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A Note on the Author

By the Same Author


To Sheryl Ann Simpson,
best friend ever


There are only two ways to live your life.
One is as though nothing is a miracle.
The other is as though everything is a miracle.
—ALBERT EINSTEIN


Chapter 1
Santa Fe, November 2005

Every house has a story to tell and, over time, will make whoever lives there a character. What happens inside the walls eventually finds its way into the plaster, hardening into the marrow of time. Paint it, remodel it, or set it on fire, but no one can take away its history. At night when the house creaks, tell yourself that’s “settling.” When the wind blows hard, and the house shudders like an earthquake, say, “Foundations shift.” It all comes down to earth and straw, and in time of drought or deluge, a dwelling will crumble. With it go a few stories.

In 1690, the space this realtor woman is calling “the master bedroom” was a field where Indians grew corn. A century later, the “great room” was a stable for horses. One night, a Spaniard drank too much mezcal, stole one of those horses, and rode it up the dirt road that is now paved and lined with art galleries. It is said that mezcal came about when a bolt of lightning struck a maguey plant, and as such is called “the nectar of the gods.” It’s also called aguadiente, firewater, and responsible for many a deed that seemed brave at the time and stupid the next morning.

The horse thief galloped that gelding up the steps into what is now called El Farol, the bar the New York Times now rates as one of the best in the world. The oldest bar in Santa Fe, they call it, and he demanded more drink.

They know nothing of age.

I watch this woman with the realtor by her side, going from room to room, heedless of the mouse that scurries across the kitchen floor into the cabinet where its babies wait. I pop open a cabinet, but do they notice? They see what they want to see, a room to fill with material treasures, loved ones, and ample food. They don’t see a nursery for the baby that will surprise them, or expect the grief that arrives over time, or sometimes in a single moment. They smell piñon fires in the kiva fireplace, not the burning of the bird’s nest in its flue. Underneath the foundation sherds of bone china tell the story of my life, and so many others, but will likely remain untouched.

Just look at her face. She’s imagining new glass in the windows will make everything clear, and that homemade curtains will shut out the unpleasant. A silk pillow for her head, new dishes on a shelf, touches that change things just enough to make it hers. Already she’s in love, and what I know of love is this: It can fill a house, and change it into a home. A home can make people happy, for a while. But love has its betrayal and misunderstandings and eventual ends, and they’re just as potent.

This house has been sold over and over again, yet never truly owned by anyone but me. People come and go, parting with massive amounts of money for their name on a paper deed. In no time they are on the move again, wanting more, or different, enough never being enough, or perhaps wanting less, having bitten off more than they can chew.

Ah, well. Who knows what might happen when they move in?

Outside, the wintry wind blusters through the cottonwood trees. Beneath the clay soil the forsythia is hard at work, because in a few months’ time, its nature is to bloom a furious yellow, promising spring. The wisteria that came all the way from China hangs on to the trellis, hoping for sun and nitrogen and its roots to be tenderly attended. Last spring the hollyhocks flourished, and the albino hummingbird gorged herself on red flowers, raising twins, also white.

The truth is, there is no time here. There is only this moment, which becomes history the second it passes, and leads to the next moment, which is both a miracle and a curse, when you’re a ghost.

Glory Vigil knew that she had fallen in love with the crumbling hundred-year-old Pueblo-style adobe on a tree-lined street across from the Santa Fe River the moment she laid eyes on it. The picture window was cracked. A dead peach tree stood in the courtyard like a forgotten scarecrow. What little yard that wasn’t covered by snow needed attention.

When Glory lost her husband Dan after twenty years of marriage, she thought life was over for her, especially in the love department. She was too busy paying the bills to think about the future. Yet here she was now, married to Joseph Vigil, mother to their adopted daughter, Juniper, and moved from her native California to New Mexico. After three months at Joseph’s parents’ farm, not to mention ten pounds courtesy of Mama Vigil’s meals, they needed their own place. The moment Jenny the realtor turned the key into the clavos-studded mesquite door of 103 Colibri Road, she began to use words like charming and quaint and near-historical. Code, Glory knew, for a major fixer-upper. Yet the viga ceilings and arched doorways leading from room to room called to her.

“Who used to live here?” she asked the realtor, whose family had lived in Santa Fe for twelve generations.

“It’s been a rental for years. The current owners live in L.A. They’re no longer interested in being landlords.”

Glory ran her hand across a plaster wall and watched flakes rain down.

“Wiggle room on the asking price,” Jenny said, “unless you think it’s too much. I have two other houses to show you.”

Glory thought of Joseph’s bad back. Her husband was a proud Spanish-Indian man and liked repairing things, even though he couldn’t really manage alone. “I’d like to see the rest of it.”

The first closet she opened was painted a coral pink and turned into a library. Wooden shelves were just wide enough for some old Donald Hamilton paperbacks, their lurid covers chipped and coming loose from the binding. Cowboys and outlaws and Cold War spies—a way of life long gone and never as romantic as portrayed, but people kept reading them. The first bedroom was on the small side, big enough for a twin bed, though a little stuffy. Jenny cranked open the window and a faint, flowery scent Glory couldn’t name drifted in.

It was a soggy November day, with temperatures in the thirties, but the thick adobe walls kept the interior at a comfortable seventy degrees. In the second bedroom, not as large as the first, Glory felt a chill and pulled her scarf up her neck.

“North facing,” Jenny the realtor explained, pointing out the kiva fireplace, assuring her that winter nights would be cozy with a fire burning.

“My daughter might like this.”

“Or it would make a good office.”

The hall bathroom was big enough for a claw-foot tub, but the bathroom attached to the master bedroom was tiny, with a narrow shower stall. The chipped sink was rust stained and the faucet was dripping. How much time did a person spend in a bathroom, really? Glory pictured the king-sized bed facing the old window, leaving plenty of room for a dresser, reading chair, and dog beds. The kitchen was so old it reminded Glory of the pink metal toy stove she and her sister Halle had played with as children. “This might be a deal breaker,” Glory said. “My husband loves to cook, and he makes quite a mess while he does it. I don’t think this kitchen is big enough for all his copper pots.”

Jenny the realtor smiled. “Knock out this non-load-bearing wall and you can fit state-of-the-art appliances in here.” Behind her, the cupboard door popped open, seemingly all on its own.

“What caused that?” Glory asked.

Jenny laughed and pushed it closed. “Any house this old has a ghost or two,” she joked. When Glory turned the kitchen faucet on and then off, the plumbing let out a creaky groan. Jenny said, “Probably just a matter of replacing a washer.” She opened the French door that led outside onto the portal, Spanish for patio. “I saved the best for last. What do you think?”

Glory thought she had stepped back in time to an era when water was raised from a well by a bucket. Above her, wisteria vines wove so thickly through the vigas that they made a roof. Here and there a dried blue or purple plume remained, giving off a faint scent of rain-drenched violets, even in winter. She recognized the smell from the first bedroom’s window and imagined the place in summer, when everything was in bloom. The portal’s supporting posts were hand-carved in a spiral design. Corbels blended seamlessly into the lattice roof. Against the wall of the house was an authentic outdoor Spanish kitchen, with open shelves for storing cooking pots and hooks from which to hang spoons, ladles, and whisks. There was a wood-fired stove with iron doors that looked hand-forged. Next to the stove was a sink chiseled out of a single piece of granite that probably weighed a thousand pounds. Its rough edges had rounded with use over time.

Glory imagined an old woman standing there, adding well water to masa, patting out tortillas in short order. But the part of the kitchen Joseph would fall in love with was the beehive oven. The exterior had been covered with mosaic tiles of gold, blue, and red, making it look Moorish. Since they’d married, Joseph had begun writing a cookbook, re-creating his madre’s recipes so that Glory and Juniper could learn authentic New Mexican cuisine. He would fall in love with this oven just the way she’d fallen in love with the house. Glory happily shivered in the cold. “You were right, Jenny,” she said. “This is the one.”

Jenny smiled. Since she represented both buyer and seller, she would make a killer commission on 103 Colibri Road, and thank goodness, because whether anyone else noticed or not, realtors could see that the bottom was beginning to fall out of the market. Already houses she might have sold in a weekend were sitting on the market for six to eight months.

“By law I’m required to point out that the roof will need replacing within the next five years. The master-bath toilet runs, and wasting water in Santa Fe is practically a felony. The fridge and the two-burner stove aren’t Energy Star rated. They’ll run you a thousand or so each to replace.”

