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1

A Storm Warning

SAGE

Yucatán, the present day



Mérida is an ancient city, sensual and sophisticated. I loved it on sight and dreamed of getting lost there, a fantasy that haunts me still.

As special guests, our wooden chairs had been placed on a small dais in the center of tiny Parque Santa Lucía. Sitting in the front row, making notes, I watched couples dance on an improvised stage. Dark-suited men darted like moths. Women in white whirled coquettishly, trays of champagne glasses delicately balanced on their heads.

I knew about balancing acts, have gotten good at them. Not now, not tonight, I pleaded to—to whom? Ixchel; this was her territory. I want to have fun tonight, I told the Mayan moon goddess. This is my time.


Leaning back, I fluttered a sandalwood fan against the sultry night, savoring the quaint old park with its graceful archways and lush plantings. The mariachi band sounded great: horns, violins, lots of guitars. When lightning sliced the sky I sat up with a start. A low roar echoed in the distance, barely discernable. Thunder crashed above me now. How quickly the weather changes in Yucatán. The first, fast drops of rain pelted my hair, splashed my face. Companions were already up and running. Behind us was a narrow street, beyond that our hotel. Two group members were halfway there, our leader shepherding the rest across deepening rivulets of rainwater.

I turned back to the stage and saw male dancers scatter in all directions. The women performers, gowns sodden now and clinging, looked uncertainly at one another, hands raised to trays still balanced on their heads. A goblet slid off, shattering on ancient paving stones. Mariachis grabbed their instruments and ran from the bandstand. Thunder crashed again, long and ominous.

Another fiery bolt slashed the horizon. “Sage, are you coming?” someone called to me from across the street. Hesitating, I looked again at the hotel, considered my fellow travelers, and remembered their twice-told tales. So tedious. Lost luggage in Guadalajara, leaky toilets in Taxco. I ran—in the opposite direction. The mariachis were disappearing into a cantina on the far side of the square. El Troubabor. Liking the sound of it, I hurried toward the blinking Christmas tree lights that marked the bar’s lofty stone entryway. My high heels slipped on rough stones. An experienced traveler should have known better, but I couldn’t resist the slinky shoes waiting so long in my closet.

Pushing open the elaborately carved wooden door, I rushed inside, glad to be out of the rain, a smooth marble floor beneath my feet. Too smooth. I slid, missed a step, and pitched forward into the dark, smoky room. An awful moment, tumbling in slow motion. I fell headlong, or would have, if a stranger’s arms hadn’t reached out and caught me. For the tiniest moment I relaxed against his shoulder…. How good it felt to be held without being needed. How long had it been?

“Are you all right?” the man asked in American English. He looked a little younger than me, early forties, perhaps; tall, rangy, and smiling softly. I’d never seen him before, yet felt in some crazy way that I knew him, might even have been waiting for him.

“I’m fine.” I stepped back, wobbly, embarrassed. The room was filled with people, all of them looking at us. “Thank you,” I gasped.

“Come, join me.” He gestured toward the ornate mahogany bar where his drink waited, something dark and sparkling in a snifter.

Still shaky, I settled onto a bamboo stool, its back thickly padded with embroidered pillows. Mayan designs: Ixchel, my favorite, alongside ferocious snouts and plumed serpents.

My reflection stared back from the cloudy mirror behind the bar. Wide eyes, wary like a startled cat. I took off my scarf, fluffed up the short silver waves its silken whimsy had failed to cover. Good haircuts are hard to come by; I was glad to have one.

“¿Una margarita, señora?” the bartender asked, his ring-heavy hands already busy pouring.

“Sí, por favor.”

“You speak Spanish?” the man beside me asked.

“Español por tontos.”

“¿Tontos?”

“Dummies—it gets me by.”

The mariachis, grouped in a corner, tuned up instruments that seemed none the worse for the shower. Much of the brass was dented, the tuba tarnished, but the brave sound raised my spirits immediately. Tasting the salt from the glass’s rim, I looked about the cantina: intimate, heavy with history; faded elegance, but still inviting. This was the colonial part of town, the adobe walls a good five hundred years old. I liked the ancient grillwork at the windows, the bright woven rugs scattered across the tile floor.

Studying the faded photographs on the wall beside me, I saw poignant reminders of Mexico’s turbulent past. These were the heroes of the revolution: men in white with broad sombreros, bandoliers bristling with bullets, rifles ready. Young, unformed faces with fierce dark eyes. I picked up a bar napkin, jotted a few hurried notes, and looked up to see my rescuer watching me.

“This is a nice place to remember,” he nodded. One eyelid seemed a little heavier than the other, slightly engaging, a wink waiting to happen. “The mariachis end up here nearly every night to play their own favorites. Will you be in town long?”

I shook my head. “No. Here today, Chichen Itza tomorrow, then Cancún; finally, Campeche.”

“Oh, you’re on a tour.”

“Sort of. I’m the person who gets people to want to take tours. Now, is that a good thing?” I swirled the liquid in my glass. “I wonder sometimes.”

