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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The coyote howled four times. Salvador Zuni
laughed, realizing he was holding his breath, then waited for
another long piercing wail—hoped for another. In the old
days, four cries was the signal for the gathering of witches. Did
he believe that today? He wasn’t sure. But if he didn’t, why had he
paused? He sighed and still waited, but there were no more yippy
songs from the mesa. That was just his luck. When he needed
everything to be going his way, there was this omen.

It wasn’t that he felt threatened, just
vaguely uneasy—more like he was being warned by the shadows that
whispered behind him, followed him. He’d feel someone watching, but
he’d turn and find no one. At night, dream-strangers dressed in the
costumes of his ancestors would ring his bed and chant, mouths open
in soundless harmony. Usually, Atoshle, the ogre kachina
came. Sal’s skin prickled with a fine coating of sweat. Was it the
work of the hadikanne, the witch society? Maybe he should
see a shaman. But that wouldn’t be cheap.

Four staccato barks burst through the silence
coming from somewhere to his left, a half mile, maybe a mile,
behind him. In answer to the first four calls? They could be. But
he’d have to believe that a witch could turn itself into a coyote
and call other members of the society together. And he just wasn’t
certain about that.

Sal leaned against the bark of the
cottonwood. He’d wait, watch, just to be sure. If it was
coincidence, he’d get to work soon enough. He liked to visit the
river at dusk and watch the night come alive with its creatures. No
one had followed him—even knew he was gone, for that matter. But,
he couldn’t be too careful. No need to arouse suspicion. He’d
parked his pickup a quarter mile back in dense brush and carried
his tools with him, the sacks of mason jars, small nets, pins, and
a vial of formaldehyde. He needed the cover of darkness to hunt his
tiny prey.

And it wasn’t like what he was doing was
wrong—not really wrong—the type that could hurt someone. This wrong
was more of a lie. But Hannah always said he worried too much. How
would people find out? Raid his workshop? He kept the one room
behind his trailer locked. And there wasn’t a pile of the stuff
anywhere. At least, not for long. 

Hannah found an outlet, a local trader who
traveled, someone they could trust. Sal wasn’t so certain about
this last part, but Hannah was confident. As soon as Sal got twenty
pounds ahead, she’d pack it up and send it off. The man sold almost
all of Sal’s raw material out of state. Hannah only kept his carved
pieces at the trading post— and then just a few. They hadn’t been
careless. Unless this trader, Ahmed, told ....

Sal hated the pressure. He was an artist, a
carver in the old tradition. He’d been against Hannah’s plan at
first. Hannah had the idea, asked him to try different recipes,
said to trust her. She knew it could be done, actually had been
done before, but those people had been careless, had gotten caught.
She felt the reservation offered good cover, different jurisdiction
and all, sort of put them above suspicion.

And she had played her ace. The one thing she
knew he’d help her with—keeping her son in that special school. “A
short time, Salvador. I’m only asking that you make amber for a
short time. The school is so costly. You want Harold to be
successful, don’t you?”

Harold. Always Harold when she wanted
something from him. Unspoken but insinuated that perhaps this child
was his. Sal didn’t know for certain, but he supposed it could be
true. There had been indiscretions, the hapless encounters outside
a loveless marriage. 

So, he’d agreed to make amber. And his work
was good, something to be proud of. No one could tell the
difference between old and new. The formula was his. It was not for
sale and not for sharing. Even Hannah didn’t know how he did it.
How he made this golden, prehistoric sap—fabricated the ancient
jewel of the woods right down to its enclosures. 

He’d learned to mix resins, add color,
encapsulate a leaf, twig or insect and no one suspected—not even
using a magnifying glass. He dried the animal/vegetable inserts in
a vacuum cylinder, sucked their juices carefully from their forms
and left them exactly as in life, perfect with only a hint of their
former coloration. His amber was a work of art.

People paid big money for his discovery, his
handiwork. Hannah was sending off more and more of it in its raw
form. Egg cartons filled with irregular golden balls the size of
peas, marbles and golf balls left the trading post, some by United
Parcel, others waited for the middleman, this trader, to pick them
up. Fat checks came back in return—five thousand here, ten
thousand there. His shed held the makings of a fortune. 

Animated voices floated above the river’s
song and poked at his consciousness. Kids were out drinking beer.
The early evening was warm, unseasonably hot for June, and swarms
of pesky mosquitos buzzed around his ears. Hannah had helped him
adjust the new hearing aid, but its hum rattled in his head,
getting louder if he nodded. When he turned the thing up, it made
the mosquitos sound like dive bombers. He dug in his ear until the
tiny plastic oblong, the size of a flesh-colored beetle, lay in his
palm. And the quiet returned. Now that was interesting. If you
didn’t hear the coyotes, did it mean their message had no
impact?

But that sounded decidedly like Father
Leget’s lesson on “if a tree fell in the forest and no one was
there to hear it, did it make a noise?” He had thought about that
until his brain hurt. And when he couldn’t figure it out, he’d
asked the priest about its meaning. And the priest had laughed and
slapped his shoulder and told him to keep working on it. But he
hadn’t. He knew when he was bested.

Sal waved away the mosquitos, fretted with
his loose cotton shirt until its tail flopped out over his jeans
and then carefully pushed the tiny bit of plastic back into his
ear. Maybe, if he concentrated on the river ... He didn’t mind the
hearing aid, not really. It was free from the Government. And his
loss of hearing had gotten him out of the military on disability,
out of uniform and home to his artwork, with a monthly check. That
had been over thirty years ago.