All her life Glory had worried about money. When she lived in California, she’d sold eggs to the cooperative market, baked cakes to sell, and catered weddings; she’d even worked at Target for minimum wage and maximum sore feet. When she and Joseph decided to marry, she’d leased her California ranch, Solomon’s Oak, to Gary Smith, one of her former foster sons, on a lease-to-buy option. Though she’d formally adopted Juniper, Glory had no children to inherit the property, and Juniper had no plans to farm. It needed a family. When Gary converted the lease to a sale, it gave her the money to put down on the Santa Fe house, so it would belong to both Joseph and her equally, and that was important to her. And she had fallen as madly in love with 103 Colibri Road as she had with her new husband. But longtime habits are hard to break, so her tendency to justify big purchases kicked in.

The house was a short walk from the historic Plaza, which hosted free concerts, Spanish and Indian Market, and museums she never grew tired of visiting.

There was room enough for Juniper, who was starting college, to come home on weekends, and there was a guest room for her mother to visit.

The run-down state of the house made it affordable. Well, almost affordable. She’d have to get a job, but she liked working.

“Is that a garage?” Glory said, pointing to yet another crumbling structure at the end of the garden.

“Por supuesto,” Jenny said—of course—“but as is common with Santa Fe homes it’s actually a carport. There’s also a casita, a guesthouse. Follow me.”

They made their way through the snowy yard on no discernable path. Skeletons of hollyhocks rattled their seedpods in the wind. Yellow-headed rabbit brush and sage lay dormant under snow, waiting for the sun to bring them back to life. She’d have to employ one of her father-in-law’s goats to mow down the weeds, but beneath the icy crust, she just knew there was a garden waiting. She pictured rows of vegetables. Window boxes cascading with flowers she was still learning the names of. There was room for a few chickens. She could put in three dog kennels, and someday resume rescuing and rehabilitating death-row dogs as she had in California. Halfway across the yard they brushed snow away from a shapeless mass that turned out to be a fountain, clogged with leaves and muck. Now that Glory no longer lived near an ocean, any running water would be a comfort, plus it would attract birds. She particularly loved New Mexico’s array of hummingbirds, and planned to hang several feeders.

“Let me call my husband,” Glory said, taking her cell phone out of her handbag. “Then we can go back to your office to write up the offer.”

Jenny Montoya smiled and reached into her shoulder tote. “No need. I brought the contract with me.”

That very afternoon, Jenny the realtor, who was one of Joseph’s cousins’ wives’ in-laws, presented the offer to the out-of-town sellers by fax and within an hour they accepted the offer without a single concession. There were Vigils in mortgage, lending, banking, and home inspection, and they closed escrow in nine short days. Jenny had done everything correctly, signed and filed and faxed and notarized, performed her “duty to disclose” by listing the defects in the house. Call it splitting hairs if you like, but she had mentioned the ghost.

Just not any details about the ghost.


Chapter 2
Indian Market, Summer 2008

Glory and Juniper had waited until Sunday to visit the two-day art event because on the last day prices were always more flexible. She’d heard longtime Santa Feans refer to it as “Indian Mark-up,” but anyone who worked on their art all year and hoped to sell it to afford another year of making art had Glory’s respect and support. She had been hoping to find the perfect micaceous bean pot for her husband so he could cook the Santa Maria pinquito beans her friend Lorna had sent them from Jolon. Because today was Glory’s birthday, Joseph was making her a fancy dinner. There would be Vigil relatives everywhere laden with cakes, side dishes, and chiles her in-laws grew on their farm in Hatch. Birthdays were nice, but tomorrow was the day Glory was looking forward to. It was Glory and Joseph’s third wedding anniversary, the year you were supposed to give leather (traditional) or glass (modern) to your beloved. Glory had bought Joseph a braided leather key chain with a silver concho shaped like the sun, surrounded by rays. Tradition said you were supposed to be married eight years to give pottery, but what could possibly happen if she gave him pottery five years early?

“You hungry?” Glory asked Juniper as they completed the first lap of Spanish Market, having found no candidates for the micaceous pot.

“A little. I never had breakfast.”

“Why?”

Juniper smiled. “I wanted to get my run in before it got too hot.”

“That’s no excuse for skipping meals. Should we go to the Plaza Bakery?”

“Are you kidding? Look how crowded it is. Let’s try Pasqual’s. I love their food and they have that community table so we shouldn’t have to wait.”

“Good idea.” Glory was thinking of ordering a side dish, a quick bite to tide her over until dinner because her stomach was a little upset. She kept a careful watch on Juniper, who’d entered college at age sixteen due to acing entrance exams and Joseph’s pull at the university. Stress was part of college, but was Juniper ready for it? Glory worried about eating disorders. The books said overexercising was one of the symptoms, and skipping meals, well, that was a no-brainer. Outside the restaurant, a line of hungry people snaked around the corner of Water Street and Don Gaspar. Glory excuse-me’d her way to the counter. “Is there any room at the community table? We just want a quick bite.”

The waitperson pointed. “There are two spots you can have right now. Follow me.”

When it came to sitting at the community table, your fellow diners might be strangers when you sat down, but not by the time you pushed your chair out to go. Glory had lived in Santa Fe long enough to resist making snap judgments about anyone. That crusty old cowpoke in the scuffed boots sitting next to you might own three hotels. The woman in the Chanel sunglasses and cowboy hat pulled low could be a movie star, because New Mexico catered to the industry for mutual benefit. The middle-aged balding guy scribbling notes on his napkin might be writing the next Pulitzer Prize—winning novel, because in this town you couldn’t help but run into a writer, artist, or both. UPS had once accidentally delivered them a package addressed to George R. R. Martin, the famous science-fiction fantasy writer. Juniper squealed when she got to take it to his house, even though it turned out he wasn’t home at the time. For a solid week the only words out of her mouth were: How many people can say they live down the street from George R. R. Martin? Until Joseph pointed out that their house was worth a quarter of what his was, Juniper got a lot of mileage out of being neighbors. “You think he’s the only writer that ever lived in Santa Fe?” Joseph said. “Google that topic, and come back and tell me what you find.”

“P. L. Travers, Donald Hamilton, D. H. Lawrence, Cormac McCarthy, Tony Hillerman, Judi Hendricks, Rudy Anaya, Gary Paulsen, John Nichols, Sharman Apt Russell, William deBuys, Lynn Stegner, Roger Zelazny …”

“Now you get the idea,” Joseph said. “I’d tell you to search artists but you’d die at the keyboard of old age.”

That was life in the oldest state capital in the nation. New Mexico had history and infamy in every corner, from train robbers to Spanish conquistadors to aliens. Visitors traveled from around the world to mix with the Wild West, explore the site of religious wars and the fabled Cities of Gold, petroglyphs, adobe architecture, and Georgia O’Keeffe—there was drama aplenty to fuel great books, breathtaking landscapes for film backgrounds, and here, ethnicity had clout. A twelfth-generation Santa Fean trumped the wealthiest retiree. Tourism was key to the economy, but also drove up housing prices. Longtime families who had occupied houses on Acequia Madre and Canyon Road now lived in Pojoaque, Española, Rio Rancho, or even farther out. Galleries were filled with art the majority of people could never afford, but relied on the few who could. Every Indian Market there would be a newspaper story about some art dealer waiting in line all night to buy the grand-prize-winning pot or straw crucifix or turquoise nugget nestled in sterling silver. Meanwhile, grimy musicians sang in the Plaza with their guitar cases gaping open for spare change. Indians sat in the shade of the Palace of the Governors with handcrafted jewelry spread out on black cloth as they had for hundreds of years. For some it was an easy place to live, but to Glory it was a little lonely, even though she quickly got to know her multitudes of cousins and in-laws that came along with her marriage. After four years in Santa Fe, she could almost remember their names. She called her sister in California twice a week, and exchanged e-mail with Lorna Candelaria, who kept her up to speed on the doings in Jolon, California.

Glory studied the menu. What tasted good when it was ninety degrees in the shade? A side of flour tortillas dripping with butter? Flan? A chile relleno did not appeal to her today. “Could I have the cheese omelet, hold the tomatoes and onions, please?” Glory asked their server, a lanky Latino guy who looked harried. He nodded. “How about you, Juniper?”

“I’m not all that hungry. I’ll just have a Diet Coke.”

“Blue Sky okay? We don’t carry Coke products,” the waiter said.

“Hold on,” Glory interrupted. “You skipped breakfast to run and you were hungry ten minutes ago. Order something.

We can take the leftovers home to your dad.”

“We make half portions of everything,” the waiter said, tapping his fingers against his order pad.

“Fine,” Juniper huffed. “I’ll have half a BLT, half a side of cole slaw, and a whole iced tea. You guys should start carrying Coke. Blue Sky soda tastes like vitamins.”

Glory smiled at her adopted daughter’s sass.

“Bueno,” the waiter said. “Be about fifteen minutes. We’re really slammed today.”

