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“The often-told tale of lost gold, a treasure map, and various people attempting to find it, never grows old. And Kidera’s ‘Red Gold’ mystery is no exception. Kidera’s dialogue rings true and his descriptions allow readers to taste the dirt of a Southwest sandstorm, feel the prickly heat of late spring, relax in the cool of an adobe house. Gabe McKenna, laden with emotional baggage, arrives in Albuquerque from New York. In the process of settling his inherited estate, he discovers a map, hints of treasure and most importantly—himself. ‘Red Gold’ is a traditional story turned on its head and, oh so well written! Fast paced, plot twists at every turn, humor thrown in at just the right moments, Kidera’s debut novel is one that keeps pages turning. ‘Red Gold’ is a gem.”
—Melody Groves, award-winning author of The Colton Brothers Saga
 
“Robert D. Kidera has written a winning mystery that incorporates the spirit of Raymond Chandler and his characters with an authentic feel for Albuquerque and many other places in New Mexico. Kidera has a native’s eye for quirky details in characters, architecture, and natural features of the Land of Enchantment. The suspense begins to build in the first chapter and Kidera never takes his foot off the pedal. The search for ‘Red Gold’ will evoke comparisons to B. Traven’s ‘The Treasure of the Sierra Madre.’ Be there for the exciting finish.”
—Robert Kresge, author of the Warbonnet historical mysteries and the Civil War spy thriller “Saving Lincoln” (winner of the 2014 Tony Hillerman/Best Fiction Award)
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THE GABE MCKENNA SERIES
 
ROBERT D. KIDERA



CHAPTER ONE
 
Queens, New York: February 26 
 
I knelt by my wife’s grave, as I had each day for more than a year. Late afternoon shadows from an overhanging oak shifted across the inscription on her headstone:
 
HOLLY MOONEY McKENNA
August 6, 1961—February 14, 2013
Beloved Wife of GABRIEL J. McKENNA
 
A goldfinch landed on the marble and rested a moment. If it sang, I didn’t hear it. It crooked its head and looked at me, then flew off into the cold, windy afternoon.
The brown grass beneath my knees felt icy and brittle. Each time I shifted, it broke a little bit more. When my time came, would I shatter, or have the courage to face death the way she had battled her cancer; defiant to the end?
I stood and walked back to my car, prepared to risk my life on the Long Island Expressway.
My first stop was Rose’s on 69th Street; a take-out double-cheese and meatball pizza would be dinner. I drove along 75th past all the two story homes, to my co-op on Broadway in Elmhurst, parking my Taurus in the three hundred dollar per month subterranean parking space I could barely afford. I slumped back against the seat, closed my eyes, and allowed the aroma of pizza to fill my car.
Once inside the lobby, I spotted a Post-It note on my mailbox: Pick up your goddamn mail. Sincerely, the mailman.
I hadn’t bothered to check it for days. With the pizza box balanced on my left arm, I located the mailbox key on the chain in my right hand. The mailbox was stuffed and I had to lean hard on the key before the small door popped open. Direct-marketing junk mail, most of it, along with one business-sized envelope from a law firm in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Putting it all on top of the pizza box, I took the elevator up to the fourth floor.
My television was still on from that morning. The big ESPN story told of a prizefighter killed in the ring in Vegas the night before. I paused to watch. A lady sportscaster in a chiseled blue dress shuffled some papers in front of her and decried the barbarity of the sport before breaking for a commercial that pitched the network’s upcoming UFC title fight coverage. As I turned away, the mail slid off the top of the pizza box and onto the pile of letters and circulars that already covered my dining room table. I dropped the box on the kitchen counter, grabbed the last clean plate from the cupboard, and threw two slices of pizza on it. Snatching a cold beer from the refrigerator, I sank into my recliner.
My trophy stared back at me from the mantelpiece:
1977 Golden Gloves
155-Pound Division Semi-Finalist
Gabe “White Lightning” McKenna
I chugged the beer until it burned my throat. “Thirty-seven years and forty pounds later!” I raised the empty can in mock salute to a guy who once knew how to fight.
 
It took my eyes a while to adjust to the darkness. A feeble sliver of light passed through the window blinds from the streetlights below. Another dream about Holly had startled me awake in my chair. I stood, stepped over the empty pizza box on the carpet, moved to the window, and parted the blinds. Another gloomy winter night in Gotham.
My apartment was a mess, like so many other things in my life. I returned to my recliner, fumbled the remote from the seat cushion, and turned off the droning TV. I shifted in the chair, but found no way to get comfortable. My lower back ached and my head pounded; sweat dampened my forehead and the back of my neck.
My phone rang.
“Hi Gabe.” It was Dan Mooney, Holly’s brother and my self-appointed nursemaid.
“Dan.”
“We haven’t heard from you in a while. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m fine.”
There was a pause. I waited for the question I knew was coming.
“Not drinking too much, are you?” he said.
“Haven’t had a drop all week, Dan. Thanks for asking.” I kicked an empty beer can across the carpet.
“That’s great. Listen, there’s big news here.”
“Oh?”
“Your brainy nephew just got awarded a Dean’s Scholarship to Fordham, just like his uncle before him.”
“Give him my best. Tell Gerry I’m proud of him.”
“Yessir,” Dan said. “He tells me he’s going to major in history.”
“Oh, dear god.” I rubbed my temples with my left hand to quell the pounding. “Remind him that at some point he’s going to have to earn an actual living.”
“I already have.”
“In the meantime, tell him I may have some books he can use.”
“Will do. Take care, Gabe.”
“Right.”
I flicked on the reading lamp beside my chair, leaned down, and picked the rest of the empty beer cans up off the rug. Cradling these and my dinner plate, I walked into the kitchen. A fifth of Black Bush on the counter seduced me with its promises, so I found a clean glass and poured in three fingers of liquid gold. As I drank it down, I remembered the letter from New Mexico and grabbed it on the way back to my chair.
The document had come from a law office in Albuquerque, addressed to Dr. Gabriel James McKenna. The cover letter was attached to a New Mexico Probate Court Form 4B-107. The letter read:
 
This document is to notify you of the recent death of Nellie Mae McKenna. The law firm of Chavez, Lujan, Vigil, and O’Connor is executor of her will. You have been named as the sole beneficiary of this estate. The public reading of the Last Will and Testament will take place in our offices at one-o’clock in the afternoon on April 1st upcoming. We urge you to attend or to have legal representation at this meeting. Please contact our office with any questions. 
 
Good old Aunt Nellie. I’d been her only living relative for more than two decades. I’d neglected her all that time, not a single letter or phone call. The last time I’d seen her was at my wedding; she had traveled all the way to New York for that.
Now she’d named me in her Will. Whatever her bequest, I didn’t deserve it.
I stumbled back to the kitchen and poured more whiskey into my glass. I raised a toast to her memory and swilled it down.
At least now I had a reason to get out of town for a few days. Maybe get some fresh New Mexican air into my lungs.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Albuquerque, New Mexico: April 1—3:00 p.m.
 
I’d flown in on the red eye from JFK the night before and taken a room at the El Camino Motor Hotel on Fourth Street, close to where Aunt Nellie had lived. This was my first visit to Albuquerque in almost thirty years. In the old days, I hung out at the university doing research for what would subsequently become The Mystery of the Anasazi, my debut publication. It proved to be my scholarly swan song as well. Albuquerque, by contrast, had kept on growing.
The old Albuquerque could still be seen and felt on the side streets in the residential neighborhoods: the Spanish touches on small adobe homes; turquoise decorative accents highlighting many buildings; the Pueblo Revival style all over the University campus; the sun, and the timeless Sandia Mountains watching over the city each day.
I saw too much sprawl here now. Too many office buildings that could have been anywhere. Too much ‘sameness.’ In the explosive growth of the past thirty years, something had been lost. And it left a bad taste in my mouth.
 
I stepped out of the law offices of Chavez, Lujan, Vigil, and O’Connor at three in the afternoon and paused on the sidewalk. Donning my Ray-Bans, I looked around, a bit disoriented. Old Aunt Nellie had been loaded and she’d left it all to me: her home and its contents in the North Valley; eight-hundred thousand dollars in cash; stocks and bonds valued in excess of two million dollars; and, forty-eight hundred acres in Catron County with water and mineral rights and a cabin.
Executor Richard O’Connor, in his late-thirties and more than six feet tall, radiated confidence beneath his hundred-dollar haircut. He told me the land alone could be worth more than two million dollars.
I felt overwhelmed. So I walked into a bar at the end of the block.
 
My ideal saloon is trimmed in dark wood and dimly lit, with beer-soaked sawdust on the floor and framed 8x10 photos of rugged prizefighters covering the walls. The El Tapado was a lot of glass, chrome, and pastels, marinated in an antiseptic cool.
The bar’s only other patron was a dark-haired, overly made-up woman, who wobbled on a barstool as she sipped a tall drink. I settled in two stools down.
“What can I do ya?” the bartender said. There was a touch of Dixie in his voice.
I ordered three fingers of Black Bush, neat. He gave me a generous pour from a brand new fifth. My kind of guy. I nodded, raised the drink to my lips, and downed half of it in a swallow.
Lowering my glass, I checked the mirror behind the bar. A young man entered the premises and swaggered to the stool nearest the door. He flexed his fingers as if his hands were sore, and he looked around. The guy wore a black Stetson Rancher hat and a gray suit that held him tight. There was a bulge under the left side of his coat, but despite the swagger, he looked like a child wearing adult clothes. He grabbed some pretzels from a bowl on the bar and caught my eye in the mirror. He stared, as if he recognized me.
I glanced away and unintentionally made eye contact with the woman two stools down. It was all the encouragement she needed.
“Hi there,” she said, as she turned toward me and crossed her legs. The move flashed me several varicosed inches from her knee to a too-short skirt. Her voice held ten thousand cigarettes in its rasp. Her hair was heavily lacquered. As she smiled, the rest of her face seemed to freeze. The softness had been squeezed out of this woman a long time ago.
“My name’s Angel, but I can be as naughty as you want.” She coughed out a laugh and then hacked until her face turned red. “You got a name?” she asked, when she could finally breathe again.
“Gabriel. My name is Gabriel.”
“You’re an angel, too? That’s sweet.” She licked her lips. “You know, Gabe, you’re an all right looking guy.”
I forced a smile and tried to sound polite. “Ma’am, I didn’t come here to talk.”
She gave me the finger and turned back to her drink.
“Don’t mind Mary,” the bartender whispered, as he wiped his rag over a circular stain on the bar. He flicked his index finger over his red bulbous nose and leaned toward me. “She used to be a nun.”
I finished my drink and headed for the door. The guy in the Stetson kept his face turned away as I passed behind him. But as I walked outside, I heard the definitive sound of a barstool scrape across the floor.
 
The El Camino Motor Hotel is owned by the same family that ran the place when I’d stayed in it thirty years ago. Its sand-colored exterior looked almost cheerful in the day’s bright light. My room was colorless but clean and the AC worked. Tossing my suit coat on a chair, I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes.
I awoke at sunset and stepped out onto my tiny second floor balcony. Across Fourth Street, off to the east, shadows inched up the flanks of the Sandia Mountains. They seemed to be creeping toward me in the shifting light.
Streetlights were on. A white Toyota Camry barreled into the parking lot beneath my room, Latin music blasting from its open windows. A crow swooped over my head and flew into a stand of cottonwoods next to the bodega across the street.
Not much traffic tonight, more bugs around the streetlights than cars on the road. An old man struggled past on a bicycle. His body lifted and dropped with each sluggish turn of the pedals. Fourth Street, just a worn-down path in a weary part of town.
I peered down at the parking lot as the Camry pulled out with a squeal of its tires. A cigarette flew from the driver’s window, scattering a few sparks into the air. The car faded into the dusk, the salsa beat following close behind. Day was dying as the quiet of a high desert night descended.
I knew the history of this place well. Fourth Street had once been El Camino Real, the Royal Highway from Mexico City to Santa Fe. Back then, in its unpaved past, it ranked as the most important road in New Spain. All the gold of Cibola was to travel this route on its way to the Viceroy in Mexico City, and then on to Spain. She was just a mean street now, shabby and grimy in the dusk. I looked into her shadows and pictured myself wandering along, tenuously holding on to newfound fortune the way others had centuries ago.
I moved back inside, called for a pizza, and turned on the room’s old television—Turner Classic Movies and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. That would do.



CHAPTER THREE
 
April 2—9:00 a.m.
 
The phone rang an hour after I woke up. The woman on the line identified herself as Rebecca Turner, assistant to the executor of Aunt Nellie’s estate. Her high-pitched voice made her sound about fifteen.
“Mr. O’Connor said you wanted to see your aunt’s house this morning. He sent me to accompany you.”
“Thanks, I’ll be ready whenever you get here.”
“Actually, I’m parked outside in the lot. A gold Honda Civic.”
We met there moments later. She looked to be in her early twenties, with shoulder-length blonde hair. About five foot eight, her four-inch heels brought a soft pair of light blue eyes level with mine. Her business suit matched the color of her eyes, but its full-length sleeves and high collar seemed an odd choice of clothing for what promised to be a very warm day.
“Good morning, Mr. McKenna. Had breakfast yet?” A smile accompanied the young-girl voice, but her eyes never met mine.
“Not yet.”
We crossed the street to the El Camino Diner. Four ceiling fans spun above the single room, their hums almost drowned out by the clatter of dishes and silverware and the noise of a dozen conversations. The tangy aroma of cooking chile caressed my senses and stirred my appetite. A matronly woman in a colorful Mexican pleated skirt and white blouse met us at the cash register by the front door.
“Table or booth?” She adjusted the pencil that nested in her teased black hair.
I looked at Ms. Turner, who shrugged her shoulders. “Booth,” I said.
The waitress motioned us to follow her, and I let Ms. Turner go ahead of me. Halfway across the room, she bumped into a young kitchen helper and almost fell to the floor. When I caught her from behind, she turned rigid at my touch and then backed away. Her hands trembled and she swallowed hard.
“Are you okay?” I picked up the small clutch she had dropped. Rather heavy for such a little bag, I thought, before giving it back to her.
“I’m fine.” She brushed off the shoulders of her business suit where my hands had touched her. Turner’s face was bright red; she appeared ready to cry.
I tried to find something in that face, in those eyes, that could explain her behavior. I came up empty.
“Ma’am,” I said to the waitress as she placed two menus on our table, “can you get this young lady some water?”
“Sí.” She disappeared into the kitchen.
I waited until Turner settled into her seat with the clutch in her lap before I sat down. “You okay?”
She rubbed her wrists and nodded, but said nothing more until the hostess returned with the water I’d requested. The shaken young woman drank the entire glass in seconds.
In an effort to change the subject, I moved on, “So why did they choose you to show me around?”
“I’ve taken care of the house this past month.” She reached for the saltshaker, examined it, and returned it to the tabletop, doing the same routine with the pepper.
“Thanks for keeping an eye on the place,” I said, as she concentrated on the sugar bowl.
Turner glanced into her lap and shifted her arms. A clasp opened and snapped shut. She looked up only when the waitress came to take our orders.
“Whole wheat toast and a small orange juice,” Turner said. She hadn’t even looked at the menu.
“Would you like your toast buttered?”
“I can do it myself. You have to bring me a knife, though.” Her soft, white hand pointed at the empty space next to her spoon. The waitress reached over to a table near our booth and transferred a knife from there.
I ordered huevos rancheros and an Irish coffee. I had to describe the latter, but the place did have a liquor license, so I was in business.
During our meal, Turner shifted around in her seat. We talked without purpose about the weather. Most of the time, she looked anywhere and everywhere except at me. The few times we made the slightest eye contact, her right hand mechanically touched her butter-smeared knife. A fly landed on her toast. Shuddering, she brushed it away, and didn’t take another bite after that.
“We’d better leave soon. I have another appointment this morning.” She patted her lips with her napkin. “Do you know how to get to your aunt’s house?”
“Last time I was here she lived near Nob Hill.”
“You know she moved more than twenty years ago?”
“That’s what your boss, Mr. O’Connor, told me.”
“It’s not far from here,” she said. “Less than five minutes away.”
“I’ll follow you then.”
I tossed down the last of my coffee, left a tip, and carried the bill to the cash register by the door. I bought us each a thin mint from the fishbowl on the counter.
“Thanks for breakfast, Professor,” Turner said. “You can call me Rebecca if you’d like.”
“Thank you, I will. And you can call me Gabe.”
The power of chocolate? I smiled.
We walked back across Fourth Street to the hotel parking lot. I moved to open the door to my rented Fiesta Hatchback, but a white envelope stuck beneath the wiper blade caught my eye. A typewritten note on a single sheet of unlined paper lay folded inside:
 
McKENNA—GO BACK TO NEW YORK AND STAY THERE. YOU WON’T GET A SECOND WARNING.
 
I looked around the lot. No one, except for Rebecca Turner who had just opened her car door, met my gaze. My stomach tightened and my mouth felt dry. The sun slid behind a bank of clouds that cast a depressing gray pall over Fourth Street.
Two honks from Rebecca’s Civic startled me. I crammed myself into my car, placed the note on the front seat, and waved her out into northbound traffic.
As I followed, I had time to think. Who would want to do me harm? Why? How could anyone even know I’d be in Albuquerque now? Or that this rental car was mine?
Five minutes and a few miles later, I followed Rebecca onto a narrow gravel road lined with soaring cottonwood trees. The houses became larger and more upscale, and the vegetation grew more dense as we neared the Rio Grande. Almost every yard had ankle-deep green grass, and some yards were even submerged in water from an irrigation ditch—what the locals call an acequia—that ran alongside the road.
Rebecca turned through a weathered Spanish archway, onto the gravel driveway of a single story home. A waist-high adobe wall surrounded the property.
The rectangular Pueblo Revival style structure had a flat roof and exposed vigas, wooden beams that protruded about a foot from the top located on the north and south walls. I expected to see a little burro or a few sheep rambling around the yard, but it held only a large piñon pine and a Texas red oak that towered over the house.
Getting out of our cars, Rebecca led me along a ragged stone path toward an intricately carved wooden door—a Spanish-style work of art. We made our way around a small, hand-carved rocking chair sitting to the left of the front door.
A pile of firewood, left over from Aunt Nellie’s final winter, had been stacked in the corner of the porch farthest from the entry.
Rebecca and I stood before the door. She removed a ring of keys from her clutch, but fumbled and dropped them. She looked at me, but this time I backed off as she picked them up. “Better watch your step,” she warned. “The threshold is a bit uneven.”
The front hall had a stone floor and four, thick, wooden coat pegs on the wall to the left of the door. Rebecca turned on a light switch. A ceiling fan in the adjacent living room came to life. It hummed away, and the faint breeze it created brushed my cheek.
A half dozen hand-carved, painted santos and a couple unlit candles filled the small alcove in the adobe wall to the right of the door. They appeared to have been arranged with great care. I didn’t recall that my great-aunt had been a religious woman.
“I hope I get to live in a home like this someday,” Rebecca said, as she closed the door behind us. “I love the feel of this place.”
She never strayed from my side as I walked through the house. One room held no furniture at all, just piled up boxes of Aunt Nellie’s things, packed and labeled. A wooden four-poster bed filled much of the master bedroom, with a matching nightstand at its side. The large, Spanish-style dresser on the far side of the room stood between two undersized windows. The high-backed rocking chair near the bathroom door looked like it might collapse if I sat in it.
The largest room in the house, more spacious than the diminutive living room, was Aunt Nellie’s library. A solid oak antique desk with a dozen old photographs arranged on top sat in the middle of the area. I didn’t recognize anyone in the pictures. A pile of junk mail and circulars littered one corner of the desk.
“We paid the few bills that came in over the past month out of your great-aunt’s estate account. I put a list of them and the amounts in the center drawer.”
“That was very thoughtful. Thank you.”
I circled the library and treated myself to an appreciative survey of the many books it held.
The house lacked a formal dining room, but had an eat-in utilitarian kitchen in need of a major upgrade. A bowl of water and a dish of dry pet food rested on the floor near the refrigerator; a bag of Little Friskies sat on the wooden counter top.
“There’s a cat?”
She nodded. “His name is Otis. He stays inside and is quite gentle and shy. He’ll probably hide somewhere until he gets used to you.”
We strolled outside and surveyed the grounds. What had once been a landscaped yard now stood overgrown, wild with rank gramma grass and tumbleweed. The large metal barn at the rear of the lot had clearly been a later addition to the property. Its windows were so caked with grime and dust that neither of us could see inside. A rusted padlock secured a long sliding door on the building’s right side.
“I’m afraid we don’t have a key for that,” Rebecca said, nervously clutching her arm.
“No problem. I’ll get a bolt cutter.”
We ended up back inside the house, where Rebecca explained the vagaries of operating a swamp cooler and handed me a fresh set of house keys, and another to the mailbox.
“You’ll find the mailbox several houses down on this side of the road.” She showed me the keys she’d dropped earlier. “Would you mind if I hold on to this set for the office?”
“Why would the office still need its own keys?”
“For when you go back to New York. We’ll need them to keep an eye on the place, just like before.”
“Of course. That makes sense.”
Rebecca glanced at her watch. “I’ll be late for my next appointment if I don’t leave now.” She handed me her business card after she scribbled her cellphone number on the back. “In case you need to contact me after hours.”
I held the door open, as she swept past me onto the small front porch. She stopped and turned back.
“That covers just about everything, Professor. Call me if you have any questions or difficulties.”
I walked her to her car. As we shook hands, the sleeve of her blue jacket slid a couple inches up her arm. Scratches and ugly bruises ringed her upper wrist and forearm. I tried not to stare.
After she drove off and the dust in the road settled, I checked Aunt Nellie’s mailbox. It was one of those aluminum communal affairs with a dozen locked little boxes. I found the one with the correct address and used the small key Rebecca had given me. A single letter sat inside, postmarked March 30th, three days before. It was addressed to me. How could the sender have known I’d be here at Aunt Nellie’s?
The return address scrawled on the envelope read:
 
Ricardo Ramos
1142 Ybarra Place NW
Albuquerque, NM 87102
 
I didn’t know anyone by that name. I tore the envelope open and read the handwritten message:
 
Professor McKenna,
 
You don’t know me, but listen to what I have to say. People you should fear know that you are coming to Albuquerque. There is something about your family you need to know. Please talk with me. I think my phone is bugged, so better come see me in person. Soon! If we don’t get to meet, look behind you to find the secret!
 
Ricardo Ramos 
 
I felt a sudden prickle of fear. The handwriting in the letter was not the same as in the note I’d found on my windshield. Puzzling. I suddenly needed a drink. I walked back toward the house to locate Aunt Nellie’s liquor supply. Before I reached the front door, a woman’s voice called out.
“Hey there!”
I looked around, but saw no one.
“Over here!”
On my right, a woman leaned over the low adobe wall that separated our properties. She was perhaps in her early-forties. Slender, her long and lustrous black hair looked like it belonged on a woman half her age.
I walked over, and she extended her hand over the wall. “I’m Carmen. Carmen Flores.”
“Gabriel,” I said as I shook her hand. “Gabriel McKenna.”
“McKenna! Related to Nellie, right? Oh, she was something. Active up until the very end. You here to close out her estate?”
“Not sure yet what I’m going to do. I was her only living relative. But the last time we spoke was more than twenty years ago.”
“That’s a shame. She was sure worth knowing. Old school. Might have been the smartest woman I ever met. Enjoyed life. Didn’t mind a drink every now and then either.”
That’s a family trait, I thought. I was pleased to learn there probably would be booze in the house after all.
“What kind of work do you do?” Carmen said.
“I’m a college professor, or I was. At Dumbarton College in New York. On a long-term sabbatical now. May or may not return, I haven’t decided yet.” A voice inside told me this was too much information to reveal.
“I’m a cop,” she said. “Albuquerque Police Department for almost twenty years.”
I was surprised, but felt relieved for some reason. “You like this neighborhood?”
“It’s quiet. My husband and I moved in less than two years ago and we’ve enjoyed it so far.” The sound of a ringing telephone came through the open front door of her house. “I better go answer that. See you again, perhaps?”
“Maybe. Thanks.”
I leaned on the wall and watched her walk away. Graceful and athletic. Very nice legs. Then, feeling the gentle weight of the wedding band on my finger, I turned away.
Once back in Aunt Nellie’s kitchen, I rooted around in the cabinets for some decent hooch. The Jameson’s 18-Year Blend surprised me. The old gal knew her booze. As I poured myself a snort, something brushed against my pant leg. I heard a baby-like cry and looked down as a small, black cat turned and ran from the kitchen.
“Otis?”
The food bowl on the floor was almost empty, so I tipped some dry kibble out of the bag on the counter.
I poured myself another drink and carried the glass to Aunt Nellie’s library. I sat in the big leather chair behind her desk. Eighteen-year-old whiskey should be given time and respect, so I sipped it and scanned the hundreds of books that surrounded me. Then I stood, closed my eyes, and picked out one at random: Apache Gold and Yaqui Fever, a collection of tall tales about gold fever written by J. Frank Dobie. I’d first read this book as a young boy. But this time I didn’t even make it through the first yarn. The letter from Ricardo Ramos and the note on my windshield wouldn’t let go.
I checked my watch. Two-thirty in the afternoon.
What had I stumbled into? The question gnawed at me. I couldn’t just sit there, so I walked back to the kitchen, poured what remained of my whiskey back into the bottle, locked the house, and squeezed into my compact rental car. I checked the Albuquerque map that came with it and drove to 1142 Ybarra Place, in search of Ricardo Ramos.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
3:00 p.m.
 