When he looked puzzled, I explained: “I’m a travel writer. My current magazine assignment is Mexico’s romantic destinations.” Actually, I thought, he was rather romantic. Dark blue eyes, penetrating; slim hips ready for the ghost of a gun belt.

He nodded at the wall of photographs that I’d been examining. “You consider revolutionaries romantic?”

“Sometimes,” I admitted, allowing a smile. “Last year I visited a museum in Chihuahua. The locals call it Pancho’s Villa because the famous bandit lived there. The pistols on the bedpost are so macho.”

“You like macho?”


“I used to.” Forcibly suppressing a sigh, I took another sip of my drink. We were silent, listening as the mariachis trumpeted a series of old favorites, “La Golondrina,” “Cielito Linda,” then another melody, one I’d not heard before, a lilting, throbbing refrain that seemed to well up from the musicians’ very souls. “What is that?” I asked.

“I’m surprised you don’t know—‘La Peregrina,’ the wanderer. Story goes the governor of Yucatán wrote it for a lady journalist. Now there’s something for you to write about—romantic, too.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?”

He nodded at my empty glass. “Have another and you can hear all I know.”

I glanced at his snifter, a dark and mysterious well. “What are you having?”

“Don Julio. Tastes smoky, a little like dark chocolate.”

I watched as he drank. The liquid shimmered like a crushed topaz. My birthstone. “I’ll try some of that.”

At his request, the mariachis repeated “La Peregrina” for us. So lovely, but not without sadness. It spoke to me of unfulfilled longings, possibly my own.

I took the warm snifter in my hands. It was my turn to enjoy the silky smooth tequila. To me, it tasted like cinnamon and honey. “Now, about that couple,” I reminded him, “the governor and the journalist.”

“Their amor de calido happened around the time of the revolution.”


“Amor de calido—I like that! A steamy romance.” I leaned closer, flirting a little. Strange how it came back, like riding a bicycle. “What happened to them?”

He leaned forward, too. “You must have seen that big monument out on Paseo de Montejo. There was a scandal, someone got shot.”

“Over the woman?” The tiniest frisson swept my body. Perhaps here was a story, fresh and new, something I could run with. How long had it been since I’d written anything that truly excited me? “Who was she?” I asked.

“An American, San Francisco, I think, but that’s all I know.”

“Really! I’m from there myself,” I sipped the last of my tequila, thinking now of home, not quite San Francisco but close. In a few days I’d be getting off a plane. Mark would be waiting as always, leaning on his cane, faded eyes watching for me. I couldn’t leave him again. This must be my last press trip.

It was time to rejoin the others back at Casa del Balam. I had an early wake-up call. The cantina’s heavy door swung open, admitting a few dry-looking patrons. The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

I dug into my wallet and pulled out some pesos for the bartender. The man beside me attempted to intercept the exchange but I didn’t let him.

“Leaving so soon?” he asked, disappointment apparent in his face. “I live in Mérida, I could show you the sights. It’s beautiful—the white city, they call it.” His eyes met mine. “I—I’d like to know you better.”

I smiled, slanting my eyes at him—how long since I’d done that? “I’m sorry,” I said, and surprised myself by meaning it.

“But I haven’t even introduced myself. I’m David Winslow.”

“Thank you, David Winslow,” I extended my hand. “I’m Sage Sanborn.” I hesitated; something in his eyes held me. Admiration? Acknowledgement? A stranger in a strange land, I could be anyone I chose to be. Do anything I chose to do. Who would ever know? More important, Mark would never know. Tempting thoughts, almost frightening. How long since I’d been anything other than a caregiver?

Cocking my head, I glanced up at him. “Tell me, what brought you to Yucatán?”

David looked at me longer than necessary, the intent eyes momentarily evasive.

What was he hiding? I breathed an inner sigh as I realized that it didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to go there. What had I been thinking of? A one-night stand with a complete stranger? Foolish girls did that sort of thing. I counted myself among the grown-ups.

“You wouldn’t want to know that,” Winslow said at last.

I stared at the face reflected beside my own in the mirror. Intelligent, thoughtful. “Don’t tell me you’re a drug dealer.” I laughed softly, arranging the scarf about my shoulders.

“You’re getting warm.”

The door opened again, admitting another small group. When two couples sitting close by went out, I allowed myself to be swept along with them. Turning, I caught a glimpse of Winslow, still sitting alone at the bar, and waved good-bye. The door closed. Laughter spilled onto wet streets as the others squeezed into a taxi. The sky was clear. The moon had come out, a slim crescent.

I cut across Parque Santa Lucía, deserted now, its ancient arches looming white and still. David Winslow was a strange one. An attractive man, very attractive, but what an odd sense of humor.

Strains of “La Peregrina” echoed as I crossed the narrow street. Or did I only imagine it?
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Dos Peregrinas?



Settling into Mark’s oversized chair, I savored the old leather smell. Our arrangement worked. Mark’s former study had become my office. A cherrywood desk, years in his family, was more than ample for the laptop I brought to and from my apartment. I liked Mark’s presence in the room, jokes tacked to a corkboard with pictures of his two sons and assorted grandkids. Paneled walls held an impressive array of his degrees and awards. The fourth wall, a window, overlooked the Los Altos foothills, amber now, dotted with live oaks.