When weren’t they? If Glory had a choice for dinner out, Pasqual’s was where she wanted to go. Whether you were sitting at a side table in candlelight, or in the bright sunshine with colorful Mexican papel picado banners hanging like laundry across the lofty ceiling, she loved this place. Maybe it wasn’t always a good place to have a quiet talk, but once the food arrived, who cared? Lucky for the people lined up around the corner, a couple of shops had awnings, offering shade. Glory and Juniper had filled the last two seats at the community table. To her left a couple of seniors were going on about their recent weekend in Pagosa Springs. In the talkative air around her, Glory heard Spanish, German, and Japanese. She was getting better at Spanish, but the other two languages were beyond her reach.

Juniper was leaning on her hands, elbows on the table, a vacant expression on her face. “Hey,” Glory said. “Are you tired of Indian Market? We can go home if you want.”

“No,” Juniper said. “You still have to find Daddy Joe’s pot, and I lost one of my porcupine-quill beaded earrings. I want to see if I can find another just like it.”

“I bet you can. Anything bothering you?”

“Not really. Just thinking about, you know, her,” Juniper said.

“Tell me.”

“When we were little kids, Casey always wanted to be the Indian, never the cowboy. She would have loved Indian Market. She would have gone both days, even if it was a hundred and ten degrees out.”

When Glory and Joe formally adopted Juniper, she had been convinced that moving out of state and changing her name would release her from the grief of Casey’s disappearance. She thrived in the anonymity that came with their move from California, where her tragic family history would always define her as “the sister of Casey McGuire, the girl who never came home.” That was one of the reasons she’d asked to take both Glory and Joseph’s last names when they adopted her. “If I drop Tree”—her middle name—“and McGuire”—her father’s surname—“I can start over brand-new,” she said the day that the papers were filed. Glory and Joseph had looked at each other knowingly, but they agreed, it was her decision.

Directly across the table from Juniper sat the prototype Santa Fe dude, rail-skinny, craggy face, Levi’s worn smooth over many launderings, leather vest with clay pipestone beads, a silver bracelet crawling with turquoise, and long hair tied back in a ponytail. He had taken off his cowboy hat, leaving that telltale dent of longtime wear. His face was lined from the sun, and he could have been anywhere from forty to sixty. He was staring at Juniper with a glint in his eye that Glory did not like.

“Something I can help you with?” she asked loudly.

He chuckled at her protectiveness. “Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to stare. I noticed the young lady’s tattoo. A mountain bluebird, right? My favorite bird. That’s all.”

Immediately Juniper covered it with her hand and looked down at her napkin and silverware. Glory kept her gaze on the man, but he did not back down. “Thank you for the compliment,” she said in a voice that conveyed exactly the opposite. Like the porcupine, the mother in Glory sent the man a warning: Come any closer, and you’ll have a mouthful of quills instead of that relleno. Joseph’s grandmother, Penelope Manygoats, who had died years before Glory met Joseph, had told her grandson a story for every creature on the planet. The mountain bluebird was an “angry bird that thinks it’s a hawk,” but the porcupine was an “ingenious survivor.” One day, the story went, Porcupine climbed a hawthorn tree to escape Bear, and discovered that the thorns on the tree discouraged the bear’s pursuit. Porcupine called out to the Creator, who spread white clay on his back and attached the wonderful thorns. The thorns evolved to microscopically barbed quills, and Bear never bothered Porcupine again.

“I haven’t seen you around here before,” Glory said to the still staring man. “Are you local?” For such a spread-out town, Santa Fe had a small-town atmosphere. Eventually you’d run into someone with a familiar face at Trader Joe’s or La Choza. You recognized the regulars, but this man was not one of them.

He smiled. “Not far. El Guique.”

“That’s right next to the Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo,” Juniper said. “The Rio Grande runs through it, right?”

“Yes, it does,” he said. “My fourteen-acre property has three hundred feet of riverfront.”

That’s a valuable piece of land, Glory thought. Another person you’d never guess as wealthy. “So you’re here for Indian Market, collecting, I take it?” she asked, wishing Juniper had not entered into the conversation.

“Actually, ma’am, I’m here to show.”

Ma’am. As if he thought that would make up for ogling a teenager? If he were the least bit Indian, she would eat his hat. “Oh. What tribe are you?”

“Cherokee.”

They always said Cherokee. If he had any Indian blood in him, it had to be a microscopic drop. “What kind of artwork do you do?” she asked.

“A little pottery.”

“Really? Well, we don’t want to keep you from losing any sales,” Glory said as their plates arrived. “You’d better hurry so you can get back to your booth. Best of luck.”

Glory had fired a few warning quills; the man put his cowboy hat back on, pulling it down on his brow. He ate quickly, tossed money on the table, and walked away without pushing his chair back in. Glory felt a tinge of annoyance at his lack of manners, but in no time his place was wiped clean and a new diner sat down. The new fellow took out a Tony Hillerman paperback and started reading.

“How’s your sandwich?” she asked Juniper.

“Good, but nowhere near as good as Dad’s when he broils the bacon with brown sugar.”

Such sweets on a hot day sounded nauseating to Glory, but she said, “Daddy Joe is our own top chef, isn’t he?”

Juniper sipped at her iced tea. “Thank goodness for that. Otherwise we’d still be eating hot dogs and grilled cheese sandwiches.”

Glory laughed. “Hey, don’t knock my culinary skills. I can still make a better cake than he can.”

“Pirate ship wedding cake, for sure,” Juniper said, referring to the day they’d met, Juniper a foster child looking for somewhere safe to spend Thanksgiving, and Glory, newly widowed, hosting a pirate-themed wedding on her ranch to pay the bills. “Think you’ll ever make another one?”

“For your wedding, if you want.”

And then Juniper’s lower lip was suddenly trembling. “She’ll never have a wedding or a cake.” Tears puddled in her eyes and she tried to blink them away.

“Oh, honey,” she said. “I’m sorry I said that.”

Juniper swiped at her eyes. “It’s all right.”

Between the creepy man and Juniper’s sorrow, Glory’s omelet wasn’t sitting right in her stomach. “I’m full,” she said, setting her fork down. She dug in her purse for money to pay the bill. “I need to use the ladies’ room. Meet me outside, okay?”

“Sure, Mom. Thanks for lunch.”

Mom—the word still felt monumental to her—never in her life would she have expected to be called that, and whenever Juniper said it, it was like hearing it for the first time. She smoothed back Juniper’s hair and kissed her forehead. “Finish your sandwich and I’ll meet you outside.”

As Glory headed to the bathroom, she thought about how some memories could never be filed away. Her first husband, Dan, had been gone nearly six years now, but she could call his face to mind instantly. He would always hold the deed to half her heart.

Later, as they were about to traverse the last aisle of the market, her cell phone rang. Glory glanced at it and smiled. It was Joseph calling. “What’s up?” she said when she answered.

“I have bad news.”

“Oh, no. What happened?”

“It’s Dolores. She fiddled with the oven temperature and your cake is ruined.”

Dolores was the name Juniper had assigned to what she called the “house ghost”; what Glory suspected was the groaning of elderly plumbing on its last legs. “A likely excuse,” Glory said. “Just admit that even you, the great chef, have occasional culinary mishaps. Plus you’ll always be second to me in the baking department.”

He laughed. “It’s my life ambition to catch up. Hey, happy birthday to the most beautiful woman in Santa Fe.”

She laughed. “You said that this morning.”

“I was worried you might have forgotten.”

“As if I ever could forget you. We’re almost done here. Where are you?”

“Oh, that’s top-secret information. I need to talk to my party-planner partner in crime.”

She handed the phone over to Juniper and stepped away to give them privacy. Throngs of people attended Indian Market. Glory never tired of the Plaza. The tall cottonwood trees had witnessed so much history, she wished they could talk. For hundreds of years people had been gathering here to celebrate one thing or protest another. On days like today it truly was the heart of the city, pulsating with music, overflowing with Native art, blessed with sunshine. The population was made up of so many different ethnicities that the first thing Glory did when they moved here was buy a history book on the state and spend a month reading it. When she learned that New Mexico was the only officially bilingual state in the Union, she told Joseph, “Governor Schwarzenegger should try this in California.”

A strolling all-girl mariachi band came down San Francisco Street from the direction of the cathedral. People stepped aside to let them pass, taking cell-phone pictures and videos. They were young girls, maybe fourteen years old, dressed in turquoise blouses and black skirts. Glory applauded as they passed. How could a person play a violin and walk at the same time?

Juniper was still talking to her dad. Seeing the girls in fancy dress reminded Glory of the celebration following Juniper’s formal adoption. “Just a small gathering,” Joseph had said, and then invited over a hundred guests. Under duress, Juniper agreed to wear the dress Joseph’s mother made for her. It was snow white, three tiers of lace, and something Juniper could have worn to her own wedding, except for the fact that Joseph wasn’t going to allow Juniper to date until she was oh, say, seventy-five or so.