The full moon seemed sluggish in the heat and
rose slowly, unfurling silver light across the river’s wet rocks.
Sal gazed at the slippery shine that spread along the shallows and
sought him in the shadow of the cottonwood. Hot, moon-bright,
summer nights were the best to gather the tiny insects for his
collection—for his work. He’d gotten a book from the Library On
Wheels that had pictures of hundreds of insects native to the
Southwest and had circled the pictures of ones he liked. He tended
to lean toward anything with pinchers, but iridescent wings ran a
close second.

Snatches of conversation floated across the
water. Playful banter that meant someone would probably get laid
later on. Sal winced. How long had it been since he’d approached
Hannah? A month, two months? He’d have to make sure the drought
ended one of these days. 

He let his thoughts stay on Hannah, a tall,
bony Anglo woman with stringy blond hair tied back at the neckline
of some shapeless, ankle-length dress in checks or faded flowers.
And always those same sandals—with thick socks in the winter when
there was snow on the ground. Even if her legs, covered with
downy-soft hair that had never known a razor, turned blue with
cold, she never wore anything different, no slacks or heavy skirts.
She’d come to the reservation in the sixties every weekend, an
anthropology student from Maine doing work at the University of New
Mexico. And she’d met her husband, the owner of the trading
post. 

Only he’d been a lot older—maybe by a full
twenty years. And when Ed Rawlings dropped dead one spring day,
leaving a thirty-something widow and a five-year-old son, everyone
on the reservation expected her to leave. Pack up, close the
Trading Post, sell the inventory to another Anglo and never be seen
again. But that wasn’t the way things happened. Hannah stayed,
stayed and struggled to make a go of things. The odds were against
her, alone like she was.

Sal had felt beholden to help. Because of the
child? Maybe. He didn’t try to figure out why. Yet, at the time he
had hesitated, waited six months before he’d offered himself, made
her realize that he would do whatever she needed, odd jobs, help
with the trading post. He told her he could move out there, board
with her. She allowed as how she would feel safer. It was Hannah
who had come up with the trailer, made his lodging part of their
deal. She couldn’t thank him enough, said she’d had no one else to
turn to.

But what she needed was much more of a
personal thing. She wanted to sleep with him, continue a
relationship that, at best, had been a handful of one-night stands.
Was this the real reason he’d moved out there? Could be. Hannah was
young, vulnerable, pretty ... and she’d come at him like a
she-wolf. Deprivation. It was a primal hunger like he’d never
seen and had almost been too much that first time. He’d had
difficulty performing. 

But he had to respect her. She was fair to
his people, a good businesswoman, and she took care of her son.
Once a year, after she’d visit the boy in that special, year-round
school in Albuquerque, she’d travel back East and sell. Business
was always second. Sometimes reservation artists would go with her.
At first, that had made Sal jealous. But again, it was like the
tree in the forest—if you weren’t there to hear it fall ....

He stooped to turn over the rotting end of a
log and deftly caught three scavenger beetles. All had neatly
formed pinchers. He’d put them in separate jars. He was beginning
to consider himself an expert on insects and could discuss original
hosts, larvae, and parasitical control of pest infestation at the
drop of a hat. Only that wasn’t very often because Hannah warned
him that he shouldn’t seem so knowledgeable. It might arouse
suspicion.

His stomach’s gurgling broke his reverie. He
hadn’t eaten since lunch. Maybe he should get his pickup and drive
into Gallup for some KFC, or maybe Chinese and take some by the
trading post. Hannah loved pan-fried noodles with her chicken chow
mein. He could be there by eight-thirty.

He gathered up the jars he’d set beside the
log. There was never any waste. What insects he didn’t use, he’d
give to Harold who was home this summer for the first time since he
was ten. He’d been released at the age of twenty, not cured
exactly, but able to cope, help his mother, anyway.

Sal smiled. Nobody but his mother called him
Harold; he’d been .22 so long only a few remembered why—remembered
that old Ed hadn’t owned a twelve-gauge, the usual choice of
firearm for a man to shoot in the air to commemorate the birth of
his first son. So, it had been a .22—a rifle pointed skyward in
celebration. But had he known that his only son wouldn’t have made
a twelve-gauge proud? That he would be ... what did Hannah call it?
Learning impaired? 

It was odd to see .22 almost grown. But for
all his size, he was still a little boy—and a handful. Hannah had
to keep an eye on him. Sal helped when he could, took .22 fishing,
or collected toads and frogs with him. At least these amphibians
ate any leftovers Sal had after he’d picked over his catch. It made
Sal feel better to think that nothing was needlessly killed;
nothing went to waste. And .22’s little green friends were fat and
happy.

The trip back to the truck took longer than
he’d expected. He couldn’t move too fast on account of all the
glass jars in grocery sacks; he tried to keep them from knocking
together. He had two ice chests in the bed of the truck, and he’d
put his catch there. All the mason jars fit snugly with cardboard
in between and only squeaked against the sides of the Styrofoam
when he turned a corner.

He was intent on this business of fitting the
jars into their resting place for their ride home and was singly
aware of how his stomach repeatedly grumbled now—ever since he’d
thought about food, promised it something to grumble over. He put
the last jar in place and leaned over the tailgate to inspect his
charges—some kept prisoner with nothing more than wax paper and a
rubber band over the jar’s mouth. 

