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Chapter One

 


 


She winced and caught her breath. The pain
was sharp, but fleeting. Breathe in, one, two; breathe out, one,
two. There, that was better. She smoothed her skirt and glanced out
over the audience. Autumn shadows crept across the first two rows
of seats, casting a dappled grayness. The end of the Indian summer
was near—a metaphor for her life? Possibly. It would be one week
tomorrow since she’d known—known that the lump in her groin
heralded a far more pervasive, insidious illness than the muscle
pull she’d thought it to be. She had leukemia. And she had very
little time. The exit was cast in stone—four months without an
aggressive round of chemo. A treatment she soundly refused. Or the
long shot. A bone marrow donor. No. She had no right to ask. There
was one person, one possibility, but hadn’t she burned that bridge
forever?

The crispness of the breeze made her pleased
she’d chosen the black nubby wool suit. She loved fall in New
Mexico. Sitting on the dais overlooking the crowd of perhaps a
hundred well-wishers, the wind ruffled the scarf at her neck, but
the sun warmed her face. And then the ever-present jolt—this would
be her last season. The reminder of time evaporating shadowed her
every move. Like a specter she must address. Meet head on,
resolve—make decisions that would affect so many. She was being
recognized today for her contributions to the University of New
Mexico. When one had money there were always countless ceremonial
thank yous. The obligatory gatherings to celebrate good deeds—an
ostentatious show to, perhaps, encourage others to share their
largess. She would be expected to say a few words.

The Chancellor droned on about expansion and
research—attracting the best to be had to lead the University in
competition with other top schools—all this made possible by caring
individuals like herself. He turned from the podium to acknowledge
her. She nodded, but already her mind was skipping away, ducking
into the reverie which paraded her past across her memory. She
smelled crushed maple leaves—as if she’d just walked across a lawn
kicking up the slightly sweet earthy dampness of muted reds and
oranges. Something she hadn’t smelled since her youth at school in
Vermont. But there it was. As real in the moment as if it had just
happened. And it was this olfactory memory that repeated itself.
The scent of lilacs out of season, rain on parched desert in
October, sopapillas sputtering in hot grease in her office—her nose
deceiving her with a rush of places and times past.

Sixty years seemed both a long time and as
fleeting as a second. There should be no regrets … but one. One
regret, one irreconcilable action taken … but she’d been given a
brief time to make it right. She had put out feelers, discreet
inquiries. Hired someone who came recommended. She was dying—give
her this last wish. Would it work? Would she come face-to-face with
her past? Sit down and say, “I should have never let this happen.
Forgive me. I’ve loved you with every breath I take.”

“Consuelo Bigrope CdeBaca.” Her name. She
bumped back to the present. The Chancellor beamed while most of the
hundred guests were on their feet in polite applause. How sweet.
She acknowledged the audience with a wave, thanked the Chancellor,
reiterated how dear the University was to her and her late husband,
spoke of its future in safeguarding the state’s youth, how the
state university must remain the leader—no, the initiator in
protecting the brain trust so needed to encourage industry to
choose this state and establish employment opportunities for all.
How the school should provide the national labs with top-notch
candidates, those prepared with solid skills and a mission to
maintaining the competitiveness of our great country. How her
modest contribution should be used to retain the youth—offer
scholarship opportunities to minorities, Native Americans who
otherwise might not have a bright future.

Her words—nothing new or
earth-shattering—brought vigorous applause. The Chancellor jumped
to his feet when she’d finished and encouraged the audience once
again to stand. She smiled, nodded slightly and waited at the
podium while the Chancellor approached her with a large box, a
rainbow-hued bow dripping over its sides.

“This token barely expresses our deep
gratitude for your thoughtfulness, your magnanimous contributions
over the years. Your gift of two million dollars comes at a time
when …”

She tuned out his officious droning and
turned to smile her thanks at the five people sitting behind
her—the Chancellor’s wife, the head of educational research, the
Provost, acting Dean of the Medical School and his wife.

The Chancellor stopped and politely withdrew,
leaving her to acknowledge their gift. She lifted the lid of the
box and placed it beside the podium before digging into the layers
of tissue. Her fingers touched a rounded surface—a pot, of course.
They would know of her collection. Something from Acoma, or Jemez,
or San Ildefonso. A tasteful addition to what she’d gathered for
years. With both hands, she scooped the vessel up, letting the box
fall to the side.

She brought it to eye level and gasped. She
was looking into the vacant eye sockets of a skull. A hole,
bullet-sized, squarely between those orifices was outlined in
red—in the shape of a heart. She turned toward those sitting behind
her. Their plastic smiles looked at her expectantly—not realizing,
of course, what she held. Because not for one minute did she
believe anyone on this distinguished panel had anything to do with
what was happening. She could hear her breath coming in short
spurts. There would only be one skull anyone would send her. But
from a time so long ago … why now? Who would need to let her know
that her secret was shared? The man who had held the gun? Held her
finger to the trigger? He was gone. Well paid to stay away. Could
greed have brought him back?