Ybarra Place is a narrow stretch of pounded-down gravel that slices right through the heart of the Barrio. Number 1142 turned out to be a lopsided adobe house that appeared to be melting under the afternoon’s intense sun. I parked in front, banged a knee getting my six-foot frame out of my tiny car, and limped up the walkway past a gang of front yard chickens. They didn’t seem to notice.
I flattened my thumb against the doorbell; it gave off a loud, irritating buzz. As the door creaked open, a muffled groan came from somewhere inside and a strong odor, like that of rendered fat, caught me by surprise.
A woman in a once-white terrycloth bathrobe stood in the doorway—high mileage, fifty years of age, or so. Thin strands of frazzled hair were scattered atop her head, as if they’d been unable to agree on the proper way to fall. Her shaved eyebrows, redrawn in an unsteady hand, resembled a pair of small, mud-brown thunderbolts.
“Waddya want?” She breathed alcohol hard in my direction. A bead of sweat dripped from her right earlobe and disappeared into the terrycloth.
Behind me, a car barreled down Ybarra Place. Its radio blasted out Madonna’s Beautiful Stranger.
“Good afternoon. I’ve come to see Ricardo Ramos. Is he here?”
“Never heard of him.” She turned to go back inside, one hand on the door. I heard another groan, even more desperate than the first.
“He wrote me a letter. Asked me to meet him here,” I said in an attempt to stop her retreat. I offered my card. “When he comes around, will you tell him I stopped by?”
“No.” She ignored the card and slammed the door.
The living room window blinds to the left of the door parted a bit. As I turned to walk back to my car, I felt curious eyes follow me past the chickens. On a hunch, I drove to the far end of Ybarra Place, hung four consecutive right hand turns and pulled to the curb three houses up from where I’d parked the first time. I slumped down in the front seat as best I could and waited.
Five minutes later, a dust-colored Plymouth Horizon lurched out from behind 1142 and rolled toward me. Miss Congeniality sat behind the wheel, still decked out in terrycloth. A man, his face turned away, sat beside her. They flashed past, but I caught the first three letters of the New Mexico plate—ARF.
I returned to the house and found the front door unlocked. One light shove and I stumbled inside.
An oversized chair sat to my left. An empty gin bottle lay in the middle of a faded rug. An old couch, covered with crumpled newspaper and a pink flannel nightgown, sagged against the far wall. The acrid smell I’d noticed earlier now surrounded me; it was fresh and strong and turned my stomach. The odor increased as I moved through the living room and down a narrow shadowed hallway.
In the first room to my left, I took a sudden step back, staring at the body that was stretched out, lying face-up on a bed.
He could have been in his mid-50s. He was short, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair, and the tanned skin of a man who works outdoors. Duct tape covered his mouth. Thin wire bound his hands together above his head, tethering him to the bed frame. More wire secured his feet to the metal footboard.
The front of his sweat-stained denim shirt was torn. Clots of blood from a wound in his chest matched his red suspenders. He’d soiled his pants and the mattress. I covered my face with my handkerchief, but it didn’t do much good. The soles of his feet, at least where the skin remained, were blistered purple and black. A whiff of smoke rose from his left foot. It had a thick, coppery smell I could almost taste.
His terror-filled, unseeing eyes stared upward.
Hit by a sudden wave of nausea, I turned away and braced my left hand against a wall to steady myself.
A silver and black steam iron rested upright on a small bedside table. I bent down to touch it, but intense heat stopped me an inch away from its bottom surface. The cord curled round to a nearby outlet.
A man’s wallet lay open on the floor in the far corner of the room. I pulled a tissue from a box on the bedside table. No money in the wallet and not a single credit card remained; an expired New Mexico driver’s license was all it held. I slid the license out and moved closer to the guy on the bed. I placed the photo ID next to his bruised and bloodied face. This was Ricardo Ramos, whose handwritten letter rested in my breast pocket.
I put the license back and used the tissue to wipe off the wallet. Then, I wiped the bedroom doorknob, the wall where I’d touched it, and the front door. I double-timed it back to my car, drove a couple miles west toward the Rio Grande, and pulled into a mini-mall.
My last quarter slid into one of Albuquerque’s surviving pay phones. I wanted to be a good citizen and report what I’d seen, but with airline reservations back to New York in two days, I couldn’t get involved in a murder investigation. I covered the bottom of the receiver, lowered my voice, and told the cops about a dead man waiting for them at 1142 Ybarra Place.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
4:15 p.m.
 
After I found Ricardo Ramos’s body and placed the anonymous phone call, I drove back to Aunt Nellie’s, hurried inside, and double-bolted the door. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake the sight of his mangled body.
Five minutes at the bathroom sink didn’t wash the fear off my face or stop the trembling in my hands. I looped a towel around my neck and headed for the booze. Two shots didn’t help at all.
My return flight to New York was two days away. I could go back as planned, or stay and…do what? I swigged the last of the whiskey directly from the bottle and tossed the damp towel on the counter.
I refilled Otis’s water bowl and spilled some on the floor. No mop in the broom closet, but the sledgehammer that hung from a nail on the right hand wall gave me an idea. The four-pounder fit right in my hand as I walked through the back door and out toward the old barn.
A murder of crows, huddled in some cottonwoods that provided afternoon shade to Carmen Flores’s next-door property cackled loudly and angrily, just like they do in New York. Their argument assaulted my ears all the way back to the metal barn.
I took the hammer in both hands. Two hard swings shattered the rusted padlock on the sliding door. Metal screeched against metal as I pushed it open enough to squeeze inside.
A shaft of sunlight filtered through the dust-covered windows and revealed several coils of old rope, rusted tools, and an assortment of 1940s New Mexico license plates on the walls.
Pigeons fussed and flapped above my head. A vent against the far wall hung open, room enough for even large birds to enter the structure and take shelter inside. Years of bird droppings covered the dirt floor, the overhead steel beams, and the windowsills. I stepped inside with care.
A tarp covered what appeared to be an automobile in the center of the barn. The mass of droppings on the tarp resembled a Jackson Pollack painting. I pulled off the tarp and discovered a step-down, 1948 two-door Hudson Coupe sporting a 1968 New Mexico plate.
The driver’s side door opened easily. Car keys hung on a chain from the ignition slot. The hood release stuck at first, but a bit of jiggling popped it open. The engine was fairly clean and everything under the hood looked like original equipment. No modifications to the interior or to the body as far as I could tell. With the car up on blocks, even the tires appeared to be in good shape. Not showroom new, but remarkable for a car of this vintage.
I closed the hood, stepped back, and studied her. Same model my dad used to have, the one we’d taken on so many family trips back in the day.
There’s a bit of the car nut in me. I’ve never possessed the skills to fix up an old car and have never had the money to buy a restored classic. How incredible was this? Now I found myself with a collector’s jewel of my very own and money to spare. Back in New York, my ten-year-old rusted Taurus with over one hundred thousand miles was on its last legs. At least I had one reason to stay in New Mexico.
I put the tarp back over the car, closed the barn door, and pulled my cellphone from my pocket. Rebecca Turner hadn’t left for the day.
“Chavez, Lujan, Vigil and O’Connor, how may I help you?”
I recognized her young-girl voice. “Gabe McKenna calling.”
“Hello Professor, nice to speak with you again. What can I do for you?”
“I’d like to wrap things up on my aunt’s estate.”
“I see. Can you hang on for just a minute?”
She put me on hold, so I walked back into the house. I felt warm and turned on the swamp cooler, entered the library, and sat down at the big desk. A pair of finches chattered as they worked together on their nest in the large bush outside the window.
Ms. Turner returned at last. “Mr. O’Connor can see you tomorrow morning if you’re available.”
“That would be fine,” I said. “What time should I stop by?”
“We’ll come out to the house. Ten o’clock, okay?”
I agreed and said good-bye. Then I leaned back in my chair and tried to decide what—if anything—I should do in the meantime. The image of Ricardo Ramos’s body intruded on my thoughts.



CHAPTER SIX
 
April 3
 
Maybe I slept for four or five hours. I staggered out of bed at 8:00, polished off two cups of coffee, watched the news to see if there was any information about Ramos, and then showered. After I dressed, I sat at the library desk and inhaled the pungent smell of the leather chair. Nothing on my cellphone: no calls, no messages.
Otis rested on the ledge by the window and eyed the finches as they put the final touches on their nest. I walked over to the window, too, but the cat ignored me and continued to stare outside. I bent down and followed his line of sight just as a large silver Lexus pulled up to the curb to park across the street.
I hurried to the front door and stepped outside. Rebecca Turner climbed out of the passenger’s seat, struggling with her skirt and an armful of folders. She paused on the sidewalk. Richard O’Connor sprung from the driver’s door and took the lead across the street, as Rebecca then followed two steps behind him.
O’Connor bounded straight toward the house. He looked neither right nor left, his eyes laser-focused on me. His smile grew as he strode up the front path. His outstretched hand seemed to reach me a couple of seconds before the rest of him arrived.
“Hello, McKenna. Getting used to the place?” He didn’t wait for a response. “You know Ms. Turner here.”
“Good to see you again. Won’t you come in?” I held the door open.
“Lovely day to do some business, don’t you think?” O’Connor crossed the threshold as he spoke. I stepped back, hoping he’d fall and break his hair.
We entered the library. I sat behind the big desk and motioned for O’Connor to sit in the only other upholstered chair. Rebecca perched primly on an adjacent wooden stool.
O’Connor spoke first. “So, Professor, will you be returning to New York soon?”
“Actually, I’m thinking I might hang around New Mexico for a while.”
His expression soured for just a moment, before the smile returned. “That’s fine, just fine. This state needs all the brain power it can get.” He winked at me. “Ms. Turner brought along all the papers to transfer title and finish disposition of the estate, etcetera, etcetera.” O’Connor reached for a batch of papers she’d carried in. “We also need to review the tax implications of your inheritance.”
He recited my new financial responsibilities as the beneficiary of Aunt Nellie’s estate. My obligations would be more than I’d expected: property tax bills of just under five grand every six months, first payment due in less than a week; solid waste and water bills, gas and electricity; insurance on both properties. I would also need to continue the monthly salary of $1,500 for the caretaker out on the Catron County land.
O’Connor concluded and handed all the papers back to Rebecca. He crossed his arms as his eyes lit up. “I just may have a client who is willing to buy this house and the entire Catron County property at full market value,” he said. “Our financial services division could put the sale proceeds into a sheltered annuity at favorable guaranteed rates, everything tied up with ribbons and bows. You wouldn’t have to worry about a thing, Professor.” He flashed a well-practiced 50,000-watt smile. “Ms. Turner!”
The lawyer barely glanced in her direction. Rebecca plunged her hand into one of the manila folders to clasp another thick batch of papers. O’Connor reached for them and sat forward enough to straighten their edges against the top of the desk. His right hand swept into the breast pocket of his suit and with another wink produced a black Mont Blanc jeweled pen. He extended it toward me the way a sommelier offers you a bottle of fine vintage wine.
“Mr. O’Connor, I appreciate all that you’ve done,” I said in a slow, measured manner. “But I don’t jump into water without first testing its depth. I need to go and check out the property in Catron County before I decide whether or not to sell it. I’d also have to check with my tax accountant back in New York. That is a lovely pen, though.”
O’Connor shot me another sour look but then said, “Accept it as my gift. If you decide to sell this place and the ranch, you can sign off in style.” He smiled as he carefully laid the Mont Blanc on the desk.
The hair on the back of my neck bristled as I stood. His oily ways had my early warning system on high alert. “I need time to consider my options.”
“Of course, Professor, we understand. Take whatever time you need.” He made a slow move to get up and stood tall on the other side of the desk. “I hope you don’t mind a bit of professional advice. Don’t wait too long before you reach a decision. Not sure how long that client will wait.”
We parted ways, like a couple of wary heavyweights who’d danced away the early third of a twelve round title bout.
 
It was now lunchtime and my refrigerator and liquor cabinet were both empty. I locked up and drove down Fourth Street. Of the first five restaurants I passed, four were Mexican and one vegetarian, and neither cuisine appealed to me at that moment. I drove on to a string of brightly colored pennants that snapped in the breeze. The aroma of barbeque wafted out over the street and lured me to a single-story, ramshackle eatery. A massive red, white and blue sign above the front entrance brought me up short:
 
C.J.’s Barbeque—Curtis Jester, Prop.
 
Curtis Jester? I knew a guy by that name back in New York, during my three-year-long, ill-advised career as an amateur teenage middleweight boxer. Could this be the same guy? Curtis Jester and I trained at Gleason’s Gym on 30th Street in Manhattan. Against the wishes of both my parents, I’d pursued my dream of winning a Golden Gloves crown in Madison Square Garden.
Dozens of other young men from the Metro Area shared that dream. Curtis, a young kid from the Bed-Stuy neighborhood in Brooklyn, was one of my main sparring partners at Gleason’s. He and I had gone dozens of rounds together and developed a kind of closeness, like two gladiators who shared a dream, pained by the knowledge that someday we’d have to face each other when it counted.
That day came on March 6, 1977. In front of both my parents and several thousand fight fans, Curtis Jester and I threw our one hundred and fifty-five pounds of controlled violence at one another for three furious rounds. His devastating right hook prevailed and propelled him along his way to the middleweight amateur crown and a pro career. I’d lost track of him over the years.
Surely he hadn’t wound up running a rib joint in New Mexico!
Curiosity and an empty stomach compelled me to find out. The parking lot was packed, so the food had to be good, or cheap, or both. I found a spot on the street and walked in the front door.
Smoke from a poorly vented barbeque pit in the center of the large single room stung my eyes. It hung like a cloud over everything and gave the room a dreamlike, velvety-blue aura.
A young Latina waitress approached me with an armful of menus.
“One,” I said.
I followed her to a small table beneath a smoke-stained sign that showed the way to conveniently adjacent bathrooms.
I ordered a half rack of baby backs, a side of extra-lean brisket, and a Dos Equis lager. The food arrived so fast I assumed the chef was psychic.
I leaned forward in my chair to get a better angle of attack. The ribs were excellent, the brisket a bit dry, which necessitated a second beer. I concentrated on the rapidly dwindling pile of meat on my plate until a shadow fell across my table.
“Is everything satisfactory?”
I looked up into a large black face with a broad forehead and scar tissue around both eyes.
“C.J. guarantees your satisfaction.”
I stared up at him. “C.J…Curtis? Curtis Jester?”
“Yeah, I’m C.J. I own this place. Have we met?”
I laughed. “Oh, we’ve met before. My jaw met your right fist many times, often in rapid succession. Last time I saw you I was flat on the canvas.”
C.J. furled his brow and looked down at me.
I helped him out. “Madison Square Garden? 1977? Golden Gloves semi-finals? 155-pound division? You won.”
C.J.’s face lit up. “White Lightning? Gabe?” C.J. shook his head. “I didn’t recognize you with that chin hair. My God, that was more than thirty-five years ago.”
He paused before continuing, “You were good, man. Not the hardest puncher I ever faced, but you knew your way around the ring. Hey, when you’re done with the meat, come join me in the back office.” He gave me a playful punch on my shoulder and stumbled away. His right leg dragged noticeably.
When there was nothing left on my plate but a pile of bare bones, I took him up on his invitation.
His cluttered office told the story of a boxer’s life: to the right of the door stood a glass cabinet filled with at least a dozen trophies. One wall displayed framed clippings from what I recognized as the New York Post and New York Daily News, which recounted a young boxer on the rise. Photos of C.J. with celebrities dotted the walls. A couch with a pillow and blanket rested against the wall to the left of the door. C.J. waved me to a seat across from his desk.
“Damn, Gabe, never thought I’d see you again. Especially all the way out here.”
I laughed. “Neither did I. You realize I have you to thank for my teaching career?”
“How’s that?”
“After you turned my head into a cabbage in the Golden Gloves, I listened to my folks and gave up the sweet science. Finished college, spent a couple of years in the army, then back to grad school. Earned my Ph.D. from N.Y.U.”
“No shit.”
“Can you believe it? Then, for better or worse, it was on to a career as a history professor. Don’t know if my students ever appreciated what you did for them.”
C.J. shook his head. “Funny how you can start from the same point and travel different paths. You know I turned pro after winning the Golden Gloves?”
“Sure do. I followed your career until I left for the army in 1979. How did you do after that?”
“Won my first seven fights. Five by knock-out. It all ended at the hands of Marvin Johnson. Never saw a left-hander with his kind of punch. He put me down for the count in the sixth, then fought his way to the light-heavyweight crown a couple of years later.”
C.J. stood, hobbled to a small refrigerator beneath his office window, and offered me a brew on the house. I accepted and asked him about his leg.
“Right after I lost to Johnson,” he said as he sat back down, “my manager gets me a fight here in Albuquerque. Supposed to be a bounce-back fight against some palooka. Two hours after I get to town, I’m walking across Central. Some drunk uses his car’s right front fender to knock me onto the sidewalk. Three months in the hospital. They saved my leg. Had me up and walking again. But my fighting days were over.”
“That sucks. But you stayed here? Why?”
His eyes brightened. “Charmaine. A nurse’s aide. She helped care for me in the hospital. We were married the day I got out. Her father made me a wedding present of his barbeque recipe.” He spread his arms as if to embrace the entire establishment. “The rest is history.”
“You’ve done all right, my friend.”
“Better than I had any reason to expect. I never finished school. But I got thirty-three years, so far, with a woman who has kept me doing the right thing.” He popped open his beer and chugged. “So, what are you doing here?”
I told him about Aunt Nellie’s death.
“You lucked into an inheritance? Dog.”
“Would you trade places with me?”
“Charmaine wouldn’t let me.”
We laughed. But then I told him about my wife’s death and the laughter stopped. He crumpled his beer can and tossed it into a wastebasket. “So,” he said, “how you like Albuquerque? Sure ain’t no New York.”
“I spent some time here as a kid. I always liked Albuquerque. Such a welcoming, friendly place.” I blurted a laugh and said, “Course…that was then. Someone apparently doesn’t want me here now.”
“What do you mean?”
I took the warning note I’d found on my windshield and Ricardo Ramos’s letter from my jacket pocket and tossed them on his desk. C.J. picked them up and read them.
“You tell anybody about this?”
“Not yet. I drove over to see Ramos at his house yesterday.” I paused for a couple of beats and considered how much I should tell him. C.J. was an old friend, a guy I used to trust back in the Big Apple. “I found his corpse. Somebody shut him up—permanently.” I told C.J. about the woman who’d answered the door and about the moans from inside the house. I told him how I’d later watched her drive away with a man whose face I couldn’t see clearly. “I did call the police to report the murder, but I didn’t leave my name.”
C.J. let out a long, low whistle. “What’s next?” he said.
“I don’t know. I’m tempted to sell my great-aunt’s estate. Go back to New York. Forget I was ever here.”
C.J. snorted. “The ‘White Lightning’ I used to know had balls,” he said. “He didn’t ever scare. If you knocked him down he’d get up again.”
“Yeah…well. Anyway, thanks for the beer.” I hoisted myself out of the chair.
“Look, man, don’t take that the wrong way. Just saying…”
I stopped at the door and looked back at him. “Know what? You’re right. I was that guy, once.”
“Hey,” C.J. forced a smile. “Nice seeing you after all these years, Gabe. Stop by any time, okay?”
“Sure.” I kept going until I reached my car.
I pulled out of the parking lot and turned north onto Fourth Street. A gray Ford Explorer pulled close behind and hung with me for more than a mile, even after I swung west onto Candelaria Road. I veered right onto a side street, then left, then right again—straight into the glare of the afternoon sun. I gunned the engine for all its four cylinders were worth. The Explorer stuck with me. I tried to catch a glimpse of the driver’s face in my rearview mirror, but he was in shadow.
Another turn put me on Rio Grande Boulevard with its posted speed limit of twenty-five miles per hour. An ancient farm tractor plodded on in front of me. Traffic in both directions crept along. I swerved right, onto a paved road that led me through a grove of cottonwoods, and begged my underpowered Fiesta for deliverance. Might as well have asked Mother Teresa for a shotgun.
The Explorer pulled alongside on my left and then edged a little bit ahead. Swerving toward me, its bumper slammed into my left fender. Twice. The second thump shoved me partway off the pavement. I struggled all four wheels back onto the blacktop and floored it. Sweat stung my eyes. I gripped the wheel and shot a quick glance to my left to see who wanted me dead.
I recognized him by the Stetson—this was the guy I’d seen at the El Tapado Bar. The gun in his steady right hand obscured his face. Any second now. I popped my seatbelt and dove down onto the passenger’s seat as hard and fast as I could.
It wasn’t fast enough. The impact of his bullet shattered the window next to me. A searing pain slashed the left side of my neck. My body bounced one time on the seat. Tires screeched as my car bucked and left the road. It hurtled into a curbside adobe wall with a harsh crunch of compacting metal.
Then…nothing.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
April 4
 