Reaching into the carpetbag on the floor beside me, I pulled out my notes. Within minutes a travel article floated from keyboard to screen. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t written hundreds like it.



Having traveled nearly everywhere seeking exotic adventure, sometimes for intellectual challenge, occasionally for glitz and glamour, I’ve returned to Mexico, that continental boy next door, and found the excitement, the wisdom, and the elegance for which I’d been searching all along. Now isn’t that a love story?



“Good work, babe. You make me want to go there.” Mark stood behind me, his hand on my shoulder.

I leaned back, my cheek touching his fingers. Our cat, Mews, dozing in my lap, stirred, stretched, and leaped down. “Those government press trips, whizzing through ten towns in nine days. It’s tough sorting them out.” I nodded toward a jumble of table napkins and match covers on the desk before me.

Mark smiled ruefully. “Well, as they say, there’s no free lunch. You’re a top travel writer or they wouldn’t have invited you on their junket. Now the time’s come to write for your supper.”

I was silent, remembering when Mark had accompanied me on my many travel assignments. London theater, rented villas in Italy, jungle trekking in Belize. Good times shared, but more than that. There was also Mark the mentor, the lawyer buddy and wannabe lover, who’d once counseled me to quit my safe little managing editor job. “What are savings for? Use them,” he’d urged. “Go see the world and write about it. Just don’t forget to come back.”


Nearly a year later I’d called him from Hong Kong. “I’ll be home in two days,” I told Mark, wondering if he could detect the catch in my voice. “Would you meet me—eleven a.m., SFA?” He was there for me then, and had remained ever since—had it really been twelve years? A wannabe no longer, Mark had waited me out. We’d become a couple, a loving couple. We even had a cat together. Yes, Mark and I went way back.

“What about a martini break?” he suggested now.

I summoned a smile. Reluctantly, pressing the SAVE button, I pushed back from the computer and got up. My article could wait awhile. The nights we spent together, four each week, were marked by frosted glasses, icons of partnership and carefully fostered tradition. Our one-martini ritual, a survivor of livelier days.

It was a gray afternoon, blustery, cold, nothing like Mexico, but a fire crackled cozily in the living room. I slipped a CD into the player. “Got this in Yucatán. ‘La Peregrina’—the wanderer, an old song, but new to me.”

Mark listened, eyes closed. I searched his unguarded face, still handsome, but thin. Were those new lines about his mouth?

“A bit romantic, I’d say. Are you getting sentimental on me?”

“Not likely. I’m a hard-boiled newspaper dame—hadn’t you heard?” I laughed, ruffling his hair. “That song is powerful. Perhaps you don’t feel it because you’ve never been to Yucatán.”

I sat down on the couch opposite his wing chair, the martini tray between us. “That song haunts me. The night I first heard it I had the most terrible dream. Guns blasting, blood, bodies. A man—it was terrible. I woke up screaming. It was barely dawn but I was so disturbed from the dream that I went out and found a taxi.”

“Why? I don’t get it.” Mark leaned forward, pouring a martini into my glass.

I shrugged. “I can’t imagine what got into me and I don’t know anything more now than I did then. You know how bad my Spanish is, but the driver understood enough to take me to the edge of town to see a monument that someone had told me about.” Pausing, I thought about that “someone,” David whatever, with his heavy eyes and puzzling manner. Wouldn’t my bold benefactor be surprised to know where his idle words had taken me?

Mark was smiling. “Rather a strong reaction, I’d say.” Ice clinked agreeably in the Waterford pitcher as he poured me a dividend. “What was the statue of, or should I say whom?”

“Some long-ago governor.”

“What did he do?”

“I wish I knew. The driver spoke almost no English and when I got back to the hotel it was time to load up. From then on it was Mayan ruins, beach resorts, pirate barricades, and finally home.”

“And finally home.” Mark watched with a delighted sideways smile, as though every move I made, every word I said, fascinated him. The work I longed to do in the den must wait. I couldn’t leave him now; these were the moments Mark waited for.

I prepared his favorite dishes—lamb stew, spinach salad—and poured him a small glass of cabernet. Mark looked mellow when I settled him before the TV. Masterpiece Theatre would keep him engrossed. “I’ll be back soon,” I promised. “Just something I want to check.” I hurried down the hall, Mews mewling at my ankles. Sitting down before the computer, I closed out the Mexico hotel story. Heart fluttering just a little, I Googled “Felipe Carrillo Puerto.”

 

The next day I called an old friend in San Francisco. Years ago Mabs Millay and I had been roommates and reporters together on the old Palo Alto Weekly. We managed to stay in touch, not seeing one another often enough but always able to pick up the beat wherever we left off. Today she was full of questions that I forestalled. “I’ll tell you when I see you—this afternoon, if that’s okay. I’d like to use your archives.”