She swayed, struggling to focus, at least to
stay upright, but it was the private knowledge that she knew whose
skull this was that brought the terror to the surface, brought her
fear in all its starkness and laid it bare. She had once loved this
man more than life itself, and now someone was threatening
exposure. Please … not now, not when so much was at stake.

She swung back, clutching the skull in one
hand and grasping the edge of the podium only to have it collapse
with her weight and topple over the edge of the narrow stage. The
skull popped from her grasp, and the screams of those in the front
row barely drowned the clanging of metal chairs pushed into one
another as the audience scattered.


Chapter Two

 


 


“A prank. I’m convinced that it was nothing
more.”

She was reclining on the sofa in her own
study, thank God. She’d prevailed and had only spent an overnight
at University Hospital. There would be enough of hospitals soon
enough. The tumble from the stage resulted in a few bruises,
nothing broken. She felt much more up to the obligatory questions
in familiar surroundings. And though irksome, the discovery of a
human skeleton—even a part—necessitated exhaustive investigation. A
quick call to her lawyer stemmed the inevitable media frenzy. She
had barely filled a half dozen sentences on the ten o’clock news.
Still, persistent reporters might doggedly try to pursue an answer.
Would they be able to figure out who—no, she couldn’t think that
way.

“Ms. CdeBaca—”

“Connie, please. May I call you Ryan?”

“Hmmm, yes, well, you have no reason to
suspect someone is trying to scare you? Threaten you?”

“None.” She knew the young detective wouldn’t
be comfortable using her first name.

“Is there any chance that you might know the
deceased?”

Had her intake of breath given her away? She
shrugged, exhaling slowly, seeming to search her memory. “My
husband and I have had hundreds of workers on the ranch over the
years. Because of his time in public office, I’ve made countless
thousands of acquaintances. I currently employ fifty people in my
construction company. Of course, it’s possible I’ve known the
person. Will you be able to come up with a date? Some idea of time
when the …” She couldn’t finish.

“Yes. I expect answers by the end of the
week. About all we know now for certain is that it’s male. We’re
treating this as a homicide but haven’t ruled out a self-inflicted
wound. We’ll be looking at a time frame—they can get pretty close.
Then we’ll try to match it with any remains from the same
period—unexplained partials found in the vicinity. Actually, not
just the vicinity, our scope is pretty broad.”

She knew he was talking about the countless
bones—bits of femurs, metatarsals, clavicles, that appeared on the
mesa, in someone’s garden, or when excavating a landfill. Good for
a story in the afternoon paper and speculation, then forgotten.
Unless they identified it, found the match and made the connection.
But wasn’t that impossible? A missing person, a few paragraphs on
microfiche in some archive—but not a body. Hadn’t the ashes been
scattered in the Sandias … the body assumed to be complete,
decapitated in life but whole in its final journey? But what if
they reconstructed … first by computer, then putty until he emerged
as in life. How common was that practice? Would forensics spend
that kind of money? Maybe, if they thought the stakes were
important enough. She could never handle the questions—the
relentless questioning. But she would be spared. Death seemed
comforting somehow.

“There’s a computer listing of unsolved
murders—where only parts of a skeleton have been found. But that
doesn’t explain the heart, does it? That would seem to indicate a
more intimate knowledge.” She snapped to the present; he was
watching her.

“Certainly, a rather bizarre touch.” She
reached for a cigarette. Funny how the minute she’d found out she
was dying, she’d bought a carton on the way home from the clinic.
Twenty years a non-smoker and then back in a second, the cravings,
the need for menthol. She clicked the lighter shut. The smoke
curled upward, dissipating before reaching the domed ceiling of
stained glass. The cigarette gave her something to do with her
hands. Kept them from trembling, she hoped.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s all right. Really. I just find it a bit
gruesome. I admit to waking up last night after dreaming I was
holding it in my hands again.” She shivered then admonished herself
to collect her thoughts. No tears. She couldn’t let him see the
wound, the fear … “You know, the skull might have been meant for
the Chancellor.”

“We’ve thought of that. But because of the
presentation, it seems someone went to great lengths to make
certain you received the skull. The original gift was purchased
from Wright’s Gallery. We’ve interviewed the store owners.” He
referred to his notes. “Mr. and Mrs. Bobrick. Both were
instrumental in choosing the gift—an Acoma pot—I believe they are
familiar with your collection?”

“Yes. Over the years they’ve always called
when something they knew I’d like came into the store.”

“A graduate student picked up the
gift—watched it being wrapped and brought it to campus, leaving it
with the Chancellor’s secretary. The switch apparently happened
while it was in the Chancellor’s office. I understand the
university sent a replacement this morning? It seems the Bobricks
had a difficult time choosing between the original gift and its
replacement, in the first place. In fact, Mr. Bobrick indicated
that he thought this was the appropriate choice all along.”