I didn’t regain consciousness until the following day. The doctors called me lucky. Some luck. I had a deep cut on my neck, two busted ribs, and a face that looked like I’d lost a unanimous twelve-round decision.
That same afternoon, Carmen Flores, Aunt Nellie’s friendly next-door neighbor, came to my room in full uniform. She looked good in blue.
A brawny man in a tan trench coat followed. He finished the last of whatever was in his paper cup and tossed it into the wastebasket.
“Hello, Mr. McKenna,” Carmen said. “How are you?”
“Been better. Thanks for asking.”
“This is Detective Crawford. He has some questions for you.” She backed away to let him step between us. Crawford moved right up to my bedside. His was an unpleasant face, scarred on the chin and cheek. Brooding, bloodshot eyes made him appear both weary and hostile.
“We need to talk about what happened to you,” he said.
“Now? My head is still a bit foggy about it all.”
“I was told you were a tough guy from New York.”
Carmen frowned at Crawford while he pulled up a chair and sat next to me.
I reached for my cup of ice and let a small piece of it slide into my mouth. His eyes were on me all the way.
“We received an anonymous phone call two days ago that led us to a house on Ybarra Place. We found a man there who’d been tortured to death.”
I looked away and swallowed hard.
“The medical examiner places the time of death at about 3:30 p.m., less than an hour before we received the call. We found a piece of paper in the victim’s pocket. It had your name and address on it.”
“Oh.”
“One of the neighbors remembered seeing a man get out of a car and twice go to the house. The second time he watched the man enter. He gave us a license number from the man’s car. We found out it was a rental. Want to guess who the car was rented to?”
I swallowed hard and felt beads of sweat break out on my forehead. “I don’t feel up to guessing games. Why don’t you tell me?”
Crawford stared at me. The tip of his tongue licked his lips. “It was rented to you, Mr. McKenna. Want to tell me what you were doing at 1142 Ybarra Place?”
“I don’t know anything about why that man was killed.”
Crawford’s stare said my answer was not good enough.
“I didn’t ask you that. I want to know about the note in the dead man’s pocket. And why you were at the scene of a homicide. You arrived in town three days ago. Why would the decedent have your name and your aunt’s address in his pocket?”
I considered protesting to Crawford that I was in no shape to answer questions. The thought crossed my mind that I didn’t have a lawyer in this town. But I caved. “Okay. I made that call. But I didn’t know Ricardo Ramos. Didn’t know anything about him. When I found him, he was already dead.”
“Why were you there?”
I told him about the letter Ramos had sent me, which was now with my wallet and other belongings in the hospital safe. “Check with Patient Services if you don’t believe me.”
“Officer Flores,” Crawford said as he turned to Carmen, “go down to the safe and get an inventory of what he’s put in there. I want a photocopy of any documents.” He looked at me and almost grinned. “With your permission, of course, Professor.”
I nodded and watched Carmen leave the room.
I described the warning note on my car windshield. I told him what I could remember about the car that followed me after I left C.J.’s. “I drove to Ybarra Place to get to the bottom of things.”
Crawford stared at me, unmoved. “We’ve got a homicide. You should have come forward earlier. Instead, nothing but an anonymous tip on the telephone.” He looked down at a small notepad and wrote something. “Failure to report a felony is a crime. And if you tampered with any evidence, that itself is a felony.”
“I did report it,” I said.
“No, Professor. You really didn’t. When you’ve recovered, you’ll have to come in to make a full statement.”
“I don’t know what to tell you. I have no idea who tried to kill me, or why.”
“If that’s the best you can do you’ll make my job harder.”
“I should have taken a closer look at the guy back at the bar,” I muttered to myself.
“What?” Crawford’s eyebrows arched.
“The guy in the car was probably the same guy who followed me into the El Tapado the first full day I was in town.”
“Description.”
“Mid-twenties, thin, average build, gray Stetson, and a bulge under his gray suit coat.”
Crawford closed his notepad and let out a sigh. “No license plate. No tire tracks. Attack takes place on a lonely side road. Assailant apparently drives off right away. I’ve got no witnesses, no prints, and only a minimal description from the victim.” He snorted. “And if that guy has any sense, he’s ditched the Stetson. Better think hard while you lie there. The hospital will notify me when they release you. I may even give you a free ride down to the station.”
“Great.”
“Be seeing you real soon.”
Crawford left. I felt more like a criminal than a victim.
Rebecca Turner came to my room an hour later.
“Feeling any better today?” she said from the doorway.
“Not much. How did you even know I was here?”
“My boss told me about your accident and asked me to see how you were.”
“O’Connor? How’d he find out?”
“He has friends on the force.” She brought her hand out from behind her back and handed me a small floral display sealed into its own plastic vase. “I brought you some flowers to brighten the room.”
She came all the way into the room and set the bouquet on my bedside table. “I fed Otis and picked up your mail. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“Get me out of here?” The best I could do was a weak smile.
Rebecca promised to keep an eye on the cat and to check my mail each day. “I’ll look on you again when you get back home.”
I took her concern to be genuine, as any guy in his fifties is tempted to do when a twenty-five-year-old beauty gives him more than the time of day. When she left, I gave her a genuine smile.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
April 6
 
I wheeled my chair back into the hospital room and almost knocked over a Native American woman who stood at the foot of my bed. Her hair was a deep bronze color and spilled down over her shoulders; a turquoise and bronze necklace dangled down, touching the top of a brown silk blouse.
She seemed amused by our near collision. Looking down, she smiled at me. “You don’t drive any better now than you did more than twenty-five years ago.”
“Do I know you?”
“You used to, but head injuries do strange things to people.” Her hand played with the necklace and she tossed her long hair.
“My apologies,” I said, a bit embarrassed. “I’m not myself yet. You need to help me out a little.”
“Nai’ya Alonso-Riley.”
“Nai’ya! After all these years! It’s so good to see you again.”
“It’s been a long time, Gabe. You were a hot shot academic on the way up, doing fieldwork on the Anasazi. I was in my first year of grad school. You plucked me from a summer course in archaeology to serve a two-week sentence as your student assistant. Fourteen days to breathe dust and work on a world-class sunburn.” We laughed together, as memories of those days rolled through my addled brain.
She reached out and took my hand. The years had been kind to Nai’ya. The sparkle of youth was still there, along with a grace I remembered.
“I would’ve come sooner, but I’ve been away. I’m only on campus three days a week now. I split my time as an instructor here at UNM, and Director of Education on Laguna Pueblo.”
“That’s wonderful. I knew you’d be successful.”
“I never thought we’d meet again. I saw a brief account of your crash in the police blotter of the Albuquerque Journal a couple of days ago.”
“So I’m famous?”
“Not really. Just a couple of lines, but it identified the injured man as Gabriel McKenna of New York. I decided to stop by as soon as I could to see if it was really you. I called around to all the hospitals until UNM told me you were here. What kind of accident was it?”
“It was no accident.”
“What?”
“Nothing. I’m so delighted to see you, Nai’ya. Has it really been a quarter of a century?”
She broke off eye contact and looked away. “You know, Gabe…I had quite a crush on you back then. But you returned to New York.”
“Back to my career.”
Nai’ya reached into her handbag and gave me a small card. “I have a class in twenty minutes,” she said. “That card has my work and home phone numbers. Call me if you need anything. Take care, Gabe.” She rested her hand on my shoulder.
I placed the card on the bedside table. “Thanks for stopping by. It’s wonderful to see you again. And I will definitely be in touch. I’ve decided to live here now.”
Nai’ya paused like she might say something more, then simply smiled and left. Five minutes later, I made a phone call to order a home security system installed as soon as I was released. Then I called C.J.
“Where have you been, man?”
I filled my old friend in on all that took place after I’d left his restaurant.
“They got you in the same hospital I was in. Need somebody to spring you?”
“I should be out tomorrow, if my final scan comes back clear.”
“Call me when you’re ready. I’ll swing by and drive you home. Ain’t going inside though. I hate that place. I’ll meet you at the hospital’s front drive, okay?”
“Beats a ride home with the cops. Thanks.” I looked out the window and noticed the sunshine for the first time that day.
“Hey, Gabe, I’m sorry if what I said the other day ticked you off.”
“I’ve had lots of time to think about it. You were right. I’m staying in New Mexico. Nobody’s going to run me off.”
“I’ll be in your corner, pal. See you tomorrow.”



CHAPTER NINE
 
April 7
 
An orderly wheeled me outside the hospital. I shielded my eyes from the sun and felt the warmth of the breeze. C.J. waited in the hospital traffic circle, his left arm dangled outside the open driver’s side window of a black Cadillac hearse.
“Pine Box Taxi Service. Need a lift?”
I laughed, but my neck burned and my ribs hurt.
The orderly opened the door for me and helped me from the wheelchair.
“How you doing?” C.J. said.
I winced in pain as I slid in. “I’m okay. I’ve been much better.”
C.J. crouched over the steering wheel as he gunned the Cadillac onto Lomas Boulevard and turned west. His right leg rested on the hump in the floorboard that ran down the middle of the vehicle. His good left leg switched from the accelerator to the brake and back again as he wove in and out of the heavy, bumper-to-bumper morning traffic.
“Jeez!” I blurted.
“What? You don’t like the way I’m driving? That’s the only good leg I got left. Sit back, Gabe. Enjoy the ride.”
“How the hell did you ever get a license?”
C.J. laughed.
We made it to my house in less than ten minutes. I invited him in for a drink.
“Love to, but I can’t. Got to get back before the lunchtime crowd arrives. Tell you what. I can come by with some ribs tonight if ten-thirty’s not too late.”
“Great. In the meantime, I’ll try to figure out why somebody has it in for me.”
“You need a gun? I got a bunch.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. Not yet, anyway.”
C.J. nodded and drove off. I walked inside and turned on the swamp cooler just to vent the stale air. I poured out some whiskey, careful to keep it short with all the painkillers I was on.
Otis sat on the kitchen window ledge and watched me take my first swig of the day. The disdain on his face almost made me feel guilty about drinking this early. Almost.
I walked into the library and stopped short. A vase of beautiful red and yellow roses graced the top of the big desk; a small white envelope was taped to the cellophane wrapping. The handwritten note inside read: Get well soon! Rebecca Turner.
Nobody had threatened me today. Nobody had used me for target practice. I had a drink in my hand and flowers from a beautiful woman. Shelves of books surrounded me on three sides. For the moment, I relaxed and felt safe.
Aunt Nellie had filled her shelves with an extensive collection of books, maps, and papers about the American Southwest. But no copy of The Mystery of the Anasazi. I should have sent her one.
Three yellowed, ragged-edged maps of New Mexico lay on a small table in a corner. They were heavily marked with handwritten notations in pencil and various colors of ink. I arranged the maps on the desk and looked them over.
A Rand McNally 1897 Business Atlas of New Mexico was the most recent of the three. The others, an 1867 War Department map, and an 1879 U.S. Geographical Survey of New Mexico Territory were even older. Collector’s items, perhaps.
The surfaces of all three maps were covered with dated and numbered hand-traced routes. The dates ran along the right-hand margins. They began in the late 1880s and ran at two-year intervals up until 1921.
Thirty minutes later, I poured another drink and sat down in the big chair to give my aching side a break.
Otis had followed me into the library and now lay curled up on the ledge of the open window. He swatted at a large bee that buzzed around his head and then flew past him into the room. He jumped down and chased after it, sprang onto the desktop at full speed, and knocked my whiskey all over the maps. My glass fell to the floor. The bee escaped, Otis licked himself for a moment, and returned to the window ledge.
“Stupid cat.”
He ignored me.
I hustled to the linen closet as fast as the pain allowed, returned with towel in hand, and knelt to retrieve the glass that had rolled under the desk. Every breath taken hurt my side. I grabbed the glass and backed out, raised my head too soon, and smacked it against the underside of the desk. I rolled onto my back and squeezed my eyes shut as pain danced between my ears.
It passed. Then I noticed the small, metal box duct- taped to the underside of the center drawer. I ripped the box loose and slid it open. A small bronze key fell into my hand. I stood, put the whiskey glass back on the desk, and searched the room for any lock the key might fit. I didn’t find one.
The doorbell rang. Slipping the mystery key into my pocket, I dusted myself off and moved to the front door.
Carmen Flores wore a tank top, cut-off jeans, and brown sandals.
“Feeling any better?”
“I’m on the mend. Thanks for asking.” I stepped back as she swayed past me. “I don’t know if he told you,” I said, “but I called Detective Crawford before I left the hospital. Didn’t have more to tell him, but at least he was in a better mood.”
“Aren’t you glad you took care of that?”
“I guess.”
She stepped into the living room and I followed her.
“I read the incident report.”
“What did you think of it?”
She glanced around the room. “You didn’t give us a lot to go on. That just means it could take more time.”
“Will I have to deal with Crawford anymore?”
Carmen shrugged. “Homicide Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta was busy. That’s why he sent Crawford to question you. Archuleta is lead man on the investigation into the Ramos killing.”
I nodded. “Look, I’m sorry to have messed up with that anonymous phone call. That was wrong.”
She wagged her finger at me, but smiled.
“I just didn’t want to get involved, seeing as how I was about to leave for New York in two days. But all that’s changed. I’ve decided to stay.”
“Wonderful. We can see more of each other.”
I filed that comment away for later analysis. “Come on into the library for a minute, I want to show you something.”
I sat Carmen in the big desk chair and pointed to the maps. “What do you make of these?”
She studied them for a few minutes. “Anybody in your family do any prospecting?”
“Not that I know of. Prospecting for what?”
“Silver. Gold. Turquoise. Ancient artifacts.”
“Can’t see Aunt Nellie involved in that. No, these maps are just one more thing I don’t understand and don’t have time to figure out. I’ve been threatened and shot at for reasons unknown, by persons unknown. Compared to that, these maps are just a curiosity.”
“I wouldn’t dismiss them, Gabe. Your aunt kept them for a reason. She was a sharp, educated woman with a lot of different interests. I’d wager there’s something important about these maps that led her to keep them around. Maybe while you recover you can look them over and put that brain of yours to work. You’re a historian. Figure it out. Meanwhile, the A.P.D. will do all we can on both the Ramos homicide and the attempt on your life. Take some time off and relax. Look around and get to know your aunt again.”
“If only I had kept in touch with her all those years.”
“Water under the bridge,” she said.
I nodded. “Care for something to drink?”
“Only if you do,” she said.
“What’s your pleasure? I have some decent Irish whiskey.”
“With soda, over ice?”
She followed me into the kitchen where I pulled two glasses from the cabinet. After I poured the drinks, we carried them into the living room and sat together on the couch. Carmen kicked off her sandals. She was close enough that I smelled her perfume—a sparkling, floral fragrance, unlike anything Holly had worn. Wavy brown curls cascaded beyond her shoulders. When I’d finished looking her over, our eyes met.
“Here’s to health and good times.” She clinked my glass with hers.
I took a deep swig and felt its warmth all the way down.
She smiled at me and lightly touched my hand. “Be patient. We’ll get the bad guys and you’ll figure out what those maps are all about.”
Just as I wondered how much friendlier she intended to become, she finished her drink and set her glass down on the small table next to the couch.
“Gotta go. Thanks for the buzz,” she said. “I’ll stop by tomorrow to see how you’re feeling.”
She left. I glanced down at my wedding band. It still belonged there.
 
That night, I looked out the front window of the house just as C.J. arrived in his hearse. Ten-thirty. In the moonlight he looked like a zombie as he dragged his right leg to my front door. He handed me a cold six-pack and a large, insulated bag with his restaurant logo decorating the side. I opened it in the kitchen and admired the platter of glistening baby-backs. I took down two plates and C.J. piled the still-warm ribs on them. I popped a beer and handed it to him, then grabbed one for myself. He took two flimsy-looking plastic forks out of the bag and handed me one.
“Nice touch,” I said, as I flexed it with my fingers. I snatched two real forks out of the utensil drawer.
“You got a Ph.D. in Wise-Ass?”
“Pre-Columbian History,” I corrected.
“We gonna eat or sing about your credentials?”
“Eat.”
We moved to the library. Otis followed us and sniffed the air. I told C.J. about Officer Flores’s visit and about the maps.
He wiped at some sauce with a red, white and blue paper napkin. “Just be careful, man. She’s a cop. Cops have been trouble all my life, first in Brooklyn and now here. You have no idea.” He chugged the rest of his beer and thumped the can on my desktop.
“I want to be able to trust somebody.”
C.J. picked at his front teeth. “Trust? You wouldn’t trust anyone if you’d been in the fight game as long as I was.”
“Is that a fact? Try to work with college faculty. In that arena, there’s no penalty for low blows.”
We attacked the ribs and bantered for ten minutes. When we were left with nothing but two plates of bones, I repaired to the kitchen and washed the grease and sauce off my hands. Then I joined C.J. in the library and arranged the maps on the big desk so all three could be viewed together. For the next half hour, we studied each map for some meaning, some pattern that might explain the purpose of the markings and dates.
We still hadn’t come up with anything as the clock struck twelve. Maybe Aunt Nellie just had a thing for old maps. Maybe the lines were just random Sunday drives. Who knows? Considering the dead body and the recent attempt on my life, it really didn’t matter to me that much.
“At least the ribs were great,” I said. “What’s in that sauce?”
“Gabe, we’re not that close. If I told you, I’d have to kill you. It’s late. I gotta go.”
We walked to the kitchen where he retrieved the insulated bag.
“Before you leave, there’s something I want you to see.” I grabbed a flashlight from the drawer. “Follow me.”
I led C.J. out to the metal barn, flipped on the light, and took the tarp off the Hudson. “I want to have this beauty restored. Know the best place in town for that kind of thing?”
“You want the guy up in Rio Rancho who helped me with my Caddy. Name’s Jack Case. Restores cars and runs a classic car museum. He’s in the book.”
“Thanks, I’ll give him a call and let you know how it goes. And thanks again for the ribs. Nice to know that pig didn’t die in vain.”
C.J. nodded and drove off. I returned to the library, put the maps back on the small corner table, and started to think about my car.



CHAPTER TEN
 
April 8
 
I called my late wife’s brother in New York. I’d asked Dan to supervise the shipment of my books and personal belongings to New Mexico. “Has the moving van left yet?”
“Less than an hour ago,” he said. “Man, you have a lot of books. But we did cram everything into one small truck. Should arrive by the end of the week. You kind of surprised people here when you decided to stay in New Mexico.”
“Kind of surprised myself.” I told Dan about the Hudson in Aunt Nellie’s garage and my plans to put it back on the road. He asked me to send him a photo. I promised to call him when the van arrived and I was settled in. “One more thing,” I said.
“What’s that?”
“I’m signing over my Taurus to Gerry. So he’s got wheels for college.”
“Thanks, I guess,” Dan said. “Hope he can afford to keep it on the road.”
“Maybe he can learn auto mechanics. It’ll give him a marketable trade to go along with his history degree.”
My second call was to Jack Case, a self-billed “World-Class Expert” on the restoration of classic cars. He worked out of a building complex in Rio Rancho, about eight miles north of Albuquerque. He sounded excited when I mentioned the old Hudson.
Case arrived less than an hour later in a black 1949 Mercury two-door coupe. He peered through thick, horn-rimmed glasses as we walked to the barn and slid open the door together.
“Damn.” He circled the Hudson the way a tourist in Florence might circle Michelangelo’s David. “She’s beautiful; the body is perfect.” He opened the driver’s door and popped the hood and then the trunk.
“Can you help me get this back on the road?”
“Professor, this is a car for special occasions. A pristine classic. All original. We’ll get her checked out, cleaned up, maybe install new wiring given her age, but she doesn’t need to be restored, not in the usual sense. How much you want for her? I’ll give you forty-five thousand. Cash.”
“It’s not about money,” I said. “This car belonged to my great-aunt. I want to keep it for personal reasons. Can you make it like new?”
“With less than three thousand miles on her? We found her complete service record in the glove compartment. She is new. I’ll take care of the plates, registration, and emissions test. Promise me you’ll treat her gently.”
We shook hands. Soon afterward, a flatbed pulled up and took my new “sweetheart” away for some professional spit and polish.
 
I took a cab over to a car rental agency on Fourth Street. They were out of armored vehicles, so I chose a large SUV to replace the Fiesta Hatchback I’d totaled. Around noon I met Rebecca Turner for lunch at the El Camino.
“It’s good to see you up and about, Professor.”
“It’s Gabe, remember?”
“I got so worried when I heard about your accident. I asked Mr. O’Connor if we should do something for you and he said okay. The roses were my idea.” She blushed and looked at her hands as they clasped and unclasped on top of our table.
We chatted our way through a couple of combination platters. She asked about my career before I came to New Mexico, but deflected the few personal questions I asked in return.
“It sure must feel good to have a lovely house like you do. Someday…”
I let her thoughts drift and assumed that the attention she showed me was at the behest of her employers. Still, I thanked her for the roses and enjoyed the view as I sat across the table. When she left for her office, Rebecca gave me the sort of hesitant hug you get when a woman isn’t sure what she wants or how she feels. It didn’t last long enough to get awkward.
 
I hadn’t fired a gun in anger since my days as an Army Ranger in Grenada. I used to be pretty good back then, even earned a Weapons Qualifications Badge, Marksman Level. But when I left the service and entered academia, my shooting days were essentially over. I sold my pump-action twelve-gauge less than a year after my discharge. In the years that followed, life with Holly subdued my aggressive tendencies. But the events of the past week convinced me I needed protection.
I stopped at the Fourth Street Gun and Knife Store and bought a box of ammo, a shoulder harness, and a used Colt Detective Special .38. I filled out all the pain-in-the-butt background forms and signed up for the classes New Mexico requires to carry concealed. The guy in the store said the whole rigmarole would take about a month, although I was able to take the revolver home with me.
I made it back around three-thirty. Otis lay asleep in the rocking chair on the front porch. But the front door was still locked, just as I’d left it. The cat had been inside when I’d gone out earlier.
I pressed the thumb latch on the left side of my .38 and swung the cylinder out. All the chambers were empty. I took six standard pressure .38 cartridges out of the box I’d just bought and loaded the gun as quietly as I could.
A soft breeze blew in from the library as I entered the vestibule, cut across to the library door and peered inside. The bay window drapes fluttered and cast a changing shadow across my desk. Someone had kicked in the window.
I checked every room in the house, every drawer, closet, and cupboard. They appeared undisturbed. All the books were still on the shelves; no sign that anyone had rummaged around. The only things missing, as far as I could tell, were the three old maps of New Mexico.
I called the cops.
A squad car arrived within five minutes and I showed a young officer inside. He couldn’t have weighed more than one twenty-five soaking wet. His protruding ears appeared to be the only attributes that kept his too-large hat from sliding down over his eyes. I led him to the library window.
“Glass on the inside,” he said, pointing out the obvious. “Some damage to the frame. Any idea when this occurred?”
“I’ve been out for the past two hours.”
“Anything taken?” He looked around the library and then at me.
“I’ve checked every room. The only things gone are three old maps of New Mexico that were over on that small table there.” I pointed to the corner table sitting to the right of the broken window.
“Maps? Something special or unusual about them?”
“They were all from the nineteenth century. Maybe they were collector’s items, I don’t know.”
“That’s it?”
“As far as I can tell.”
“I’ll file an incident report. We can send an alert out to dealers in rare books and keep an eye out online if anybody tries to sell them that way.”
“Thanks.”
“In the meantime, may I recommend that you get a home security system?”
“Right.”
 
I placed a call to a contractor to fix the window that afternoon. The home security system I’d ordered while in the hospital was to be installed the next morning. One day too late.
I put my .38 in the center drawer of the library desk before I poured out the last ounce of whiskey from the bottle in the lower desk drawer. The late afternoon sky was cloudy, like my understanding of the recent events happening in my life. I put the whiskey down on the desktop, right where the maps had been that morning.
My cellphone rang. Carmen again.
“The police channel says you’ve had a break-in. I’m off duty in another hour. Would you like me to stop by?”
“Is it okay with your husband?”
“He’s away. What if I bring dinner?”
“Sure. Surprise me.”
“See you around seven-thirty.”
By the time the glass repair guy left two hours later, the right side of my head throbbed. I walked to the medicine cabinet in the master bathroom and popped a couple of aspirin, then returned to the library.
I swiveled in my chair, leaned back, and considered the lifetime of books that filled the surrounding shelves.
Most of Aunt Nellie’s books were historical, or historical fiction. She and I shared that common interest.
Ten tomes on the top shelf, similarly bound in dull gray leather, caught my eye, and I moved in for a closer look.
Bancroft’s History of the United States was a landmark work, the first multi-volume history of our country, not just of the individual states. My own copy, an 1866 twenty-first edition, had been a gift from my father on the day I earned my Ph.D. in history. It was now in the moving van on its way to New Mexico with all my other books, clothes, and valuables. If this was an 1834 first edition in good or better condition, it might be worth more than the entire house.
The bandages across my ribs pulled tight as I reached my hand up to touch Volume I. I pulled up Aunt Nellie’s footstool to gain some leverage, but felt sharp pain in my ribs when I stretched to clutch the book with both hands. It wouldn’t budge. A closer look told me why.
Each book on this part of the shelf was attached to the next, part of a ten-book façade. I grabbed all ten books and wiggled them out until the entire assemblage fell into my arms. I had to catch my breath as the books hit my ribcage. When the pain passed, it was an easier matter to carry everything over to the desk.
I moved the desk lamp closer, turned it on, and bent over to get a better look at what I had. The faux-front of attached books concealed a battered tin box that sat inside the area where the pages of the books had been cut out.
Someone had destroyed ten volumes of a unique and valuable historical work. My anger at this was overpowered by a desire to find out why Aunt Nellie would have done such a thing.
The tin itself stood ten inches tall, was about a foot and a half wide, and another foot from front to back. Its dull gray surface showed remarkably little dust. A padlock prevented me from opening it, but as I studied the keyhole, I took out the hide-a-key I’d found under the desk earlier. It fit.
A thick yellow envelope lay inside. Written across its face, in what I recognized as Aunt Nellie’s hand, were two underlined words: Uncle Jimmy.
Her words referred to James A. McKenna— prospector, writer, Aunt Nellie’s uncle, and my great-grand uncle. A mythic figure in my family.
I wanted to know more.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
7:15 p.m.
 