After the call, Juniper and Glory walked down Washington Street. By now it was beginning to feel like overload—all these booths, jewelry, religious paintings, folk art, sculpture, pierced tinwork. Her eyes blurred from so much beauty. To top it off, she could tell she’d had too much sun because she felt a little faint. How hard could it be to find a decent cooking pot that didn’t cost an arm and a leg?

She’d been careful not to admire her mother-in-law’s clay pot too much, because if she did, the woman would insist she take it. Even though it had been in her family forever, she’d give it to Glory just like that, she was so thrilled Joseph had found his soul mate. Glory wanted a pot of their own, new, so that Joseph could cook without the ghosts of the cooks who came before him.

While Juniper looked through the beaded earrings, Glory spotted a micaceous pot big enough to roast a turkey inside. It was the color of adobe, with smoky black patches reflecting the sun, revealing a bronze shimmer. It was fitted with a no-nonsense lid and a finger-sized loop on top, but it was so beautifully crafted it could sit on a shelf. “How much are you asking?” she said to the man standing behind the table filled with similar pots.

“Six hundred, but if you have cash I could go five-seventy-five.”

“It’s lovely, thanks, but out of my price range,” Glory said, returning it.

“Mom,” Juniper said as they moved on, “that sounded like a good deal to me. How much do you want to spend?”

“No more than three hundred.”

“Seriously? They charge fifty dollars an inch. You couldn’t cook an egg inside a pot that small.”

“And you know this how?”

“Hello? Anthropology major here. Aced art history last quarter, which covered contemporary Native American Indian pottery.”

“I want to keep looking,” Glory said, and soon they were down to the last half block of booths on Washington Street. The sun beat down on her head mercilessly the way it did just before the temperature was about to break. Her lunch was definitely not sitting right.

“Look!” Juniper said, holding up a black card with porcupine-quill beaded earrings attached. “I found them!”

“I knew you would,” Glory said. “Wish I could say the same for my pot.”

Juniper paid for her earrings, tucked them into her purse, and then they were in front of another booth featuring micaceous pots. It was a bad location, out in the sun, farthest from the Plaza, and she imagined the foot traffic was a lot less because of the heat. The pots for sale were set directly on an unadorned tabletop, no bright cloth beneath, no effort whatsoever to make things look nice. A girl about twenty-five with long dark hair stood behind the pots, smoking a cigarette. She kept shifting the pots this way and that, and her movements made Glory wonder if the girl was high on something. “What are your prices?” she asked.

“Two-fifty to four hundred. Buy two and I can make you an even better deal.”

Juniper picked up a tall pot that flared outward from the bottom up to an opening large enough to fit a whole chicken through. Micaceous clay was perfect for slow cooking. After hours on the stovetop, meat fell off the bone and ended up a tender, mouthwatering stew to warm your stomach on winter nights when the temperature dropped below thirty. “I like this one,” Juniper said.

Glory picked it up and felt the weight. Nice, not too heavy, but not so light she’d worry about breakage. “How much is this one?”

The girl looked down to her left for a second, the way liars and car salesmen do, and Glory nearly set it down. “Three-fifty cash.”

“I’ll give you three hundred,” Juniper said, and Glory was momentarily flustered.

“Now listen, it was my plan to—”

“Mom, you have to let me do this,” Juniper interrupted. “I saved a ton of money from my summer job, Grandma Smith gave me a savings bond, and Aunt Halle and Uncle Bart send me a check every month like I’m starving in a third-world country. You and Daddy Joe pay for tuition, the dorm, and my car insurance, I think the least I can do is buy you a nice anniversary present.”

The girl was already wrapping the pot in newspaper.

“Thank you,” Glory said, feeling guilty that maybe she wasn’t paying enough.

The girl took Juniper’s money and opened an old-fashioned cash box. She bent down to put the extra newspaper away.

“Come on,” Juniper said. “I see two spots and the band is about to start.”

“Okay, I’m coming,” Glory said, and just as she turned to walk away, a movement in the shadows behind the girl caught her attention. Glory saw that it was the man from the restaurant. For a moment, it felt as if time had bumped out of rhythm, skipped a few beats, and Glory was overcome with the desire to rescind the sale, but Juniper held the bag and was dragging her to the cement bench that encircled the spire sculpture in the center of the Plaza. The bench was warm from the sun and felt comforting on her bones. There was enough shade from the trees to feel relief from the heat. Onstage in front of them the band broke into “El Porompompero,” one of the most famous gypsy love songs ever written.

“What did your dad want?” Glory said when there was a break in the music.

“Nice try,” Juniper answered. “You’re not getting the surprise out of me. You’ll find out tonight. By the way, in addition to your request for tri-tip, Daddy Joe’s making me a great big vat of menudo to take back to school.”

Glory groaned. Tripe soup. Joseph and Juniper couldn’t get enough of it. The name alone was bad enough. Two parts cow’s stomach, it was the color of the khaki slacks she’d worn when she worked at Target. The dish took all day to simmer in chicken broth, filling the house with the most awful smell, and filmy grease that coated the surface had to be skimmed away from time to time. “Please stop talking about it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t feel well. I wonder if the eggs in my omelet were bad.”

“Mom?” Juniper said, inching closer, and then Glory smelled her daughter’s bubble-gum perfume. Combined with the goat fajitas from a nearby vendor cart and the baked-sugar smell of kettle corn, just the thought of menudo was too much. She got up, raced to the nearest trash can, and in one long heave, lost her lunch. She rinsed her mouth with the bottle of water she carried everywhere and chewed some gum to get rid of the taste. Juniper appeared and put her hand on her mother’s back.

“Oh, my gosh, do you think you have food poisoning?” Juniper said.

The way only a woman’s mind can work, Glory began adding up clues. The intermittent nausea, dizziness that came out of nowhere, and a mental picture of the calendar that hung inside the pantry door. When was the last time she had her period? April? May? I certainly hope it’s food poisoning, she thought, because what kind of birthday present is turning forty-one only to discover you’re pregnant?


Chapter 3
October 2008

The clay pot simmered on the stove burner, the scent filling the kitchen and drifting out into the great room. If pressed to name the ingredients, Glory would have said barnyard animals, vinegar, and a thousand heads of garlic. She had banned menudo entirely from the house during her first trimester of pregnancy. She wouldn’t even let Joseph cook it outdoors. While the nausea had lifted in her fourth month, just as the obstetrician had promised, certain smells, like tripe, made her want to gag. Who in their right mind found a cow’s stomach appetizing? Not just Joseph, but also Juniper, eighteen years old and a junior at UNM Albuquerque.

Glory, preoccupied with nausea and the overwhelming fact that in a few months she’d have a baby, hadn’t thought of the micaceous pot in months. All summer Juniper worked at Jackalope, the Spanish mercado on Cerrillos, with outbuildings selling furniture, rugs, pottery, and jewelry, and a prairie dog habitat at its center. There tourists could watch the endangered squirrel cousins dig their burrows, raise their babies, and tip their heads back, yipping to each other like miniature coyotes.

Glory bent to open a kitchen window. “It smells like you’re boiling socks in here.”

“Sorry.” Joseph turned down the burner and gave her a kiss. “Ready for the sonogram?”

Glory smiled. “Are you kidding? I’ve been chained to the bathroom for months. I’m more than ready.”

Joseph covered the pot with its braided clay handle lid. He plucked his keys from the hanging rack and hollered to Juniper, who was studying in her room. “Back in an hour, arbolita,” he called, his pet name for her in Spanish, little tree.

“Find out what sex it is!” came back from her room.

Glory had agreed to the amniocentesis for health reasons, but she clung to wanting to be surprised about the baby’s sex. She felt in awe of one of the last few mysteries in pregnancy. Of course, such thinking was silly, because everything about this pregnancy was already a surprise—she’d never thought it would happen to her, especially at forty-one. It was a good lesson for Juniper. See what happens when you’re careless with birth control? Glory had told her. She wasn’t convinced Juniper was sexually active, but whenever the topic came up, they talked about birth control and safe sex. Juniper had only recently acquired her first real boyfriend.

“Andalé,” Joseph said, and opened the door off the kitchen that led through the garden to their carport. He’d put in a flagstone path the first summer they moved in. Though they’d been in this house for nearly three years, it seemed to be in a constant state of renovation, thanks to Joseph’s many relatives in the building trade. His extended family was like a small city, including fifth cousins, their in-laws, and friends of friends. The Vigil family tree was more like a vine that twisted and turned through New Mexico’s complicated history. When it came to making the house their home, all Glory really cared about was that the bathrooms worked and that the kitchen was finally finished. The six-burner Blue Star gas stove they splurged on allowed Joseph to cook every night. He was now 180 pages into Vigilia Libro de Cocina Familiar, The Vigil Family Cookbook, and every week he tried out a different recipe. Another woman might have felt threatened by a man taking over her kitchen, but it was fine with Glory. Otherwise, he and Juniper might have starved to death the last few months, when all she could stomach was 7-Up and saltines.