Connie walked to a lighted glassed cabinet
and took out a clay Indian corn maiden. “I agree with him.
Beautiful, isn’t she?” She turned the ten-inch figure so that he
could see the corn pattern intricately displayed down one side of
her mantle. “I’ve collected Maxine Toya for some time now. This is
really some of her best work. I’m honored, frankly.” The sun played
tricks with the polished rust-red cloak that covered the figure’s
head, causing the clay to look like shimmering cloth. The black
accents had been polished to shine like obsidian.

“Here. Beautiful, don’t you agree?”

She handed the figurine to him and sank back
down beside him on the leather couch. Ryan gingerly turned the
figure over in his hands before placing her on the glass and iron
end table. He paused for a moment, then, “You’re isolated out here.
I think I’d give some thought to moving closer in. Just in case
what happened was meant as a threat.”

“The daughter of a friend is coming to stay
for a few weeks. My friend is recovering from surgery or I’d have
the two of them. I’ll be fine. Besides, I like being close to the
site.” She didn’t add that she had servants. Of course, until their
quarters were finished, there would be no one staying the night.
She couldn’t have them there at night anyway, not for a while. But
a cook, a housekeeper and grounds man were there during the
day.

“Ah yes, the construction site. Millionaire
row—isn’t that what it’s being called?”

“The houses will be—are large—all a minimum
of five thousand square feet with natural accents. They are not
cheap—I don’t have to apologize for that.” Why was this man making
her feel defensive? The exclusive community was just another part
of her legacy.

“Choosing to build at the edge of the land
grant encroaching on sacred Indian land has caused concerns. Six
months ago a house was burned.”

“A house under construction. The
investigators traced it to faulty wiring.” She believed that. A
simple explanation is often the true one.

“There was a letter if I remember correctly.
Some eco-terrorist group took responsibility—claimed victory?”

“So much easier for those groups if they
don’t have to do anything. It was an accident—one we’ve made
certain won’t happen again.”

“How many houses are occupied?”

“This one, of course. Only one other is close
to completion. Five have been started. The fire slowed us down a
bit.”

She wasn’t admitting to the lawsuit. She
couldn’t talk about it even if she wanted. The detective was
correct in saying a neighboring pueblo was disputing her claim to
the ten thousand acres left to her husband’s family and then to
her. One of those details she needed to give attention to.
Sandwiched between forestland and Indian land, the strip was of
interest to a number of groups. Her husband had kept it stocked
with elk and treated visiting dignitaries to a private,
herd-thinning hunt once a year. She was certain more than one
felled elk had bought her husband the favors he’d needed in the
state house.

“Ma’am?”

“I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

“Did your husband have enemies?”

She stifled a laugh. Did he have enemies? Was
there anyone who hadn’t wished Skip CdeBaca dead at one time or
another? His own children fit into that category. And didn’t she?
Didn’t she still berate herself because money and convenience made
her turn her back … accept the fear, the heartbreak, do something
that she regretted every minute of her life in exchange for
everything around her, including her own life.

“He’s been gone two years in December. He
would have been eighty-one. I think he simply outlived a lot of
ill-will.” She gave a short laugh. “I can’t imagine any grudges
that might have lasted beyond the grave.” Only because those
players were also dead. Except one. Didn’t the very skull she had
held in her hands prove it? And her … but hadn’t her anger just
turned to bitterness?

“Sometimes answers are right under our noses.
It’s a matter of examining things. You might want to make a list of
possible trouble-makers, grudges, that sort of thing—”

“You like what you do, don’t you?” She said
it kindly. The young man was trying—probably had a promotion riding
on some sort of swift closure to this case. And she knew she was
still celebrity enough to warrant the time spent—meaning a far more
heinous crime would lack manpower.

“If I think of something, I’ll call. Do you
have a card?”

He took the hint and, putting a card on the
table, got to his feet.

“Rosa? Oh, there you are. Could you show
Detective Salas to the door?” Connie rose and extended her hand. “I
appreciate your concern. Thank you for stopping by.”

“You take care. I don’t think you should just
dismiss this.”

Once again a shiver prickled across her
shoulder blades, and the hand she held out in parting was ice cold.
“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

She heard the heavy front door thud shut and
waited for Rosa to walk back through the study.

“Miss Consuelo? This is my early evening. Can
I get you something before I leave?”

“If you have time, make a plate of sandwiches
and leave them covered on the kitchen counter. I won’t go out this
evening, but I may have guests.” Not a lie, really. She was
expecting someone. But not someone who would come into the house to
eat.

“Yes, Miss. I could stay. I do not mind
sleeping in the study if you—”

“No, I’ll be fine alone. I just need to rest.
I’ll go to bed early. But thank you, Rosa.”

Connie walked to the bar, filled a glass half
full of ice and a generous couple splashes of Herradura. Running a
lime quarter around the rim, she dropped the spent fruit into the
liquor. Thank God for the blue agave. What would she do if the
plant became extinct? And then that familiar jolt … would she care?
Death was far more difficult to become accustomed to than she would
have imagined. There was a part of the human being that clung
desperately to life … refusing to believe. How easy it would be to
slip into denial. Was it all that wonderful to have a warning? To
know when her time of departure would be?

