it talked to itself in the cottonwoods. The sounds were too much like laughter for Carlys comfort. She bit the inside of her liphardand hid her emotions beneath a blank face. It was the same thing shed done all through her school years, when assignments about searching out your parents were given out, or when questions were asked about her family history.

She was adopted. The file was sealed. End of assignment and casual conversation.

But not an end to feeling different, to being outside the vast mainstream of human experience, a nameless reject from someones family tree.

Stop with the pity party, Carly told herself. Martha and Glenn raised me better than most kids are raised by their biological parents.

She shifted, trying to bring her feet to life.

The minister was made of sterner stuff. Only his lips moved.

Andy glanced sideways at Carly and winked. She ignored him. Even without the green tinge to his skin, the scion of the Quintrell family didnt appeal to her. He was a little too in love with himself. All right, a lot too in love with himself. Unfortunately, other than the employees kids, Carly was the only woman under forty on the whole ranch. Two seconds after Andy met her, hed decided that she was going to take the curse off the boring rural nights.

Finally the minister ran out of poets and signaled for the casket to be lowered into the grave. The mechanism worked slowly and not quite silently. When it was finally still, Josh threw the obligatory handful of dirt on the casket.

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, he said quietly.

Winifred surprised everyone by dumping a double handful of soil onto the casket. Her expression said shed like to shovel more in and be done with itand the Senator.

Carly made a mental note of her employers hard pleasure in the Senators death. If any of the Quintrells were surprised by Winifreds actions, no one showed it. That, too, intrigued Carly. Emotions were the flesh and wine of family history.

As the governor and his wife withdrew from the graveside, Father Roybal went to Josh. Im sorry, my son. Although the Senator never confessed to me, I feel that God will welcome this good mans soul into His keeping.

Winifred made a sound rather like the ravens.

Josh ignored her. Thank you, Father Roybal. You and your church have brought comfort to many of New Mexicos citizens. Ill be certain to express the Quintrell familys appreciation in a more tangible way in the years to come.

The other man nodded. Like Josh, the priest knew that many of the citizens in the state were Catholic. Any good deeds done for the Catholic church by the governor would please a lot of voters.

May I come and talk with you as I did your father? Roybal asked.

Unlike the Senator, Im content in my religion, Josh said easily. If that changes, Ill seek your counsel.

Roybal was young and ambitious, but he wasnt stupid. He accepted the refusal with grace. I will keep your family in my prayers.

Thank you, Father. Josh took Annes elbow to help her over the frozen earth toward the hearse. Prayers are always welcome.

Carly watched the states first couple head toward the relative warmth of the hearse, followed by the Protestant minister and the Catholic priest. Each man of God had his own modest car. Vehicle doors opened and closed in a series of sharp noises.

She glanced at Winifred hopefully. The old woman was looking into the grave with an odd expression on her face. It could have been regret or even pleasure. It could have been indigestion. Carly didnt know Winifred well enough to judge. But if Carly had to bet, shed go with a grim kind of pleasure.

Carly? Andy said. Why dont you ride back with us? Theres plenty of room. We could talk about family and things.

Winifred shot him a black look. Im paying her, not you. When I want her to interview you, Ill tell you.

Hey. Indentured servitude is pass, Andy said. Shes a fully grown woman. She can talk for herself.

She certainly can, Carly said distinctly. Thank you for the offer of a ride, but Miss Simmons y Castillo and I have a lot to discuss before Ill be ready to interview family members.

I wont be here long, Andy warned.

Thank God. Carly managed a smile. Telephones work for me.

They arent very personal.

Handicaps just make a job more interesting.

Andys blue eyes narrowed. He turned and stalked after his parents.

Winifred laughed, a sound almost as rusty as a ravens warning cry. Just like the Senator. Doesnt think theres a female alive that wont spread her legs for him.

Carly hesitated, then decided that it had to be covered sometime, and now was as good as any. My research hinted that the Senator was rumored to be very, um, sexually active when he was young.

He lifted every skirt he could get his hands on, and he got his hands on most. When he was too old to perform, he got those erection pills and kept at it until he died.

Carlys eyebrows rose. He managed to keep his romantic life out of the media.