In the garden off the portal, her favorite place, summer had hung on tight through fall. The wisteria was in the throes of its final bloom before winter set in. An army of yellow columbines had rampaged through the flowerbed, giving it the random look of a meadow. The restored fountain spilled clear water down three tiers. A cinnamon colored rufous hummingbird zoomed by a black-chinned hummingbird battling for territory of the feeders she had to fill several times a day. This summer an albino hummer had appeared, visiting the feeders every afternoon, and Glory tried in vain to get a picture of it. As she stopped to watch the antics, she said, “Listen to you two. There’s enough to go around, so learn to share.”

The moment she said the words they struck her oddly, as if somehow they were more important than the simple message she intended, and she hesitated there for a moment, wondering why. Pregnancy had fundamentally changed her, and while she was lying there ill all those months, she’d had time to think about subjects she’d never before given a moment’s consideration. She’d ultimately come to the conclusion that she’d never been happier in her life, and that having a baby was the best surprise ever.

“Glory!” Joseph called. He was holding open the door to the yellow Land Cruiser, and she forgot the birds entirely.

“Here we go.” The sonogram technician named Katie squirted gel onto Glory’s bare stomach. Her belly was only slightly rounded at five months, giving her the look of a garden Buddha. With the shades closed, the room felt dim enough to fall asleep in, but Glory was too excited to relax. This was the moment she’d get a glimpse of the baby that so far had only made her sick—including the amniocentesis to test for birth defects—and that would make everything real. She and Joseph had countless discussions when she discovered she was pregnant. Initially, she was stunned into silence, and Joseph had been the one to bring up options, as in, Did she want to terminate the pregnancy if it was determined something was wrong. Of course not! she’d answered, but deep down she worried she wasn’t up to the challenge. The possibility of children had never entered her mind, but now that one was on the way, she would do whatever she had to in order to protect it. Did she have it in her to be a good mother when she’d never even been an aunt? All those years with Dan and nothing had happened, so she wasn’t always careful. In Joseph’s first marriage, he and his wife had tried and gotten nowhere, so he wasn’t careful either. They loved each other when the urge overtook them, and interrupting their passion to use birth control rarely occurred to her. Here was why it should have: At age forty-one, she was considered an “elderly primigravida, high risk.” The first time Dr. Montano mentioned the term, Glory got a mental picture of Baba Yaga with a baby bump. Every passing day she wondered if she’d have the courage to terminate if the baby was found to have Down syndrome or spina bifida or something worse. She dreaded that amnio needle so much that she would have traded another trimester of nausea for it rather than have something so sharp anywhere near the baby.

Well, maybe not a whole trimester, but a week or two. She was so often sick that she knew each individual bathroom tile.

She and Joseph both watched the monitor, trying to tell the difference between what was baby and what was just the swooping white trace the ultrasound wand left behind. When the technician turned up the volume, the room was filled with a glub-glub noise that sounded like an underwater drumbeat. On the screen, Katie pointed the cursor to a dark gray pulse. “That’s your baby’s heart,” she said, and Glory felt Joseph take her hand. “Now look here. That’s your baby’s face. Do you see it?” she asked, and Glory tried to follow the pale, drifting peanut on the screen. “See the ribs? The spine?” the technician said, pointing out flashes of white.

“Maybe I need glasses,” Glory said, and just then Joseph gasped.

“Aieee! Is that a hand?”

The technician laughed. “I can tell this is your first baby. Yes, that right there,” she clicked the transponder over yet another moving part, “is your baby’s hand.”

“Is he sucking his thumb?” Joseph said.

“Looks like it,” the technician said. “Do you want to know the baby’s gender?”

Glory knew Joseph and Juniper were dying to find out, so she said, “All right.”

The technician clicked several more pictures and zoomed in on three white lines that looked smaller than her pinky fingernail. “Congratulations. You have a little girl. Have you picked out a name yet?”

Over the past three months Joseph had come up with several boy names, including Cortez (his middle name), Montezuma (the street where they had their PO box), and Geronimo, just to make Glory laugh because she felt so rotten. But somehow they’d never considered a girl’s name. Glory had assumed only a little snips-and-snails boy could make her feel so sick. But Joseph answered the technician without hesitation. “Yes. We’re going to name her Casey.”

Glory immediately burst into tears. “How,” she said between hormone-induced sobs, “did I get so lucky?”

“La mano poderosa,” Joseph said, and kissed her on the forehead, while Katie the technician enjoyed her first laugh of the day.

One of Joseph’s favorite sayings, it translated loosely to “the powerful hand,” and it meant that a greater force, call it God, the Creator, or fate, held the reins in your life. The moment he said that, Glory knew the amniocentesis was going to turn out just fine.


Chapter 4
Española, Thanksgiving Eve, 2008

Inside the word Emergency there are other words, hiding. Emerge is the biggest; merge is one letter less. Subtract another letter and you find four-letter words like mere and gene and grey. Looking for three-letter words, all I could find was cry. I was trying not to. When I’m afraid, I look for whatever words are near me, and then I peek inside them. Sometimes they make a cloak, sometimes they tell a story.

“Your daughter’s condition is grave,” the doctor said to me the first day we were in the hospital.

Rave, gear, ear. “She just needs medicine,” I said. “She’ll get better.”

“We’re all certainly hoping for that,” she said as the nurses fussed with tubes and wires, the smell of medicine thick in the airless alcove. “But right now Aspen is one very sick little girl. Let us telephone your family for you. Just give the nurse the number.”

“We don’t have a telephone,” I said. Seth believed telephone lines let off radioactivity and gave you cancer.

“Would you like me to call a chaplain?”

A chap, or a pal? Why? To make a plan? I sat next to Aspen’s gurney and held her hand. It was cool from the ice bath to lower her fever. “My husband is a minister,” I said. “I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

A nurse in blue pajamas came into the room. “Mrs. Smith, the hospital’s going to need your ID and insurance card for the billing.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, though I didn’t have either. “I’ll have my husband bring my purse from home.”

Whenever I asked about things like that, Seth always said, “You know who you are and so does the Creator. Who else needs to know?” I tried to think of what to tell the billing people when they asked again tomorrow. I left it at home; I’ll call my husband; or I could give them a fake number and that would buy me time. Probably we wouldn’t be here long enough to need anything more complicated. It was just a seizure and a high fever. Soon the medicine would work, and Aspen would open her eyes. That’s what hospitals do. They make people better. No matter what Seth thinks.

The nurse had so many questions. “How old is Aspen?”

“Six.”

“Has she had any other illnesses recently?”

“A cough.”

“Did you give her anything for it?”

“Honey and echinacea.”

The nurse looked at me funny. “You sound as if you have a bad cold yourself, or laryngitis.”

“That’s just my regular voice,” I said, which was more of a truth than a lie. “Medicine can’t fix it.”

“Is she up to date on her immunizations?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Inoculations. Vaccines. Injections. HepB, DTaP, Hib, PCV, MMR, Varicella, HepA? She’d have had them done before she could register for school.”

She was a nice nurse but in such a hurry, tapping her stethoscope against her hand while she waited for me to say something. “We don’t believe in that.”

“But she must have had them, otherwise she wouldn’t be allowed to enroll in school.”

“We homeschool.”

“I see,” she said, but I could tell she was thinking bad thoughts, such as I was not a good mother, so no wonder Aspen was sick. Seth would say, “That woman’s spiritual compass is off. She needs a sweat.”

“She’s healthy except for the seizures,” I said. “She had a cold this week, that’s all. Yesterday she had the seizure and this morning she was hot.”

“I see,” the nurse said, and finished writing on the papers. “A social worker will be around to speak with you shortly.”

“Why a social worker?”

“It’s protocol in cases such as your daughter’s.”

Cool, root, cop. What did protocol mean? Cases like Aspen’s? “No, thank you,” I said. I saw how that nurse looked at me in my clay-covered overalls. I had my turtleneck pulled up so no one could see the scar on my neck. My raspy voice I was stuck with. I forgot about how it freaked Outsiders to hear it, because I never went Outside unless I had to. Seth told everyone at the Farm that’s how it is in the Outside World. Everywhere you turn, Judgment. Ten, men, met, judge. Dug, jug, mud. Jude, gent. “Really, that isn’t necessary,” I said. “Once my husband gets here he’ll tell you whatever you need to know.”

I honestly thought Seth would come, once he realized where I’d taken Aspen.