She carried the drink into the living room
and stood by the wall of glass that practically brought the Sandia
Mountains into her patio. The green of the sloping foothills stood
out in stark contrast to the desert floor. As always, the vastness
of her view from this spot filled her with awe. She’d worked
closely with the architect. Every detail was designed with care,
with feeling for the land.

She started this house the year after Skip
died. She had discarded the plans he’d drawn up and replaced them
with her own. The heavy masculine touches had given way to sunken
tubs and ponds of Koi and lilies, Italian marble and natural
granite, greenhouses combined with bathrooms, a lap pool—everything
she’d ever wanted. Skip would have built a fortress; she built an
open invitation for the surrounding mesa to become a part of her
living area. She replaced or moved every desert plant other
contractors would have destroyed. The result garnered her
Albuquerque’s House Beautiful award and assured her a permanent
spot on the City’s Parade of Homes every fall. Sadly, she’d be able
to enjoy it less than six months.

Sometimes she would wander her house and let
memories of poverty intrude. A childhood of few extras. The kind of
poverty that resulted in wanting what was around her now, no matter
the cost. The opulence was born of a problem marriage but one that
erased the struggles of a young child. The reservation was painful,
but she shrugged off the memories. Hadn’t she overcome all that?
Hadn’t she paid dearly for all that was around her?

November with daylight savings time meant
shortened days. It was barely five, but already a smoky haze spread
across the hills, and the dying light turned the Watermelon
Mountains a brilliant red-violet. She sipped her drink as night
slipped across the mesa, chiseling the mountains into black
silhouettes against the dusky blue evening sky. Would he come? Was
tonight the night she’d been waiting for? Yes. It had to be. She’d
watched the pile of piñon wood grow against the outside wall of the
patio. Stick by stick, log by log. In the cover of darkness. And
then, a discreet distance from any structure, the logs were placed
in a tent pattern.

Ramon, who cleaned the pool and fountains,
asked if she had ordered the wood. She said she had. But she
declined his offer to bring it in or chop it into smaller pieces
for use in her fireplaces. This wood was not meant for a fireplace.
It had a greater calling in its life. This afternoon dried grass
had been stuffed into the cavity formed by the triangle of logs.
The grass would explode into flame and ignite even the most
stubborn gnarled pole. The result would be spectacular.

In times of great sickness or distress, the
Mountain Gods would come to her people, the Mescalero Apache. Men
from her tribe would impersonate these gods and perform the dances
handed down over the centuries. She knew the songs. They were
coming back to her. Bits of them floated through her head now like
everything else. Just snatches. A phrase long forgotten, a chant
that seemed to reverberate through her body.

“The sandwiches are on the sideboard, Miss.
There’s a tossed salad in the fridge. If there’s nothing else, I’ll
see you in the morning.”

“That’s fine, Rosa. Thank you. Have a good
evening.”

She listened as Rosa backed her car out of
the garage and turned down the long lane to a county road that
would take her back to civilization. She was alone now. He would
know. The ceremony was meant for her eyes only. She had anticipated
tonight’s visit and, digging through box after box of stored
clothing, she found her shawl. Squaw shawl as her husband called
it. She reached for the folded square of material at the end of the
couch. Pale aqua with foot-long fringe knotted every eighth of an
inch around its large perimeter. She shook it out, then refolded it
into the triangle that would form two points to gather around her
torso. The fringe shimmered and danced on its own at her every
step.

She gave an excited giggle and watched her
reflection in the wide expanse of glass, twirling as the shawl
hugged her hips and unwound to curve around her once again when she
turned the other way. Slight of frame, she was almost dwarfed by
the material. Then she reached up and let the shawl slip to the
floor as she pulled two large pins from her hair. Mesmerized, she
watched the cascading wave tumble to her waist. She looked young.
The silver threads were muted by darkness.

She stood, squarely facing the window-mirror.
Tentatively she touched the glass and traced the curve of her
cheek. Consuelo Bigrope. The most beautiful girl in her tribe.
Crowned Indian Princess at the Gathering of Nations when she was
sixteen, national barrel racing champion at eighteen on a horse
loaned to her by the man she would marry. Too early, too soon, too
young for a man like Skip CdeBaca. But would she ever have
been ready to join a family of children who were barely younger
than she? Was it any better now that they were all middle-aged? Of
course not. Hatred surpassed all else. If time was not a healer, it
was an instigator. People could thrive on hate as easily as on
love. Didn’t the lawsuits attest to that? Two of the three children
still contesting their father’s will and soon her own. Unless … she
had hope, didn’t she? One last chance of life if he agreed? But she
shouldn’t count on it. Better to go ahead with her plans.

They would be shocked by her will. She wished
she could witness their outrage when they were told where her
millions would go. She only lamented the innocent soul they would
turn their venom on.