A twig snapped. Somewhere barely thirty feet
to his right, something had moved. He straightened up and listened
but didn’t look that way. Had a shadow flitted along the edge of
the trees? Something subliminal had registered on his brain, seen
only by his mind’s eye. He used to carry a rifle in a gun rack that
hung in the back window of the cab. But the gun disappeared. It was
too difficult to remember to lock the truck every time he parked.
So, it had tempted someone to just reach in and take it, a pump
action Remington, a reminder of his seventh birthday. There had
been a time when someone’s property wouldn’t have been touched on
the reservation.

He moved toward the cab of the truck and
stuck one arm through the open window. Still staring ahead of him
into the darkness, he fumbled for the switch to the headlights. He
pulled the knob quickly and then, without waiting, walked to where
the two beams of light thrust into the trees and seemed stopped by
the dense foliage some thirty feet dead center. A buffalo moth
began a series of drunken loops, edging closer to the circle of
light, before falling away to begin the spiral all over again. Sal
pushed past the rim of light and stood in waist-high grass.

Nothing. He wished he could trust his
hearing, but he couldn’t. Sometimes he could hear a leaf fall,
other times like now he strained to pick up any sound that didn’t
belong. Even as his eyes adjusted, the too-bright headlights masked
rather than revealed his surroundings. They weren’t any help. He
told himself it was his imagination. The cries of the coyote had
made him edgy, ready to jump at his own shadow. He turned back.

As he neared the truck, it didn’t dawn on him
at first why one headlight would be turning pink, but he stooped to
find out and put his hand in liquid that was spreading languidly
from a pool between fender and hood. He jerked upright and held his
hand in front of the light. Blood. But he hadn’t needed to confirm
it by sight. His brain registered blood the moment he had felt the
slightly congealed warmth and smelled its peculiar metallic
odor.

He willed his heart to stop pounding. Then
after a deep breath, he blinked away the temporary blindness from
the headlights, moved his eyes to look for the source, and focused
on the hood of the truck. 

The body sprawled spread-eagle, head propped
against the windshield. Eyes wide, mouth open as if in surprise. A
splash of red splotched the whiteness of his shirt. Why? Who could
have done this? From the void of shock came a jangling flood of
questions. But the worst? The most sobering thought of all—he knew
this man. It was the trader, the one who sold his amber—the one
outsider who knew about the fraud. 

Sal held his bloodied hand away from his
body. Already his fingers were beginning to tingle and the palm of
his right hand grew hot. Then his fingers began to swell. He didn’t
wait but ran crashing through the brush toward the river. He had to
wash the blood away or be tainted forever by the dead.

Slipping on the rocks, he fell headlong into
the shallows and pulled himself forward on his elbows until he
could immerse his arm up to the shoulder. And then he lay
there oblivious of the wetness that penetrated his jeans, lapped
against his neck, soaked the toes of his Ropers. And prone he
waited, felt the water gently cleanse him, lull him into breathing
steadily—deep breaths forcing oxygen into his depleted lungs.

The moon was now high overhead. He’d lost
track of time, but things seemed normal finally. Frog songs trilled
into the night. He waited then pushed to his hands and knees, still
listening, then upright to stand in the bright darkness—silhouetted
in the sparkling shininess of the moon’s path across the water. His
hand was clean with little washboard puckers across his fingertips
from its immersion. 

He slipped off his shirt, wrung it damp-dry,
then twisted it into a roll and held it to the base of his neck
before bending over to splash more cold water on his face from
cupped hands. He smoothed his shoulder-length black hair straight
back. The moonlight bleached his bronze skin, and he couldn’t
suppress a shiver as a breeze skipped across his chest, thin and
sinew-taut with the bare outline of ribs. He had been a runner in
high school. A wall full of trophies at his sister’s house said he
had been pretty good.

He was beginning to feel better, slowly
beginning to regain strength. At least his head was clear enough to
think of what to do. The persistent breeze was cooling, as it
sucked away the last of his feverishness and restored order. He was
surrounded by the loud, insistent, but calming chirp of night
creatures. This would have been a good night to collect, but
he had no heart for it now. He walked back toward the truck.

He’d leave the truck, hike to the highway,
and call Hannah from the One-Stop. Or maybe he’d call the police
first. The police would have to come. Sooner or later, they
would have to know. But what questions would they ask? How could he
explain the man being found on his truck? Would they think there
had been a fight? Would they discover the business arrangement? Sal
shook his head. What a mess.

The headlights shone somewhat dimmer, but
clearly. Hidden from their brightness, Sal paused at the edge of
the thick brush, then stepped into the clearing and stopped again.
He blinked, stared ... it couldn’t be. The hood of his truck was
clean, bare of any trace of blood, let alone a body. He looked to
the right, then left. There was no evidence of a disturbance,
mashed underbrush where a body had been dragged away. A light
breeze fanned the tall grasses. He was losing his mind. There
had been a body and blood and ... there was something in its
place. 

Sitting on the scratched paint like a hood
ornament was an amber fetish, maybe two inches tall. A sphinxlike
rabbit, inset eyes of polished turquoise looking into nothingness,
ears taller than its golden translucent body that held captive
several tiny insects. Sal turned away and slumped against the
truck’s side. The rabbit was made out of amber from his shed,
his laboratory. Amber he had made. Insects he had caught. His lungs
ached as he gulped in air, tried to get his breath. Someone knew,
had found out the lie. Killed because of it. And now warned
him. 

He roused himself to look in the truck’s bed.
The Styrofoam cases were gone—Mason jars, their inhabitants,
everything. First, there was a body, then there wasn’t, now, in
addition, he’d lost a night’s work. Clearly, someone didn’t want
him making amber. Could it be the ancient ones? The ones who
crowded his dreams? Had he sinned against nature with his
lie? 