A man dressed in the same kind of blue pajamas pulled back the curtain that shut out the other people. Like the nurse, he wore a nametag on a chain. “Mrs. Smith,” he said, “things are a little backed up in radiology. We’ll be taking Aspen to CT as soon as there’s an opening. You’re welcome to come along.”

So many terms and letters I didn’t know the meaning of. It made me dizzy. But Aspen had to get well. I had walked here in the snow, and my tennis shoes were soaking wet. I would do it again, even barefoot. When Seth found out, he would be furious. “Thank you,” I told that man. Then I asked the nurse, “Is it okay if I tell her a story until they get here?”

She looked at me like I’d said, “Let’s all spread our wings and fly to the moon,” or “Isn’t that Jerusalem cricket adorable?” People say the crickets are ugly, but here in New Mexico they’re called child of the earth, because they have a face, even if it’s a face only a mother could love. I smiled at her, because smiles are the universal language everyone understands. “I doubt she’ll hear you,” she said, “but be my guest.”

In the Outside World people say things like “be my guest,” and I have to think hard to figure it out because I don’t live there. Not much in guest except for suet, like we fed the birds. This nurse obviously didn’t believe in miracles, which do happen, I know. “Thank you,” I said. Always be polite. Remain calm. Smile. When the nurse left the room, I bent down close to Aspen’s ear and brushed her thin blonde hair back. Her skin wasn’t flaming like before, but it was still hot. “No more playing possum,” I said. “Wake up.” When she didn’t, I said, “Keep trying to get better. Try your hardest. Please.”

I counted the tubes they put into her. One went into her hand and another into her forearm. There was one down below, too, under her covers, to catch her pee. I jumped to my feet when they started to touch her there, and tried to make the nurse stop, but the man dressed in the blue pajamas put his arms around me and pinned my arms to my sides until I quit fighting. “Relax,” he said, “I’ll explain everything and why it’s important.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“Heart monitor.”

“That?”

“Blood pressure cuff.”

“That?”

“Oxygen tank.”

“That?”

“Pulse oximeter.”

“Does it pinch?”

“She can’t even feel it.”

Aspen had had seizures since she was three. Whenever they happened, Seth would say, “Laurel, is your mind on yourself instead of the Creator? Is your spirit chaste?” Haste. Teach. Eat. Cheat. Chase. “Maybe you need to pray harder,” he’d say to me, as if the reason my little girl thrashed her limbs and made faces she couldn’t control were proof that I had bad thoughts and a sinful nature. Bad thoughts caused bad things to happen, Seth said, and the only cure was an hour inside the sweat lodge and chanting prayers until your mind traveled outside your body and became one with the Creator. I didn’t know what happened inside Aspen’s brain when she had a seizure, but I imagined it was like a dream where she had to climb a mountain backwards or run really fast to escape the monster chasing her, but she could only run in slow motion. All I knew was that it took away all her energy. She fell asleep after it stopped. Nothing would wake her. Seth would say, “Sleep is free medicine.” I would hold her and when she finally did wake up, it was slowly, and she was confused. But this morning she wouldn’t wake up at all, and her skin was so hot it hurt to touch. I wet a rag and placed it on her forehead, but she didn’t try to push it away or anything. Her breathing was funny, sort of ragged. I woke up Frances, who we share the yurt with.

Frances said, “There’s a curandera in town. Maybe you should go see her.”

But neither Frances nor I had a phone to call one, only Seth did, a cell phone for emergencies and we weren’t allowed to use it. I put on my clay-covered overalls because I had to feed the animals, so I wore my dirty clothes for that. It was wash day, so after the animals were fed, I’d put the overalls into the laundry and dress in the skirt I’m supposed to wear. I went looking for Seth and found him in the main house, where he was eating breakfast, an egg burrito with cheese, bacon, and green chile. He was our Elder, so he had to eat flesh to keep up his strength. The rest of us got oatmeal and picked the bugs out before we cooked it. I waited until he was finished and then I begged him to please drive us to the curandera. “No,” he said. “I have a group coming at ten for a drumming weekend and a sweat. The Farm needs the money.”

“I’d drive if you let me learn how,” I said under my breath and the minute I said it I knew I shouldn’t have. He grabbed my arm hard and gave me one of those looks that meant after the group was gone I was in for it. “I’m sorry,” I said. I shut my eyes and put the word curandera in my mind. It was filled up with secrets: dread, read, run, curt, card, dare, and lots of smaller words.

“She’ll be fine,” he said, and let my arm go. It throbbed hard before it hurt. “She always is. Go do your chores.”

My chores were cleaning the kitchen and the bathrooms, taking care of the chickens and feeding Brown Horse. If there was a big mail order, I worked in the hoop house, helping Caleb and old St. John. In my leftover time, which was hardly ever, I’d take Aspen on walks to see nature. We’d collect rocks. There’s quartz near the Farm, and rocks made smooth by the river. We’d watch spiders spin their delicate webs, and if we were quiet enough, sometimes we saw deer or a bobcat drinking at the river. Once we were riding double on Brown Horse and we met Louella Cata and her horse, Lil Sweetheart. They lived a mile down the road. Louella was digging in the mud and when I asked what for, she told me it wasn’t mud, it was clay from Mother Earth. She made pottery from the clay. I wanted to see that, but I was afraid to go because Seth liked to know where I was at all times. I invited her to try the café we had that summer, but she never came. I worked in the café, too, but we only ran it that one summer because it didn’t make enough money. In the winter it stayed locked up and empty, even though it would have been nice to sleep inside a place with real walls. Instead, Frances, Aspen, and I stayed in the yurt, which wasn’t very warm. We pulled our sleeping bags close together, with Aspen in the middle. That helped, but Aspen got sick anyway.

But this morning all I did was feed the animals, and then I went back to the yurt to check on Aspen. She was still sleeping. Still hot. I shook her shoulder a little, but she didn’t wake up. I counted twenty of her breaths in one minute and mine were only twelve. I tracked Frances down in the main house where she was making meals for the drummers. This was the only time when she cooked meat, and I could smell the roast in the oven and it made my mouth water. I begged her to drive me to the curandera, but she said no, Seth forbid it, but that she’d pray for Aspen. Then I went into the greenhouse where Caleb and old St. John were sorting seeds for mail orders. Caleb was twenty-seven years old and he had already done eight years in prison for hitting his son that he wasn’t allowed to see anymore. He had a chain tattooed around his neck that made it look dirty.

“Would you drive us?” I asked, and he looked at old St. John who shook his head no.

“Try rubbing a hen’s egg over her body,” Caleb said.

“What for?”

“A freshly laid hen’s egg will draw the illness out. It works, I swear. My grandma used it on me.”

Old St. John didn’t even wait for me to ask him. He said, “If you find the right stones and place them on her chakras that’ll balance everything.”

“All I need is a ride,” I told them. “Seth doesn’t have to know.”

But neither of them would go against Seth even though there were cars with keys right there. If only I could drive. But Seth said there was no reason for me to learn. So I did what a mother should do, something I hadn’t done for seven years. I waited until Seth was all involved with the group retreat and then I took Aspen in my arms and started walking toward town. It was so cold out that my face went numb, but I thought maybe the cold would help lower Aspen’s fever.

When I came to Pueblo Pottery, a mile down the road, I was tired. I knocked on the door of the trailer home. The people at the Farm are my family, but only Louella is my friend. She never asked about my neck scar or why my voice sounds so awful. She gave me coffee with condensed milk when I visited, food when she had some, and she showed me how to make pots from that clay she digs up. My hands couldn’t do what hers did, pinching, pulling, making a cup shape, so she showed me another way, to put the clay on a potter’s wheel and pull at it while it spins. While Aspen looked at the books in her bookcase, or had a lollipop leftover from Halloween candy Louella gave out, I learned to throw pots.

Any free time I had, I climbed over the fence to watch her. Clay is a holy gift from Mother Earth, she always said. You only dig for it in the spring or fall. The other seasons, Mother Earth gets to rest. You only take as much as you need, and before you work, you thank Mother Earth for giving you the clay. Louella let me use the potter’s wheel whenever I wanted, which was why my overalls were always so dirty. I meant to wash them later, after the curandera fixed Aspen. But after I was done feeding the animals this morning I didn’t think to change clothes, only to get Aspen into town. I stood on the steps to Louella’s front door knocking for a long time, because Louella also worked nights at the casino, and slept for part of the day.

“Good morning, Louella,” I said when she opened the door. “Can I use your phone?”

“Phone company shut it off,” she said. “I didn’t have enough money to pay the bill last month. You want to come in for coffee?”

“No, thanks. Aspen had a seizure yesterday, and today she has a fever and won’t wake up. I was hoping to call a taxi to take me to the curandera.”

“Why can’t Seth give you a ride? It’s not far.”

“He’s busy with the drummers.”

“What a freak.”