She had given their father everything but
what he wanted most—her love and a child who would show the world
his virility and give him a hold over her. But it was not to be.
There had been no child. But for forty years of marriage, she had
played by the rules—only once straying, starved for a love she’d
never had. And this one time not to be found until she was in her
forties. By then, far too late to start over. One more unhappiness.
A young man who captured her heart—the only man she’d ever
loved.

When she had been a child, before she
married, before there had been a lover—had she been happy? She was
happy at school. The two years of high school made possible by the
nuns. The cloistered two years in Vermont, half a world away. Those
austere women who wanted her to better herself, perhaps find a life
in Christ. Connie smiled. It was difficult to think anyone would
have thought that would be her calling. But she came back.

New Mexico was her home. Yet, life was
difficult on the reservation. The poverty, the drinking, her mother
dying before her eighth birthday. Her grandmother was her
salvation. A woman determined that Connie should learn about her
heritage. She remembered the great fire of her puberty ceremony.
Six young girls celebrated their womanhood on an evening in early
summer. The Mountain Gods danced against the fire’s redness,
approaching, blessing, backing away, circling, inviting the girls
to join them in a wider concentric ring of rhythmic motion.

She would dance this evening after the great
fire had been blessed and bits of the ground where it had been
built was offered to the gods. The crown dancer would wait until
well after dark. But he would come. She smiled and laid both hands
flat on the glass, then placed her cheek against the coolness. She
must be patient.

She would carry the plate of sandwiches and a
soda to the far wall. He would need to eat something. He would not
come in the house. That she knew. She found the sandwiches on the
sideboard in the dining room—roast beef with horseradish, a couple
ham and Swiss, one plain Swiss on rye. Would they meet with his
approval? There was no way of knowing. She continued into the
kitchen—commercial stove, Sub-Zero refrigerator, butcher block
island twelve feet square, open cabinetry with glass fronts, pots
and pans gleaming overhead from enormous hooks on a steel rectangle
twelve feet long above the island. Rosa had put white gladiolas in
huge clear glass bowls on the tile counter and on top of the wine
rack. Of course, there was a wine cellar. Not of her choosing, a
remnant from Skip’s house plan, but she did entertain; the
architect talked her into keeping it.

She walked quickly across the brick floor and
opened the fridge. She chose an herbal iced tea instead of a soft
drink. Would he like her choice? She thought so. She carried
everything back through the study, into the living room, then out
the side door.

The early evening was still, moonless;
everything had soft fuzzy outlines in that black velvet way the
desert had of casting stark silhouettes across the landscape. The
patio was a vast flagstone stage, sunken kiva-like in the center
with tiers of steps fully surrounding it. Had she anticipated this
miniature amphitheater’s first performance? Hardly. But she
couldn’t have designed a better setting if she had thought about
it.

She set the plate of sandwiches on the far
wall, retraced her steps to the living room, and let herself in the
side door. It would be awhile. The fire had to be lighted and then
fed until it towered into the night sky.

She sank onto a chaise lounge facing the
expanse of window. Night’s curtain of black bounced her reflection
back. She waited. A half hour? An hour? She lost track of time.
Suddenly a whoosh of flame illuminated the room. Leaping skyward,
the brush burned brightly, igniting the logs. She shivered. Not
from cold or fear but from anticipation. He would let the fire
settle, placing more logs on the mound before retiring to begin his
prayers—chants that would beg the gods to cast a favorable eye on
what he was about to do.

She rose to scoop up the shawl and gather it
around her. She would wait here until he had finished the
blessings. Then she would go out to join him, circle the patio as
he danced around the fire. It would be just the two of them. One on
the rim and one near the fire below. Two people moving in
rhythm—alone, yet together. Two people who had been shadows to each
other all their lives. She risked bad luck, death even, if she
recognized the face of the dancer beneath the mask. But she knew
who this was. This man was her one regret. A reason not to die.
Would there be time now to make amends? Could her money make things
right? Could she offer this man enough to save her life?

He was approaching the fire from the back,
loading log after log onto the pyre. It wouldn’t be long now. When
he finally appeared in headdress and mask, his body painted with
white and ochre, she stared at his height, over six feet, the
additional three feet of the crown gave him majestic proportions.
The crown reached beyond his head—at least a foot and a half on
each side and three feet above—white, flat pieces of wood forming
an E on its side. Knee-high buckskin boots were bleached golden by
firelight. He averted his face, made sinister by the black
hood-mask with two round eyeholes and kerchief covering his
neck.

Suddenly she was aware of drums and chanting.
A tape? Or some recollection from her youth now playing through her
memory? Did it matter? She opened the side door onto the patio and
stood by the edge of the flagstone. She wanted to run to him, hold
him, tell him all the things he had a right to hear from her. But
she didn’t. She couldn’t. This ceremony was sacred. He was
performing it now at great risk. Possibly without the tribe’s
blessing.