I emptied the contents of the yellow envelope onto the desk: three smaller envelopes and two small photographs in wooden frames. A journal bound in black leather and a commercially printed hardback rested in the bottom of the tin. I placed them on top of the desk beside the envelopes.
The first photo was one taken of me when I was in my early teens. Hope and confidence radiated from my blue eyes. The memory was clear. I’d visited Aunt Nellie on my way to Philmont Boy Scout Camp and she’d bought a new Polaroid camera just to take my picture.
The second photograph was much older, a formal portrait of an elderly man. An inscription on the back read “Deming, N.M., July 1929.” The man’s thin, white hair grew straight back and he sported a large, bristly mustache, waxed to a flourish on each end. His big, sad eyes suggested that life had toughened him.
I stood both photos on the desktop in front of all the others, and picked up the remaining objects from the box.
The front cover of the small hardback book, Black Range Tales, featured a drawing of a rundown frontier hotel. The author’s name: James A. McKenna, my great-grand uncle.
Opening it carefully, I read the personal dedication, written in a shaky hand on the inside front cover:
To my dearest niece Nellie Mae, whose kindness and care sustains me through my twilight. May this book of stories give you many hours of enjoyment. May it delight you, and lead you west to the land I have loved for so long.
Uncle Jimmy
To which had been added underneath, in Aunt Nellie’s handwriting:
A fine, old gentleman, part of the golden time.
The book was a first edition, published by Rio Grande Press in 1936.
I looked again at my picture on the desktop. Gabriel James McKenna. James. My father’s name was Michael James McKenna, and my grandfather J.J. was really John James McKenna. All named after Uncle Jimmy?

Before I could examine the other contents of the tin, Carmen arrived balancing a large pizza and a six-pack of brew. I helped her in and we sat down to eat, but I couldn’t stop talking about all my discoveries. Especially, when it came to James A. McKenna.
“I want to know more about this man. I don’t recall that my father ever talked about him.”
“I’d like to know more, too. After we solve the Ramos killing, perhaps I could help you rattle around in your family closet?”
“Sure, why not? Can I get you another beer?” I popped a second for myself. I didn’t have the heart to tell her how bad the pizza was.
“Not right now. We’ve had what might be our first break in the Ramos killing.” She extracted a small notepad from her purse. “A report came in after I called you this afternoon. A pair of campers found an abandoned car near Grants, sixty-five miles west along I-40. State troopers responded and found a Plymouth Horizon, New Mexico plate ARF-386. The keys were in the ignition. A woman’s body was stuffed in the trunk.”
“Who is she?”
“We hope you can shed some light on that.” She pulled a cellphone out of her jeans, punched a few keys, and then aimed the lit screen at me. “Recognize her?”
The low-resolution image was small, but there was no doubt in my mind. A baggy-faced woman lay curled up in the car’s trunk. She looked only slightly worse than when she’d slammed the door in my face back on Ybarra Place. One of her eyes was missing, but the scowl remained.
“That’s her,” I said. “The woman I told you about.”
“You sure?”
“One hundred percent.”
Carmen excused herself and made a call from the living room. While she talked, I cleaned up, popped another beer, and brought it with me into the library. Carmen came back but took no notice of the photos, books, and letters I’d left spread on the desk.
“The dead woman is—or, was—Millie Singleton. Out on parole after she did time for passing bad checks. Two priors; one for aggravated assault. Also served time back in the late 1990s for meth distribution.”
“That ugly face get her killed?”
“Perhaps her services, whatever they might be, were no longer required. Or she had a falling-out with an accomplice. Anyway, I’m now officially on this case. I’ve been assigned to check for any connections between the Ramos killing and the attempt on your life. I report to Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta. If he’s on a case that means it’s been given top priority. Anything you say to me now is on the record.”
“I’ll help in any way I can.”
“I know, Gabe. We can arrange for you to make another statement about this woman down at the station. You may also need to formally ID her as the person you saw at the murder scene. You okay with that?”
“Anything to advance your career.” I smiled.
“I assume that lame attempt at humor was to cover up the fact that you’re scared.”
“Shows?”
“That’s okay. Cautious is smart.” She walked over to the desk, picked up the two photos from the box that were closest to her, and examined them. Front and back.
“The guy in the old photo is James A. McKenna. He was my great-grand uncle. That’s me in the other one, forty years ago.”
She put the photos back on the desktop. “Love those blue eyes.”
I opened the three small envelopes. The postmark on the first read “January 31, 1940:Deming, New Mexico.” It was addressed to Miss Nellie Mae McKenna, 7006 Beauregard Street, St. Petersburg, Florida. The envelope contained a one-page letter:
 
Dear Nellie Mae,
 
Thank you for inviting me to come and live with you. Since Holy Cross Sanatorium burned down in the big brush fire last month, I am left alone, an old man with nowhere to go. Sister Foley said she will take care of my travel arrangements and will put me on the train. I hate to leave my beloved New Mexico, but look ahead to the comfort of your care. I will see you soon. Thank you, my dear.
 
Uncle Jimmy 
 
“This places them both in Florida just before the War,” I said. “He’s then in his late-eighties at least, and she would have been in her twenties.”
Carmen pointed to the second envelope. “What’s in the next one?”
I opened it and slid out a long, slim, scroll-like piece of paper adorned with James McKenna’s handwriting:
“Interesting. It says ‘Open in the event of my death.’ ”
I read the letter out loud:
 
My Dear Nellie Mae, I
appreciate the fact that you took
me in. I know I was an old man and it
must not have been easy for you. Moving from
New Mexico to St. Petersburg at the
age of eighty-nine was a trial, but your hearth
and home were such a comfort to me! My love and
gratitude are yours always. I ask you to put
me at the top of your prayer list as I face the end. It
was a long and dangerous time for me out in
New Mexico, especially when I almost died in the 
recent devastating and tragic winter fire
at Holy Cross Sanatorium. Guess I was lucky and
could’ve done worse. At least I didn’t slip on the ice!
Uncle Jimmy
St. Petersburg, Florida
November 6, 1941
P.S. Remember my last words to you!
 
“Something isn’t right here,” I said. “He thanks her for taking him in, something he already put in writing in the first letter.”
Carmen shrugged. “I bet he thanked her many times—after all, he lived with her his last few years.”
I tapped my finger on the document. “But why write it down again? ‘Open in the event of my death.’ Why keep this note from her while he was alive?”
“Let me take a look at that.”
I gave it to her and slugged the rest of my beer.
She reread the entire note quietly to herself, and then looked up at me. “Could be he was just forgetful, not totally competent. But no, his prose is too clear, it’s even flowery compared to the first letter.”
“And why did he say she should pay attention to his last words?”
“Was it a reference to this letter or to something else he may have said to her in person?” she said, expanding the puzzle even more. “I wouldn’t try to read a lot into this. It doesn’t say much.”
“No, I’m not going to let go of this. Might do some library and online research once my computer and other things arrive from New York.”
“When’s that?”
“Friday.”
Carmen looked down at the desktop. “One envelope left. With a wax seal no less.”
“The seal is cracked. Probably when Aunt Nellie opened it.”
The wax crumbled when I touched it and a neatly folded document slid out. “A Last Will and Testament . . . wait, there’s something more in here.” I pulled out a half sheet of yellowed paper.
The handwriting was shaky and difficult to read:
 
My Dearest Nellie Mae,
 
You should know that I have made enemies during my life. Be on your guard that they do not cheat you out of this inheritance! I believe our secret will be safe with you. Young Chato is to be trusted, but trust no one else! His father, Jose, and I, protected our secret for many years and now his son does the same. Chato knows much. I must be careful what I say and how I say it, but I know you are clever and strong-willed. Take care of everything with Chato’s help. Our secret becomes yours now.
 
Uncle Jimmy 
 
“Any date on that?” Carmen said.
“No, but it could have been written about the same time he wrote his will.”
“You mean this?” She handed me the final document. I read it aloud:
 
LAST WILL & TESTAMENT of JAMES A. McKENNA
 
I, James A. McKenna, being of sound mind, hereby declare the following to be my Last Will and Testament: 
I bequeath all of my sheep to the use and care of Juan Jose Ramos, who goes by the name of Chato.
I also grant him use of my barn and pen, and grazing rights on my land so that he may prosper. In addition, I leave him a monthly wage of $100.00 in exchange for his labor and supervision of my Catron County property.
I leave all of my remaining estate and all my other earthly possessions to my niece, Nellie Mae McKenna, of St. Petersburg, Florida. Included in this bequest is my property in Catron County, New Mexico, my main cabin thereon and all of its contents, as well as all animals and machinery, except those as noted above.
These things are left to her with the understanding that she shall move to New Mexico and maintain ownership of them. 
James A. McKenna
Witnessed by: Emilio Archuleta 
On this date: October 4, 1935 
 
“Ramos,” Carmen said, after I had finished. “Maybe this Chato Ramos was related to the murdered Ricardo Ramos?”
“Could just be a coincidence. It’s a common Hispanic surname.”
“My ass.”
“I need to check it out in any case,” I said. “I wonder, is there something down in Catron County that could be motive for murder?”
Carmen shook her head. “How does it all fit together?”
Sitting at the desk, I gathered all the documents and arranged them in chronological order.
“Maybe Chato can tell us,” I said.
“You think he’s still alive?”
I shrugged. “That Will was written more than seventy-five-years ago. But suppose he was just a kid, maybe in his early teens? After all, Uncle Jimmy refers to him as ‘young Chato.’ He’d be ancient now, of course, if he’s still alive. But Aunt Nellie’s bank account shows she paid for a caretaker at the ranch right up until her death.” I folded the Will and put it back in its envelope. “One thing’s for sure.”
“What’s that?”
“Once my belongings arrive from New York, I’m going to drive down to Catron County and find out. Maybe this weekend.”
Carmen touched my forearm. “I’m alone this weekend, and off duty. Let me come with you.”
 
Carmen left for the night shift a few minutes later. I had the rest of this evening to myself.
The doctor had warned me to go easy mixing booze with any of my painkillers, so I resolved to sip my drinks. I carried the first one with me to the library window and looked out at a couple of young cottonwoods as they bent in the April wind. A billow of wind-borne dust and sand raced by like it had somewhere important to go.
I closed the blinds, returned to the desk, and rested my beer within reach. The black leather binding on the handwritten journal showed little sign of wear. A folded paper tucked between the front cover and the first page was written in Aunt Nellie’s hand and dated January 9, 1942, two months after James McKenna’s death:
 
To the Ramos and McKenna family heirs: 
 
Uncle Jimmy was a natural storyteller; hell, you could say he was walking history all by himself. He first came to New Mexico as a young man, and knew pretty much everything that happened in the Southwest from that time until his final days under my care in Florida.
Six years ago, in 1936, Uncle Jimmy gathered his stories and gave the world his “Black Range Tales.” The copy he gave me remains a cherished possession and always will. But Jimmy and Jose left so much more to their families.
Uncle Jimmy wrote and spoke about many of the famous legends of the Old Southwest. But there was one he left out of his book: the legend of the Lost Adams gold.
What you are about to read is for the eyes and ears of the McKenna and Ramos families ONLY. Should this story ever see the light of day, there will be bloodshed, sure.
 
My heart beat faster. I hurried to the refrigerator and brought the remaining cans of Carmen’s beer back to the library. Adjusting the lamp, I took a deep breath and opened to the first page of James A. McKenna’s journal.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Red Gold
What Happened to the Lost Adams/Apache Gold
By James A. McKenna
 
I write this story so that future generations of the McKenna and Ramos families will know the truth and appreciate what they have.
An Introduction:
I first heard of the Adams Diggings back in 1877, when I came west, having left Pennsylvania and an ordinary life behind in search of gold. Guess you might say I’ve had the fever all my life long and I have not been alone in that.
In me, as in so many other seekers of treasure, life’s blessings of marriage, home and family never took root. For most of us, the dream of finding gold dried up. I knew many a man who drifted off into pursuits less chancy. Some just disappeared. I was one of the lucky few, and the favors God has shown me I now pass along to my kin.
I am an old man now and have been witness to much change. The Black Range country I love so much bears scant resemblance these days to the land I first entered as a young man. My life changed too, and forever, in 1921.
Now, as my kin, your life will change as well when you learn our secret.
The First Day
July 16, 1921
Jose and I woke up early, as the sun rose over Blue Mesa. We were ten days out of Kingston and four days behind schedule, on account of heavy summer rains.
Straight ahead, Alamocita Creek poured forth runoff from the previous night’s thunderstorm. In all the years we two had made our summer explorations, it had never been so wet. But the lust for gold takes hold of a man and cannot be washed away.
Beyond the swollen creek lay our destination, the Bell and D-Cross mountains. For nearly forty years, I had systematically explored those parts of New Mexico where the Lost Adams gold might be found. I knew the stories and I knew the land, and I felt I knew where to look.
For the past few years, I had made my journeys with Jose Maria Ramos, a young hired hand from my home in Kingston. The older I grew, the more I relied on his help. By 1921, I was nearly seventy years old, old enough to be Jose’s grandfather. But we were also friends, and would remain so until his untimely death.
We had five hard miles to travel that day, by my reckoning. Our journey would be slow, as it was on the previous afternoon when Jose’s horse took a bad stone bruise to its right front hoof. That happened back in Dog Springs Canyon, when we passed between the Datil and Gallinas mountains.
Before starting out for our intended prospecting site, we began the day with a breakfast of jerky, hardtack and water. Our horses drank from the rushing waters of the creek and grazed the grasses on its banks.
I knew we might be in trouble right after we crossed the Alamocita. Three bright flashes of light burst from the side of Bell Mountain. I turned back to Jose in time to catch three flashes of light a mile or so behind us, in answer to the first three flashes. Watched from the mountain and followed from behind, I knew how a bear caught in leg irons must feel.
Jose didn’t need to be told. He took the old Sharps 50 I’d given him out of its scabbard and cradled it in his arms, as I did with my Remington 8. The maps I’d studied the previous night showed a canyon at the base of Bell Mountain, so we urged our horses and our pack mule in its direction. It was our only possible shelter.
We reached the western rim of the canyon an hour or so later. It was heavily treed and promised favorable cover, but the trail to the canyon floor could only be seen in spots. The sandy ground and narrow gauge convinced us to walk our animals down. Jose’s horse limped badly now; it bucked several times and balked at the switchbacks. I led my horse and the pack mule down, and then walked back up to assist Jose with his injured mount.
As soon as we reached the bottom and hobbled our animals, we heard voices from above the canyon rim. One man, who shouted in English, ordered others to take up positions. At this point, I thought we were done for.
I motioned for Jose to follow me as I scouted upward along the canyon for an escape route. But the steep walls, layers of sandstone and basalt cut by a few veins of rhyolite, offered no exit.
The canyon’s other end was no better; it was clogged by debris and branches left there by floodwaters.
We were trapped.
But then I stumbled against an overgrown foot-high pile of stones. They were part of a tumbled-down wall that formed a rectangle beneath the vegetation. They rose no higher than my knees.
The squat remains of a chimney and a cabin wall stood at the rectangle’s far end. Its large hearthstone was barely visible beneath heaps of fallen rock.
“My friend,” I told Jose, “we will make our stand here.”
Jose looked puzzled. Before I could explain, a shot crackled from the canyon rim above us. Then more shots, as men poured lead into the canyon.
Soon, the firing stopped. Nothing more happened until early evening. By then the air felt cooler and light at the canyon floor had begun to fade. The birds moved about in the trees and their calls filled the canyon as dusk approached. We settled down behind the remnants of the cabin wall, and scanned the rim as best we could.
Jose asked me if I thought the men had given up and gone away.
I told him they were probably waiting until cover of dark to attack us once again.
Before I could say more, another volley of shots sounded along the rim. For ten minutes that could easily have been a lifetime, all of Hell’s fire broke loose above us.
But none of the bullets struck anywhere near us.
The shooting stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and a fog of gunpowder settled over the canyon. Voices called back and forth above us, mingled with the cries of frightened horses.
A single voice called out a command in what sounded like the Keresan language, I couldn’t be sure. A series of hideous screams raised the hair on my neck. A faint echo of horses’ hooves ebbed into the distance. Then silence…complete silence, except for a few high-pitched complaints from birds in the canopy above.
Jose and I remained vigilant and fearful on the canyon floor for the rest of the night. We said more than our share of prayers in that darkness.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
The Second Day
July 17
 
Our fears had abated somewhat by sun-up, but our hunger had increased. I told Jose to take the animals to a small stream that trickled along the bottom of the canyon and give each of them a cup or two of our dwindling supply of feed grain. For the two of us, jerky and hardtack would have to do once again. Afterward, we refilled our canteens and led our animals out of the canyon.
When we reached the rim, Jose and I set eyes on the most horrific sight we had ever beheld: bodies of five white men lined up in a row upon the ground, five boots with five human feet piled nearby; each of the dead men was missing his left foot.
I retched, but managed to steady myself. Jose was not so lucky. Tears came to his eyes afterward and he asked me why someone would do such a thing.
“Oñate,” I said. Jose had never been to school, but he knew well the tale of the great and treacherous Juan de Oñate, Spanish explorer and governor of this land when it was a province of New Spain. The land we stood upon once belonged to the Acoma people. After defeating them in battle in January of 1599, Oñate had taken their women and children away into slavery, and every captured Acoma adult male lost his left foot to a Spanish sword.
The shooting at dusk had been a revenge killing. After more than three hundred years, part of that ancient score had been settled.
Whoever had tracked and killed these men would know about us as well. But with Jose’s horse still limping on its damaged hoof, we couldn’t have outrun a desert tortoise.
Suddenly, a band of a dozen mounted Indians emerged from a dry wash less than one hundred yards to our north. They approached carefully. Most had rifles; a few carried spears. Wearing full tribal garb, they rode in a single line abreast. An old man rode in front.
I told Jose to remain close to my side, let me do the talking, and—most important—show no fear. Our guns were sheathed in our saddle scabbards. I raised my right hand as a peace gesture. The Indians stopped ten feet from us.
I saw no welcome in their eyes.
The old man, with a red bandana around his neck and a rough, deeply lined face, was clearly leader of this group. He sat in front, bolt upright on his mount, and looked us over.
My knowledge of Keresan was rudimentary, but I took a chance and bid them welcome. “Guw’aaddzi!” I noted a flash of surprise in the eyes of the old man, the one this band would call their cacique.
He responded in Keresan and asked why we were in this place. He punctuated the question by spitting on the ground at my feet. I didn’t budge.
I told him our names. When I introduced Jose Ramos, the cacique uttered a single word, “Kashdyera!” and spat a second time. He’d recognized Ramos as a Spanish surname. I stepped in front of Jose. “Can any of you speak English?” I asked.
A young man rode forward. He said his name was Popé-Ta and that he was a son of Hopinkah, their cacique. I replied to Popé-Ta, but continued to look at his father. I explained that we were on our way to Albuquerque with mining supplies for my brother, and that we sought suitable land for Jose to raise sheep to support his wife, Alegriá, and young son, Ka’waika.
The old man’s face lit up in surprise at hearing those names. He and Popé-Ta moved their horses a few yards away from the group to confer in private. Jose and I were left to stand there with nothing more to do than wait for our fate to be decided.
When they rejoined the others, Popé-Ta came up and asked how Jose’s wife and son had come to have Laguna names. “The Laguna are our brothers,” he replied.
I sensed our chance to survive, and further informed him that Alegriá was of the Laguna Corn Clan and Jose had named his son Ka’waika to honor Alegriá’s people.
I pointed to the five dead men and assured Popé-Ta we had nothing to do with them, and had never seen any of them before. I told him we’d gone down into the canyon to hide from them.
“Do not move from this spot,” Popé-Ta warned us. “We will leave a small distance—over to there—to talk about this. Do not try to run. It would be easy to catch you.” Then he and the entire group pivoted and rode toward the rock outcrop he’d indicated.
Once they were out of earshot, Jose asked why I had lied about his son’s name.
“I am an honest man,” I said. “But there are times when a little creativity can go a long way.” I told Jose from now on—if we lived—his son’s name should be Chato Ka’waika Ramos. He shook his head and wagged a finger at me.
Jose and I stayed away from the five dead men but their smell came to us. So did the flies. The sun was dropping behind Veteado and Techado mountains, but I knew better than to start a fire. Such presumption might turn the Acoma against us.
The Indians returned early in the evening. The cacique and his son dismounted. I raised my hand in greeting and ambled forward to meet them.
Popé-Ta told us the five dead men had plagued the Acoma people for months. They had stolen horses, burned crops, raped two women, and killed a young boy. “They wanted to scare us away and search for gold on our land.” The Acoma had complained to the government men, but nothing had been done. Now they had taken the law into their own hands and the dead men would trouble them no more. The cacique believed that we had nothing to do with these men. That was why we were still alive.
I nodded to the old man. His son cleared his throat and then raised his voice. He told us that his father and the other elders did not believe we were delivering mining supplies to my brother. Therefore, we were instructed to hand over all of our tools, our dynamite, and several parts to a sluice box that were strapped to our pack mule. We also had to promise never to disturb this land again or allow others to do so.
Jose was given their blessing to settle on this land, if he cared to return with his wife and son. The cacique wanted Ka’waika to grow up here and come to know the land.
Then they surprised us. They gave us some corn and meat, and the cacique gave Jose a fresh horse to replace his injured mount. Popé-Ta told Jose they would bring his wounded horse back to health and someday give it to Ka’waika as a gift.
I asked Popé-Ta to give our thanks to the cacique and praise him for his wisdom. I offered to give over our guns as a sign of friendship, but Popé-Ta told us to keep them to protect ourselves as we rode on to Albuquerque.
When Popé-Ta ceased speaking, the old man just shrugged, turned his horse, and led them all away.
The corn and mutton they’d left us was the best meal either of us could remember. We scrounged up enough wood to give us fire for three or four hours and found some shelter from the wind, as we huddled against a flank of a nearby boulder. But even before we ate or gathered any wood, we piled rocks over the five dead men, enough to keep coyotes from having an unholy feast that night.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
The grandfather clock in the corner of my library struck twelve. I shifted against the leather chair. Perspiration had soaked my collar and my mouth was dry. I put the book down on the desk. All the beer cans were empty. Otis lay curled up asleep under the warm light of the desk lamp. I returned to the kitchen and poured a tall glass of water. I took a solid swig and returned to the library…and Uncle Jimmy’s tale:
 
The Third Day
July 18
 
The morning sky was clear; the air cool. For more than forty years I’d explored New Mexico, hoping to find the legendary Lost Adams gold. I’d never felt this close before. Even without our tools, we continued the search.
After we ate the last of the corn and mutton, Jose and I left the pack mule tethered near our makeshift campsite, and led the horses to the canyon rim. With only a bit of resistance from Jose’s new mount, we descended once more to the canyon floor.
At the bottom, I led the way straight to the cabin ruins and uncovered the large, flat hearthstone at the base of the ruined chimney. Jose asked me why I was so interested in it.
I told him that, according to legend, in 1864 members of the Adams party huddled around their cabin headquarters, surrounded by Apaches. As the story goes, they hid their placer gold under its hearthstone in the hope that some would survive and return to reclaim the fortune at a later date.
The stone weighed more than we could lift. Jose and I tried to slide it off; we sat on the same side of the mammoth rock and pushed in the same direction with our feet. Five minutes of this action bore fruit, as we uncovered the opening an inch at a time.
We knelt together at the edge of the hole and stared into its depths. Five or six feet down, a large, black cast-iron pot sat rusted by time and partially caked with dirt.
The top of the pot and the ground around it held a writhing mass of intertwined snakes that hissed at our unwanted intrusion. But we both knew gopher snakes to be shy creatures. They soon slithered away into a network of narrow tunnels, leaving the pot unguarded. After we pushed the hearthstone clear, I jumped into the hole and knocked the cover off the pot with the barrel of my Remington 8.
It was full of gold.
Men had sought the Lost Adams placer gold for nearly sixty years. Twenty-two men had died on this quest. Now we’d found it. The gold the Adams party had hidden in the cabin before they were attacked and slaughtered was all ours. I’m not ashamed to tell you that tears came to my eyes.
Neither of us spoke at first. Jose brought the horses closer. We took my saddlebags and filled them to bursting with nuggets, some of them larger than a cat’s eye. After we loaded the gold, Jose and I led our mounts back up the trail to the canyon rim.
At the top, Jose spoke for the first time since our discovery. “Where do you think the canyon of gold is?”
“This isn’t enough for you?” I laughed. From all that I’d read and heard, I was convinced the Lost Canyon of Gold, the mother lode, must be nearby. But now was not the time to search for it. We’d already had a narrow escape on this journey, and would have to come back some other year.
In the following weeks, I checked around and discovered that an old Irish prospector held title to this land, including the canyon where we’d found the ruined Adams cabin. We needed to own it ourselves, if we ever hoped to search again for the Lost Canyon, despite the Indians’ warning.
Before we returned to Kingston, Jose and I made a two-week journey southwest along the Tularosa and San Francisco Rivers through Luna and on to Alpine, across the border in Arizona. It was there we cashed in about five thousand dollars worth of our gold.
I spread a rumor about our having located the fabled Lost Dutchman mine beneath nearby Eucudilla Mountain, to throw any ne’er-do-wells off our trail. Then we skedaddled back to New Mexico, leaving under cover of darkness. The only thing more dangerous than trying to find gold, you see, is trying to keep it.
Back home, I eventually located the Irishman who owned the land, offering him four thousand dollars for his forty-eight hundred marginal acres of scrub. We shook hands on the deal and he left with a broad smile on his face. No doubt he thought he’d conned me.
I claimed title to this new property in my name, but the next month I helped Jose and his family settle there in a cabin we built on a mesa not far from the canyon. Over the years, I’d seen too many instances of Indians and Spanish-speaking peasants swindled out of their land. But I knew a thing or two about the Santa Fe Ring, and would never get swindled in one of their infamous fraudulent land dealings. With my name on the deed, Jose and his family would have less to worry about.
On October 18, 1921, Jose and I sat down at the table inside his new cabin. We drank to our partnership and to the continued bond between our families. We’d hidden the gold. Now, at this table, we vowed that its location—its very existence—would remain our secret, lest politically connected thieves, murderers, or tax collectors target our descendants.
In the years that followed, we continued to search for the Lost Canyon of Gold, but never found the mother lode. I came to the conclusion that the Acoma used our dynamite to seal off access to it on that fateful day back in 1921.
Then…tragedy struck. On February 6, 1932, Jose died from a fever. I was too old to go out searching anymore on my own. But I’d found more than any other man who sought the Lost Canyon of Adam’s gold. I learned to be content with that.
By now you may wonder why Jose and I didn’t cash in the gold right away. Why did we hide it all over again? I had learned to never trust bankers, nor my fellow man in general. Many a time, in my years as a prospector in the hills of New Mexico, I saw what happened to a man newly gifted with gold or silver. Deceit, robbery—even death can befall you at the hands of jealous men.
I had been a rich man once before. Shortly after I came out to New Mexico, I’d struck near-pure veins of silver in the Brush Heap mine five miles from the center of Kingston. That was back in the ‘eighties. That time I cashed it all in and banked my earnings with the expectation that I was set up for the life of a ‘gentleman.’ But in 1893, the silver market collapsed. My bank failed with it, and I was left as penniless as when I’d first traveled west. No banks for me, ever again.
Losing my fortune did teach me to live a simple life. The discovery of this gold is greater satisfaction than any comforts it might have brought into my life. Even more, it is a legacy I wish to bequeath to the McKenna and Ramos families.
Early on in life, I learned the law of Supply and Demand. Nowhere was this truer than on the frontier. As a miner, I also know that gold is scarce, hence precious, and that the supply will eventually be exhausted. When that happens, the gold we leave to our families will be more precious still. Holding on to this gold will be proven wise.
And so it is hidden, and Jose and I have given to our heirs all necessary information to find it when they wish to do so. May they enjoy it in peace and prosperity!
I roamed the natural world all my life. Mine has always been a restless spirit, nurtured by beauty that surrounded me at every turn.
Yes, I believe there is a God. I never met a long-time prospector who didn’t believe in Him, for such a man comes close to the hand of God manifested in Nature. And gold is the finest adornment of His earth. I have no greater gift to leave you.
Now, as I approach the end of my trail, my soul reaches out, still restless until I rest in Him.
 