Now, moving forward, heels sinking into thick carpet, I glanced about the posh newsroom, speculating on roads not taken. This life could have been mine—had I been a more corporate person. I wasn’t, preferring to generate my own assignments, take my own chances. Mark had encouraged that from the start. What a friend he’d been—what a friend he is, I hastily corrected myself.

The room was quiet but for the muted click of computer keys emanating from roomy cubes on either side of me. Some reporters had decorated their space with artwork, others had brought in leafy plants; I saw a bud vase with a single rose on one desk.

Mabs waved from an open door. “Welcome to the News Call.” She approached, smiling. “You look great.”

“You, too. I keep reading that fifty is the new thirty. Not sure I buy it.”

Mabs stood back, hands on ample hips, surveying me. “Maybe you should. How many of us can let our hair go gray and still look glamorous?” She turned, leading the way into her office.

“Very impressive,” I said, admiring the stunning Bay view, the large mahogany desk. “And so orderly. You always were a neatnik. Is it fun being the big cheese?”

Mabs pushed back a shock of bright blond hair, her choice for twenty-five years. “I’m not the big cheese, but it is fun being Scene editor. I have a good staff.” She pulled the carafe from an elaborate Krups machine, poured coffee into china mugs. “What are you up to?”


“I’m finishing an article on Mexico’s romantic inns.”

Mabs pushed blue-rimmed glasses over her forehead and studied me. “Is that why you want to use the archives?”

I picked up my mug, waved away the cream. “I’ve got a hunch about this Yucatec governor. Seems he was something of a loose cannon. The conservative establishment called him the Red Dragon with the Eyes of Jade. Looks like this wild man may have been linked to a reporter who worked here in the 1920s. Alma Reed.”

Mabs’s brown eyes widened. “Alma Reed is the patron saint of the News Call. There’s a picture of her in the archives room. Come, I’ll show you.”

Mabs moved down the hall, threw open a door. “Alma was a pioneer woman journalist, one of the original ‘sob sisters.’ She wrote a column, ‘Mrs. Goodfellow.’ Those bleeding heart stories were great for circulation. World War One vets begging for wooden legs, dying kids dreaming of summer camp, starving widows needing operations—that kind of stuff. Readers ate it up.” Mabs pointed to a yellowed newspaper picture that someone had elaborately framed. “Alma’s biggest coup involved getting a law passed in Sacramento to save a kid from hanging. This picture must have been taken then.” Mabs peered closer. “She looks a lot like you.”

I studied Alma Reed’s firm chin, her full, sensuous lips. It was an arresting face that, despite the fading newsprint, radiated vitality. “Do you really think so?”


“I do.” Mabs insisted. “Something about the cheekbones…no, it’s the eyes, those wide, searching eyes. You’re going to write about her, aren’t you? It’s about time someone did.”

“Maybe, a paragraph or two in my article. Nothing more.” A sense of longing gripped me, so intense. If only! Shaking my head, I explained. “I need to stick close to home. That biography I wrote—the woman psychic—did quite well. Now the CEO of a Silicon Valley company has approached me. She wants a ghostwritten autobiography.”

“That’s what they all want, once they’ve built those obscene starter castles.”

“You got it. A cyber diva, but the money’s good,” I paused. “Her office is just five minutes from Mark’s house.”

Mabs’s face clouded. “He’s worse?”

I looked away, avoiding the pity in her eyes. “Mark’s brave. First the chemo—all that gorgeous, thick, dark hair gone. Can you imagine him with a white crew cut? Mark’s on radiation now. It leaves him very weak.”

“Oh, Sage! That’s so much responsibility. You’re not even married! Why don’t his kids step up to the plate? What about your own life?”

I paused, thinking of the old Mark, the brilliant, often charismatic man who’d charmed and challenged me. He was still there…somewhere. I looked about the room lined with filing cabinets. “There must be some Alma Reed clips buried here somewhere.”

It turned out there were many clippings. Some merely crumbled fragments. Two archivists guarded them jealously. If Mabs hadn’t thrown her weight around, I wouldn’t have been allowed near the clips. Meticulously the archivists spread out the yellowed sheets of newspaper. “Look but don’t touch.” I bent over each with a magnifying glass. Four hours later, I left the News Call with a thick pad of notes and the choicest clippings carefully copied. I couldn’t wait to begin. Taking the train back to my Palo Alto apartment, I settled into the last seat in the compartment, making a rolling office of it with papers spread around me.

 

Mark’s radiation treatment would take another hour. I looked up at the clock in the hospital waiting room, then pulled the history book from my tote bag.

My love affair with Mexico had begun as a child enjoying beach holidays with my parents. Vallarta and Zihaut were villages then. Shorts and tees in December, damp sand between my toes, old-new friends back again from other lives, sweet brown-skinned waiters bringing us coco locos. So the loco part was missing; who cared? We kids drank like grown-ups from coconut shells. At night we played Monopoly by candlelight on someone’s balcony, our parents’ laughter drifting up from the pool. No one cared how long we stayed up. It was Mexico, vacation land—relaxed and gentle. Far removed from a savage past.