He found a stick and knocked the amber rabbit
off the hood and poked it under the left front tire, then pushed a
flat rock against it. He’d smash this fake to powder, and then he’d
talk with Hannah. He’d feel better then. Sal hoped there was enough
battery left to turn the engine over.

 


+ + +

 


“Salvador. Oh, my God, what happened to you?
You’re soaked.” Hannah jumped up from the big oak table in the
corner of the boarding house kitchen; a pile of bills scattered
across the floor. She threw her arms around him, a quick hug of
relief when he’d said that he was all right. Then, he’d told her as
best he could about the body but felt foolish adding that it had
disappeared. 

“Show me where it happened. We need to go
back and look. A body just can’t disappear. And if it’s who you say
... well, we’ve got some thinking to do.” 

Hannah first insisted on looking at the
truck. She opened the hood and wiped a rag around the inside edge.
“A bleeding body would have left a trace. There’s nothing
here. I’ve never seen this old truck so clean.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s the point.” Sal was
getting tired of the hocus-pocus. Maybe he shouldn’t have told
Hannah. She was acting like he was crazy. He should have just
gone home. But he had to tell Hannah. It was one more reason to
stop making amber, stop the lying. .22 was home now. Soon the
school’s bills would be paid. The money wasn’t needed anymore.

He didn’t want to go back to the river, but
Hannah said she’d drive. He didn’t even change clothes, just rolled
down the window on the passenger side and let the warm air dry
them. He was quiet, and Hannah respected his silence. 

The truck’s headlights picked up little more
than the width of the two-lane highway. Yet, the night was lighted
by the now-high moon in a cloudless sky. Calming, peaceful—already,
he was having second thoughts about what he’d seen. Leaving the
highway, Hannah maneuvered the ancient truck down the steep incline
where two tracks led to the river. They bounced along in silence.
Hannah chewing on her lower lip, cursing when the truck slipped
sideways over slick rocks, throwing them around before the tires
gained dry ground.

“How do I know this isn’t your imagination?
You’ve talked a lot lately about bad dreams, Atoshle, and all.
Isn’t there a chance that you thought you saw a
body, but there really wasn’t one?”

“I know what I saw.” He felt angry now, as if
someone had played a joke. “There. That’s where the truck was
parked. Pull straight in.”

Hannah nosed the truck to within twenty feet
of the thick wall of rushes, cut the engine and sat a moment
listening.

“You’re coming with me. I don’t like this any
more than you do. But I won’t investigate alone.” She left the
headlights on and walked to the front of the truck. Reluctantly,
Sal followed.

“Tell me again what you did. What happened
before you saw the body?”

Sal mimed looking in the bed of the truck,
hearing a sound, walking into the high grass, then turning back and
seeing the blood dripping across the headlight.

“And the body was like this?” Hannah hopped
up on the hood and dangling a leg across the fender leaned back
against the windshield.

“Get down.” He’d lost all patience. She was
mocking him. She didn’t believe him. 

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t funny. Salvador, look
at me.” Hannah slipped down from her perch to take his hands in
hers. “I just don’t think you saw a body. How could you? There’s no
evidence that this place has been disturbed. For someone to have
dragged a body—”

“It could have been carried.”

“Ahmed isn’t exactly slight. It would have
taken two strong men to move him, let alone hoist him up here.” She
patted the hood “You would have heard something, saw something.
They would have left a trail, trampled the grass. Sal, I’ll call
the trading post in the morning. You’ll see, this is all some
fabrication.”

“I know what I saw. It’s a warning. I’m not
supposed to be making amber.” Sal was looking on the ground for
some trace of the amber rabbit that he’d smashed under the tires.
But again, nothing, not even fragments of the golden ornament. Had
he imagined everything? He was feeling slightly sick to his
stomach.

“You know this could have been some kind of
prank. Someone pretended to be dead, then got up and walked away,
leaving the rabbit.”

“Maybe.” He couldn’t deny that as a
possibility. He hadn’t examined the body, just took off scared out
of his wits. “Should we call the police?” Probably, he’d
already decided not to, but he needed to ask.

“And tell them what?”

“I don’t know.”

“We don’t even have the amber rabbit to
corroborate your story. I really think this was done by someone
from the village. A jealous carver, perhaps.” 

“Or Atoshle—”

“You know I don’t believe the same way you
do. My practical side says someone you know has set this up. Hired
someone to scare you into giving up the amber.” She leaned her
elbows against the fender. “I just can’t believe word has gotten
out. Certainly, everyone knows you excel at carving amber. Your
work is some of the best that’s ever been done. But no one knows
that you make it, too.” She frowned causing her forehead to
wrinkle. Sal always thought this was the only clue to Hannah’s age.
Otherwise, her clear pale skin pulled smooth around her eyes with
only the hint of laugh lines to belie her fifty-some years.

“Is the notebook safe?” She suddenly leaned
toward him to whisper.

Sal nodded. Everything he knew—had learned
about the making of amber was written down, carefully noted in a
small pocket-sized spiral binder. It had been Hannah’s idea and a
good one. It represented a lot of work and a lot of money—too much
of both to trust to memory. If it were to fall into the wrong hands
.... 

“What would we do if someone were to steal
it?” Hannah voiced his thoughts.

Sal shrugged. He started to tell her he was
stopping anyway, but she rushed on.

“I’m talking about someone duplicating our
work or worse—exposing us.” She was biting her lower lip now.
“Salvador, give the notebook to me. It’s incriminating—points a
finger at both of us. And I’m not willing to go to jail.” She
leaned toward him waiting. He liked the way her eyes glittered.
They were the most unusual deep blue. “I’ll put it in the safe at
the trading post.”