Romance had nothing to do with it. Winifreds thin upper lip curled. Lust, thats all. The reporters always knew how he spent his nights and lunch breaks. But back then, a politician could fornicate with anything willing or unwilling and no one said a word. Then Clinton came along. Winifred made a dismissive gesture. By that time the Senator was on his way out of elected public life. Stories about his shopgirls and prostitutes werent news anymore.

Carly made her all-purpose sound that said she was listening. It was what she was best at: listening.

And remembering.

Who are those people? she asked, looking beyond the fence. The ones who didnt come to the graveside.

Winifred looked at the couple waiting patiently just outside the gate. Pete and Melissa Moore. Employees. Hes the Senators accountant. Shes the housekeeper.

The one who forgot I was coming?

But Carly didnt say it aloud. The Senators death must have thrown the household into turmoil. She would find out when she met Melissa if there was anything deliberate in the oversight. Carly hoped there wasnt and at the same time was prepared for the opposite. It wouldnt be the first time she hadnt been welcomed by some members of the household whose history shed been hired to record. An important part of her job was to disarm hostile people, getting them to relax and open up to her.

Well, no need to stand here freezing, Winifred said. Leave the diggers to finish their work. Then Im going to buy some shiny red shoes and dance on that philandering bastards grave.

The old woman marched toward the waiting car with the stride of a woman decades younger than her nearly eighty years.

Carly glanced for the last time at the grave, memorizing small details of color and temperature, wind and scent. After a few moments she sensed a flicker of motion on the ridge that defined the other side of the valley. She looked up just in time to see two silhouettes drop down the far side and out of sight.

Someone hadnt even cared enough to stand outside the fence.

When I get to know Miss Winifred better, Ill have to ask her who else wants to dance on the Senators grave.

The only tears cried at this funeral had been clawed out by the icy wind.
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THE DURAN FAMILY LIVED ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF TAOS, BEYOND THE TOURIST AREA with its timeless adobe buildings and modern parking meters measuring out minutes in silver coins. The Durans inhabited a Taos few visitors saw, a place of modest houses crouched among winter-bare pastures, surrounded by willow-stick and barbwire fences.

John drove into a narrow adobe garage that had once been a tack room and turned off his truck. Though the building was more than two hundred years old, it had been wired in the twentieth century. Motion-sensing lights flashed to life, revealing every timeworn adobe brick. The space itself was clean. Neither of Dans parents tolerated garbage, clutter, or worn-out machinery tossed around the property. Some of the neighbors felt that every man had a right to his own junkyard, but no one got upset about it either way. New Mexico had a long history of live and let live.

You think Moms back from the pueblo yet? Dan asked.

John glanced at his watch. Two oclock. She should be. She teaches after the noon mass.

Still doing English?

Its what the kids need most. She does some simple math, too.

Dan shook his head. She never gives up, does she?

Thats why I love her. Heart as big as the sky. You should get a good woman to make you happy.

Im already happy.

Really? You better wear a sign. Otherwise your expression will scare small children.

Yeah yeah yeah, Dan said without much heat. He knew his father was right, but that didnt change his memories of the past twelve years, the years when hed experienced firsthand just how much of an animal man could be.

He shoved the memories away. They didnt have anything new to teach him. He didnt have anything new to bring to them. That was why hed come home, hoping to find something new, something worth the pain of living for it.

John waited, hoped, but Dan didnt say another word. Youre like your mother. You keep it inside.

Dan didnt answer.

John didnt expect him to.

The back door opened before Dan put his foot on the first step up to the narrow porch. Dianas hair was short and dark black except for a wide streak of white at her left temple, legacy of a nameless ancestor. Her eyes were as dark and clear as ever, and her smile just as unexpected in her serious face. Gently rounded and as determined as any man, Dans mother was the light of many lives, including her sons.

That was certainly a long walk, she said, watching him climb the stairs. Though she didnt say anything, concern for his injury was in her eyes and in the troubled line of her mouth. You must be freezing.

Dan scooped her up in a hug and set her down gently. Im too big to freeze. He sniffed the air that was rushing out of the kitchen. Whats that?

Diana gave John a worried look. He shook his head slightly.