I closed the book well after midnight. Sleep was far from my mind. My hands shook and dull pain knotted the back of my neck. Red Gold answered some of my questions, but raised many more.
The threatening note, the attempt on my life, the killing of Ricardo Ramos—was all of it because of gold?
As an historian, I already knew about the Lost Adams gold and how twenty-two men had lost their lives in pursuit of it. I knew that Adams had tried to relocate his gold once the Apache Wars ended and the tribes were subdued to reservations. But he turned out to be an unskilled navigator and never found it. His bad eyesight turned to blindness and he had died insane.
History is awash with blood from those who schemed, fought and killed, or were killed in pursuit of gold. For every intricately crafted gold necklace or band of marriage and love, a man lies somewhere—buried and forgotten.
I drained my glass of its now lukewarm water. I checked every book in Aunt Nellie’s library. Nothing. No more maps. No more pictures. No more secrets.
By the time I fell into bed, morning sunlight spilled through the windows.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
April 9
 
Someone pounded on my front door and matched the hangover pounding in my head. I managed to stand, hitch up my jeans, and stagger to the door.
It was Carmen, in uniform. She eyed my wrinkled undershirt and made a sour face.
“Sorry,” I said. “This is what I look like when I wake up in the morning.”
“No. It’s what you look like when you wake up in the afternoon.”
“Huh?”
“Gabe, it’s one-thirty in the afternoon.” She shook her head but managed a smile. “I’ve got news. We lifted prints from that car out near Grants. Found those of the deceased and one other clear set, plus partials.” She took out a small notepad and consulted it. “One set belongs to a repeat offender. Name’s Jason Damien, alias Jay Scurry, alias Jack Scant, alias Babyface.”
“Babyface?”
“He was serving twenty years for Murder Two when he was paroled from New Mexico State Penitentiary in August of 2009, after only eight years. No sign of him since he got out.”
“And the other prints?”
“Too smudged to be of any help.”
“Anything else on Damien?”
“Yeah. A shooting incident as a juvenile. He ran that time. Eluded capture for more than a year. He’s a hard case.”
“You have a photo?”
“Not yet. I’ll bring it tonight,” she said.
“Tonight?”
“When you take me out to dinner and tell me what you learned about Aunt Nellie and her secrets.”
“Will there be two or three of us?” I thought of her husband.
Her voice had an edge to it. “My husband is still in L.A. Let me go get out of this uniform. I promise I’ll look better tonight.” She checked me up and down. “Hope you do, too.”
“I’ll pick you up about 6:45.”
As soon as she left, I booked a late dinner at Vernon’s, a steakhouse nearby in the North Valley. The guy on the phone gave me the password we would need to get in.
I showered and checked my closet. The dress shirts and slacks that hung there looked too old or too wrinkled for fine dining.
I drove to Cottonwood Mall and purchased half a dozen Gant shirts, a black sport coat with tan slacks, and half a dozen boxers in assorted colors. Then I stopped by a liquor store across from the mall and picked up a couple of fifths of Black Bush.
On my drive home, I wondered what Holly would have said to such a spending spree. Her steadying influence over our twenty-two years together persuaded me to be concerned about things more important than clothes. She and I had never been fashion-conscious. She didn’t need to be. Holly was beautiful, regardless of what she wore.
I made a couple of calls once I returned home. First, to Jack Case, who told me the Hudson wouldn’t be ready for another week. It wasn’t the kind of vehicle I could drive to a remote ranch in Catron County anyway. Not a good idea to run my rental out into the wild, either. I needed my own SUV.
My other call was answered on the second ring.
“C.J.?”
“Who’s asking?”
“Gabe. How about breakfast tomorrow? Nine o’clock?”
“Let me check with Charmaine.” He muffled the phone. I heard him in negotiations with her before he returned to the line.
“Where do we meet?”
“How about El Camino Café on Fourth?”
“See you then.”
Nearly five o’clock, time for a drink before my dinner date. My hand fished around in the sink for a glass. I opened a new fifth of Black Bush and let a good swallow of it swirl around my mouth. The booze felt smooth all the way down. The bags of my new clothes sat on the counter. It wouldn’t matter that much which ones I wore. I put the glass back in the sink and strolled to the master bathroom.
After another shower, I dragged a razor across my face and around my goatee. New silk shirt, tan slacks and black sport coat. The night was young. I was ready, but I felt uncomfortable. I hadn’t been out like this with any woman but Holly in twenty-four years.
I rang Carmen’s doorbell and took a deep breath.
A different kind of Carmen answered. No uniform, shorts, or tank top tonight. A red rose set off her ebony hair. Her full lips were highlighted in a dark shade of red lipstick. A low cut black dress with spaghetti straps caressed her body, accompanied by a glittering gold bracelet. A sultry goddess stood before me, perched atop four-inch heels.
I opened the passenger door of the rental SUV and she flowed inside. The Sounds of Sinatra on the XM radio accompanied us on the ride to Vernon’s. Maybe that dated me in Carmen’s eyes, but I didn’t care.
After the opening piano bridge of One for My Baby filled the car, I sang along sotto voce. She didn’t let me get too far.
“You like Sinatra?” The tone of her voice put a stop to my singing.
“Nobody sings lonely the way he does.”
“I never got into him.” The windows were open. Her long, dark hair danced to its own music.
“It helps to be on the wrong side of fifty, I guess.”
“I like dance music with a good beat. Grew up on disco.”
I squeezed the steering wheel, noticing the veins and wrinkles on the backs of my hands as I turned into the parking lot.
A valet met us at Vernon’s front door. I traded my SUV for a claim check numbered 1142, same as the address of Ricardo Ramos’s house on Ybarra. A chill ran up my spine.
I took Carmen’s arm and led her under a grape arbor toward a dark oak door. I knocked and a small peephole slid open. I told the eyeball: “Joe sent us.” And with that declaration, the door opened and we walked inside.
The maître-d’ escorted us to a small table in a dark alcove on the far side of a half-full room. We sat close enough to the piano to enjoy it, yet far enough away that we could talk quietly. It was dark, discreet and felt expensive, even before I saw a menu. A waitress came over and took our drink order.
“Did you bring Damien’s picture with you?” Not my best opening line.
Carmen reached into her purse and handed me a wallet-sized photo of an angry young man.
“That’s the guy who shot at me. Even without his hat, I’m sure of it. Nail him.”
“We have to catch him first. By the way, that license plate, ARF-386?”
I nodded.
“Stolen off some old lady’s car two weeks ago down in Magdalena. She didn’t report it until Monday. Hardly drives, I guess. I’ll share more details as we get them.” She paused. “You and I are partners now.”
Her last sentence and the way she said it drew my glance from the photo to her eyes. But just then, the apple-cheeked young waitress arrived with our drinks and segued into a recitation of the nightly specials. Carmen ordered Colorado lamb chops; I chose a New York steak. The waitress informed us we’d both made “very good choices” and set off for the kitchen with our orders.
I proposed a toast: “To truth, justice and the American way.”
“Feel like Superman tonight, do you?” Her voice was velvet, and rich with possibility.
I gently cleared my throat and felt my cheeks do a slow burn.
Carmen looked down at our crisp, white tablecloth. “Gabe, I have to warn you about someone.”
“Oh? There’s somebody else I have to worry about?”
“Curtis Jester.”
“C.J.? I used to worry about his left hook. What’s the problem now?”
“A.P.D. has been watching him and his place for some time. We suspect he may be involved in illegal activity. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I wanted to warn you.”
“What kind of activity?”
“I’m sorry, Gabe. I can’t. I’ve already told you more than I should. Just be careful.” She stared into my eyes.
“Okay.” I wondered what kind of history there might be between C.J. and the cops. One more worry.
We sipped our drinks and chatted about nothing until our perfectly prepared entrees arrived. As the evening wore on, I began to relax and enjoy a woman’s company once again. With my eyes closed, I imagined dining out with Holly, like we used to do.
“Gabe? What are you thinking about?”
I came back to the moment. “Sorry, just drifted off. Nothing really. Trying to get things straight in my mind for our drive out to Catron County on Saturday.”
She held me in her gaze.
“No,” I said. “It’s not that at all. Just takes time to move on, I guess.”
Carmen reached across and took my hand. I looked down at her evenly well-tanned fingers, and at my own wedding ring, wondering if my feelings for my deceased wife were stronger than Carmen’s feelings for her still-living husband.
We drove home. Like a responsible date, I walked her to her front door. Facing me, she waited for a kiss.
She got one.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
April 10
 
When C.J. isn’t on time, he’s early. I entered the El Camino and found him seated in a booth by the front window, working on a cup of coffee. He flipped me the bird.
“Steal that from Jimmy Buffett?” I pointed to his shirt, an over-sized, radiant blue, parrot-covered monstrosity.
“I’m a colorful character. Deal with it.”
He’d already ordered. When his smothered breakfast burrito arrived, I asked for huevos rancheros.
“You called this meeting, chief. So, what’s up?” He checked his watch and dove into his burrito like he was gunning for a World Record.
I told him about finding Red Gold and about James McKenna claiming to have found the Lost Adams fortune.
“You believe what he wrote?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “But I plan to find out. It could explain some of what’s been going on.”
After my order arrived, I mentioned my planned Catron County trip with Carmen. He dropped his fork and leaned back from the table.
“I took her out to dinner at Vernon’s Steak House last night,” I said.
“How come you didn’t take her to my place?” His face looked pained. “Let me guess. A quiet table for two in a corner?”
I stabbed at my beans.
He stared at me. “You didn’t tell her about the book, did you?”
“She saw it on my desktop, but I haven’t told her what it says.”
“Don’t.”
“What’s your problem with her?”
“She’s a cop, and I don’t trust cops. You shouldn’t either, especially her.”
I let that comment pass. “You’re the only one I told about Red Gold.”
“Okay.” He turned his full attention back to what remained of his breakfast.
“You got some free time this afternoon?” I said. “Gonna buy a new car.”
“You just found one in your barn.”
“That’s for special occasions. I need something for off-road, maybe a Toyota Land Cruiser.”
C.J. scraped up the last of his burrito. “My Caddy’s all I’ll ever need.”
“That’s right. They can even drive you to the graveyard in it. So, you want to come with me?”
“I can’t, man. We’re catering a big party tonight.” He pushed his empty plate aside, and stood up. “Listen, check with me before you leave this weekend, okay?”
I handed him a napkin and pointed to his shirt. “You got some salsa on one of your parrots.”
Dabbing at his shirt, he then feinted a playful shot to my jaw before he dragged his leg out of the restaurant.
I finished my coffee and wondered what to make of the warnings C.J. and Carmen had given me about each other. Before our waitress came by with my bill, I dropped a couple of twenties on the table and left.
My cellphone rang as I pulled out of the El Camino’s lot. It was the home security company I’d hired.
“Mr. McKenna?”
“Speaking.”
“Eloise at Apex Home Security. We’ve just had a cancellation. Would you like to push your appointment up and have us come by this morning?”
“Absolutely. I’m on my way home right now.”
“Great. You’re next in line.”
I felt relieved as I drove north on Fourth. Of course, Aunt Nellie never needed an alarm system. Everybody had loved her.
 
The Apex installation team arrived minutes after I made it home. Two hours later, they showed me how to operate my new security system and left.
Before they were out of my driveway, my moving company called. The van from New York would arrive tomorrow, a day early. If I wanted to get a new SUV before my trip to the cabin, I had to act fast.
 
My old high school textbooks held more sketches of cars than underlined words. Big cars. Cars with menace and muscle. Cars with tailfins and hood ornaments, billows of smoke exploding from exhaust pipes, leonine growls beneath snarls of chrome. But I had ended up with a string of safe, dull vehicles appropriate for a married history professor of moderate means.
Not anymore. I had a classic Hudson in hand and enough cash to buy a car that could take me across high deserts and up road-free canyons.
I strolled around a Toyota dealership on Lomas and checked out a handful of Land Cruisers parked together on the eastern side of the building. A breathless young salesman with an earring and a pink silk shirt intercepted me like a heat-seeking missile.
“Looking at Land Cruisers? That’s our flagship SUV. I can get you the best price. Financing can be arranged, too.”
“Thanks, but if I buy I intend to pay in cash.”
He nodded. “Here’s my card. Look around. Let me know if you have any questions.” He backed off, but remained within striking distance at all times.
I admired a demo model with twenty-two hundred miles on it. No sense trying to break in a new car off-road in Catron County. The window sticker read eighty-two grand and change. I leaned against a side door and wrote out a personal check for seventy-eight thousand dollars.
My young salesman squinted at it when I gave it to him. He turned it over a couple of times and took it to his manager.
Boss Man, a rotund bundle of brown wool, had no qualms. He winked at me and checked his watch, maybe to determine if the banks were still open. “We can deliver this vehicle to you with temporary plates, registration, and transferred insurance by this time tomorrow.”
It must take twenty-four hours to add that new car smell.
I drove home along the stretch of Fourth Street where my would-be killer had followed me on my third day in town. Reaching up with my left hand, I felt the still-tender crease on my neck where his bullet grazed me.
 
I considered Catron County. It’s still a wild place, more saloons than churches, libraries, or schools. Combined. I’d feel more comfortable being able to carry concealed there, but that would have to wait. My gun would ride in the glove compartment this weekend. No sense flaunting the law when you travel with a cop. But a gun in my car also meant I couldn’t carry any liquor. Damn.
 
There are about a dozen shooting ranges in Albuquerque, if you don’t count the high crime neighborhoods. I drove to the one closest to my house, a metal barn-like indoor facility with a mostly empty parking lot. It sat just west of town near a dormant volcano, an apt visual metaphor for my skills. Only one other shooter on this afternoon, and she had to be at least seventy-five.
I imagined the outlined figure on the target was wearing a Stetson, and I destroyed him. My decent marksmanship scores surprised me, as I know my hands and eyes aren’t as steady or sharp as they used to be. I felt a lot better when I walked out into the dusk.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
April 11
 
The doorbell rang halfway through my first cup of morning coffee. Then it rang again and didn’t stop until I opened the door, discovering fifty years and five-and-a-half feet of animosity standing on the patio in front of me.
“Cable guy!” he said.
He pointed to an ID card on the breast pocket of his work shirt and then wiped a bit of donut from the side of his mouth.
“You gonna let me in or not?” Nine A.M. and already the world had done him wrong.
I looked at his ID more closely. “Come on in, Justo.”
He complained at length about the marginal wiring in my house, but eventually did manage to hook up high-speed broadband that promised even faster speeds than I’d had in New York. Their enhanced TV sports package was a must, but I passed on his Special-Offer package of fourteen channels worth of lousy movies.
Ten minutes after Justo left, an unfamiliar car horn out in my driveway drew me to the window. My Land Cruiser was here, delivered by the same young Toyota salesman I’d met the day before. He handed me the keys and gave me an armful of manuals, brochures, and oil-change coupons. Then he jumped into the passenger seat of a dark blue Camry that had followed the Land Cruiser, and drove out of my life.
I was about to tool over to C.J.’s and show off my new wheels when the van from New York pulled up out front. The screech of its air brakes startled dozens of birds from the nearby trees. I slipped my Cruiser into the carport and walked back out to meet the movers.
I’d donated most of my New York furniture to Volunteers of America. The small van contained my computer, flat screen TV, clothing and books. Lots of books
With my cracked ribs still on the mend, I couldn’t do much more than tell the muscle guys where to put the boxes. I hooked up my computer to the new broadband cable in less than half an hour. The rest of my stuff would stay packed, plenty of time mañana for all of that.
For the rest of the afternoon and early evening, I surfed the internet and checked into James A. McKenna, the Lost Adams’ gold, Catron and Bernalillo County property records, and related information.
At eight o’clock, I fed Otis and then sent out for a large pizza. Meatball and pepperoni, nothing comparable to my starry-eyed dinner with Carmen two nights before.
My first drink of the day came an hour later. Amid sips, I took out my cellphone and dialed Carmen’s number. I wanted to say goodnight.
“It’s Gabe. I’ve got everything set for Saturday.”
“Great. How are you?”
“Bought a new car today, a Land Cruiser, and my stuff arrived from New York.”
“You’re definitely not going back east then?”
“I’ve decided to stay.”
“Wonderful. You know, I had a lovely evening on Tuesday. Let’s go there again when we return from our trip.”
“But your husband—”
“Let me worry about him, okay?”
This made me uncomfortable enough to change the subject. “Any new developments on the case?”
“Yes. I was going to call you tomorrow. Archuleta wants you to ID Millie Singleton as the woman you met at the Ramos murder scene. Her body is in the Cibola County morgue in Grants, so it’s on our way to your land. Are you up for it?”
“Why not?” I said, though I felt queasy at the prospect. “If I don’t see my quota of dead bodies each week, I feel cheated. Hang on a min—”
The deeply shadowed face of a man with a hoodie peered in through my library window. He turned away as soon as I got up from my chair.
“Something the matter? Gabe?”
“Get over here right away.”
“I’m really not dressed. I was working out.”
“There’s a prowler outside.”
“On my way.”
I hurried to my desk, took my .38 out of the center drawer, and made sure it was still loaded. Leaving the outdoor yard lights off, I dashed out the front door to cut off his route to the street. With my .38 in a two-handed grip, I edged around the front corner of my house. Too late.
Two houses down, the ceiling light of a car that faced away from me flicked on. A hooded man opened the passenger door and slid inside. Momentary light inside the vehicle showed another person behind the wheel. They were too far away to see anything more. The door closed and the car sped away. The screech of its tires shattered the quiet of the evening.
“There goes your prowler.” Carmen suddenly appeared next to me. I hadn’t heard her approach. Light from the front window of my house illuminated her sports bra and shorts. She held a Smith & Wesson in her right hand, its dark muzzle pointed at the ground. “We better check your side yard just to be sure. You got any lights near the library window?”
“The closest one is the carport light. The switch to it is inside the back door.” I tucked my gun into my belt.
“Turn it on and meet me by the Cruiser. Bring a flashlight if you have one.”
I dashed through the house, flicked the carport light switch, and grabbed a flashlight from a kitchen drawer before I hurried out the back door. Carmen knelt and examined the ground next to the Cruiser.
“What kind of shoes did you have on when you parked this vehicle today?”
“Sneakers. Why?”
“Hand me that flashlight.” She aimed it at a boot print outside the passenger door. “Timberland, size twelve or thirteen,” she said. “Go get a camera, if you have one, or give me your cellphone.”
I took out my phone, turned on its flash camera, and handed it to her.
Carmen handed me back the flashlight. “Follow me around the vehicle and hold the light over the ground.” She photographed several more prints on all sides of the Cruiser.
“Same pair of boots?” I said.
“Looks like.” Carmen stood. “Now the doors.”
I handed the flashlight back and she examined each door in detail. The light began to flicker.
“Looks like I need to get some batteries. Sorry.”
“No attempted entry, as far as I can tell with this light.”
“I can take a closer look in the morning,” I said.
She handed the phone and flashlight back to me. “I doubt this has anything to do with your previous break-in.”
“Why not?”
“New vehicle. Parked in the open. Attempted auto theft is much more likely.”
“With my house lights on?”
“They were just casing you tonight. You have an alarm system on your house?”
I nodded.
“Maybe you need one for your SUV.”
“I’m going to renovate the barn into a garage for both my vehicles.” I tried not to stare at her skimpy attire. She caught me anyway.
“This is certainly more of me than you’ve ever seen before. Hope you’re not disappointed.”
I gulped. “Coffee?”
“No thanks, it would keep me up. I’m going to bed soon.” She was like a fisherman with an extensive collection of lures. “How many sleeping bags you figure we need this weekend?”
“Huh?”
She burst out laughing; I joined in, just so I didn’t feel left out.
“Relax, Gabe. Call me tomorrow night and we’ll make sure we haven’t forgotten anything. You’re okay here now. E-mail me the pictures of those boot prints. But I won’t call this in unless you want me to.”
“Don’t bother.”
She strolled back to her house. I stood there until her front door closed and the porch light went out.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
April 12
 
My cellphone rang as I stepped out of the shower. It was eight-thirty and the sunshine streaming through the bedroom window promised another great New Mexico spring day.
I checked caller ID and recognized O’Connor’s law firm number. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a great day after all. The guy just rubbed me the wrong way.
“Hello.”
“McKenna, Richard O’Connor here. Have some great news.”
“Define great.” I poured a cup from my programmable coffee maker and sat down.
“Found another buyer interested in your Catron County property.”
“Is that so?” Otis was attempting to destroy his scratching post next to his half-empty food bowl. “I’m going down there tomorrow to look things over.”
“Fine. No, that’s better than fine. You can look around and consider his offer at the same time. And Gabe,” he whispered, like he was about to share the secret of the Great Pyramids with me, “he’s ready to go seven figures on this deal. We’re talking millions here, Professor.”
“I know how much seven figures is. Look, Mr. O’Connor—”
“Richard.”
“This isn’t a matter of money. It’s personal. That land’s been in my family for nearly a century. I don’t want to sell it now. At some later date, if things change, I might consider it. Not right now.”
He either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore me.
“Let’s talk next week. I’ll put him off until you get back.”
“You do that.”
“You enjoying that fancy pen I gave you?”
“Sure am. It’s right there on my desk where you put it. Goodbye.”
Idiot.
I brought my coffee to the bathroom medicine cabinet and used it to wash down a couple of aspirin. In the world of headaches, O’Connor was a carrier.
 