As I looked down at the pages, a slim figure in a sailor dress danced unbidden before my mind’s eye. The thought of Alma Reed, brave but incredibly naïve, setting off for that trouble spot appalled me. It was a treacherous world then, Mexico a different place from the tourist mecca I knew.

Porfirio Díaz reigned like a monarch from 1876 to 1911, leading Mexico to a pinnacle of prosperity. Who imagined the dissidents plotting his overthrow? First Madero, a mild-mannered spiritualist; then the hell-raising bandit Pancho Villa, with his unruly army of train robbers and cattle rustlers; and finally, the brooding Indian freedom fighter Emiliano Zapata. Strange bedfellows, but within a year they’d beaten and banished Díaz. Ten years of anarchy followed—one faction fighting another to prominence only to dissolve into chaos. Zapata was lured to his death; Villa was bought off with an immense cattle ranch. Six million were dead before Álvaro Obregón’s rise to uneasy dominance. Into this disaster area had stepped Alma Reed, foolhardy girl…

I looked up to see Mark standing before me, smiling that rare transformative smile.

“You look happy,” I said.

“Why not? The technicians are pretty. They make a fuss over me.”


“I should think so.” I rose, helped him with his raincoat. “This is your last treatment. We should celebrate. What about lunch at MacArthur Park?” In recent months the rambling wood-frame building had been our haven. Valet parking and only three steps for Mark to climb.

“Babe, I don’t think…” His lips smiled again; his eyes didn’t.

“How silly of me. We don’t need a big lunch. Let’s go to my place.” I squeezed his arm. “I’ll fix tea while you rest and listen to music. When you’re ready, I’ll drive you home. We’ll pick up videos to watch.” I put my arm under his. “It’ll be a lovely evening.”

I helped Mark into my car and drove the few miles up Sand Hill Road to my apartment. It was a pretty place, close to everything and yet facing directly onto a wooded creek. I’d hardly settled him onto the couch when the phone rang.

It was Mabs, excited, insistent. “Whatever that woman’s offered you, we’ll pay more.”

“What woman?” I looked around the kitchen door into the living room. Mark’s eyes were closed. Perhaps he was already asleep. “Who’s we? What are you talking about?”

“I just had lunch with Max Riley, general manager of News Call Books. He’s starting a line of biographies. I suggested Alma Reed and he went for it. Why not? It’s a great story and wonderful promotion for the paper. You’d be perfect for the job: I told him that you’re the only one to do it justice.”

Alma Reed! My heart and mind raced. Could I leave Mark? No. Could I take him with me? No, how could he possibly manage? Would his sons…no again. Impossible. I took a deep breath. “But I’m not the one to do it justice, Mabs. The research time in Yucatán is out of the question. I can’t leave Mark. I can’t. Please don’t ask again.”

 

Islid out of bed early, taking care not to awaken Mark, and tiptoed down the hall to the office. Turning on the computer, I scanned the screen. With “Romantic Inns of Mexico” out of the way, I’d pitched a variety of regional stories. Now here was an e-mail from my editor. I hoped she’d pick “Silicon Valley: Where Power Brokers Dine.” So easy to write, so close to home. I murmured a prayer to the Mayan goddess Ixchel, my private deity, and clicked the mouse.

“Damn!” The last thing I expected was a brushfire:


Amp up the Yucatán section. Tell our readers why the Maya are different. Why is their state distinct from the rest of Mexico? What does this mean today? Need 1,500 words NOW.



“Double damn.” On the desk before me was the tome I’d set aside to attack that morning: The History of Silicon Valley. Prep work for the diva bio. Now here was a New York editor already three hours ahead in time, pulling me back to a project I’d thought finished. An advertiser must have yanked an ad. Traveling Life was scrambling to fill the void. “Sage can do it,” some editor was saying. “She’s fast. She’ll come through.” No one ever called me a diva, I thought ruefully. They just took it for granted that I would come through for them. Complaints? What was the point?

I dug into my Yucatán file for notes, spread them out on the desk. The memories were fresh and vivid: trickling fountains, trailing bougainvilleas, mariachis. Yucatán, why are you so special? Why is Mérida different from the other colonial cities? I love it, that’s why! I’d have to do better than that. Come on, Ixchel, this time I really need you. Within a few minutes my fingers were flitting across the keyboard.


When the first Europeans set foot on the ancient soil of the “New” World, most of the Mayan ceremonial centers had been gobbled by jungle. Only the tallest buildings still towered above the dense vegetation. Who built these cities merely to desert them? they asked, as we still do today.

All we know is that the Mayan empire—more than one hundred city-states—flourished for a millennium. During its ascendancy these magnificent people formulated the concept of the zero and devised a calendar more accurate than the one we use today. Then, as mysteriously as it began, the Mayan civilization ended. The temples, the palaces, the cities were deserted. Why?



I was really into it when Mark came in with two mugs of coffee. He’d shaved and wore the velour sweat suit I’d given him for Christmas, but his hand shook as he placed my mug on the desk.