Posole soup and fresh tortillas, she said, frowning. Ive got the woodstove going. Come in and warm yourGet warm, she corrected quickly. Dan didnt like discussing, or even acknowledging, his injured leg. Despite that, she couldnt help wanting to ease the pain she saw occasionally in his face. And carnitas. You didnt eat much breakfast before you left.

Dans gentle smile was at odds with the grim lines that usually bracketed his mouth. Im not a teenager anymore, Mamacita. Im all grown up.

But She bit back her worry. Her son wasnt a child to be fussed over, yet she had a lifetime of nurturing reflexes that made her want to coddle and cuddle him. Coffee, too. Just the way you like it.

Hot as hell and twice as bitter, John said unhappily. Whoopee.

Diana stood on tiptoe and kissed her husbands mustache. I made a second pot for you.

Dan heard his mother giggle like a teenager behind him and knew that his father was nibbling on her neck. Dan smiled slightly, almost sadly. The older he got, the more he wondered if hed ever find a woman or ifas he suspectedhe was better suited for living alone.

With a stifled groan, he eased himself into the chair that was pulled up close to the old woodburning stove. Pion crackled and burned hotly, scenting the air almost as much as the food bubbling on the stove itself. He dragged off his coat and hung it over the back of the chair. The black turtleneck he wore under his denim shirt was made of a high-tech cloth that breathed when it was hot and held heat when it was cold. At least, that was the theory. There was always an uncomfortable time before the cloth decided what it should do.

Right now, he was hot enough to think about going back out to the garage.

So, did you see Mrs. Rincon on your walk? Diana asked John.

Didnt go that way.

Ah, then you saw Seor Montez. How is his gout?

Didnt go that way either, John said.

Diana paused in dishing up soup. No? At least you saw the Millers. Is their newborn

We didnt go there, John interrupted.

Dan waited tensely for his mother to ask where they had gone.

She didnt. Sometimes she could be just as tight-lipped with her family as she was with everyone else except children. She set the food out in front of her men and went to stir the fire.

Dan looked at the rigid line of his mothers back and sighed. She didnt have to ask where hed been. She knew. He didnt understand how she knew, but he was used to that. Hed inherited her fey ability to take a few words here and an expression there and come up with a conclusion that left other people wondering how hed seen what they hadnt. It was a gift associated with curandero blood, with natural healers, but Dan had never felt any call to herbs or potions.

Mom, he began unhappily.

No. Her voice was flat. She reached in her pocket for a tissue and held it to her nose. A spot of red appeared. Then another. The dry winter air always made her nose bleed. Not much, just enough to be annoying. She tipped her head back and pressed hard. I will not hear the name of evil spoken in this house.

He was just a

He was evil, Diana cut in, crossing herself. Do not say his name in my presence.

He was your grandfather, Dan said.

She tilted her head forward, felt no more blood, and stuffed the tissue in her pocket. After she washed her hands, she picked up a plate of steaming tortillas and set them down in front of Dan with enough force to make them flutter.

Silence.

Men do evil things, Dan said, but theyre still human.

Silence.

He was my great-grandfather. I wanted to Dans voice died. I dont know what I wanted. I just knew I had to go.

You did and its done, Diana said. Now eat.

Dan glanced at John. His father had a worn, unhappy look on his face, the same look that came every time the subject of the Senator arose.

How can Dad stand living with her pain, with the ingrained fear of the past that lives beneath her silence?

For some people, time healed. For his mother, time made everything worse.

Abruptly Dan stood up, tired of dodging around family taboos and ignoring the dark, bitter currents that flowed deep beneath his mothers quiet surface. His leg protested the sudden change of position, but held with little more than a sharp reminder of injury. The high, clean air of Taos was doing more to heal him than all the hospitals, surgeries, and medications had.

Silence wont make it go away, Dan said in a level voice. If it did, youd be free. Why let a cruel old man ruin the rest of your life the same way he must have ruined your mothers?

What happened to sleeping dogs and land mines? John asked his son roughly. Eat or take a walk.

Shit, Dan said under his breath.

Youll not swear in your mothers presence.

Sorry, Mother, Dan said neutrally. I keep forgetting that reality isnt welcome here.

Daniel. Johns voice was a warning.

Dan lifted his coat off the back of the chair and said to his father, Call me when you want to get that tractor running.