My mid-day trip to Sportsman’s Warehouse put me in a better mood. I came home with enough camping and sleeping gear, coolers, tools, electronics, binoculars and other accessories, to make my Cruiser a self-sufficient base of operations.
The weather was changing. The sunshine was gone and dark clouds obliterated most of the usual blue sky.
My phone rang as I pulled into the carport. No caller ID.
“McKenna?”
“Speaking.”
“I’ve got your cop girlfriend. If you care about her, be at the gazebo in Old Town Plaza at three o’clock. Go to the police and she dies.”
“Who is this? What do you want?” I turned off the engine and looked over at Carmen’s house. No car in her driveway. The place was dark.
“If you think I’m kidding, check outside your front door. And McKenna—”
“What?”
“Remember, no cops or she dies.”
The line went dead. His voice had been muffled, but the caller sounded young, maybe in his twenties or thirties. I closed my eyes and tried to remember if I’d heard it before, but drew a blank.
I dialed Carmen’s cellphone number. No answer.
It was now two-twenty. I rushed to my front door and picked up a small package sitting there; no address, no shipping label. I opened it with care. A ring fell to the ground. I picked it up and read its inscription: To Carmen from Dick. All my love. 7-17-2001. Two other objects alarmed me even more: a lock of hair the same color as Carmen’s, and a silver and blue A.P.D. badge with the Great Seal of New Mexico in its center and the number 684 at the bottom. Carmen’s badge.
I ran next door and rang the bell a couple of times. Nothing. I hustled back to my front door and shoved the package inside on the floor. A clap of thunder startled me as I hustled back into the Cruiser.
Calling 411, I asked for the number of Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta. I dialed him as rain began to fall.
“Archuleta.”
“Lieutenant, this is Gabriel McKenna.” I tried to sound calm.
“At last we meet.” He hacked a smoker’s cough. “Sorry. Spring allergies. What’s up?”
“Is Officer Carmen Flores there with you? I need to speak to her.”
“Just a minute.” Archuleta called out to someone, but then covered his phone. I couldn’t hear anything until he coughed his way back on the line. “She’s off-duty today. What’s this all about?”
I remembered the caller’s warning. “Nothing. Sorry to bother you, Lieutenant.”
There was a sound like a pit bull vomiting on his end of the line, followed by a click.
It was now two-thirty—barely time enough to get to Old Town by three. I sped south down I-25 from the Paseo del Norte entrance.
Albuquerque’s Old Town, the city’s original area, is a collection of one- and two-story adobe buildings surrounding an old, beautiful Catholic church, and a central plaza. Narrow one-way streets form a grid that extends out several blocks in each direction.
I tried to find a parking spot near the plaza without any luck and had to pull into a vacant space on Romero Street, two blocks north.
In my haste, I’d neglected to bring an umbrella. What had begun as a shower was now a steady downpour. By the time I hustled from my car to the plaza, the rain had soaked through my shirt. I hurried up the five steps onto an old wooden gazebo, an octagonal landmark that had graced this spot for more than a hundred years. The wind sheeted the rain diagonally, as if reaching in beneath the gazebo’s roof to slice my flesh.
Five minutes to three. Tourists had long since taken shelter. Native craftsmen huddled by their jewelry beneath an overhang at La Placita, an adobe building that stretches along the entire east side of the plaza. No one else was around.
I stood alone in cold, wind-blown rain. North of the plaza, the door of San Felipe de Neri Church stood open. It offered shelter from the rain and a clear view of the gazebo. It was the best option I had.
I clambered down the gazebo steps, ran across the street, passed under an adobe arch, and skidded into the church. I shook myself like a wet hound and peered into the dark interior.
Two elderly ladies, their heads covered, knelt in pews on opposite sides of the center aisle. A dim light shone on the crucified Christ to the right of the main altar, while another light to the left of the altar illuminated a statue of San Felipe. He gazed down upon a stand of votive candles.
It felt strange. This was my first time in any church since Holly died.
Church bells tolled three o’clock. At their second ring, I turned toward the gazebo. The structure exploded in a sudden flash of light. Pieces of wood and metal flew in every direction. The concussion from the blast knocked me against the vestibule wall; my head thumped against a holy water font. Circulars and Sunday bulletins flew into the air and rained down upon me. A scream came from somewhere across the plaza. An alarm sounded. The remaining stump of the gazebo burned so fiercely I had to shield my eyes.
I struggled upright and shook my head, hoping to quell the ringing in my ears. Blood dribbled from my nose; I wiped it away with my sleeve. I couldn’t clear my head. I left the church and staggered carelessly toward the blaze. Its heat stopped me in the middle of the street.
A large, black vehicle bore down on me from my left. The driver hit his horn, swerved, and came to a stop about two feet away. I stood still and blinked at him.
“What the fuck do you—Gabe? Is that you?”
I knew this voice. My eyes slowly focused on the driver. “C.J.? What…what are you doing here?”
“Gonna ask you the same thing.”
“Get me out of here…please.”
He leaned over to push open the passenger-side door. “Get in.”
I did. By now, sirens blared from all directions. The gazebo’s flames and crackling sparks swirled higher into the plaza’s treetops. Only the steady rain held back a broader conflagration.
“Just go!” I yelled.
C.J. headed toward Central, as fire trucks and squad cars raced past. As he turned right onto what had once been Route 66, an ambulance passed us headed in the opposite direction.
“Stop!” I grabbed C.J.’s right arm.
“Make up your mind, will you?”
“Wait here. That ambulance could be on its way to pick up Carmen for all I know. Let me borrow your jacket.” I pointed at his gray slicker. “I don’t want anybody to see the blood on my shirt.”
“Carmen? Your cop friend? What’s going on?”
“That’s what I want to find out.” I slipped C.J.’s jacket over my shoulders. “You wouldn’t happen to have a hat?”
“Baseball cap. On the back seat.”
“Thanks.” I opened the back door, grabbed a sweat-stained, blue baseball cap and pulled it low over my eyes. I walked around to C.J.’s window. “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, go home without me.”
“But Gabe—”
I didn’t stick around to argue. Twenty paces toward the plaza, I leaned against an old adobe building to catch my breath and steady my legs. Rain continued to pour. A chill ran the length of my body. A shake of my head helped my eyes to focus. I zipped up C.J.’s slicker and tried to ignore the pain in my side; apparently, the blast that knocked me against the church wall had reinjured my ribs.
An ambulance had come to a diagonal stop against the Plaza curb. Its back door stood open; its roof light beat a frightful red pulse that looked like a heart waiting to explode. A driver sat in the cab while an EMT and A.P.D. officer conferred behind the vehicle. Was Carmen inside? I tried to mask my pain, inching toward the vehicle. Stay cool, Gabe. Nice and easy.
I made for a small crowd gathered halfway down the Plaza curb, directly across from the smoldering gazebo. It was just a ruined pile of charred wood now, wet from the rain and fire hoses. Before I reached the crowd, another police car pulled up and a familiar figure emerged. The burly cop waved his arms and ordered those assembled to disburse straightaway. Sergeant Crawford and I had met only once before, but I dared not chance that he’d recognize me. I turned and made my way back to C.J. as fast as I could.
“Was your cop lady there?”
Peeling off his slicker, I tossed his hat into the back seat. “Couldn’t tell. The police moved in. Guy I know named Crawford. I couldn’t risk it.” The pain in my side flared as I settled into the front passenger seat. “Let’s go.”
C.J. drove east on Central. The rain had diminished to light drizzle.
“Tell me something. How in the hell did you show up here just as that bomb exploded?” I tried not to sound accusatory, but I needed an answer.
“Got this phone call half an hour ago. Didn’t recognize the voice,” he said. “Dude tells me to meet you at the gazebo in Old Town at three o’clock sharp. Says if I don’t, he’s gonna kill you. I would’ve reached the plaza sooner, but a delivery truck sideswiped me in my own parking lot. Put a gash in my fender. Made me late. I don’t like to be late.” C.J. leaned toward me. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Guess so,” I lied.
I leaned back and closed my eyes. His car swayed as C.J. made a couple of turns and stopped a few times. I opened my eyes, as he pulled off Central and swung into an alley next to the Kimo Theater. We parked in a rear lot and walked back out to the sidewalk. C.J. stopped at a storefront a couple of doors away from the Kimo.
“My home away from home,” he said.
A sign above our heads held real promise—Painkiller’s Pool Hall, Bar & Grill—burned onto a slat of wood that pitched back and forth in the wind. We left the gray mist and walked inside.
Red and blue neon trimmed a full-length mirror that stretched along a dark polished bar. A fair selection of booze was stacked behind the bar, its attraction doubled by its reflection. Six pool tables were all in play, mostly by neighborhood types and a few college students working on their life skills. Half a dozen booths hid in the dim light along a wall to our right. We slid into the only unoccupied booth, back near the bathrooms.
A young Latina waitress with bleached-blonde hair and dark roots came over. She snapped her gum as if keeping time to some song playing in her head.
“You guys look like you’ve had a rough day and it’s only afternoon,” she said, with a smirk. She glanced at my wet clothes and the blood I’d wiped off on my sleeve. The smirk disappeared. “Whoa! Sharknado III outside?”
“What?”
“You know, that movie about the tsunami where sharks fall from the skies? My boyfriend took me to it.”
“Yeah, something like that,” I replied. “Listen, we both need a drink.”
She tapped her order pad with a pencil. “What’ll it be?”
“CoorsLight,” C.J. said.
“Irish whiskey, neat. Make it a double.”
“How about Black Bush? It costs extra, but it’s the best.”
“You’re an angel,” I said.
She turned and hip-swayed back to the bar.
I took a deep breath to decompress, and stood to shake some of the wetness from my clothes. A minute later, the waitress brought our drinks and a plastic bowl of pretzels. C.J. took a solid first gulp. “Want to tell me what the hell that was all about back there?”
I took a sip of my whiskey. “That explosion was meant to kill both of us.”
“Say what?”
I told him about my phone call, about the package with Carmen’s ring, hair, and police badge, and about how I ran into the church to get out of the rain. “If it hadn’t been raining, if you hadn’t been delayed, we’d have both been at the gazebo when that bomb detonated.”
C.J. leaned back against the booth and let out a deep breath. “Jeez.”
“That all you have to say?”
He swirled his beer glass and drank it down. “So what do we do now?”
I thought of Ricardo Ramos lying dead in his Ybarra Place home, then the attempt on my own life, and now this. “I don’t want to go to the police, not yet. But if I don’t, and they get wind that I’m connected to this too . . .”
“You got a lawyer? You’re gonna need one.”
“There’s a lawyer who handled my late aunt’s estate. But the thought of entrusting my fate to him . . . the guy’s an ass. I just don’t know. And there’s Carmen to worry about, too. I want to know what’s happened to her before I approach any cops.”
“In shit up to your eyeballs, man.”
I couldn’t argue. We finished our drinks and I left a twenty on the table. C.J. drove me back to my car. I’d parked outside the taped-off crime scene. My head had cleared enough to drive, but C.J. followed me back to my house, just to be sure.
As I drove down my street, I looked into Carmen’s yard and almost careened into her front wall. She had her car trunk raised and held a package in her arm. I rolled the window down and called out. She waved her free hand and disappeared through her front door.
I’d stopped so quickly, C.J. had narrowly missed my rear bumper with the front of his hearse. We climbed out and hurried to her door. Carmen met us on her way to get something else from the car.
“Hi Gabe, ready for tomorrow?” She lifted a bag out of her trunk and closed the lid. “I got us some food.” She turned toward C.J. and her tone cooled. “Mister Jester.”
C.J. glared at her.
“Where have you been?” I nearly shouted. “Some guy called me and said he’d taken you hostage. He also left a package at my door that contained your badge, a lock of your hair, a ring—”
“What? What the hell are you talking about?” She looked out to the street and then back at me. “I had the day off. Lunch with my sister. Then I went shopping.”
“I tried to call your cell but you didn’t answer.”
“I turned it off at lunch and must have forgotten to turn it back on. Sorry. What’s going on?”
“May we come in?” I pointed to her house. “I don’t like this at all.”
“Follow me.” Carmen led us into her living room. “Have a seat.”
She put the bag on a small table, hung her raincoat in a closet by the front door, and sunk into an over-stuffed leather chair. I eased into a sand-colored recliner by the fireplace. C.J. stood by the door.
My first time inside her house. There was very little of Carmen in this room. No sign of a husband. No pictures or personal touches. No plants. No books or magazines. Just furniture that seemed to have been chosen at random. And a set of conga drums next to the fireplace.
I gave her all the details about our calls and about the package, and then told her of the explosion. “Someone just tried to kill us.”
Carmen remained silent for a long moment and then scolded us. “Have you two been drinking?”
I didn’t want to lie to her, so I ignored the question. “The package is at my house. I phoned Lieutenant Archuleta to see if you were on duty. I didn’t tell him about the call or the package.”
“I wish you hadn’t called him.” She drummed her fingers on her knees. “Wait here while I check something.” She stood and walked through the dining room, out of sight into the room beyond. Then she walked from that room toward the back of her house. “Damn!”
I’d never heard her raise her voice before.
C.J. and I followed her voice to the open back door in her kitchen. Someone had splintered the frame around its lock. “I’ve had a break in. My badge is gone from the vanity in my bedroom. My ring, too.”
“But that hair—” I said.
“A lock of my mother’s hair. I had it attached to a picture of her I keep taped to the side of my mirror.”
We followed her into her bedroom, where she pulled her mother’s picture from the edge of the mirror and laid it carefully on top of her dressing table. “See?” A small strand of hair remained attached to one side of the picture. Carmen looked uncomfortable with our presence in her bedroom. She changed the subject.
“Today was a second attempt to kill you, Gabe. Damien shot at you. Now he—or someone else—tried to blow you up, along with C.J.”
“Damien?” C.J. said.
Carmen stared at him. “You know Jason Damien?”
“No. Name just sounds familiar, that’s all.”
“You both need to give me statements. Right now. I’ll write up an incident report and take it down to my station after that. Do either of you need any medical attention?”
C.J. and I both shook our heads. For twenty minutes, Carmen questioned us separately on every detail of our afternoon. I left out nothing except our drinks at Painkillers. I hoped C.J. knew enough not to mention this too. We reassembled in her living room.
“Now I have a question,” I said. “Any ideas about our two break-ins?”
“Hardly anyone knew I’d be out today,” she said. Then she laughed. “Only my sister and everybody down at the station. I doubt she’d break in here or attempt to murder either of you.”
We talked a bit more, trying to piece together what all these events might mean. Why would anyone want to kill C.J. as well as me? We couldn’t come up with any answers.
Carmen told us to keep ourselves available for further questioning about the explosion. She then told us to go on home. C.J. wasted no time. He excused himself and drove away in his hearse.
“What about your back door?” I said. “Want me to fix that for you?”
“Thanks, but my sister’s husband is a contractor. I’ll have him come over after work and repair things. I appreciate your offer, Gabe.”
“You think we should make our trip as planned tomorrow?” I said.
“Why not? I took a couple of vacation days, so I’m off until Monday. Besides, we’ll be safer in one another’s company.”
I looked out the window. The rain had started again. Heavy drops bounced off the roof of my Land Cruiser.
“Want me to go get that package?”
“If you wouldn’t mind. The box is evidence. I always carry my badge with me, even on my days off. Today I forgot it on my dresser. Wouldn’t you know?”
I ran over to my house and picked up the box from the floor. I covered it in a towel in case there were any prints other than mine that might wash off in the rain.
Carmen was standing at her door when I returned. “Want your towel back?” she said, as I handed over the box.
“Keep it and bring it with us tomorrow. I’d like to get an early start, say about eight?”
“I’ll be ready.” She took my hand in hers. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks. See you in the morning.” As I walked across to my yard, I wondered why she hadn’t mentioned her ring.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
April 13
 
I took hours to fall asleep, and once I did, a violent dream shook me awake.
Holly sat on a lawn chair as she listened to a summer jazz concert in the park. A man with a gun chased me as I ran toward her. He shot again and again, but his bullets missed me. I could hardly move my feet. I yelled a warning to Holly: Run! Run! I almost reached her. She gazed at me. A bomb exploded beneath her chair…Holly shattered like a broken mirror. 
I woke up in a cold sweat. So much adrenalin surged through my bloodstream that my morning coffee would be overkill.
It didn’t take long to pack the Land Cruiser; I’d set out maps, extra clothing, our tent, sleeping gear, and emergency supplies the night before. I filled a large bowl with dry cat food and poured out enough water to last Otis for at least five days. Then I grabbed my .38 from the library desk drawer and stored it in the glove compartment.
Carmen stepped outside as I pulled into her driveway. She opened the rear door and tossed her backpack into the Cruiser. The bulge from her shoulder harness and gun stood out under her navy blue windbreaker.
We climbed aboard and I drove off via I-40 for my Catron County property. I figured our drive would take about four hours, not counting the stop we’d make at the Cibola County Medical Examiner’s Office in Grants.
 