“No, Louella,” I said. “He’s our prophet. He knows so much.”

She made a disgusted sound. “Prophet, my ass. What about Prune Face or the criminals? Can’t one of them drive you?”

These were her names for Frances and the others. “They won’t go against Seth.”

“Those people are nuts, Laurel! Why don’t you leave that place? You can stay here until you find somewhere else to live. They’re always hiring cleaning crews at the casino.”

I felt ashamed trying to explain to her that I loved my family, even when they told me no. “Louella, I took ten dollars from the kitchen jar. Is that enough for a taxi?”

“No, it’ll probably cost more than that just to get the taxi to come out here.” Then she called Seth a “bastard” and a “liar,” and another name I wasn’t allowed to say out loud.

I said, “Then I better start walking.”

“Wait. Billy,” she called, waking up her brother from his bed on the couch. “Drive Laurel to the cura, please.”

“Yeah, okay. Give me a minute.”

He stumbled off to the bathroom carrying his boots. Billy worked on road crews up and down the state, patching the holes that big trucks cause. They’re bad for the environment in so many ways. Carbon footprint, smog, fossil fuels, ruining the roads, noise pollution. Inside the word pollution are a poll and pill, lint and tin. It weighs a ton. Sometimes I wouldn’t see Billy for three months. But he was home today and that was luck, a simple word, nothing hiding inside.

Seth says Indians are lazy bums, but Louella and Billy worked as hard as anyone I knew. Billy’s radio got stolen out of his truck so he sang while we drove. Billy’s tribe does the Butterfly Dance in the Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo plaza on Feast Days. I’m not allowed to go, but once I climbed to the barn roof and I could see them from a distance. They paint their faces, wear headpieces with feathers, and on their arms they wear wings, not real butterfly wings, but when they lift their arms and dance you can see the butterfly spirit rise up in them. Aspen loves butterflies, and butterflies sometimes would land on her hands. She can stand so still that the butterfly would stay there for the longest while, like maybe it loved her.

Billy’s voice was giving me shivers.

The curandera’s place had a “Closed” sign in the window and that made me cry a little. Aspen was hot and heavy in my arms. Billy rubbed my shoulder until I stopped crying and then he drove me to a place called Urgent Care, just a little ways down the road from that big hospital.

“You got money to pay?”

“I have ten dollars.”

“That might be enough for a co-pay,” he said. “Be sure you tell them you don’t have a job,” he said, and yawned. “They give sliding-scale prices for the unemployed. Too bad you’re not Indian.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but I nodded. “Thanks, Billy,” I said. “You go on home and get more sleep.”

He grinned and flashed me one of those signs Frances says are gang signs, but Billy doesn’t belong to any gang. He’s just a nice guy.

At the desk where people asked for help, the woman typing on the computer took one look at Aspen and opened the door wide. “Come on in here,” she said, and called for a doctor, and one came out of a brown painted door that read “Private.” Vat, vet, tear, trip, trap. I laid Aspen down on the doctor table because I didn’t care if it was a trap, I just wanted her to wake up. She’d never slept this long, ever. The doctor felt her neck and took her temperature with this thing that looked like a pen. He ran it across her forehead and said, “That can’t be right.” Then he used a different pen inside her ear and I could tell Aspen didn’t like that because she whined like Brown Horse when she had to be separated from her baby. He talked to her, telling her to wake up, rubbing his knuckles on her chest, but she wouldn’t.

“How long has she been like this?” he asked me.

“Since I woke up, around six.”

“Are you aware her temperature is 104.8?” he said.

“We don’t have a thermometer, but I could tell it was high.”

He sighed. “I can’t do anything for her here. Drive straight to the hospital ER. I’ll call ahead so they know to expect you. What’s your name?”

“Laurel Smith,” I said, just the way Seth had taught me. I am Laurel Smith who is married to Seth White Buffalo Smith and this is our daughter Aspen and I am fine, thank you, I do not need any help. Always be polite. Look for the exits. If someone starts asking too many questions, ask if they know Jesus. That will shut anyone up.

Even though I didn’t have a car, I made it to the brick hospital by walking fast. It wasn’t that far, but by the time we got there my arms were hurting so bad. I’d never been inside a hospital before and I expected bad men to come out and snatch Aspen so they could perform terrible experiments like Seth said they did, things that took away your mind and implanted computer chips to send messages you had to obey. But when I walked through the glass doors I entered this room made entirely out of windows. It had the tallest ceiling ever. Like a church, but see-through. So tall I couldn’t get my mind to measure it in the usual way, like twice the height of a horse, or five hands stacked, or two doorways wide or five trucks long or whatever. There were chairs all over the place and carpet and padded benches, even trees growing indoors, and rocking chairs I wished I had the time to sit in because Aspen would have liked that. On the walls were pictures of mountains and animals and this one long list of names under a word: Benefactors. There were too many words inside of it. Been, beef, fact, bat, fort, free, except I wasn’t free, I was in fear, another word inside. I belonged at the Farm and to Seth and that would never change, though just being here, I wondered, what would it be like to live Outside? To see a different view through windows, or to meet people who didn’t live on the Farm?

There were all these desks like at Urgent Care if it cloned itself. Cloning is not only wrong, it’s what the Outside World is coming to, Seth said, and only bad can come of messing with the Creator’s job, like Tsunami Waves, Ice Age, End Times, or a Repeat of Hiroshima, which I was surprised to learn did not contain the word hero at all. Ladies sat at the desks with microphones. “Calling number 485 to desk five,” a loud voice said, and a woman stood up and pushed a man in a wheelchair to desk number five. I wondered where to get a number. The doctor at Urgent Care had said he’d call ahead, that they would know I was coming, so I asked a lady waiting on a bench, “Excuse me, where do you go when they know you are coming?”

“No Ingles,” she said, and pointed me to another desk I missed the first time, away from the clones where two older ladies sat under a sign that read “Information.” Informant with an i and an o left over. They had on pink jumpers. That seemed funny, older ladies in the color of clothes meant for a child, but I didn’t laugh because maybe they were poor. They told me I was in the wrong place, that I wanted to go to Emergency. Where is Emergency? I said, and one of them got up to show me. She walked with me all the way, even though I didn’t know her. When we got to the doors, she said, “Honey, I hope your daughter feels better soon.” “Me, too,” I said. “She needs medicine.”

Things at the Emergency were like Abel used to get when he took drugs, all speeded up, rushing, and yelling. Children were crying. A man with blood running down his arm sat there with his eyes squeezed shut while the blood dripped on the floor, splat, splat, splat. So red. His life dripping out. Another man threw up in a bucket and I remembered the time we all got food poisoning from Frances’s tomato sauce. Seth made her do a three-day sweat and fast, and when she came back to the yurt her skirt had to be pinned at the waist or it would fall right off.

After lots of questions from a lady at another kind of counter, and me having I guess the right answers, pretty soon we were in another doctor room with a shower curtain around us, and tubes coming from the walls and machines called monitors. Moon, main, rain, not. There was a rolling dresser, and a TV you could switch on from this control thing which you could also use to call for help. TV is Turning Us Into Zombies, so I left that alone. Aspen was still asleep. Medicine that looked like a bag of water dripped into her arm through the tiniest needle, though you can never tell what’s in water, like salmonella, which is invisible. Some doctors came in and talked to each other, and went out and came back in again. The nurses all wore blue clothes. “Why is everyone wearing pajamas?” I asked and the nurse said, “They’re uniforms and we call them scrubs.” Curbs, sub, curs, a bad kind of dog.

She cleaned Aspen up with soap and a washcloth. “This is one dirty little girl,” she said, and I knew she meant I didn’t wash her right, but I did, just not last night when she felt so sick.

“You’re a brave one,” she said to Aspen while she and another nurse packed her in an ice bath for her fever. She didn’t even moan now. Aspen is brave, but I don’t want her to be brave because of bad things happening to her like they did to me, which was why I got upset at the pee tube. Things that happen to her like needles and seizures and throw-up, I can’t help it, but nothing else, especially nothing down there where it’s private.

Then an older woman dressed in Outside clothes—a brown jacket and matching pants, a necklace of very big pearls and a short silver haircut (the Bible says women should have long hair) came into the room and said, “Hello, Mrs. Smith. I’m Ardith Clemmons. I came to see how Aspen is doing.”

I didn’t know her, and her knowing my name seemed tricky, like she was there to do something bad. “Hello,” I said. “Who are you?” I asked, remembering to smile at the last minute. Always smile.

“I’m Mrs. Clemmons, dear. I work here at the hospital helping families and children. The nurse told me you might need some help filling out forms.”

“I can read,” I said, angry they would look at me and think I was that stupid. “There are probably lots of other people who need you more.”