“How’s that for starters?” I asked, glancing at the screen.

“Fine,” he nodded. Slowly, very carefully, he seated himself beside me.

Dear Mark, how much longer do we have together? “I’d hoped you could sleep in,” I said, turning toward him. “You were so restless last night. The pills you’re taking, they’re—”

“They’re working fine, just fine. I had things on my mind.”

“What kind of things?”

“Never mind that.” He leaned toward the screen, reading. “I see they’ve got you back on Yucatán. I never did see your pictures from the trip. Let’s have a look.”

It wasn’t like Mark to be evasive. I double clicked on the mouse and a great pyramid filled the screen. “The Temple of Kukulkan in Chichen Itza,” I told him. “Frank Lloyd Wright thought it the great wonder of the New World. Look at the stairs: they appear as wide at the top as they do at the bottom. Now look again.” I clicked on another picture. “The steps widen so gradually that they give the illusion of symmetry. Chichen has such a sense of mystery and power. It’s hard to explain in words—you have to see it.”


“I’d like to see it,” Mark said, leaning closer. “As a boy, I dreamed of being an architect, studied for a time in school, but there was so much family pressure to join the law firm.”

“You’ll love this,” I said, clicking on another picture, this one a crumbling temple overlooking the sea. “El Castillo at Tulum. The view’s spectacular, but there’s something even better.” I highlighted the next picture. “See the red handprints on the inner wall? Perhaps they’re imprints of a living hand, maybe the builder’s. I love to sit there and listen to the surf and imagine that another human is reaching out to me across time.”

“I can see that you love it all,” Mark commented softly. “Where are you going with the rewrite?”

“Maybe I’ll add something about the old haciendas—plantation houses where the rich henequen planters lived. Yucatán’s wealth came from henequen,” I explained, trying the idea out on him. “Shipping drove the world in those days. Henequen twine tied it together.”

I clicked on another picture. “Look at this,” I pointed to a regal mansion that appeared to float above a carpet of green. The stone facade was golden, its graceful columns entwined by morning glories. “For years Hacienda del Valle was a plantation house, but when nylon replaced henequen the owners abandoned it to the jungle. Recently a big hotel chain moved in, bought the place for pennies, and restored it as an upscale inn.”


Mark watched me thoughtfully from behind his coffee mug, then set it down quietly. “I want to go to Yucatán with you.”

I pulled my mouth into a reassuring smile. “Why, of course, darling. One of these days we will.”

“I mean now, Sage.”

“That’s impossible.” I picked up the Silicon Valley history, waving it at him. “The diva’s people have already sent me a contract.”

“You haven’t signed it, have you?”

“No, but I have given Max Riley a definite no on the Alma Reed biography.”

“Then call back and give him a resounding yes. I know how much you want to do that book. I’ve seen you go over those clippings again and again. I’m not going to let you give it up because of me.”

What was he thinking?! Mark could barely walk a block. Had he forgotten the last time we’d attempted a theater evening in San Francisco? How could he manage all the stairs in Yucatán, the ancient paving stones? “You don’t realize how much research is involved. We’d be there for months. You can’t—”

“I can. You’ll run around, climb your pyramids, do your research, while I sip margaritas and read whodunits on some flowery veranda. Maybe you’ll let me lure you away for a little side trip to Cancún.”

“But, Mark, all your meds…”


“You think they don’t have pharmacies in Mexico? A lot cheaper, too.”

I shook my head impatiently. “You’re forgetting the shots. Procrit three times a week, remember?”

“I’ll find a way, Sage. I’ll find a house sitter, too,” he said with an aside to Mews. “Somebody who loves cats. Can you think of any other reason we can’t make this trip together?”

What could I say? This was the man I loved. How little time was left for us. I’d written off the trip and the book, but could I write off Mark’s courage? This was what he wanted to do despite the risk to his life.

“I’m in remission, Sage,” he said, as though reading my mind. “The radiation treatments are over. My PSA count is down. What did the doctor say last week? ‘Mark, you and I are going to grow old together.’” He picked up his coffee mug, clinked it against mine. “I’d rather grow old with you.”
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My Destino

ALMA

San Francisco, 1922



November 21, 1922, the day that changed my life forever, felt like any other. Any other, that is, with a front-page story to write and a deadline closing in. My boss, Fremont Older, towered over me as I pounded away on the big, boxlike Underwood.

“Wrap it up, Alma!” he ordered. “You’re running out of time.”

I attacked the stiff, sticking keys with two fingers, deaf to the other typewriters clattering around me, oblivious to the San Francisco skyline beyond my small window. Mr. Older grabbed the sheets of paper one at a time from my typewriter and scanned each. “Hey, kid!” he bellowed, and a copyboy appeared to race the page to the next room, where linotype operators in overalls stood ready.


Mr. Older took the last sheet out himself. In minutes he was back. Soon I heard the hungry presses begin to roll and roar. Breathing a sigh of weary contentment, I looked up, expecting congratulations. The story was a good one, a juicy murder trial. Instead, the editor’s lean, long face looked grim.