“I can’t.” That sounded better than he didn’t
want to. 

“Why not?” He could hear the start of anger
in her voice.

“I use the notebook. I make corrections. Add
things all the time. Look up what I’ve done before. It needs to
stay with me.” 

“I’m worried. Maybe, this was a warning. What
if these people won’t stop at a harmless prank? What if they are
willing to kill for it?” Her hand was on his arm. “I couldn’t bear
to find you dead somewhere.” Her eyes glistened with tears caught
just behind lower lashes.

“I don’t think you have to worry.”

Sal had thought about his death. But he
wondered if tonight’s warning came from the Elders—those in the
village who could call upon the kachina to show him his
errors—not to kill him but to give him a vision of what could be.
Maybe if he appeased the priests, showed them that what he did was
really not so harmful. He could tell them he would stop by the end
of the summer. Yes, that was it. If they knew he was quitting soon
....

“You know, we’re in such a good position.”
Hannah was staring into space, tears blinked back—any further
search for the body apparently forgotten. “I’ve spread rumors
about a new vein of Baltic amber, one just discovered. No one ever
questions me. People are clamoring for the good stuff. And ours is
perfect.” Suddenly she grabbed both his arms and faced him, her
eyes narrowed. “I don’t want anything to happen to that notebook.
Or to you. Do you understand me? I don’t want you taking
risks.”

“It’ll be okay. I’m going to stop.”

“What?” Her arms fell away.

“By the end of the summer. I’ll be finished
when the last of the school bills are paid.”

“But I’ve just started repairs on the house.
We talked, don’t you remember? The house is Harold’s inheritance. I
can’t just let it go. The plumbing is terrible. I’ve just had the
place painted—I still owe for that. I’m talking thousands.
Salvador, are you listening to me? I’ve committed myself, signed
contracts.”

“You’ll have enough.”

She stared up at him. He couldn’t tell what
she was thinking, only that she was angry. Then she stepped away
and leaned back against the truck.

“I want to help. I want to keep you safe.
Don’t throw that back in my face. All our years together—they have
to mean something. We had a deal—a business contract. I expect you
to honor that.”

He didn’t say anything.

“You’re afraid, aren’t you?” she finally
asked.

He shrugged. How could a man answer that?

“All the more reason to give me the notebook.
Don’t give someone the chance to kill for it.”

Sal didn’t answer. The notebook would stay
with him. There was no argument. He reached out and pulled her to
him. “I’m glad you care.” He said it brusquely and felt her
relax.

“It’s like the old days. You and me by the
river. I hate it when you fight me about the notebook. Sometimes I
just might know best.” She leaned back to look at him, chin
defiantly thrust forward. But her eyes were smiling. “You know, as
long as we’re out here we could walk to the river. The night is
beautiful.” Hannah slipped a hand in his and pulled him to
follow.

Some sixth sense perked up and sent a message
to his brain. Maybe he was about to get lucky. Sal thought
fleetingly of the kids who had been out there earlier. They’d had
the right idea. He drew her back and put an arm around her
waist.

 


+ + +

 


The sunlight ricocheted off the trailer’s
silver siding and sought entry through the kitchen window. It was
too early. Sal wadded the pillow and buried his face. He wasn’t
anxious to start the day or remember the night before—well, maybe
the sex, but not the other. In the morning light, it was difficult
to believe he’d thought there had been a body on the hood of his
truck, let alone an amber rabbit. He pressed his hands to his
forehead. Hannah was right; things like that didn’t really happen
outside your imagination. He needed to forget about it, get on with
his life.

Today, he was minding the store and there
were deliveries—early ones—gas tanker from Shiprock, bread truck,
Sysco Foods. He threw the pillow on the floor and swung his feet
over the high plywood side of his bed, then stood and
stretched.

He had never paid rent; he helped out. And
that made it all right. This trailer in back of the trading post
wasn’t charity. He pulled on the pair of jeans he’d thrown onto the
top bunk and rummaged around in the cupboard above his head for a
clean T-shirt, then started out the door. 

His bathroom and shower were in back of the
deli-mart, the one room grocery attached to the Trading Post and
piled floor to ceiling with racks of canned goods, paper products,
and toiletries. An upright cooler of cold sodas took up a part of
the south wall. Fresh food was frozen mostly, unless you counted
Hannah’s vegetables that she sold during the summer. 

He should probably mist the bins of
vegetables before he went to the bathroom but more likely than not,
the leaves of lettuce would slowly wilt anyway even under the fine
spray of water that he applied twice a day. Cabbages became
shriveled and hard in less than a week and reminded him of shrunken
heads he’d seen on display once in a museum. Now there was a
unique approach to preserving the enemy. The year Hannah had raised
brussels sprouts had been singularly bad, until kids discovered
they made good ammunition for sling shots.

He unlocked the storeroom and the front
doors. Today he would mop the plank flooring, worn brown and smooth
after years of traffic. He’d opened early for deliveries, but Frank
Yazzie was late. Usually, the big white Sysco Foods truck was
waiting for him. Of course, sometimes Frank saved them for last, on
his way home to Window Rock for the weekend. The company let him
keep the big truck overnight, as long as he wasn’t carrying
anything that would spoil. 

Sal wiped out the hot dog cooker, the clear
plastic cylinder with rotating spokes that sat on the edge of the
counter. He could count on Frank buying two—smothered in Texas
chili. He’d have to remember to scrape the dry crust from around
the edge of the brown mass in the crockpot, maybe add another can
of Wolf Brand and set out the Tabasco. 