She stood, then began swaying, bringing the
shawl around her head. She was vaguely aware of the shimmering
fringe as her feet moved in half-steps carrying her clockwise a
discreet distance above the Mountain Spirit—the fire dancer—who
could bring such joy to her life. Who now, after all these years,
sought her out in a time of need, came when she had called out to
him. And he offered the only thing he knew, which was his to
share—a heritage that might save her or, at least, make her next
journey less complicated. Or maybe, just maybe, a part of himself
that would give her life.

But what would he say if he knew she had held
the skull of his father in her hands? That she knew his murderer
and had said nothing. She had robbed the son of his parentage and
suffered every day of her life. And now, if the terrible disease
inside her body didn’t kill her, someone else most surely
would.

 


+ + +

 


He watched from the rim of an arroyo that cut
high above the back side of the game preserve. He’d promised the
old man that he would live and let live. For a price, of course.
But now, with the old man gone, him out of money, and the bitch
fixing to destroy God’s little slice of paradise? Building a
secluded compound of multi-million dollar houses where only elk
roamed—all she ever cared about was money. And now her hocus-pocus
witchcraft. It didn’t fool him, this fire dancer; it gave him an
idea, though—a brilliant idea. Was this fire dancer the one who was
bedding her now? Maybe she’d like to receive another skull. Just a
little threat, a little insurance. A reminder that he meant
business. He wanted what he was owed and maybe a little extra. He
was worth it—hadn’t he kept his mouth shut all these years? Yes, he
could be trusted. But he needed to act soon. She’d gotten his
message; she would know he was back.

He carefully wiped the lens of the binoculars
and raised them again to stare down at the fire. She was dancing
now. If ol’ Skip had ever thought he could take the squaw out of
her, he should see her now. Funny how the old man considered her a
trophy, let beauty blind him to just about everything.

As an employee, so to speak, he’d been Skip’s
right hand—knew a lot of things he wasn’t supposed to. But he had
been willing to lay down his life for his employer. And now that
the money’d stopped, he needed to renew his pension—up the ante
while he was at it. She was so hell-bent on taking away his
livelihood, then let her pay. Maybe this time a lump sum that would
be a ticket out—a permanent ticket. He was glad now that he’d known
her secrets. Secrets he could use—secrets that would be worth a lot
to the family. If he couldn’t make her pay, there were others. But
first he’d make her believe he would do what he threatened.

And who was to say he couldn’t accept money
from two sources? He laughed at this. It was brilliant. He held the
answers and he could offer his services. No, sell his services. His
brash laugh startled a doe partially concealed in brush. He watched
her bound away. He wouldn’t let the squaw-woman ruin this.


Chapter Three

 


 


Julie had no patience. She had meant to
surprise Ben at the hospital and then whisk him away for a really
fantastic lunch—maybe Scalo—before she drove up to Connie’s. She
was lucky he was even in Albuquerque. They had both been living in
Gallup before her mother’s operation, but he’d been offered this
fantastic opportunity to help out IHS in Albuquerque and do some
research. He would still be driving back and forth—Gallup on
Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Albuquerque on Thursdays,
Fridays, and the weekends. He was so excited about the opportunity;
she couldn’t really nag about the tough schedule. She’d find him an
apartment in the city—unless he’d be willing to take Connie up on
her invitation and stay with Julie at the house. From what her
mother said the place was big enough. They could have separate
rooms or they could be together. She really didn’t think Connie
would mind. Free lodging was about all their budget could handle
until she turned in some work. She hoped Ben wouldn’t have some
attack of Puritanism just because Connie was her mother’s
friend.

Julie had called the Indian Hospital when she
got in. Gloria, Dr. Sandy Black’s receptionist, answered and
assured her that Ben was taking care of a crisis and had only one
other patient before being free for lunch. Gloria said she’d mark
him out for two hours, then she giggled and said she’d mark him out
for the whole afternoon. This was before lapsing into small talk,
trying to catch up on the last few years.

So, Julie had rented a car and driven from
the airport to sit in the waiting room connected to the basement
office Ben was using. It was the poorest excuse for a waiting room
she’d ever seen. Three file cabinets squeezed out any furniture
except four folding chairs and a magazine holder. There was a “Do
Not Disturb” sign on Ben’s door and she found herself fighting the
urge to just ignore the sign and rush in. It would be a cardinal
sin, even though they’d been apart for over a month while she
babysat her mother in Scottsdale. Her mother’s surgery probably
wasn’t even necessary—at least, not urgent—the straightening of two
toes, removal of a bone spur on her heel. But her father was in Los
Angeles and Mom decided she needed attention—attention barely
disguised as a chance to talk Julie out of her engagement to Ben.
Julie sighed.

Finally, the chance to escape. Connie—her
mother’s best friend in boarding school—had called to invite her
friend to come stay with her. The invitation fell to Julie because
her mother was still incapacitated and hobbling around on crutches.
After her special on Southwest fetishes for Good Morning
America, Julie had been offered a chance to freelance a piece
about warrior tribes in the Southwest. The money was great and she
had a two month timeframe. Wasn’t Connie a Mescalero Apache? This
seemed the perfect chance—escape, have some fun, be with Ben, and
get paid for it.