He closed the back door carefully and told himself he couldnt hear his mother weeping.

But he could.
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ANDY QUINTRELL V REACHED FOR ANOTHER BEER, ONLY TO HAVE HIS FATHER TAKE the can away.

You need to sober up, Josh said.

Why? Andy waved his hand casually. Not a camera in sight.

Winifreds pet historian has cameras and her digital recorder is always on.

Who cares?

Anne Quintrell walked into the kitchen. I do. Your father does. You should.

Because you want me to be a senator when Im thirty? Andy belched richly, legacy of the two beers hed drunk without a pause. What about what I want, huh? What about that?

Anne smoothed back hair that was already perfectly in place. What do you want?

To get laid.

Disgust flickered over Annes face.

Josh laughed roughly. A real chip off the old block, arent you?

Hey, Granddad humped everything he saw and he spent his whole life being reelected.

That was then, Josh said. Today that kind of womanizing wont fly at the polls.

Fuck the polls.

Its about the only thing you havent jumped, Anne said tiredly. Why cant you just keep it zipped?

Andy rolled his eyes. Spoken like a nun.

Then get married, Anne said. The Meriwether girl would be an excellent wife.

Andy made retching sounds. Ive seen better-looking dog butts. Just because her fathers a senator doesnt make her hot.

Hot? Casually Josh reached out and jerked his son to his feet. Listen to me, Andy, and listen good. Ive had it with your hyperactive dick.

Josh Anne began.

Not now, Josh said without looking away from his son. You have two choices. Grow up or sign up for the Marines. Theyve made men out of sorrier boys than you.

Andy closed his eyes. Not another lecture on the value of serving your country.

No lecture. Just fact. Im through supporting you and I wont let your mother give you so much as a dime.

Andys eyes snapped open. What he saw in his fathers eyes made him cold.

Josh nodded. Thats right. This is the end of the line. The Senator kept seeing himself in you, kept smiling at the thought of you drinking and screwing your way through life.

He understood me, Andy said.

Hes dead. Times change. Josh let go of his son. Change with them or get your spoiled ass out of my life.

Andy looked at his mother.

No, Josh said. She cant help you. The Senator who understood you so well left everything to me.

How will it look if you simply throw out your only child? Anne asked quietly.

Ill pay for rehab in Santa Fe. After that, hes on his own.

Rehab? Andy said. Youre crazy. Im not an alcoholic or

If you refuse rehab, Josh interrupted, Ill give a more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger interview to Jeanette Dykstra for her sniggering TV show. There are more parents out there with screwups for kids than solid citizens. If anything, my standing in the polls will go up.

Thats all you care about! Andy shouted. Thats all youve ever cared about!

Josh shrugged. And all you care about is getting laid. So what?

A volatile mix of tears and rage shimmered in Andys eyes. He pushed past Josh and slammed out the back door of the kitchen.

He has an appointment in Santa Fe with the New Day Clinic on Monday at ten oclock, Josh said to his wife. If he doesnt keep it, hes on his own.

But this is sosudden, she said, shaking her head.

Only for you. Ive been ready to throw him out for ten years. But if I so much as lectured Andy, hed go crying to you or the Senator.

But Andys so young, she whispered.

Men his age have fought and killed and died.

You say that like you approve.

Josh swore wearily. Weve had this conversation too many times. Andy either cleans up his act or Ill cut him loose. Conversation over.

The king is dead, long live the king, is that it?

Thats it.

Tears magnified her eyes. Ill divorce you.

He smiled slightly. No you wont. You want to be first lady as much as I want to be president. Youve worked and sacrificed for that goal all our married life. You wont throw it away because a spoiled child pitches a fit.

Two tears slid down her cheeks. She didnt want to agree with him, and she knew that he was right. You know me too well.

Thats what its all about. Knowing people. When you know what they want, you have them by the short and curlies. He finished his coffee and set the cup aside. Ill be in the Senators study going through papers.

She sighed. Need any help?

Ill let you know if I do.

But before he let anyone read over his shoulder, hed be certain that the Senator had died without confessing his sins in a private journal.
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CARLY WALKED DOWN A HALLWAY IN THE OLD CASTILLO HOME. WITH EACH STEP SHE murmured into her lapel, where she wore a nearly invisible microphone that was attached to a digital recorder at her waist.