He sighed as he got four wieners out of the
walk-in cold storage to fill the cooker. Fill was a misnomer.
Hannah instructed him to put in four dogs and space them so that it
looked like they’d sold the other eight. Sal threaded the wieners
onto different rungs of the cooker each morning. Almost always,
they sold all four. But when he asked Hannah to let him cook a
couple more, she’d given him an emphatic, “No.” Eight dollars in
the pocket was better than the possibility of two wasted.

He waved to the driver of the Navajo Gas and
Oil truck and walked outside to watch him pump fuel into the
underground holding tanks. A splash of gas was evaporating on the
driveway. Sal pulled a hose from the side of the building, turned
the spigot and aimed a spray of water at the spill then filled the
mop bucket. The tanker from Shiprock would top up the reservoir of
eighty-seven percent octane fuel. There were two pumps in the drive
but nobody paid the extra fifteen cents a gallon for ninety per
cent except Hannah, but then she didn’t pay exactly. She filled her
aging Buick once a week with the expensive stuff.

Sal couldn’t keep his mind from dwelling on
last night. Hannah had said later she thought it might be his wife
paying someone to scare him into sending more money. He’d given it
some thought as he lay beside her, afterward, on the soft sand of
the river’s bank—after the two of them were exhausted by what they
had done so well for so many years.

And, could be it was his wife and not the
ancient ones. She had ways of finding out what he was up to. He
needed to give that some thought. When he’d moved out all those
years ago, the unspoken agreement was that he’d give her money as
regularly as he could. There were no children. Over the years, he’d
kept his part of the bargain. Among his tribe, adultery wasn’t a
crime. Infidelity might lead to divorce, but, unlike Anglos, no one
considered his rights violated. Not that there weren’t some things
expected. More because of the Catholic religion and the intrusion
of Anglo laws—like property rights, restitution due, an eye for an
eye.

Just last month, his wife had asked him for
money. And when he’d said, “Maybe,” she’d hinted that a man who had
all that amber must be rich and could afford to meet his
obligations. How did she know what he had? He’d just shrugged but
gave her the Indian courtesy of listening. And she could talk. He
wasn’t sure he could remember a list of faults that long unless he
recited them everyday. But, maybe that’s what she did. They had
certainly been committed to memory in a perfect, unchanging order.
Sometimes he’d try to pay attention, just to make certain nothing
new had been added.

“Hey, you need this ‘bilagaana nik’os’
or not?” Frank Yazzie leaned in the door. 

Sal stood the rag mop in the bucket and
pushed it into a corner beside the freezer. Frank must have the ten
cases of Spam Hannah had ordered. Navajos referred to the pink
luncheon meat in the blue can as “white man’s neck.” Probably
wasn’t a bad name as names go.

“Over here.” 

Frank maneuvered the loaded dolly down the
last row of shelves and headed toward the storeroom.

“You know Shiprock City Market sells 1,400
cases every three months of this stuff and there’s twenty-four cans
in a case. They got an entire aisle that’s just Spam. They won a
prize last year as the Southwest territory’s top consumer. Spam
people gave ’em a banner.” Frank disappeared through a swinging
door.

Sal didn’t say anything. He often wondered at
how Frank could rattle off these facts and sound proud of something
like Spam gluttony. Personally, he hated the stuff, and it wasn’t
because Hannah railed on about its salt and fat content. He just
didn’t like it—not its looks, not its taste. But shelf life was a
different story. The company referred to it as “unlimited.” How
could a perishable not perish? But then maybe Spam was like
Twinkies.

One time in grade school his best friend had
left a Twinkie on a plate above his bed. The first month nothing
happened. They’d poke at it and its yellow cake sides would bounce
back fresh-like. Three months into the experiment, the thing
suddenly hardened but didn’t lose its rounded oblong
shape. Then one month later, it was back to its springy
freshness. Sal accused his friend of replacing the original. But he
swore he hadn’t. This time his friend’s sister said it was witched
and made them take it out of the house and bury it. Sal always
wanted to go back and dig it up, but he’d forgotten where they’d
put it.

“Hot enough for you?” Frank walked back
through the swinging door.

Sal didn’t answer. It was like the stuff
Anglos said all the time; it didn’t need an answer. It used to
bother him that Frank could sound so Anglo. But Sal guessed he had
to. Someone had told him Frank was up for promotion, some desk job,
manager of the west territory. Maybe he wouldn’t even be driving a
truck much longer. Sal took the papers Frank held out to be
initialed.

“Want me to add on the usual?” Sal pointed
with his chin at the hot dog cooker. He’d slip ’em in the microwave
to get ’em warmed through the center and heat the chili.

“Yeah, and make sure I
can see the chili for a change.”

Frank laughed. Sal knew he liked to
tease.

“I hear we’ve just about seen the last of
you. I should be thankful. Profits should go up on hot dogs.”
Hannah teased back as she came through the door and crossed the
store to stand behind the counter. She took over the making of the
hot dogs. It was subtle. She never out and out accused him of not
minding the profits, but it was there. Sal knew she’d put on
less chili than he would have.

“We’re supposed to have a busload of tourists
in here before noon.” Hannah didn’t look up from making change for
Frank.

“Good season this year. More write-ups in the
Albuquerque Tribune get the newcomers out this way.” Frank
began eating one of the dogs.