Our route passed through Laguna Pueblo. Its largest village, a mass of sand-colored single story buildings on our right, sat nestled beneath a tall, bleached-white church that was built on higher ground. I wondered if Nai’ya Alonso-Riley might be there today. In the distance, Mount Taylor—a Navajo sacred peak, towered over the land. Its size and shape seemed to shift each time I looked its way.
I turned off the Interstate at the Grants exit, drove past a Wal-Mart Super Store and a sign that pointed to the New Mexico Women’s Correctional Facility. Right behind it loomed a snow-topped Mount Taylor.
The medical examiner’s office was one of a cluster of gray cinder block buildings that also contained the Cibola County jail, the county clerk, and sheriff’s offices. Inside, Carmen spoke to a uniformed woman at the front desk while I sat down on a hard plastic chair and browsed through a year-old issue of Field and Stream. Before I had time to learn how to catch trophy bass, the medical investigator came out.
“Officer Flores? Mr. McKenna?” His lab coat was so starched I wondered how he could extend his hand in greeting. “I’m Dr. Alvarez.”
We shook hands and he led us to their morgue, a chilling mix of aluminum, glossy white tiles, and strong chemical smells.
I identified Millie Singleton as the woman I’d met at 1142 Ybarra Place in Albuquerque at the approximate time of the Ramos killing. She looked much worse today. The bullet had blown out a chunk of her forehead along with her eye.
After the morgue, we stopped at a 7/11. I bought some Pepto-Bismol, as Carmen refilled our coffee mugs.
I nearly bumped into a white Ford Bronco getting out of the parking lot but, thankfully, we both stopped in time. A hand emerged from the driver’s side window. I expected to get the finger, but he waved me ahead of him instead.
Carmen studied me carefully once I pulled back on the road. Her brow furrowed. “You all right?”
“Yeah.” I met her gaze for just an instant. “Do you ever get used to it? Being around dead bodies so much?”
She ran a finger along her bottom lip. “In a way, I guess. The way a doctor does. Cops spend so much time around crime and violence. You either become hardened or detached. Otherwise, you can’t do your job. I remember my first homicide investigation; a sixteen-year-old prostitute strangled near the state fairgrounds. I can still see her face.”
I didn’t feel much like talking after that. Dead bodies have bothered me ever since I saw my father laid out in a morgue the night he died. His fatal heart attack was not unexpected, but his hollow eyes and blue skin were sights still etched in my memory. Four years later, I found my mother’s body on the floor of her apartment, one day before I was to put her in a nursing home…her warmth turned so cold.
I shook off these memories, glanced in the rearview mirror and concentrated on the road. We backtracked eastbound on the Interstate until the turn-off for Route 117, south to Catron County.
Carmen pulled a granola bar from her jacket pocket, unwrapping it and offering it to me. I shook my head, so she went ahead and munched on it. When she was done, she stuffed the wrapper into the pocket of her windbreaker. “Gabe, how did your wife die?” she abruptly asked.
I hesitated. I’d been over this so often with friends and family in the days and weeks after Holly’s passing. It always exhausted me. “Holly died of ovarian cancer…she was forty-six.”
“I’m so sorry. Any kids?”
“No. Holly…” I stopped. “You have any more granola bars? Guess I am hungry after all.”
Carmen looked out her side window. “I didn’t mean to pry. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. My memories are still raw. They tell you it takes time.”
“Gabe,” she reached over and touched my arm, “I’d like to know and understand you better. There’ll be plenty of time.”
I turned away and concentrated on the road ahead. Clouds were once again winning their battle with the sun. My gas tank read three-quarters full and the temperature gauge was within normal range. A large splatter of bird shit hit the upper middle of the windshield. Neither wiper could reach it. Damn.
“Do you ever wonder about me, Gabe?” Carmen strained at her seatbelt as she turned in my direction. “Any questions you’d like to ask me?”
I had a million. “I do have one.”
Carmen’s eyes brightened. “What is it?”
“Where’s your husband?”
She sunk into her seat and turned straight ahead. “He’s in California now.” Not a hint of emotion in her voice.
“Travels a lot, doesn’t he?”
“Dick does surveillance and reconnaissance design. He worked at Sandia Labs for more than a decade. Now he does consulting work, mostly for aeronautic and aerospace companies. Boeing, Jet Propulsion Labs…he’s on the road a lot.”
“Maybe when he gets back, we could all get together?”
Carmen reached into her pocket. “Here.” She handed me a granola bar.
We kept going in silence, passing La Ventana natural arch—a hundred-foot reddish sandstone bridge. Ten minutes later we entered a stretch called ‘The Narrows.’ The road lost its shoulders and squeezed between towering cliffs on our left and the forbidding El Mapais lava beds on our right. Albuquerque was a world away. I forced my eyes to the road again, but soon my mind drifted back to Red Gold.
“Now what are you thinking about?” Carmen asked.
“The maps. All that handwriting on them. The listed years from the late nineteenth century right up to 1921. Why do they stop? And those lines and other markings on the maps. Routes of travel? Prospected areas?”
“You think James McKenna found something? Gold or silver, maybe? There were thousands of prospectors and miners back then.”
I paused, unsure of how much I wanted to tell her. “Maybe. Maybe he grew too old and gave up.”
“Let my secret become your secret,” Carmen spoke softly, more to herself than to me.
“What?”
“His advice to Nellie in one of those letters.” Quite a memory on this gal.
I glanced again into my rearview mirror. A white Ford Bronco held its position a hundred yards behind us, just as it had for the past fifteen minutes
“What is it, Gabe?”
“Company. Look carefully when I slow down. Get his license plate if you can as he passes us.” We left ‘The Narrows’ and the shoulders of the road reappeared. I decelerated and pulled off to the side. Carmen’s hand moved to the gun in her shoulder harness, as the Bronco drove by. I couldn’t get a look at the driver’s face.
“New Mexico. MKL-943. Familiar?”
“Write that down. There’s a pencil and small-ring notebook in the console,” I said. “You can run that plate later.”
“You’re acting paranoid,” Carmen said. But she wrote it down.
“I’m acting paranoid? Who’s the one who reached for her gun?”
“If it will make you feel better, I’ll call this number in when we stop.”
“Good. How long will it take?”
“Depends. No more than twenty-four hours, I’d guess.”
I’d noticed a pulsating, rhythmic flicker on the Land Cruiser’s GPS screen ever since we left the morgue in Grants. I turned off Bluesville on the satellite radio and then the engine. “Stay here. I need to check something.”
“Gabe?”
I climbed out of the car and lifted the Land Cruiser’s rear door. I reached into my survival box and took out a small, black rectangle the size of a pack of cigarettes.
Carmen had turned around in her seat. She watched me closely. “What’s that?”
“A digital RF detector. I bought it after I had that break-in. I wanted to make sure that whoever took those maps hadn’t left any bugs behind. The house was clean.”
“Why did you bring it with us?”
“Like you said, I’m paranoid. I tossed it into my survival box just before we left. Glad I did.”
I flipped a small switch on its side, and the two-inch screen confirmed my suspicion. I shut off the radio frequency scanner and put it away.
Carmen rolled her window down. “What’s going on back there?”
“Tell you in a minute. Hang on.”
I shut the rear door and felt around under the left rear wheel well. Nothing. Under the opposite wheel well my hand brushed against a small metal object attached to the Land Cruiser’s underside. I pulled it out and examined it. I walked back and slipped into the driver’s seat with an inch-square device in my hand.
“What was that all about?”
I showed her the tracking device. “Somebody’s been on our trail.”
“We should go back to Albuquerque.”
I thought of her husband’s work in surveillance and suddenly wondered which of us was being followed?
“We’re not going back.” I reached across her and opened the glove compartment, pulling out a small screwdriver from the toolkit I’d purchased the day before. I reached behind Carmen’s seat and grabbed a baggie out of one of the supply boxes. Unscrewing the cover and back plate of the device, I dropped them into the baggie. “Might be prints on this.” I slipped the baggie into a storage slot in my driver’s door panel.
Carmen looked at me intently. “Even with the covers off that thing’s still working.”
“I want the guy who planted this to think it is still working. Sending him our true location and direction.”
We pulled back on the road. Ten minutes later, I turned into a rest stop and parked in front of two small cabins that served as restrooms.
“Pit stop,” I said.
No one in sight. We got out and walked into the separate buildings. I emerged first and took a minute to look around.
Back at the Land Cruiser, I took my Swiss Army knife and a “Travel-Sized” roll of duct tape out of the console between our seats. I cut off a ten-inch strip of tape to attach the device to a metal guardrail that protected the curb from reckless parkers.
But as a steel-gray Dodge Ram 4x4 pulled up on Carmen’s side of the Cruiser, an even better idea came to mind. A heavy-set bearded man in jeans and a plaid Pendleton shirt lurched out of the truck and lumbered into the men’s restroom.
I walked around the back of the Cruiser and sidled up to the cargo area of the transport. Reaching over the side panel with my right arm, I fastened the tracker to the floor of the cargo bed with the strip of duct tape just as Carmen came back. Our invisible enemies could have all the data they wanted now.
After a few minutes, the bearded guy left the restroom, checked a highway map posted near its door, and then ambled back to his truck.
Carmen wagged a finger at me as I climbed back in the Cruiser. “Clever. Now let’s get out of here.”
“Not yet. We need our friend to leave first.”
The man started his engine. Pulling out of the rest stop, he headed south on 117.
I waited until the Ram vanished in the distance, and then continued south for less than a minute before I turned off onto a narrow, two-lane blacktop. A couple of miles along County Road 41, we approached a grove of scrub oak at the base of a sandstone ledge. I pulled the Cruiser in as close as I could get to the rock face and parked, facing outward, toward the road. We were screened on one side by the outcropping and on the other side by the oak trees.
I cut the engine and took a deep breath. Then I reached into the glove compartment and took out my Colt, slipping it into the pocket of my jacket.
Carmen watched me all the way. “Why?”
“In case my little switcheroo didn’t work.”
During ten silent minutes, not a single car passed in either direction. I restarted the engine.
Carmen placed her left hand on my right leg. “I underestimated you. You’ve got the makings of a true detective.” She added with a wink, “Or a very cunning criminal.”
I pulled out onto County Road 41.
Early afternoon gusts of wind picked up Catron County sand and flung it across our path. Our view of the road became intermittent as the Cruiser’s wipers struggled to shed accumulating sand. I would have missed the turn-off for Forest Service road 6/6A without the vocal guidance of our satellite GPS.
My throat felt parched. “You have any more coffee?”
“Nope.”
After-effects from the gazebo explosion added to my shortage of sleep, hit me like an iron fist. My arms felt like anchors. I rolled my window down, covered my mouth against the blowing sand, and took some slow, deep, even breaths.
“Does anyone know we’re coming?” Carmen said.
“I doubt it. There’s no phone at the cabin, so I couldn’t call ahead. Rebecca Turner from the lawyer’s office swears the caretaker was notified by registered letter when Aunt Nellie died.”
“You believe her?”
“I don’t know what to believe…or who to trust, for that matter.” I rolled my window back up.
“I hope you don’t feel that way about me.”
“Any reason I should doubt you?”
“No. And there never will be.”
I looked over at her, and she smiled. Then she pointed to my left hand gripping the steering wheel. “Where’s your wedding ring, Gabe?”
“Guess I left it at home.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
We drove through another twenty miles of grassland, junipers and piñon pine. Eight-to-ten acre country estates carved out of former ranch land dotted both sides of the road. Many of them looked vacant; driveways empty, shades drawn, gates closed.
I turned east at Tres Lagunas. Ten minutes later, the entrance to the McPhaul Ranch came into view. A sign at their roadside fence announced that one division of the ranch, some 23,500 acres, was for sale at a reduced price of just under $13,000,000. My 4,800 acres were more valuable than I might have guessed, regardless of the condition of the cabin.
We skirted a dry creek bed for about five miles, and then headed north along Forest Service Road 6A. The Land Cruiser kicked up loose stones that hammered against the wheel wells. Several times we briefly lost traction in the gravel.
I stopped at the end of the road and both of us stepped out, and I scanned the eastern landscape with binoculars.
“There it is.” I pointed toward a cabin and a pen full of sheep situated atop a small mesa a half-mile east. A large, quaking aspen tree shaded the simple structure that my great-uncle and Jose Ramos built in 1921. A swath of rugged terrain and a two hundred foot climb separated us from our destination.
Carmen took the binoculars. “Can we make it up there?”
“We’re gonna try.”
We returned to the Cruiser and I eased it down into the dry creek bed. The ground was firm enough all the way to the base of the mesa. I stopped there and engaged the Crawl Assist Control. We began a slow, steady ascent using a natural, rock-strewn ramp along the side of the mesa.
Halfway up we hit a patch of soft sand and gravel and slid sideways. The Cruiser pitched to the right. Carmen screamed as I yanked the steering wheel to the left to maintain our balance and pressed down on the gas to regain traction. When we arrived safely at the top of the mesa, I patted the SUV’s dashboard.
Carmen patted my leg. “Well done.”
The old cabin now stood in front of us, just beyond several animal pens. A pair of burros grazed on loose forage in the nearest enclosure, while a single horse drank from a windmill-fed stock tub in front of a three-sided shed. Red and brown four-horned Churro sheep bleated and scuttled around a third, smaller pen, apparently alarmed by our sudden appearance. I looked around. I saw no one.
Carmen ignored the animals and used my binoculars to scan the nearby countryside. “Nothing,” she said.
The cabin had seen more than ninety New Mexican summers and it showed. The rough-hewn lumber on its sides was warped and bleached by decades of direct sun. The top of the chimney was jagged and in desperate need of a rebuild. A handcrafted bench sat on the porch to the right of the door. Next to it, a red and gray Navajo-style rug covered an over-sized rocking chair. A small vegetable garden on the cabin’s western side had been rough-tilled, but I didn’t see any plants.
A strong gust of wind raised a funnel of dirt in front of the cabin and fine sand stung my eyes. Aside from the low hiss of the blowing sand, the only other sound came from inside the cabin—the frenzied barking of a dog.
“Keep an eye on the path we came in on,” I told Carmen. “Holler if you see anything.”
I tossed her my keys and pulled my gun from the Land Cruiser’s glove compartment. I approached the cabin, jumped the three porch steps, and knocked on a hand-carved weathered door.
“Anybody home?”
The barking intensified. Someone coughed, called out a command in Spanish, and the dog fell silent. The latch lifted, and as I tightened my grip on my Colt, the door cracked open a couple of inches.
“Quién eres?” The voice sounded tired and weak.
“My name is McKenna, Gabriel McKenna. Is your last name Ramos?”
“Si, Ramos.”
“Chato?”
“Si.” The door opened. A bent-over, wizened old man stepped onto the porch. His dark, unfocused eyes looked right through me. Uncombed gray hair spilled over his shoulders. He leaned against a walking stick. His wisp of a beard fluttered a bit in the breeze. An old pistola jutted from his belt.
This was the young man named in James A. McKenna’s Last Will and Testament.
A large, mixed-breed, reddish-brown dog slouched next to him and growled at me.
“Señor Ramos, I have bad news for you. Nellie McKenna has passed away.”
“I know.” He sighed and bowed his head. “My son read the letter to me. A very sad thing. Would you come inside? The sun is very hot today.” He felt for the side of the door and shuffled into the cabin.
I glanced back at Carmen. She’d already begun to assemble our tent. I turned and followed Chato inside to a dim interior. An old stove dominated the center of the cabin. A cord of cut wood had been piled within arm’s reach of the stove.
The few furnishings were rustic and of Spanish colonial design. A small rectangular table with two plain carved chairs abutted the left-hand wall. Could this be the table at which James McKenna and Jose Ramos sat in 1921, when they pledged to keep secret the treasure in gold they’d found only months before?
Open wooden shelves against the opposite wall held a crowd of canisters, tools and kitchen gadgets.
A double bed with metal inlay on its headboard sat flush against the rear wall of the cabin, and a rickety armoire stood open, its mirror-door askew because of a missing hinge.
A thin layer of sand covered the floor, doubtless blown in by the wind. The cabin smelled of sweat and dog and old ashes.
Chato paused in front of the stove and turned to face me. “Why are you here?”
“I’m Nellie McKenna’s heir, her great-nephew. I just arrived in Albuquerque and came out to see what this place was like.”
“I have lived in this cabin all my life. Must I leave now?”
“No. Don’t worry, Chato. You can stay.”
“I told my son, Ricardo, to deliver a message to the man Nellie gave this property to. I have not heard from my son in two weeks. Did he speak to you?” Chato reached out and felt around until his hand gripped my sleeve. “Ricardo is dead, isn’t he?”
I swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Señor Ramos. He sent me a note and asked me to meet with him. I drove to his house and found his body. The police are looking for his killer.”
Chato moaned and hobbled over to the bed. He collapsed on the edge of its thin mattress and rocked back and forth. The dog followed, sat at his feet, and whimpered.
“My Ricardo. They did it.” Chato buried his head in his hands and sobbed. His entire body shook, and he made the Sign of the Cross with his right hand.
It felt cruel to trouble him now, but I needed information quickly. “You said ‘They did it.’ Who were these people?”
Chato continued to rock on the bed. I crouched to see his face. “Tell me all you can about the people who came to see you.”
“Mr. McKenna, I am an old man. What can I do? I cannot even tell you what they look like. I am blind. All I see are shadows.”
“When did they come here?”
“About a week ago.”
Around the time the maps were stolen from my house. I rested my hand on Chato’s shoulder. “How many?”
“Two different men spoke. But there was one other.”
“Were any names mentioned? Anything unusual about their voices?”
“One man did most of the talking. He gave the orders. Spoke very fast. In a loud voice, very strong.” Chato cocked his head as if to hear the man’s voice again.
“And the other one?”
“Two,” he said. “One of them stayed silent. That one walked around behind me and walked to the sink. Worked the water pump. Then walked back to the others. Light footsteps. A woman…or a small man.”
The dog barked again. Chato silenced him with a wave. Then the light in the cabin dimmed further. I looked back at the door. Carmen stood in the doorway and peered inside.
“Come on in,” I said.
Chato leaned toward me and whispered. “Who is with you?”
“This is Carmen Flores. She’s a policewoman from Albuquerque.”
“Please come in,” the old man said.
Carmen entered and approached us.
I leaned closer to Chato and spoke in a quiet tone. “This man who did most of the talking—the one with the loud voice—what did he say?”
“He wanted to know about the gold,” Chato said.
“The gold?”
“The Lost Adams gold. The gold that James McKenna and my father found.”
“What exactly did he say?”
“The first man said he knew we had the gold somewhere. He said if I wanted to live—if I wanted my son to live—I had to tell him where it was.”
“Did you tell him about the gold?”
“I said nothing. Then the other one slapped me hard on my face. Still, I said nothing. Then the first man told the other, ‘This old one is just as stubborn as his son.’ That is when I knew they had already tried to get the secret from Ricardo. I was afraid for him.”
“Is that all?”
“No. The second man said to the first, he said, ‘Boss’—he called the man boss—‘it must be back at the house.’ I don’t know what house he meant—”
“He meant Aunt Nellie’s house. My house.”
“Then the first man hit me on the side of my head again and I fell to the floor.”
“What did Roja do?”
“Later, I woke up and found Roja asleep on the porch. These men must have drugged him. He slept until later that night and ate nothing until the next day. Mr. McKenna, you must know this—I did not betray the secret. I would never tell them. I would die rather than betray my father’s promise.” Tears welled in Chato’s eyes. “They did not get the truth from Ricardo and they could not get it from me.”
I could see his son’s lifeless eyes again. Fear, frozen in amber.
“Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything at all?”
“I do remember one thing.” He raised his right hand and extended the index finger into the air. “It was early evening when they came here. Before they left, the second man, the one who hardly spoke, asked if he should go back to Albuquerque or to Ambrosia.”
“Ambrosia? Anything else?”
“No. Mr. McKenna, I kept my promise to Señorita Nellie. You must know this. Ricardo and I, we kept our word. We told no one about the gold.”
Carmen moved closer to him as I stood. “Can you tell us where it is? After all, Mr. McKenna inherited Nellie’s estate.”
Chato’s head turned quickly toward her. He started to speak, then stopped and put a finger to his lips. “I have nothing more to tell you. James McKenna told Nellie where we hid the gold. If you really are the one who inherited her estate, you already possess the answer. Read my son’s letter. Do not ask me again. That is all I will say.” The old man sighed and wiped tears from his eyes with a red kerchief. “I have to rest.” The dog curled up on the floor.
“I’ll be in touch, Chato. I’m very sorry for your loss. We’ll leave you alone now. If you need anything, our tent is just outside.” I walked to the door and tugged Carmen’s arm as I passed her. She followed me outside.
The sun had begun its descent behind Veteado and Techado mountains to the west. The wind had died down. I felt a chill in the air.
I knelt in front of the small circle of stones Carmen had assembled for our fire pit. In the twilight I took a long look at the surrounding hillsides, dry washes, and even drier creek beds. “We’ll have to forget about a fire,” I told her. “This place is a tinderbox.”
Time to check the cooler. Sandwiches and cold drinks. Not much of a dinner on a cold night. We huddled together inside the Land Cruiser and ate in silence.
“I don’t think it’s here,” I said finally.
“The gold?”
“Chato may know where it is, or he may not. He’s mourning Ricardo tonight. Maybe I can talk with him again in the morning.”
“Look, he just stepped outside.” Carmen pointed toward the cabin.
Chato and his dog stood on the porch. They moved slowly toward the sheep pen. The Churros stirred. Chato found the gate, opened it, and entered the pen. It was feeding time.
I got out of the vehicle. “Chato,” I called out, “is there anything I can do to help?”
“Oh, no. I have tended animals my whole life.” He moved into the pen. “I am better with them than I am with people. My sheep know me. They know I take good care of them.”
He spread out hay and grain and reached into each of the stock tubs to apparently check the water levels. He patted the aged horse’s flanks gently and gave him a quick brushing. Once finished with his chores, he left the pen, careful to secure the gate before he headed back to the cabin with the old dog by his side. He and Roja were nothing but shadows now.
“Who will bring food and other provisions to you now that Ricardo is gone?” I asked.
“I take care of myself. What I do not have, I do not need. All my life this is how it has been.”
He couldn’t survive out here all by himself. “I will stop by every two weeks and bring you food and drinking water,” I promised.
The dog, barely a shadow at Chato’s feet, began to growl at something out in the darkness.
“Roja, what is it?” Chato said.
I heard nothing.
Carmen exited the Land Cruiser and looked off in the distance. “Somebody out there?” she called into the darkness.
“Most likely a coyote,” Chato spoke from the porch steps. “You will hear them all night outside your tent. Do not invite them in.” He slowly climbed the steps to the cabin’s porch, and then paused at the door. “Señor McKenna? Could you do me a favor when you get back to Albuquerque?
“Anything.”
“Can you bring Ricardo home? He must be buried here next to his mother and his grandparents.”
“You have my word.”
Chato and Roja disappeared into the cabin. The door closed. There was no sound at all now, except for the slow chirp of a cricket and the whisper of a breeze.
I bent down and lit the Coleman lantern that Carmen had placed outside the door to our tent. I carried the cooler with our food around to the back of the Cruiser and locked it inside.
By the time I walked back to the tent, Carmen had undone her hair. As she combed it out, she bent over in the lantern light and caught me staring.
“Two sleeping bags tonight…or just one?” I asked. I tried to make it a wisecrack, but couldn’t disguise the desire in my voice.
“We’ll stay warmer if we share,” she said. “Wait out here for a minute.” She picked up the lantern and took it into the tent.
I watched her shadow against the tent wall and imagined my arms around her.
That’s why I didn’t hear anyone crawl out of the darkness. The blow struck flush on the back of my head. As I fell, a hundred stars exploded above me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
I opened my eyes and tried to prop up on my left elbow, but intense jackhammering pain in the back of my head made even that a struggle. I had damaged my ribs again when I hit the ground and now each breath came with a shot of pain. I struggled to stand but nausea overcame me. I knelt back down and vomited.
After my nausea passed, I clawed my way up again and leaned against the side panel of the Land Cruiser. My vision was blurred, my body swayed, my legs would not obey my brain. Warm liquid trickled down the back of my neck and into my shirt. I reached back and touched where I’d been struck. My fingers felt a wet, golf-ball-sized lump. Knife-like pain pierced my head.
My mind cleared in stages. It was night…I was somewhere out in the country…Catron County…My God, the cabin was on fire!
“Carmen! Chato!” I called out and staggered toward the fire. The cabin’s roof collapsed with a groan, its glass windows shattered at once and released bright streamers of flame. Sparks shot up and ignited the branches of the aspen. Cries of terror from the penned animals filled the air. Anyone inside that cabin couldn’t possibly be alive.
It was out of control.
I fumbled around in my pocket for the remote key to the Cruiser, pressed a button, and turned on its headlights. They cut a swath into the darkness beyond the mesa.
Twenty yards ahead of me, at the edge of the precipice, Jason Damien, minus his Stetson, gripped Carmen’s left arm and pointed a gun at her head. She stared at me like a frightened deer. The beams of my headlights caught the steel of Damien’s gun barrel just for a moment, enough time to remind me of what I’d seen in the split second before my car crashed into that North Valley wall.
“Stay back, McKenna!” He pulled Carmen in front of him as a shield. “Hands in the air!”
“Okay. I’m staying right here.”
Damn. I’d put my gun back in the Land Cruiser’s glove compartment before our dinner. But no more than three feet separated my right arm from the driver’s side door. With the light from my vehicle in his eyes, I figured Damien couldn’t see me clearly. I cradled the remote in my hand and punched in the unlock code with my thumb. The door clicked open. I crouched, and swung the door in front of me. Then I heaved my body into the front seat. I nearly passed out from the pain in my side. I fumbled my Colt from the glove compartment, as two bullets slammed into the still-open door.
“Gabe! Save yourself!” Carmen’s voice seemed so far away.
Damien fired again. One shot took out my left headlight; a second hit the front grill. Then silence. I inched my head above the dashboard until a final blast from his gun shattered my right headlight. Carmen and Damien were now barely visible in the diminished glow of the cabin fire.
The Land Cruiser’s interior overhead light remained on. I’d make an easy target if I lifted my head any further or reached up to turn it off. I lay on the seat and waited for more shots. I listened hard, but caught only the faint sound of Carmen’s protests as Damien growled commands at her. Then their voices ebbed, leaving me with just the crackle of the cabin fire.
I took my flashlight out of the glove compartment and wriggled outside. My feet searched the darkness until they found the ground. I dared to peer from behind the open door, held the flashlight out far to my side, and clicked it on.
Carmen and Damien were gone.
The last sounds I’d heard must have been Damien as he dragged Carmen down the slope. He’d fired off five rounds by my count. If he had Carmen’s gun as well as his own, he still had plenty of firepower.
I clicked off the flashlight and crawled to the edge of the mesa. There, I again held the light away from my body, clicked it on and aimed it into the arroyo. There! I caught a glimpse of Damien halfway down the incline. He pushed Carmen ahead, turned and fired. His bullet whistled past my right ear. I painfully rolled to my left.
I fished in my pants pocket for my cellphone and dialed 911. No bars, no service, nothing. The power level read full. I was in a dead zone.
I couldn’t risk another glance over the edge. It would be total darkness down there. Damien had enough time to drag Carmen around the arroyo’s first bend. They’d be out of sight by now. I crawled back to the Cruiser and braced myself against its side. I no longer felt blood run down the back of my neck.
There was a bottle of Black Bush that I’d hidden in the rear cargo area. I dug it out and poured some of it over the back of my head. My wound burned like hell. Once the pain subsided, I hurled the bottle toward the arroyo with all my strength. It died in the sand halfway there.
I lurched back to the tent to find Carmen’s gun. I lit the lantern and scoured the interior; there was no sign of a struggle and no sign of her gun. How had Damien managed to get the drop on her? My legs wobbled and my body shivered. I ran back outside toward the edge of the arroyo, but collapsed before I got there.
One more futile attempt to get back on my feet got me nowhere. All I could do was roll onto my back and close my eyes. Wind brushed across my face.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
I opened my eyes and checked my cellphone clock: 4:42 AM. The inferno had died down and no longer warmed the air. I propped up on one elbow again. No cabin now, just a glowing pile of orange and yellow that shifted and sagged in on itself. Three charred cabin corner posts still stood. Golgotha, come to New Mexico.
A sound swelled in the darkness as I sat and stared into the embers. It grew louder and louder. Red lights flashed in the sky and increased in size. A brilliant searchlight clicked on and scanned across the mesa. I was no longer alone. I forced my arms above my head, waved at the light, and called out with as loud a voice as I could summon.
The level mesa top stretched for almost half a mile. A helicopter set down a hundred yards away and three men emerged. Two ran toward the cabin as a third approached me.
I called out as he drew near, “Who are you?”
He shone his flashlight on his own face, as if in reassurance. He wore a Cibola National Forest Service badge and a patch from the Davenport Lookout Station.
“Forest Service. You hurt bad?” He looked at the cabin and then back at me.
“I’ll live.”
“How did this fire start?”
“It was set deliberately. That’s all I know.” I struggled to get to my feet. Dizziness forced me back to the ground.
“Don’t try to move.” The ranger looked me over and checked the wound on the back of my head. “I’ll get the state police out here, and an EMT unit for you. Stay down. There’s a blanket in our chopper. I’ll be right back.”
I looked over at the cabin. With the flames replaced by scattered embers, the other two forest rangers got close to the charred ruins.
One of them lugged a chainsaw. He moved to the base of the still-smoldering aspen, looked at the tree’s top branches, and checked the wind direction. He felled the tree away from the cabin and areas of heaviest vegetation. As it thudded to the ground, sparks flew in all directions. Most fell on bare earth and died; his companion stomped out the rest.
The first ranger returned with the blanket and bundled me in it.
“I’ve radioed for help,” he said. “It won’t be long. In the meantime, tell me everything you can about this.”
I filled him in on what details I knew, but then the other rangers called him to the far side of the cabin. They struggled to clear a fire line and prevent any final sparks from spreading the blaze, a more immediate concern than hearing what I had to say.
I wrapped the blanket tighter and closed my eyes. The frightened sounds of the animals, the shouts of the rangers, and the clang of shovels filled my head.
Another chopper approached from the east and landed near the area where the first had set down. The police had arrived.
A squat, barrel-chested cop stomped over to me and identified himself as Lieutenant Robert Garza. He had the thickest neck I’d ever seen. His cheeks were so puffed out they pushed the bottoms of his eyes up far enough to give him an unwavering squint. The rest of his face knotted into a scowl that appeared to be nailed to his face.
He rubbed his hands together and turned up his jacket collar before the questions began. “What’s your name?”
“Gabriel McKenna. I own this property…what’s left of it.”
“What happened?” Garza rubbed his eyes and looked around.
I drew as deep a breath as the pain in my ribs allowed, then told him how Jason Damien had taken Carmen. I gave him a quick summary of the Ramos killings, first Ricardo and now his father, Chato. I told him how a white Ford Bronco had followed Carmen and me on our way to the cabin.
“I need to speak with Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta of the Albuquerque Police Department,” I said. “Carmen Flores is one of his officers. Damien is taking her farther away every minute. Can’t you do something?”
Garza looked at my shot-up Land Cruiser and then back at me. “Leave this to the professionals. You wait here.”
He hacked some phlegm onto the ground and then walked over and spoke to one of the other officers from his police chopper. The man hurried back to it and, within a minute, had its engine started. He lifted off, did a mid-air turn and switched on a searchlight. He scanned the arroyo and then took off in a westerly direction over the route Carmen and I had taken to the cabin.
A call came in to Garza’s police radio a short while later. He listened, frowned, scratched his neck, and then shook his head. “No. Come on back. We’ll have to rely on the roadblocks.”
 