I wish the walls could talk, she said quietly.

The walls in question were adobe, more than two feet thick at the base, and older than the United States. At least, one of the walls was that old; it had once held up the front of the original Castillo ranch house. The other walls dated from the first quarter of the nineteenth century, when the Castillo in residence had been favored by the new nation of Mexico. With the new duties and authority came prosperity. The rectangular shape of a gracious Spanish-style home had been built around a courtyard alive with fruit trees and the silver dance of fountains.

From what Carly had discovered, the Castillos enviable position had lasted only two decades, until New Mexico was ceded by Mexico to the United States after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Then the customs of the Spanish, the Indians, and their culturally mixed children known as genizaros had bowed before the onslaught of Navajo raiders, Kit Carson, and land-hungry citizens from the eastern coast of the young, brawling United States.

It seems so long ago to me, Carly said in a soft voice, running her fingertips over the much-plastered surface of the adobe wall. But it isnt. Winifreds grandmother lived through it. What would it be like to know who your grandparents and great-grandparents were, what they felt, how theyd lived?

But that was one thought Carly didnt murmur into her microphone.

The Castillo family, or some member of it, continuously occupied this house since it was built, she continued. Then, after the new house was built by the Senator and his wife, the old house became basically a guest quarters. From the look of the furnishingsantique and in reasonably good condition except for the dustthe guest house hasnt been used very much.

She continued down the hall, then hesitated at the door leading to the central courtyard. Its an odd feeling to see wooden doorsills worn concave by the passage of generations, doorways so small that I feel like ducking when I go through them, and Im barely five foot four inches. Good food, good medicine, and suddenly bigger people are born to each generation.

With a hard tug, she opened, then pushed the door shut behind her. As she hurried across the courtyard, a few dead leaves lifted on the wind, curling around her ankles like a cold cat. She could have stayed warm by taking the longer route through the hallway-gallery that ran along the inner side of the rectangular house, but she felt the need for fresh air.

Winifred might have invited her to live in the old place while she worked on the Quintrell history, yet Carly had the uneasy feeling that everyone else would rather she went home.

When shed arrived, the guest quarters werent fit for a ratwhich according to one of the maids, the ranch had plenty of. Winifred had been furious about the state of the guest quarters because everyone knew Carly was coming today. Rather than being apologetic about the oversight, the maids were surly, saying they hadnt been warned that the guest was coming a month early. Carly had overheard the maids talking flawless English with Winifred, but when it came to the forgotten guest, the language of the day was Spanish.

Carly had started to respond in kind, then decided she could play the yo no comprendo game. So if Carly lacked something in the guest quarterstoilet paper for instanceshe went to the main house and got it or asked Winifred to tell the maids what was needed. It was cumbersome, but worked well enough once Carly understood the game. The towels and sheets shed requested were even clean, if old enough to vote.

Besides, eavesdropping on the blond hispana maid and her buddy was just another way to fill in the gaps of the local story. At least Carly hoped it would be. The tirades and weeping about Almas no-good exfelon boyfriend were better suited to TV daytime drama than the Quintrell family history.

The door leading into the entrance hall of the guest house from the courtyard didnt respond to Carlys key. She tried again, eyed the sagging doorframe, and gave the door a judicious thump just below the lock. The door opened obediently.

Wonder if the same trick would work on the maids.

Smiling slightly, Carly pulled the door shut behind herself, discovered that the lock was broken, not stubborn, and shrugged. The old house wasnt exactly a magnet for visitors or thieves.

The front gallery was well rubbed and clean beneath the dust, telling Carly that the neglect was relatively recent.

Wonder if the hired help used the Senators illness to slack off, she said into the microphone. Im getting the feeling that Winifred doesnt have much clout around here. That could be a problem. If the living arent willing to cooperate, Ill be stuck with photos and newspaper files and such. Oh well. Wont be the first time.

Unlike the other doors in the house, the openings leading into the outer world made a grand statementhuge double doors with a beautiful handmade wrought-iron bar thrown across the eight-foot width to secure the opening. The bars grip was worn smooth by the countless times someone had grabbed it and moved it aside. The lock on the front doors was ancient and worked better than any modern lock in the house. The big skeleton key shed been given turned easily and smoothly in the lock.