“Are we going to be ready for them?” She
didn’t glance his way, but Sal knew Hannah wasn’t referring to
refilling the hot dog cooker. It was time for him to get into the
cage. At least that’s what he called it; the wire enclosure at the
front of the trading post kept a workbench and tools from becoming
too tempting—and to separate the artist from the masses. 

Out on the highway—the first billboard was on
the four-lane just before Gallup—a series of signs about five miles
apart invited the public to view an Indian at work. A real Indian.
As versus what, Sal always wondered. But it brought people in.
Mostly vacationers in the summer, but they did a stiff trade in
December around the time of the Shalako festivities.

It was the only way he sold his artwork
anymore—the tiny animals he carved then strung into strands of
birds, bears, wolverines or mountain lions in coral, turquoise,
malachite ... amber. And his work sold well. Everyone wanted to buy
something from an artist he knew. Tourists would crowd around his
work space, faceless, pressed against the wire, sometimes asking
questions. 

Hannah encouraged him to be more talkative.
Like she was an authority on Anglos. He preferred to keep quiet. It
gave him time to think and, today, he needed silence to figure out
what was going on—find the true meaning of the body, then the amber
rabbit on the hood of his truck. But more importantly, he needed to
know what it would take to keep these things from happening again.
Should he speak to his wife? Or assume it was Atoshle and pay for a
ceremony to keep him away?

The bus pulled into the shade close to the
building. Sal bent over his work but watched the double-file group
of tourists walk his way. Q-tips. Twenty of them, or more. One time
a tour bus driver had told him he’d looked in his interior mirror
and all he saw were cottony-white tops of heads bobbing behind
high-backed seats and, for all the world, it looked like a busload
of Q-tips. It was a good name.

A sandy-haired man appeared to be the guide,
mainly because he looked forty years younger than anyone else. He
hopped off last and followed the others, quickening his steps to
catch up with a couple who motioned for him to join them just
inside the door. Sal wondered if being a guide was a hard job,
putting up with little old people and riding backward all day.

“I understand you have a rabbit.”

Sal almost buried the Dremel in the palm of
his hand. He shut the small power tool off, set it down carefully
and took a deep breath before he glanced at the speaker.

“My daughter has a collection. Over five
hundred, I think. All kinds. Paper. Ceramic. Stuffed.” An elderly
woman peered at him, standing so close to the wire of his cage as
to touch her nose.

“No rabbits.”

“But I asked the guide. He assured me that
I’d find some here. Look. In this book on your people’s fetishes by
Bennett, it says ...” She thumbed through the pages, backed up,
turned one more forward and stopped. “Here it is. ‘The rabbit is a
trickster comparable to the coyote. He’s a representative of the
world of illusion and double meanings. He’s often prone to acting
impulsively, giving himself away, and thus turning his worst fears
into self-fulfilling prophecies ... sometimes causing his own
destruction.’ ” The woman snapped the book closed. “Is that true? I
mean, in your religion do you consider the rabbit—”

“No.” The word sounded strangled, forced, and
overly loud. Had it come from him? He glanced quickly at the Q-tip
again, then away. Were her eyes glowing? Was she pointing at him
with a bony finger, the other hand with blood-red nails holding the
book, and hanging on the wire of his cage like an arachnid, its
parchment legs clasping the wire? Whatever she was going to say was
lost to Sal because he pushed back from the bench, abruptly opened
the gate to his enclosure, and left. 

He saw Hannah glance his way, pause in her
explanation that they were temporarily out of hot dogs. He didn’t
even smile. He didn’t care if she lost money because she wasn’t
prepared. It probably didn’t matter anyway. She was setting up a
dinner for all twenty-some tourists for that night. Sal walked past
her.

“Oh, Salvador? I called Ahmed’s
store this morning. Ahmed left for New York two days ago.
He’ll be back a week from Friday. What’d I tell you?” 




CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Ben Pecos had chosen to drive from Chicago.
Hindsight had proved that to be foolish, but who could have known
the temperatures would reach record peaks across the Midwest in
June and that vapor lock would stalk him from St. Louis to
Albuquerque. His belongings could have been shipped. He could have
braved the separation. It wasn’t like he had bonded with the
thirty-five cartons of books, box of kitchen “things,” another box
of bathroom “things,” a broom, a cantankerous Hoover, two sets of
bed linen and assorted clothing.

There wasn’t a lot that defined his
existence—maybe the storyteller, the clay doll that sat holding the
eager child with an upturned face. It was a sample of his mother’s
best work done when she was sober, a few months before she died. He
had turned four that summer. His grandmother had let him be adopted
by Mormons. She thought it would be the best for him. And, who was
to say it wasn’t? So, this trip was another homecoming. This time
to pay back Indian Health Service for his education. 

It could have been worse. He could have been
assigned to a reservation in Montana or Oklahoma. This way he was
only a hundred miles from his mother’s Pueblo, maybe another fifty
miles from Albuquerque. He’d be the psychologist for the Hawikuh
tribe in western New Mexico for two years, longer if he wanted.

To someone who didn’t know New Mexico, it was
difficult to explain how the landscape could differ so completely
within a few short miles of a neighboring state. But he knew
exactly—before the Welcome sign—that he was home. And he did
consider New Mexico that. Mountains emptied into deserts, wooded
areas gave way to cultivated fields, mesas loomed at the edge of
canyons—and somewhere in the Tewa Pueblo, his mother had buried his
umbilical cord, assuring he’d always return.