Connie had also hinted at the possibility of
needing someone to help with marketing. She had been vague but
wanted Julie’s ideas for advertising the one-of-a-kind custom homes
for the very wealthy—the special community Connie was building in
the foothills. Julie would help with the business and manage the
office for a while until her wedding. Wedding? Was she really going
to get married? Julie held out her ring finger. The diamond winked
back at her. Looked like this time it was going to be the real
thing. The fact that Ben was able to wrangle two days a week at the
Albuquerque clinic made it perfect.

She looked up as the door to the hall opened.
A young man hesitated, then pushed between her and the magazine
rack and took a chair on her right. She tried not to stare but
looked sideways when he reached for a magazine. His choice was a
much-thumbed Good Housekeeping—a vintage copy, no less, some
three years old. But he seemed intent on reading it. He was
strikingly handsome—no, beautiful was a better word. Tall,
graceful, perfectly layered black hair reached to mid-back; he
slipped off a lavender suede jacket to reveal a deep wine silk
shirt a shade darker than his suede silk slacks. His shoes were
suede pumps with a two-inch stacked heel in the exact same wine
shade that matched his shirt. She secretly wished they were
hers.

Feigning choosing a magazine herself, she
leaned forward. He was shifting in his seat. He seemed nervous but
was pretending, at least, to read. He absently flattened one side
of a straggly mustache with the underside of his thumb, long
graceful fingers sticking straight out. And his fingernails were
painted a bright cherry red. She suddenly realized he had looked
up. She caught the smirk. His eyes were beautiful—made more
luminous by eyeliner—permanent, she guessed. She knew she could
never draw a line that thin or that straight. She supposed she
shouldn’t be surprised. A transgender Native American was more a
sign of the times than an anomaly. And s/he was singularly
beautiful—mustache and all.

“Someday I’ll have bigger boobs than you do.
What do you think?”

She caught herself before she laughed and
offered with a straight face, “A good idea—maybe a full cup-size
bigger?” She could play along but something told her he was being
dead serious—he really wanted her opinion.

He pulled the wine silk taut across his chest
to reveal the budding beginnings of breasts. “I’m considering a
boob-job. On my frame I’m thinking C cups. What do you think?”

“At least. I’m not an expert and I’m not
saying bigger is better but you could carry it off.” She smiled.
What an interesting conversation. Certainly one she wouldn’t
forget. “I’m really interested in where you got your shoes. I love
the color.”

“Online. I’m lucky I can still squeeze my
foot into a woman’s size twelve.”

She stole a look at her own size sevens.
“Well, you won’t have to worry about my wanting to borrow
them.”

He laughed and returned to the ancient
Good Housekeeping. Then he closed it, slipped it into the
rack, and scooted his chair out to face her. “Speaking of shoes, do
you have a brand of pantyhose that you could recommend?” He tucked
a strand of long black hair behind his ear and earnestly leaned
toward her.

“Pantyhose?”

“Uh huh.”

“Do you know your size?”

“Queen.” Laughter danced behind his eyes.

“Then L’eggs.” She bit back a comment on
queen. “But with slacks you should consider knee-highs. They’re so
much more comfortable and last a lot longer.”

“Really?” He seemed to consider the idea.
“I’m getting tired of investing a paycheck on pantyhose every week.
Sometimes I put on three pair before I’m run-free.”

Julie nodded knowingly. “I’ll be honest, I
can’t remember the last time I wore pantyhose. I try to keep a good
tan on my legs and go bare-legged.”

“Potawatomie?” he asked.

“What?” She was still thinking pantyhose and
the discussion had taken a turn.

“Your tribe. You could be a quarter
Potawatomie to be eligible for treatment here. That’s all it takes.
I had a friend once who had red hair and he was Potawatomie.”

“Oh. No, I’m just waiting on Dr. Pecos. He
doesn’t know I’m here—it’s kinda a surprise.”

“I like Dr. Pecos.”

“Me, too.” She held up her left hand, her
engagement ring turned outward.

“Beautiful. When are you getting
married?”

“Our plans are a little up in the air.” Julie
shrugged. No need to go into detail here, but the lack of a date
was a bit of a problem.

“By the way, I’m Emma but I like being called
Em. I think one-syllable names are star-makers. You know, like
Cher. You’ll remember Em someday.”

She nodded, then added, “I’m Julie,”
realizing she’d just taken herself out of the star competition. Had
the singer, Jewel, started out as a Julie? Maybe she still had a
chance. But she couldn’t help wondering how he was going to become
famous.

“You look familiar. Have I seen you on
TV?”

“Maybe. I’ve done some work for Good
Morning America.”

“I knew it. Last month you did that thing on
fetishes.”

“Yes.”

“You’re famous.”

Julie laughed. “I don’t think so.”

He scrutinized her then pushed his chair
back. “Well, thanks for the tip on knee-highs.” He reached for the
same magazine he’d put in the rack and reopened it.