Carly hesitated, then shrugged and locked the door again behind her. Wind swept down from the cloud-shrouded peaks. She pulled her wool jacket more closely around her. The weaving was from the town of Chimayo, a place renowned for the quality of its wool garments. Bright, distinctive Southwest designs covered the jacket. The wool was thick and heavy, but no longer stiff. Shed worn the jacket for years and would wear it for years more. Chimayo weavings were made for the long run by people who understood the climate of northern New Mexico and southern Colorado.

The new house was a few hundred feet away. If dead or dormant plants were any indication, the pathway between the houses wound through a kitchen garden, a rose garden, and a family orchard. At the moment, everything that wasnt white with snow was brown and ragged.

Note: Ask Winifred for photos and/or memories of the garden in spring and summer and fall. In the right seasons, it must have been a favorite place for parties and quiet breakfasts.

Carly ducked her head against the wind and moved as quickly as she dared with ice hiding under some patches of snow. Her shoes were sleek and leather and totally wrong for the outdoors at seven thousand feet in the winter. When she was more familiar with the intimidating Missnot Ms.Winifred, Carly would wear more casual shoes. Until then, it was leather shoes and wool slacks and cashmere turtlenecks under one of the three jackets shed brought.

The new house had a sweeping modern design with a wall of triple-paned glass facing the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, which rose almost seven thousand feet above the Taos Valley floor. The layout of the house suggested a boomerang with the outer edge made of glass and the inner edge enclosing two sides of the patio with its zero-edge pool shimmering with concealed lights. Off to one side, connected by a glassed-in walkway, was an apartment once used by visiting dignitaries and now home to Pete and Melissa Moore.

Interesting, Carly murmured into the microphone. Most people cover their pools in winter. Wonder if theres a story behind that, or if its just an oversight because of the Senators long decline.

The shorter side of the boomerang enclosed Miss Winifreds suite and the specialized accommodations for her sister, Sylvia Quintrell, the Senators widow. Not that Sylvia knew she was a widow. She hadnt spoken to anyone or otherwise acknowledged her surroundings since the 1960s.

Note: See if there are any movies or videos of Mrs. Quintrell before her illness.

Carly crossed the patio, skirted the pool, and arrived at Winifreds door on a blast of wind that rocked her. She lifted the antique knockeran upside-down horseshoe, to hold all the luck insideand rapped three times.

No sound came from inside the house.

She waited, shivering in the wind. Shed decided to knock again, harder, when the door opened. Almas angular, aloof face appeared in the narrow opening. The maid didnt say a word.

Miss Winifred is expecting me, Carly said.

Alma hesitated just long enough to make Carly angry before she stepped out of the way and grudgingly allowed the guest inside. Alma looked mussed and irritated, as though shed been interrupted in the middle of some important task.

Youd be much more attractive if youd smile, Carly said pleasantly in the language Alma acted as if she didnt understand. Perhaps if you smiled more, youd be married.

Almas eyes narrowed slightly, telling Carly what she already knew: the maid understood English quite well.

But not all women are suited for marriage, are they? Carly continued in the same friendly voice. Though its a pity you dont have Miss Winifreds resources. Being a housemaid at seventy sounds quite bleak. Carlys sympathetic smile was all teeth.

Alma was forced to smile and nod in return, the timeless response of someone who didnt comprehend a languageor wanted to appear not to understand.

Very good, Carly said. Youre quite pretty when you smile. For a bitch.

The maid turned abruptly and led the way through a living room, past a small kitchen-dining area, and through the double doors that combined Winifreds bedroom with her sisters rooms. With a curt gesture, Alma turned and walked away, her spine straight and her dark slacks rumpled.

Carly took in the room with a glance. Sylvia Quintrell was a slight, motionless mound beneath the blankets of a hospital bed. An IV dripped fluid and medicines into her body. A feeding tube lay concealed beneath the blankets. The bed was positioned so that its occupant could look out over the patio gardens and pool. The murmur of Jeanette Dykstras muckraking talk show Behind the Scenes came from an old TV set.

The room was hot enough to grow orchids.