Interstate 40 from Albuquerque toward Grants
and Bluewater passed in the shadow of Mt. Taylor. Black boulders of
volcanic ash lined the highway for some fifteen miles, a testament
to prehistoric devastation. Then the flat land gently rose, pulling
the highway up and through low hills and rocky embankments. The
farther west he got, mesas seemed to pop up, red sides steep but
with a dusting of greenery. And the sky was a backdrop—startling
blue filled with mound upon mound of cumulus clouds.

The interstate was fast. Eighteen wheelers,
piggy-back transports, and campers crowded almost bumper to bumper,
but no one was doing under eighty. At least, there was a break in
the weather. By the time he had picked up Highway 53 out of Grants,
the temperature dipped to a respectable ninety-four and continued
to drop as he entered the sparsely wooded Cibola National Forest.
It seemed to qualify as a ‘forest’ only in spots where pines,
juniper, piñon, or desert cyprus thickly spread to block the sun.
But these clumps were randomly spaced. More than one two-story pine
hovered by the side of the road without a companion.

The temperature fell to an almost brisk
seventy-three as he crossed the Continental Divide and continued to
climb. The rocky edifice of El Morro loomed in the distance,
vaulting some two hundred feet straight up from the fields. Some
day he’d visit the information booth and view the signatures of
Spanish explorers from the 1600s, but not today. 

He was looking for a boarding house about
five miles from the village and, rounding a curve, he abruptly
braked. There it was. This had to be it, but the boarding house
looked out of place—a big rambling Victorian with wrap-around
screened porch whose bric-a-brac in salmon and yellow stood out
against the sage green of its clapboard sides. The paint job was
fresh. They might not be his choice of colors, but the house looked
cared for. He pulled up at the end of the drive and sat a
moment.

Maybe it was the surroundings that threw him.
Someone had carved a niche out of the woods some two hundred feet
from the highway, and to the right of the house was a trading post
and convenience store. Behind that, almost hidden in the trees, was
a small mobile home with attached shed. It was a miniature
community about five miles from the reservation proper.

He slipped the pickup into gear and eased his
way toward the house. When he had agreed to take this position with
Indian Health Service, someone in Albuquerque had suggested his
rooming at Hannah Rawlings’ place. He might have preferred living
closer in but, for now, it would do. He’d have plenty of time to
make a move later.

He parked the truck in front of a brick path
which led to the front porch, but it was difficult to tell front
from back because of the darkness of the screening—yards of
grayness that loomed above him. A scruffy, yellow Lab lumbered to
his feet from under a large cottonwood behind the trading post,
took a look and sprawled out on his side again. Must have decided
it’d take too much energy to make friends, Ben thought. 

The place looked deserted. Yet, he had the
oddest feeling that he was being watched as he stepped from the
truck and started up the walk. From the porch? He couldn’t tell.
Surely Hannah wasn’t going to be the type of little old person who
spied on her boarders. Nonetheless, it was difficult to suppress a
shiver. His grandmother would say someone had walked on his
grave.

“You must be Dr. Pecos.” The screened door
whined open, and the closeness of the voice startled him. 

“Yes. Hannah Rawlings?” 

The woman stepped through the door and stood
on the top step. At first, Ben thought she was an albino,
silver-blond hair, eyebrows and eyelashes almost too light to show
up against pale skin; her body, neck to wrists to ankles, was
covered by a cotton dress. But the eyes were blue, an icy, deep
azure, and he thought of the puppy he’d wanted to keep, but his
uncle had looked into those same eyes and called it a “chicken
killer.” 

And she didn’t seem to be embarrassed by
staring at him openly, a hand shading those penetrating eyes. She
loomed above him, blocking the door. He felt awkward, but he had
started to take another step up, holding out his hand, when
suddenly something grabbed his ankle throwing him off-balance.

Ben jerked forward, arms flailing in the air
before he landed hard—the palms of both hands stung from striking
the top step’s edge. His right shin bone smarted with the promise
of a bruise. It had happened lightning fast. The rough hand that
had thrown him still grasped his ankle—a hand that had shot out
from between the slats at the back of the steps and belonged to
someone hiding under the porch. 

All Ben could see were creased, suntanned
fingers, dark brown with nails bitten to expose a soft pink cuticle
streaked with dirt. The stubby fingers and square palm connected to
a thick, sturdy wrist. Still pinioned, Ben squatted to see its
owner and found himself eye to eye with a troll. At least that was
the first word that came to mind. Scabs dotted the hairline of his
shaved head, and freckles melded in patches to give him spotty
color on his cheeks and across his nose. It took very little
imagination to think of a creature who lived under bridges and
probably porches, a creature to scare children but who had done a
pretty good job of doing just that to him.

He stared, and the crouched owner of a slack
jaw and bland expression didn’t flinch. Just returned his stare,
then said, “My toad gone. He there. No there now.” The voice,
stilted and sing-songy, had the whisper of a lisp.

Ben looked at the step. What was he talking
about? What toad? It must be “gone” because he didn’t see anything.
Ben had expected to see a child under the porch, but the pair of
watery blue eyes that stared back at him from the darkness belonged
to a much bigger individual. This boy is almost grown, he thought.
He’s big enough for serious harm, if he decided to do more than
trip people on the steps.

Suddenly, the boy stuck his other hand
through the slats, and opened his fist to show a perfectly carved
toad fetish in amber.

“That’s a handsome fellow. You better be
careful or he might try to escape again,” Ben said.

This time there were giggles, and Ben felt
the pressure on his ankle release.

“Harold, this is Dr. Pecos. Can you come out
and say hello?” She waited a moment then added, “My son is
shy.”

Son? This hunched figure under the porch
belongs
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