I reached for a stack of mail. “Get a load of this.” I waved a sheet of ivory stationery covered in flowery script. The scent of violet perfume wafted through the newsroom. Everyone knew my daily sob sister column, a clearing house for gift giving, was a circulation builder. I picked up the list. The Emporium had donated three union suits to the needy poor. They’d come in handy, but I wondered about the two hundred tickets to a California wildflower display. What society dame had thought that one up?

“Your ‘Mrs. Goodfellow’ stuff can wait.” Mr. Older’s tone was clipped. “Come into my office.” His mouth, under the walrus mustache, looked grim. Rarely had I seen that expression and never once directed at me. I took a deep breath and rose. The managing editor of the News Call was a big man, well over six feet tall. I felt small as I followed him.

Many of the reporters remained lost in racing forms. They’d have a half-hour or so respite before the whole process began again for the second edition. The hot, stuffy city room was dark with smoke as we crossed to Mr. Older’s office. With the paper now on the presses, reporters, sleeves pushed up under rumpled vests, were rolling cigarettes or pulling flasks from their cluttered desks. I smelled the bootleg hooch halfway across the room. A few of the men ogled me openly. At first I’d felt half naked in the new knee-length skirts, but lately I’d begun to enjoy the freedom. A little leg show wouldn’t hurt anybody. Giving a little Clara Bow twist, I sailed right by. Get used to it, boys. This is the twentieth century.

Afternoon sun poured through the windows of Mr. Older’s cluttered office, blazing down on his bald head. He gestured toward a chair, then sat down opposite me. His desk, as usual, was littered with papers. How did he find anything? Leaning back in his scruffy leather chair, Mr. Older lit a cigar. The tray didn’t exist that could contain his ashes. They carpeted the floor, along with spilled proof sheets, crumpled newspapers, and discarded letters.

A moment or two passed in uncomfortable silence. “You could have told me,” he said at last.

I looked down, feeling lower than the ink-stained rug.

“I’m glad you can still blush,” he commented.

“What did you expect?” I looked up at him. “It was a chicken-egg thing. An archaeology professor at Cal told me that a group from the Carnegie Institution was going to some far corner of Mexico to survey ruins. He said they wanted a journalist to go along, someone whose writing would stir up interest, maybe get wealthy donors to cough up for future expeditions.”


Sitting beneath his signed photograph of Warren G. Harding, Mr. Older regarded me coolly. Both powerful figures seemed to be judging me, finding me guilty.

“So?” my boss said at last. I looked down again. How could I describe to him, or anyone, my excitement at the prospect of such an adventure, or the wild longing I’d felt for that exotic place? Yucatán…I loved the very sound of it.

“The job seemed tailor-made,” I explained, trying to sound casual. “‘Mrs. Goodfellow’ played out on an exotic canvas.”

“Perhaps,” he conceded, waving his cigar in my direction like a scepter, “but why didn’t you discuss the idea with me?”

There was nothing left for me to do but what I dreaded most. I would have to tell the truth.

“Mr. Older, we know the News Call is the best newspaper in the world, but Easterners think the sun rises and sets on the New York Times. The Carnegie wouldn’t even consider a writer from California without their backing. Besides”—I paused, readying my riskiest salvo—“could the News Call afford to send me? There’d be my extra salary and expenses…”

“I see.” He’d put his cigar aside, forgotten it, and was lighting another. “And the Times?”

“Ever since King Tut got dug up, archaeology’s been all the rage. Every other headline is about tombs and treasure. I knew the Times would be right on it, so I sent clips right away—stories I did on the Fatty Arbuckle trial. The Simón Ruiz stuff, too.”

“Have to admit what you did for the Ruiz kid was pretty damn dramatic,” Mr. Older mused. “Ochs must have been impressed. That link with Mexico wouldn’t do any harm, either. They’d love you down there, all right.”

Pretty dramatic, indeed, saving Simón’s life, wrecking my own…but now there could be a new life free from any link to Sam. I’d be far away, no chance of ever running into him, or even hearing his name. “Yes,” I agreed, “the link with Mexico may have been the deciding factor—if Mr. Ochs has gone so far as to check me out with you.”

“One of the deciding factors,” he said, regarding me from beneath thick, dark brows. “What about the other, Alma?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Come on, Alma! He’s calling you Dr. Reed.”

“I did take a night class in anthropology.” I returned his probing glance, struggling to explain. “They need a writer, not a Ph.D. Why shouldn’t I be the one?”

My face felt hot. That awful blush again. Mr. Older was so honest. I doubted that he’d ever cut a single corner, ever stretched the truth even the tiniest iota. How could he possibly understand what it was like to want something so much? Surely what I’d done wasn’t so terrible. It wasn’t as though I couldn’t do the job. I’d be great; all I needed was a chance.


I forced myself to ask, “Are you going to tell him?”

Older regarded me through a cloud of cigar smoke. “I thought you liked working for me—for the News Call. You and the janitor are the only ones around here when I leave at night.”