Winifred sat in a leather recliner next to the bed. She was wearing blackblouse, jacket, slacks, and shoes. It wasnt out of respect for the recently dead Senator. Black was simply her preferred color.

Her eyes were closed and her right hand was wrapped around her sisters slack fingers. An old, heavy Indian turquoise ring and matching cuff bracelet rested uneasily on her lean hand and wrist. The silver gleamed with the soft patina of constant use.

Slowly Winifred opened her eyes. They were dark, full of emotions. Carly wondered if the older woman would be willing to share those emotions with the family historian shed hired, apparently over the protests of the rest of the Quintrells.

Sit down, Winifred said, gesturing toward an overstuffed chair. Take off your jacket. She leaned forward and fed a chunk of pion into the fire. I keep the room warm for Sylvia.

Gratefully, Carly peeled off her jacket and hung it over the arm of the chair. Thank you. She looked toward the bed. How is she today?

Same as every day.

Right, Carly told herself. For now, Ill shelve the topic of Sylvia Quintrell.

Winifred shifted the recliner lever so that the chair supported her legs. The soles of her sturdy shoes were scuffed and worn. Her skin was pale beneath its normal olive color. She looked exhausted and determined in equal measure. Breathing seemed to be an effort.

We could do this tomorrow, Carly said. The funeral must have tired you.

Winifred waved a gaunt hand, dismissing the younger womans concern. Im fine.

Carly twisted the microphone pickup so that the tiny head was pointed toward Winifred. The sound quality would be uneven, depending on who was speaking, but she was used to that. She opened her laptop, called up the Quintrell file, and prepared to type as needed.

Youre aware that my recorder is on? she asked.

You told me that whenever I saw you I should assume Im being recorded, Winifred said. I have a good memory, Miss May. I dont need any fancy gadgets to tell me what I heard a few hours ago.

Neither did Carly, but the recordings sure saved arguments over who said what and when.

I envy your memory, Carly said, checking that the computer was ready to go. She had a digital camera, too, but didnt want to start taking pictures until everyone was more at ease with her.

Where do you want to start? Winifred asked.

That depends on what you want to accomplish. How far do you want to trace the Quintrell history

I dont give a tinkers damn about Quintrell history, Winifred cut in. Its Sylvias and my history I want preserved. We go back a lot farther than the Quintrells. I traced us back all the way to Ferdinand the Great.

Fascinating, Carly said, trying not to sigh. Most connections to distant, famous ancestors were wishful thinking. Modern descendants werent happy to hear that their illustrious family tree existed only in some dead grandparents mind. Do you have documentation?

My mother got it from her mother, who got it from her fathers sister, who was told by her mother.

I see. Anecdotal evidence is always a lively part of any family history, Carly said carefully. Physical evidence, such as land grants, marriage and birth registers, military records, church

I have them, too, Winifred interrupted curtly. The hand wearing the turquoise ring waved in the direction of a huge antique desk. All the way back to the seventeenth century.

Wonderful, Carly thought with no enthusiasm at all. That leaves a gap of six hundred years before we get to the eleventh century and Ferdinand the Great.

Carly typed quickly on her laptop computer. Im eager to go through those papers, but Im unclear as to what you want me to do. How far back in time do you want my narrative of your ancestors lives to go?

Something unpleasant flared in Winifreds black eyes. It was in her voice, too, rough and nearly savage.

Computer keys clicked softly as Carlys flying fingers took note of the dark emotion.

The original land grant was given to the husband of Ignacia Isabel Mara Velsquez y Oate before the Reconquista, Winifred said.

Carly flipped through her memory of early Spanish history in the area that became New Mexico, and pulled out the date. Late in the seventeenth century.

My ancestors held land in Taos before the Indians rebelled.

Thats what makes this so exciting for me. Carly leaned forward with an eagerness she couldnt hide. I love working with a family line that has roots deep in a states history. Do you know the name of the original holder of the ancestral land grant?

Juan de los Dios Oate.

Carly wondered if the older woman knew that de los Dios most often meant a bastard child. De Jess was another popular name for the fatherless. The custom came from centuries earlier when marriage was expected only of noblemen, but conception came to all classes of women. The luckiest of the noble bastards found favor with their aristocratic fathers. Apparently Juan de los Dios Oate had been one of the lucky ones. Land grants hadnt been handed out to people who didnt have influence with the Spanish court.