“That’s thoughtful of you,” she said. “But as it happens, I have some free time right now. May I sit with you? Keep you company?”

Why? I wondered. I was going to have to pay careful attention. “I was just about to tell Aspen her favorite story,” I said.

“I love stories. May I listen in?”

I didn’t know what to do. I smiled, I was polite, I told everyone my name. All that I had left was to bring up Jesus, but was it time for that? Seth said talking about Jesus would make even the nosiest person give up. I didn’t want to do that right now. I was tired and I had to pay attention to Aspen and I might mess up. I could say, “Be my guest,” like the nurse did, but that sounded unkind, and we are Here in This World to Practice Loving Kindness. I guessed it was all right for her to listen. It was just a made-up story.

So because it wouldn’t hurt, be my guest, and maybe she could hear me, I started to tell Aspen her favorite story, The Princess of Leaves. She loved this story better than any of the other ones I knew, probably because it didn’t come from a book and I could tell it wherever we were, even in the dark, and I could make anything happen in it that I wanted to, and whatever question Aspen might ask me, I could make the story change and twist, just like a river.

“This is the story of the Princess of Leaves,” I said.

Once upon a time, long ago …

How long? Aspen would always say.

Long enough that everyone has forgotten this story. There lived a princess in a castle near the woods with her parents, the king and queen. Now all princesses are beautiful, but what made her different from other princesses was that she could sing so beautifully that if any bird within one hundred miles of the castle heard her singing, they were compelled to fly near. If she sang long enough, eventually every person in the village would come to the castle. There they’d stand, by the castle’s moat, holding their hats in their hands, looking up to the highest tower, where silver birds perched on the castle walls. They waited for the princess to come out to the balcony so they could catch a glimpse of her.

Every young man in the kingdom dreamed of asking the king for his daughter’s hand in marriage once she became of age. Her blonde hair hung down nearly to her waist, curling on its own. Her eyes were hazel, which is the name of the Tree of Wisdom. Some days they were green and some days they were brown. Her smile caused even the saddest person to forget his troubles.

The townspeople called her the Princess of Leaves, because she liked to collect leaves from the many trees at the edge of the forest. This was especially true in late autumn, when every leaf reveals its true color. Often they would look up from their chores and see her pass by with the palace guard, keeping her safe.

Autumn was her favorite time of year because that’s when the earth begins to prepare for winter. The leaves turn gold, orange, scarlet, and rarest of all, a deep burgundy. That means red, but with purple in it. Like a plum, or a bruise at its sorest.

Toward the forest Princess Leafy would go, always with the castle guard at her side to keep her safe. There are some people in the world so angry and unhappy that they stamp on flowers, mistreat animals, and want to make everyone as sad as they are. But you don’t have to worry, I’ll always protect you.

Her mother the queen often warned the princess, stay clear of the darkest part of the forest. Not a single person who has ventured into the darkness has come back to tell the story. Promise me. The princess promised her mother she would do as she said, but sometimes even the wisest of princesses forgets, accidentally, or on purpose.

The princess picked up only fallen leaves, because she never wanted to harm any living thing. In her heart, she believed every living thing deserved a lifetime, even spiders that weave webs to catch insects that might otherwise bite or pester you. Their webs are made of silk, and when it rains, drops catch on the web and they shine like diamonds. Beautiful things should be admired and then left alone.

The princess would lay each leaf on her palm and examine it carefully. Every leaf told a story: the season it didn’t rain, the time a pair of secret lovers laid down on the leaves to say goodbye, the way a rabbit blended in with the leaves, hiding, to avoid hunters. The palace guard’s job was to keep a lookout for danger, to fight if necessary, but he loved the princess as if she were his own daughter and it made his heart as soft as butter.

He’d fought in wars, kept soldiers from untimely ends, and though they usually traveled on foot, he was an accomplished horseman. All that was in the past, however, and his job was to accompany the princess and keep her safe. The leaves she loved best came from maple trees.

Leaves come in all shapes, but these maple leaves were shaped like hands, with five fingers, just like you have. Each finger had a vein that led to its stem so it could receive sap, which is like blood to trees. People say no two snowflakes are the same, and when it comes to leaves that’s true, too.

Now a leaf collection is a delicate business. Each must be handled with care and preserved, or they’ll turn brown and crumble. That’s why the guard carried in his rucksack a heavy book. It had leather covers and was embroidered with silk. This book contained all the words ever spoken in the language of the kingdom. It was actually the keeper of language, so that no matter how much time went by, the book would always be there, to keep the language safe.

One word in the book was Acer japonicum. It means “full moon maple.” Inside those three words there were secret words, like mull, lamp, and moon, and ape, pear, and plea. That is how trees talk to you. Secretly.

It was the guard’s job to press the leaves between the pages of the heavy book as they went along. That way, whenever she wanted to, the princess could open the book and see each leaf, and using the words right there in the pages, she could make up a story.

Some storytellers write down their stories and an artist draws pictures to go with it. The princess had pencils, paint, and paper in her room at the castle. Once she collected all the colors, she intended to write down the story, using the words she kept locked inside her head. I’ll bet you’re wondering how did they get inside her head. The same way as a dream. When you sleep, the story arrives, a dream with talking dogs or a moon with the face of an owl, all mixed up to make something so beautiful you can’t forget it. There were the five leaves she wanted and these are their names:

Green leaf with golden spots.

Golden leaf becoming orange.

Orange leaf turning scarlet.

Scarlet leaf turning to burgundy.

That’s only four leaves, because I haven’t got to the last one. The rarest leaf was called Nearly Black Leaf with misshapen lobe. The same shape as your little ear. Even misshapen and torn leaves have stories. Turning colors was the second-best part of the leaves’ lives. First best was being collected by the princess. A lucky few were singled out for ironing. The guard knew how to heat up an iron and place the leaf between sheets of wax paper. Once pressed, they never lost their color, and they never dried out. This was the best fate of all, as far as the leaves were concerned. Ordinary people didn’t realize the leaves had feelings. They raked them up, stuffed them into bags, and even made bonfires with them. A bonfire is a great big fire out in the open. A good place for one is on a beach by the ocean.

The more leaves the princess collected, the more pieces of wax paper the guard used. Soon they were stacked up under her bed, spilling out of the dresser drawers, filling every closet. When you have too much, you go to the thrift store, but the princess was selfish. She loved every leaf, so she had a hard time giving any of them away. It’s hard for some people to give up pretty things, because sometimes pretty things are the only reason to keep going.

The man nurse arrived with his gurney. “We’re ready for Aspen now,” he said.

“Okay.” I stood up.

Mrs. Clemmons stood up, too. “You have quite an imagination, Laurel. I would love to hear more of that story.”

But would she really? People from the Outside play tricks. “I don’t feel like telling any more of it today,” I said.

“Does talking hurt your throat?”

I looked at her, wondering if this was a trick. “I have to go to CT with Aspen.”

“May I visit you later?”

“We’ll probably be gone as soon as the medicine works.”

“I hope it works quickly,” she said. “If you’re still here tomorrow, I’ll stop by and say hello.”

She waved, turned, and walked down a hallway, holding up her nametag to a box on the wall that caused a door to open. In a story, it would be magic, but in real life, it was a computer chip. I had to walk fast to keep up with the man pushing the gurney.

In the room for CT, the man nurse moved Aspen from the gurney bed to a white table that connected to a tall white plastic wall machine with an arm shaped like a big circle. In the middle it had a perfectly round opening. “Aspen,” I said. “It looks like a great big doughnut.” But she didn’t wake up. The person who ran the scanner came out of a small office and arranged Aspen the way she wanted her. “Are you staying?” she asked, and I said, “Yes.” She got me an apron that felt like it was filled with sand and told me to put it on over my overalls.

She went into the small office where I guessed the switches were. The thing made a clicking, pounding noise that hurt my ears. I was sure it would wake Aspen up. After a few minutes, she started to move her legs and arms, and at first I thought, Hurray, she’s waking up, but then they began to jitter and writhe and I realized what it was. “Please, stop,” I told the woman in the booth. “She’s having a seizure.”

She came rushing into the room and so did the man nurse waiting outside, and they hollered, “Aspen! Wake up!” and one rubbed her knuckles on her chest, while the other one felt for her pulse. Then he said, “Holy shit, she’s crashing. Call a code!”

Sh, hit, it. Tis, his. More people came. Doctors, nurses, I don’t know, but there was yelling and pushing and carts on wheels and machines. I was shoved to the wall right next to the CT doughnut. Maybe the machine caused the seizure and the crashing. They put wires on her chest. They yelled out “Charging!” and “Clear!” and I could have left and no one would have noticed, but my feet would not go. I put my hands against the wall to make sure I was standing up, because it didn’t feel like that.

Then I prayed, the way Seth always complained I didn’t. With my whole heart.
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