“I do like it. I love it! The paper’s been everything to me—practically my home, but…” I hesitated, looking up at him from beneath lashes that felt annoyingly damp. “At some point everyone has to leave home. After…all that’s happened to me here, isn’t it time I got out of San Francisco?” I took a deep breath. “Maybe I don’t have a degree, but archaeology fascinates me. No one knows much about the Maya. I want to learn all about them. I want to tell their story to the world. The minute I heard of the expedition, I got this funny feeling…”

“Okay, okay, Alma, cut the Ouija board stuff.” Mr. Older raised his ink-stained hands as though to ward me away. “Maybe Anthropology 101 is a bit shy of a doctorate,” he said, sinking back once again into his chair, “but no more of a disparity than the cock-and-bull stories you told me when you first came here—that paper you were supposed to have edited down on the Peninsula, for instance. No one can say you haven’t got guts or a flair for fantasy.”

“Imagination is good, isn’t it? You tell people to use it all the time.”


“No need to tell you that.” Mr. Older’s brow furrowed as he scanned the letter. “As I see it, Ochs isn’t asking about your education. He wants to know—one editor to another—are you a good reporter?”

“What will you tell him?”

Mr. Older’s scowling face rearranged itself into a smile. “That I’ve never known one better.”

 

The street was damp, the air heavy with fog when I emerged from the News Call office. Euphoric, I scarcely noticed. The job was mine, I knew it. The legendary Fremont Older’s recommendation would impress even Adolph Ochs. I refused to consider the warning that had followed Mr. Older’s lecture: Mexico was no place for a woman, no place for anyone right now. He was just too darned paternal.

Threading my way past automobiles, bicycles, and horse-drawn buggies, I darted up Market to the cable car turnaround. All about me, newsboys were crying, “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!” The headline read: KILLER’S DATE SINGS. It was my story they were hawking, the one I’d finished scarcely an hour earlier. I thought about the newsroom I’d just left—dark, airless, noisy, crowded beyond belief. It was a dust bowl, a firetrap, a wall-to-wall waste-basket, but it had been good to me. Was I crazy to chuck it all for who knew what?

Straightening my middy dress, I anchored the cloche against the wind. This was no time to give way to doubt. Not now, not when I still had Mama to deal with. She was sure to have a conniption fit. Maybe even call in Father O’Donohue. Crowding in among dark-suited businessmen with their bowler hats and silver-tipped canes, I boarded the cable car. The brakeman smiled broadly as I sat down. No question where he stood on skirt lengths.

I picked up a discarded newspaper on the seat beside me, the Chronicle. Let’s see what the competition has to say…. Attagirl! I’d scooped them on the trial…. Flipping open a few more pages, I idly scanned…“Holy Mary!” I muttered under my breath. A picture of Theoline. Her smug bee-stung lips pursed in a smirky smile. Surely I didn’t need that today. Or any day. The caption beneath her picture announced a singing recital.

Sam would be in the audience, I knew; I could just see his proud smile, the one I’d thought reserved for me alone. I threw down the paper, determined not to let thoughts of Theoline and Sam spoil my happiness.

The cable car filled rapidly as we labored up Hyde Street. Uniformed housemaids clutching string grocery bags, workmen in overalls, a few fur-draped society matrons. Glad for a bench seat by the window, I watched the passing streets almost nostalgically. Vallejo. Union. Filbert. Soon I’d be far away. More and more passengers crowded in as we neared Greenwich, the car a veritable sardine can. The next stop was mine. As we approached, the bell clanged one, two, three times. Brakes screeched, the car jerked to a stop. I got up, pushed my way toward the platform, breathed in a gulp of fresh air. Waving to the brakeman, I stepped down onto Lombard Street.

It still gave me a thrill to enter the brownstone building on the corner and to climb the narrow stairs. An apartment of my own remained a badge of honor. With my first paycheck, I’d left home, fleeing to a residence club for young professional women. Once I could afford it, I moved to the tiny studio where I was living when Sam entered my life. Now here I was back in a studio, still small but perched high on Telegraph Hill with a view of the Golden Gate. I liked to stand at the window imagining myself poised on the edge of adventure.

Admiring that familiar view now, I congratulated myself once again on a dream about to come true. I turned away, glancing with a certain pride at the room—not much of a glance, really. Even with the wall bed put up it was small. Still, it was I who had assembled the art work, mostly calendar pictures of faraway places; I’d bought the desk, chair, and couch, a process that involved months of boring tedious budgeting.

The minuscule closet was ample for my meager wardrobe. Now, I wondered, riffling among the hangers, what would make the best impression on Mama? Surely not the flapper dress I was wearing; I shrugged that off, flinging it across a chair. Last year’s suit, I finally decided. Patterned after Chanel, with slim, loose-fitting lines, it still looked chic; most important, the skirt fell discreetly to mid-calf.

Examining myself as best I could in the bathroom mirror, I pinched the suit lapels together, anchored my hat with a fancy tortoise hatpin, and set out again.

 

The house on Buchanan Street was the kind that springs to mind when people talk of “painted lady” Victorians
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