Do you began Carly.

A sharp gesture from Winifred cut off the words. She leaned toward the bed, staring intently. Sylvias head turned slowly toward the room. Her dark eyes were open, and as vacant as the wind.

What is it, querida? Winifred said gently to her sister. Did you hear the new voice? This is Miss Carolina May. She has come to write our family history. All of it. Winifreds smile was as predatory as her voice was soothing. There will be justice, dear sister. On the grave of our mother the curandera, I promise this.
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DAN SHUT THE WEATHERED DOOR OF THE TAOS MORNING RECORD BEHIND HIM. HE nodded to the receptionist-secretary whose improbable red hair defied the lines in her face. Shed worked for the Record longer than Dan had been alive and her hair color never changed.

Those better not be doughnuts, she said, sniffing the air hopefully. My doctor told me to watch the sugar.

I never touch doughnuts, Dan lied, heading for the editors door.

Huh. Theres powdered sugar on your lips.

Oops. Snow. Thats itsnow.

Smiling, shaking her head, the woman went back to typing.

Dan walked down the hallway. The uneven floor was the legacy of centuries of use and the random settling of the earth beneath the building. The door to the editors office was ajar for the simple reason that the doorframe itself was warped.

Gus looked up. As usual, there was a telephone pressed to his ear. He held up two fingers.

Two minutes.

Dan set the box of doughnuts on the desk, poured himself a mug of the black sludge Gus called coffee, and looked over the framed front pages in the editors office. Except for those chronicling the Senators career, and that of his son the governor, most of the biggest headlines were more than a century old. In Taos, not much in the way of banner headlines happened from year to year.

The printing presses had arrived in the 1830s, and the Spanish newspaper that ultimately became known as the Taos Morning Record began. The Mexican governor made large land grants in 1842, with the major benefactors being Seor Baubien and Seor Miranda of Taos. Soon afterward, Lucien Maxwell married Baubiens daughter and set the stage for the Lincoln County War. Kit Carson and Lucien Maxwell, both of Taos, scouted for John Frmont in the 1840s. The Mexican-American War flared in 1846. The Civil War rated a passing mention because it kept the newly created Territory of New Mexico from becoming a state. Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett played out their violent destinies in the 1880s. Statehood in 1912 rated a headline as big as the paper.

After that, very little that was both local and newsworthy happened until the 1960s, when a ski resort was opened, the Senators oldest son was killed in Vietnam and his other son injured, the hippies invaded Taos County, and a triple murderer was caught with a bloody knife. The fact that one of the women murdered was the Senators wild-child daughtera clinically designated pathological liar and a famous druggiewas discreetly mentioned, but not emphasized. Just one of three female bodies.

Much more ink was given to the Senators grief over the death of his oldest son and his dedication to discovering and celebrating the service history of every Taos County veteran of the Vietnam War. Instead of lobbying for a memorial just for his son, the Senator dug into his own pocket and commissioned a statue listing the names of each Taos County hero of an unpopular war.

Other important local news was the big bridge over the Rio Grande gorge outside of town, which saved the locals a long detour and increased tourism greatly. The most recent excitement was years ago, in 1998, the four hundredth birthday party of New Mexico, historic land of many nations.

Is this why I came back? Dan wondered. To read about how men and women from a rural county had to go halfway around the world to die?

No matter who lives or dies, nothing really changes.

Gus hung up and reached for the carton of pastries. Thanks for the doughnuts. Im starving. Marti was up all night with the youngest and my cooking is caca. Is Dads back still bothering him?

Dan turned and watched his foster brother take a huge bite out of a bear claw. Im starving, too, so save at least one for me. And if its still bothering him, it didnt show. We hiked six miles yesterday.

Yeah? Why?

I felt like it. He felt like coming along.

Huh. Gus swallowed the last of one doughnut and reached for another. Any coffee?

Besides the sewage you keep in that pot?

Gus winced. Yeah.

Sorry. Dan saluted with the mug hed barely sipped from. This is as good as it gets.

I keep thinking if its bad enough I wont drink as much.

Has it worked?

Gus eyed the coffeepot warily. Most of the time. But I didnt get much sleep last night, so
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