The conversation seemed over, so she reached
for a magazine herself. The two-year-old Newsweek featured
an insert of Skip CdeBaca on the cover—New Mexico’s premier
statesman, dead at seventy-nine. The picture showed an elderly but
still dapper man with a black cowboy hat pushed back on his
forehead. Dear Uncle Skip. She flipped to the article and paused to
look at a snapshot of Skip and Connie being greeted at the White
House. Connie looked absolutely gorgeous—silver sequined gown
setting off her tanned skin, dark hair caught at her neck in a
thick braided bun, those luminous eyes outlined perfectly with long
black lashes. Julie mentally counted up the years—wow—Connie was 58
in the picture before her. Thirty years older than Julie was right
now. She fleetingly thought of her own mother who looked good for
her age, but it came out of a jar with help from a scalpel.

The article was a good tribute. There were
more pictures—Skip and his children. Julie searched for their
names; the oldest son was Byron. She remembered him. And yes,
Cherie. How could she forget the daughter? And the youngest—still
twenty years older than she, at least—was Jonathan. According to
the article, all were prosperous. Cherie and Byron looked out from
the picture with plastic smiles, all corporate America in suits.
Byron was swinging a leg off the edge of a large modern
glass-and-steel desk while Cherie sat behind it. The setting was
opulent Wall Street. There was some reserved reference to Byron
being a broker and Cherie having her own cosmetic company.

It was Jonathan who caused her to pause.
Bearded and scruffy, he seemed totally out of place in the one
picture that had captured him on a bicycle, his sinewy body leaning
over the handle bars, helmet in hand. No smile here. He was almost
scowling at the camera. If the other two children were artificially
attractive, he was simply naturally ugly—a real string bean, too
gangly, face too narrow for the shock of hair that poked out at all
angles. She caught herself. What a terrible thing to think. She
glanced quickly at Em as if he might have read her mind.

“Do you know them?” He was watching her.

“Well, yes, I do. My mother is an old school
chum of Ms. CdeBaca.”

“She’s beautiful.” Em leaned in for a better
look and pointed at an insert of Connie in soft gray cashmere,
black pearls at throat and earlobes. The caption extolled her
philanthropic endeavors, listing several charities and foundations
she chaired. The CdeBacas were generous. Certainly being very, very
rich hadn’t hurt Connie’s beauty. She appeared to glow even in
newsprint.

“She’s a head-turner, even today. You know, I
always thought my mother was somewhat jealous.” Now why had she
said that? To a stranger? Even if it might be true, she wasn’t in
the habit of gossiping about her family with just anyone.

“I can understand that.” He leaned over to
study the photo of Connie. “She’s Indian.”

“Yes, Mescalero Apache.”

He seemed about to say something else when
the door to Ben’s office opened.

“Julie?”

There was no hiding the absolute joy in his
voice. Her first inclination was to rush to him—all two giant
steps, that is. Leap into his arms, smother him in kisses—maybe one
long, teasing promise of what she had in mind for the evening. But
she felt Em’s eyes boring into her.

“Hi.” God, how romantic. Didn’t that just say
it all? She could kick herself, but still, in front of a patient
she needed to give some semblance of propriety.

“Want me to push a couple chairs together?”
Em’s meaning wasn’t lost on either of them.

Julie laughed. Guess there was no need to
worry about being proper.

“Emmett, why don’t you wait for me in the
office?” Ben stepped to Julie’s side. “This will only take a minute
or two.”

“Hey, take all the time you want. Don’t let
me stand in the way of true love.” Em nudged Julie. “You go, girl.
And you,” he turned to Ben, “practice calling me by my real name.”
He gave Ben’s shoulder a playful punch and closed the office door
behind him.

Julie pointed to the closed door and
whispered, “We had a good talk—”

Ben whispered back “Later” and drew her to
him. The kiss wasn’t chaste and Julie was a little breathless when
he released her.

“This is the best surprise I’ve had in a long
time. But I’m going to be tied up for an hour. I don’t want you
disappearing.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll go bother
Gloria.”

Ben kissed her on the forehead and held her
for a moment. “Maybe I’ll just mark off the afternoon.”

“Already done.” She snuggled against him then
forced herself to step back. “I’ll meet you out front at noon. Blue
Impala.”

He nodded, bent down for one last brush of
lips and went into his office.

For the first time in a month, the ring felt
right. She wiggled her finger and maneuvered the stone to catch the
light. Yes, being Mrs. Dr. Ben Pecos was exactly what she
wanted.

 


***

 


She’d had a chance to talk with Gloria and
pick up toothpaste from a nearby Walgreens before Ben was ready.
She pulled the Impala under the wide portal in front of the
hospital and took the Employee of the Month slot. As long as she
waited in the car, it shouldn’t matter and would get her out of the
way of deliveries. The portal that covered a dozen coveted parking
spots had been added recently—in the last ten years or so. The
architect had done a great job of blending the old with the new,
retaining the trim around the roof, matching the stucco color to
the original.

The hospital had been
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