Dawn made it easier for the police. They took prints off the Land Cruiser, bagged some spent shells, and collected other items I couldn’t see. They prowled the dry wash and the arroyo below the mesa. A second police unit flew in and dropped from my sight as it landed about three hundred yards away in the arroyo itself. They came up the rest of the way on foot, with two dogs leading the way.
Forest service rangers and cops stood in groups around the charred cabin. As the still-smoking ruins cooled, the dogs probed deeper into the rubble. Within seconds, one of the dogs barked.
“Body!” his handler shouted.
I turned away. Minutes later, two men stumbled past me with a body bag. Thin whiffs of smoke emerged from it into the dim light. Then they brought out Chato’s dog. The poor animal’s rear legs protruded from the tarp they used to carry him.
By now another helicopter landed and two paramedics—one male, one female—ran to me with their arms full. Garza called something to them as they passed him on their way toward me. I couldn’t make out what he said over the sound of the chopper.
The male paramedic reached me first and knelt beside me. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
I correctly gave my name, the date, and identified our present location. I touched the end of my nose with the tip my finger. I was indestructible. I just couldn’t stand up.
While he played Twenty Questions, a female paramedic slipped off my blanket, pulled open my coat, and cut open my shirt. She said she had to check for the “mechanism of my injury.” The wound on the back of my head had stopped bleeding.
“Level one trauma, Jeff,” she said.
A third person, maybe the pilot, joined our little group carrying a six-foot wooden board. He and the female paramedic rolled me onto my side while the other EMT checked the back of my skull. Then, they rolled me back and onto the board, strapping my chest, pelvis and legs. They put a collar around my neck to immobilize my head.
“This isn’t necessary,” I said. “I’m okay.”
“We need to play it safe,” the female EMT said. Before I could respond, she hooked me to an I.V.
Jeff turned to the third guy. “Call in to UNM hospital. They should be ready to receive in forty-five minutes.”
Lieutenant Garza, twenty yards away, motioned my EMT attendants to join him. Apparently, he again didn’t want me to hear. Then he came and bent down next to me.
“I’ve ordered all roads blocked within a forty mile radius,” Garza said. “If your estimate of the time of Damien’s departure is correct, they won’t be any farther away than that, not over this terrain.” He stood, pushed his hat back on his head, checked his watch, and lit a cigarette.
Another cop came by. Taller and much thinner than Garza, he looked young enough to still be in high school. A large scar ran across his forehead an inch above his eyebrows. It made him look terminally worried. His pistol rested in its holster, but he dangled another gun in his right hand, its barrel held by a thin pencil.
“Found this in the tent, Lieutenant.”
I raised my head as much as the collar permitted and watched Garza examine the weapon. It was a Smith & Wesson.
Then the young cop knelt down to give me a better look, as Garza asked, “Recognize this?”
“That’s Carmen’s—Officer Flores’s—gun. Damien must have surprised her in the tent while she prepared to bed down. I can’t swear that it’s hers, but it is the same make.”
Jeff the paramedic intervened. “Officer, can’t this wait? This man has head trauma.”
“A cop’s life is in danger.” Garza looked hard at the EMTs and then down at me once more. “I don’t suppose you caught the license number on Damien’s Bronco, did you?”
“As a matter of fact, we did. He followed us through The Narrows. Then I pulled to the shoulder suddenly and Carmen wrote it down as he passed us. New Mexico plates, the turquoise ones. MKL-943.”
Garza grunted something under his breath and then turned to his subordinate. “Run those plates.” He pointed at me: “You stay here.”
I was strapped to a board. Where the hell was I going to go? I shivered even though covered with the blanket.
He walked back to the nearest helicopter and stood beside it. From my low position on the ground, I could only see the top half of the pilot’s body. He handed Garza the chopper’s radio microphone. The lieutenant spoke into it, and fidgeted with the collar of his coat.
After a few minutes, Garza returned and knelt beside me. “You’re going back to Albuquerque for further medical examination and treatment. I’ve talked with Archuleta and he’s filled me in on some of the details of your situation. He’ll talk to you at the hospital after you’ve been checked out by the docs.”
“Just find Damien before he kills Carmen, okay?” The sheep, disturbed by the arrival of the helicopters, men and dogs, continued to raise holy hell in their pen. “Do something about Chato’s animals too.”
 
We set down on the rooftop helipad of the University of New Mexico hospital. E.R. personnel transferred me from the backboard to a gurney. They whisked me inside to the emergency room, unstrapped me, and asked me to sign some papers. A medic asked if I needed anything for my pain. I told him what I wanted, but the bar was closed. I settled for a couple Tylenols.
For the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, I was poked, prodded, monitored for heartbeat, respiration, temperature, and oxygen level, and generally intruded upon. Both of my CT scans were normal, or close enough. By evening, I was on my feet and looking for the closest exit. The medical staff insisted that I remain at least one more day.
Sleep didn’t come easily that next night, but not because of the pain. I had too much on my mind.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
April 15
 
The wall clock in the hospital conference room said it was high noon. Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta and I, armed with cardboard cups of coffee, sat on opposite sides of a rectangular wooden table.
This cop wasn’t what I expected. A few inches short of six feet, and perhaps fifty years old, his was a wiry build that barely filled his tailored brown suit. The baldpate of his oversized head shone above a fringe of short gray hair and reflected the fluorescent ceiling light. Tortoise shell half-glasses rested on the end of his prominent nose and curled behind protuberant ears. He sized me up with the most intelligent eyes I’d ever seen.
He stirred his coffee with his left hand. A scar ran from the crook of the thumb and forefinger up to his wrist, where it disappeared under a white shirt cuff.
One cautious sip of his coffee and the questions began. “Tired of New Mexico yet?”
I shook my head.
“Professor, why are people trying to kill you?”
I turned up my palms and shrugged.
“Could it be the gold?” He leaned forward.
Damn. What had Carmen told him?
He pulled out a pack of Camels and tapped the end of one softly on the top of the table. “Mind if I smoke?” He struck a match before I could answer, lit up, and shook out the flame. He tossed the spent match into a wastebasket against the wall, just under a “No Smoking” sign. A lungful of exhaled smoke filled the air before he sat back in his chair. “You have any idea where this gold is?”
“No. And I don’t see any reason why it’s your business, with all due respect.”
Archuleta blew another plume in my general direction. “I’m looking for possible motives.” He leaned forward. “This isn’t just about you, Professor.”
“You’re right. Sorry.”
“Three people have been killed. From where I sit, you’re the point of convergence.”
“Lieutenant…” I began.
“Call me Sam. You’re going to see a lot of me until this mess gets cleaned up.”
“Okay, Sam,” I said. “About that gold. I have no idea if it exists or where it could possibly be.”
“That all you’re willing to tell me?”
“Look, let’s quit wasting time. Have you found Carmen—Officer Flores—yet?”
“Not yet. We will. What was she doing out in Catron County with you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. Why was she out there?”
“You ought to know. You put her on the Ramos case.”
The door opened. A square-shouldered, silver-haired nurse entered and scowled at Archuleta. “Lieutenant, you either put that cigarette out, or I’ll have you put out. This isn’t the first time you’ve been told.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He snubbed out his cigarette on the edge of the table and dropped it into his coffee cup.
She held out her hand.
Archuleta sighed, reached into the breast pocket of his suit coat, and handed her his pack of Camels. The nurse held it like a piece of medical waste, pinched between her right thumb and forefinger as she left the room.
“Tobacco Nazi.” The lieutenant waited about five seconds before he pulled a fresh pack from the left hip pocket of his suit coat. He unwrapped it and tossed the cellophane into the wastebasket, then stashed the new pack in his breast pocket.
“For the record, Professor, it wasn’t my idea to put Officer Flores on your case. She insisted. Nagged me for days, in fact. Flores has little or no experience in criminal investigation. She’s traffic detail, special events, or works at the precinct. If we weren’t shorthanded right now, that’s where she would have stayed. Officer Flores told me she was a close friend of yours and asked to help. I instructed her to keep me informed if she learned anything from you. It was all very unofficial.”
I tried to think of a reason why Carmen might have misled me. Perhaps I had misunderstood her. “I don’t get it.”
“Maybe she’s got a personal interest? I notice you’re not wearing a wedding ring. You’re showing a band of pale skin around your ring finger. Recently divorced?”
“Widowed.” I didn’t care to share anything more about Holly, my past, or my private life. “Anyway, Carmen is married.”
“If that’s what you want to call it. Her husband moved out on her a couple of years ago. Split for California, I think. At least he left her their house up in the Northeast Heights. I dropped her off once. Nice place.”
“What are you talking about? She’s my next-door neighbor in the North Valley.”
“She must have moved.” Archuleta took the fresh pack from his pocket, pulled out a cigarette, and caressed it between his fingers. “Anyway, let’s put that aside for now. You have another problem.”
“What?”
The lieutenant looked toward the door, listening. He broke the unlit cigarette in two, and flipped it into the wastebasket. “Ten o’clock last night the alarm at your house went off. Your security company called in the alert. Our first officer on the scene found a jimmied window.”
“That all?”
“No. There was one pissed-off cat in your library.” He half-smiled. “You aren’t hiding any gold there, are you?”
“Of course not. But I think I know what they might have been after.”
“Oh?”
“Documents from James A. McKenna, my great-grand uncle. His Will, some letters he wrote to his niece, my great-aunt Nellie, and a hand-written journal about his prospecting days. Whoever broke in wouldn’t have found them. I locked everything in a safe deposit box at my bank late last week.”
“Who knows about all this stuff?” Archuleta’s eyes fixed on me.
“Other than me? Just Carmen—Officer Flores—and most likely the law firm that handled James McKenna’s estate back in 1941. They’d know about his Will, at least. Aunt Nellie’s lawyers might know some of it. I can’t say for sure. And if he’s still alive, there’s the person who witnessed the original signing of James McKenna’s Will back in 1935.” I paused and stared at him. “A guy named Archuleta, as I recall.”
“You don’t say?” He didn’t even blink.
“Emilio Archuleta. Ring any bells?”
“Can’t say that it does. My family is all over the place. That it?”
“No. There’s one more. A friend of mine, Curtis Jester, owner of C.J.’s Barbeque.”
“Jester? How do you know him?”
I told the lieutenant of my past as an amateur boxer, that I’d trained with C.J. and fought him once in the ring. I explained how we’d renewed our friendship when I dropped into his restaurant after noticing his name above the front door.
Archuleta scribbled in a little notebook before he looked up at me. “When was the last time you saw or spoke with Jester?”
“Couple of days ago. We had a drink together.”
I fidgeted in my chair. I’d told Archuleta more than I originally wanted to. I left out any mention of the phone calls C.J. and I received prior to the gazebo bombing. There might come a time to go into all of that. But not now.
Three short raps on the doorframe announced the return of our anti-smoking nurse. She gave Archuleta a look that made him hold his empty hands up to protest his innocence.
“Much better, Lieutenant.” She turned to me. “Your doctors have cleared you for discharge, Mr. McKenna. You can fill your prescription for painkillers at our pharmacy on the first floor.”
She extended a hand toward Archuleta. “Let me have those cigarettes in your pocket.”
He smiled. “You got a search warrant?”
She grunted something I didn’t catch, pivoted, and marched out of the room.
“I’ll drive you home,” Archuleta said, more as an order than a friendly gesture. He stood to indicate our interview was over.
“That won’t be necessary, Lieutenant. I can call a cab.”
I must have looked less than enthused. “Humor me,” he said.
 
I sat up front in his car. The ashtray was open. Butts overflowed onto the floor. The vehicle smelled like a tobacconist’s shop after floodwaters had receded. The notion of a hot shower entered my mind.
We didn’t talk much on the way home. I thought of Carmen and everything Archuleta had told me about her. Nothing added up: her marriage, the disappearance of her husband, how she’d finagled her way onto my case, even the feelings between us.
Sam pulled up behind a squad car in my driveway. A young officer sprang from the rocking chair on my porch as we came up the walk.
“You can go back to work on your tan as soon as we leave, Peralta.” Archuleta and I stepped onto the front porch. “This is Professor McKenna. He lives here. If you disturb him, it’d better be important.”
“Yessir.”
I unlocked the door and waved the lieutenant in ahead of me. A quick check of the alarm box showed it had been tripped and reset. “Which window was damaged in yesterday’s break-in?” I asked.
“Around the side.” He pointed to his left.
The library window again.
I examined the window from inside. Its glass was intact, but the casement showed damage along its bottom and both sides. Perhaps a crowbar had been used. The window had been lifted only far enough to trip the alarm. My security system had paid its first dividend.
“Check to see if anything is missing, or out of place,” Sam said. “See if anything was left behind that isn’t yours.”
“I don’t think they even got inside.”
“Maybe not. Or maybe they didn’t lower the window all the way on their way out. Check anyway.” He stubbed his foot against the antique cuspidor on the floor next to my desk and took that as an invitation to light up. I tried to lift the window higher and let some fresh air into the room. It wouldn’t budge.
“Lieutenant, can you do me a favor?”
He frowned. “I doubt it. And it’s Sam, remember?”
“I want to check out some things. Online things. Arrest records and court records are public, that’s no problem. But I want access to more prison and police records. Can you get me entrée to that kind of data? I know it’s a lot to ask. If you’ll give me a chance—”
“No.” He took another puff on his Camel. “I have to admit, Professor, you’ve got a brass pair.” He looked at his watch and then pointed to the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. “You better get that thing fixed too,” he said. “You’re two minutes slow.”
“I’ll try to remember that.”
Sam gave me a nod, walked to the front door and opened it. He flicked his half-smoked cigarette onto the pathway and crushed it as he walked past. I followed and stepped on it just to make sure.
Before he settled into his car, Sam shook my hand. “Professor, you need to slow down. Get some rest. Do whatever retired professors do—write a book, whatever. Leave the police work to us. I’ll keep in touch.”
After he drove away, I walked back up the driveway and kicked the gravel. A headache was on its way.
The young cop on the porch came up to me as I approached. “Any word on Officer Flores yet?” He sounded quite concerned.
“You’d have to ask Lieutenant Archuleta.”
“I hope she’s all right.”
“You and Officer Flores close?”
He shook his head a little too forcefully, like he’d said too much. His tan turned a shade of red. “We’ve worked together a lot.”
On traffic duty, no doubt.
“If you need anything, I’ll be here until I get relieved at six-thirty.” He tipped his cap and stepped back to clear my path.
“Am I under surveillance?”
“No sir,” Peralta said. “We’re just watching the house, 24/7.”
“For how long?”
He shrugged and adjusted his sunglasses.
I stepped past him and entered the house. I washed down a painkiller at the kitchen sink. I filled the cat’s water and food bowls and then realized I’d had nothing to eat since Carmen and I shared a couple of lousy sandwiches in the Land Cruiser. The only thing in my refrigerator was half a bag of English muffins and a stick of butter.
The doorbell rang.
Now what do the cops want? I stomped to the door and opened it. A teenage delivery boy held out a familiar red, white and blue paper bag. “Your dinner,” he said, “compliments of C.J.’s.”
Angels assume many forms. I took out my wallet and gave him a twenty. “Thank your boss for me.”
My first real meal in two days—pulled pork, a half-rack of baby backs, an ear of corn, and biscuits—disappeared faster than whiskey at an Irish wake. And a metal fork, no less. I phoned C.J.
“No problem, Gabe, happy to do it.”
“How did you know I was home?”
“Man, it’s been all over the news—the fire, the dead bodies, and your missing cop friend. I called the hospital and they told me you’d been discharged. Drove by your house. You got a cop car in your driveway.”
“My house is under police protection.”
“Don’t do hospitals or cops. I sent the kid.”
“It was great, just what I needed. Thanks.”
“When can we get together?”
“Give me a day or two. I’ll call you and we can meet somewhere.”
“Solid. And Gabe…”
“What?”
“Don’t lose that fork. Charmaine doesn’t know I took it.”
 
My bottle of Black Bush stood on the far side of the library desk, the only bottle left after I’d poured the other fifth down the back of my neck at the cabin. A terrible waste.
The glass in my right hand didn’t stay empty for long. Otis lay under the desk lamp with his eyes closed. The cherry wood grandfather clock in the corner chimed nine times, reminding me that time has a way of running out.
They had me on some big time painkillers, so I had to be careful with the whiskey. I leaned back in the desk chair, put my feet up, and slow-sipped my way through a review of the past two weeks.
Still more questions than answers.
One thing was clear: what little I did know pointed to the law firm of Chavez, Lujan, Vigil and, most especially, O’Connor. Only they had known in advance about my trip to Albuquerque.
I poured a bit more whiskey into my glass and thought about Carmen, too.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
April 16
 
Sunlight spilled through the library window. My headache had company now—sharp pain across my brow had teamed up with a lower back that barked like a Doberman in a junkyard. I’d slept in my clothes. I needed a shave, a hot shower, and another painkiller.
Otis lay asleep beneath the desk lamp, next to my fifth of Black Bush. Somehow, the bottle was two-thirds empty. A thin, golden glaze covered the bottom of my nearby glass.
A single sheet of paper sat on the desk. I’d made a list, numbered one through twelve, under the heading Twelve Steps to Getting Out of This Mess. Interesting reading. I stopped by the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine on my way to the shower.
After my first shave in three days, I did as much stretching as my aching ribs and back permitted. I put on my sweats and running shoes and poured a cup of coffee. Back at my desk, I checked off the first of my twelve steps: Online Research. Before the computer finished booting up, my doorbell rang.
Archuleta held out a hand, the one without the unlit cigarette. I shook it. “Come on in, Sam. What a pleasant surprise.”
“It’s too early for sarcasm, Professor. Besides, you might be interested in what I have to tell you.”
“You found Carmen?”
“Not yet. But I did give some thought to your request and ran it by my boss. We’ll go part way for you, but only until we locate Officer Flores. You want to check court and criminal records? Do it online and on your own time. Send everything you find to my office for evaluation.”
“Go on.”
“I mean everything.” The unlit cigarette slipped from his hand and fell to the floor. “No freelancing, no amateur sleuthing. Don’t misrepresent yourself to anyone as working for the A.P.D.”
“Why this change of heart, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“My department is over-extended. So snoop around online all you want. You turn up anything relevant, it comes to me, and you let my office sift through it. We’ll decide what we can use.”
I thought Sam might have forgotten about his cigarette, but he stooped down and grabbed it. He lit up and paced back and forth, his free hand in constant, waving motion.
“I’m taking a chance on you, Professor. A.P.D. is stretched thin these days. There’s been a rash of killings, plus that bombing in Old Town—you hear about that?”
I nodded.
“The commissioner is riding my ass. Too many open cases.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Don’t let me down or try anything foolish, or you’ll have one more guy to worry about.”
“I won’t let you down.”
“I’m assuming you have internet access?”
“Hi-speed broadband. Why?”
“I had an account and folder set up for you on our network. When you have something to pass along, you log in and upload it all to your folder. You won’t have access to any police files. What you’re looking for is out there somewhere. Find it and send it to me. Here’s your log-in info.”
He handed me a three-by-five index card. I checked both sides. “Funny guy.”
“Something wrong?” He blew a cloud of smoke my way.
“Noseyprofessor1?”
“Full disclosure, McKenna—once you log in, you’ll be on a monitored network. My office can even see what’s on your hard drive.”
“Working for the Feds now?”
“Can it. Your computer will be key-logged while you’re on our network. If you print something, we’ll know about that too. Just turn over everything you find that might be connected to these murders. All printed information, file copies, newspaper accounts, blog entries. No porn. I’ll be grateful for any help you can provide.”
I walked him back to the front door. “Glad to help in any way I can. You won’t regret this.”
Archuleta pointed one finger at me. “Make sure I don’t.” He turned and left.
I suspected his “offer” might be a clumsy attempt by the A.P.D. to keep tabs on me. Given my circumstances, I figured to give it a try anyway.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
I poured a fresh cup of coffee and returned to the library as another phone call came in.
“Jack Case, Professor. Your Hudson will be ready early this afternoon.”
“Great! How’d you do it so fast?”
“I heard what happened to you and that lady cop. Figured it might cheer you up to get your car back earlier, so I moved you to the front of my line. It’ll be ready in a few hours. I’ll drive her over.”
“Thanks, Jack.”
The index card from Archuleta lay on the desktop. I typed in the web address he’d provided and bookmarked the site once it appeared on my screen. I could almost hear the Lieutenant laugh as I entered my username and the password and imagined alarm bells ringing down at headquarters. I located the folder they’d created for me, left a dummy text file, and logged out for now. I hoped to drop in over the next few days with useful information.
I opened a search engine and typed “Jason Damien.” Within an hour I’d made measurable progress.
Damien had an extensive police record. I opened a blank Word document and started to compile a portrait of a young man gone bad:
 
Jason Damien
 
– born 8/12/78 in Albuquerque, NM
 
Juvenile Record:
 
– arrested robbery 6/8/94 
– arrested burglary 9/12/95 & 4/5/96
– arrested aggravated assault 7/31/95
– remanded to Bernalillo County Juvenile Detention Center in 1994 and 1995 
– treated at BCJDC Mental Health Clinic 6/96
 
Adult Record:
 
– arrested 2nd degree murder 11/12/96 – for homicide death of Victor Martinez
– convicted 5/11/97 – sentenced to 240 months, commencing 5/11/97
– escaped from NM State Penitentiary 12/26/07 
– present whereabouts unknown
– currently sought for questioning in the deaths of Ricardo Ramos, Millie Singleton, and Chato Ramos
 
Other facts:
 
– parents deceased 
– one sibling (Beryl @ 24-25 yrs.)
 
Damien wasn’t a parolee. He was a fugitive. How could Carmen have been so wrong? Had she misled me on purpose?
My next online stop was the Bernalillo County Court Records website. The summary of Damien’s 1997 murder trial made for interesting reading, especially the testimony from the arresting officer and eyewitness accounts of the bar fight and subsequent shooting. Defense witnesses related Damien’s hardships as a youth. His kid sister testified that Damien had taken care of her after a drunk driver killed their parents two years before.
I sat up straight—Damien’s legal counsel had been Richard O’Connor, Esq.
I dialed the law firm, expecting Rebecca Turner to answer.
“Mr. O’Connor isn’t taking phone calls right now,” said an unfamiliar female voice. “May I take a message? Whom shall I say has called?”
I ignored her questions. “Let me speak to Rebecca Turner.”
“I’m sorry. Ms. Turner isn’t in today.”
I hung up and rummaged in the center desk drawer for Rebecca’s business card, the one with her home phone number on the back. I dialed it.
“Hello?”
“Hello Rebecca, it’s Gabe McKenna.”
Silence.
“Are you there?”
“Yes.” She muffled a cough.
“I need to see you right away.”
“I’m not feeling well, Professor.”
“Rebecca, it’s important that I speak with you today. In person. It’s a matter of life or death.”
“You’ll have to come over here.” She gave me her home address.
“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“No. Four o’clock,” she said. “I can’t see you until four o’clock.”
It was one-fifteen. “Okay, see you then.”
I placed a call to Gallego’s Car Rental on Fourth Street and asked them to send me an SUV until the cops released my Land Cruiser. I offered a hundred dollar bonus if they’d get it to me within two hours. The car arrived in thirty minutes and they parked it in the carport.
I returned to the kitchen to refresh my coffee. A sweet sounding car horn drew me to the window. Jack Case climbed out of the Hudson.
I walked outside to greet him as a pickup truck touting Case Classic Cars pulled into my driveway. I was up to my ass in motor vehicles.
The Hudson sparkled. “She’s beautiful, Jack. Thanks.”
“New wiring, belts and hoses. We fixed all the rodent damage.” He squinted at me from behind his black-rimmed glasses. “Washed, waxed, tuned, new fluids; tires inflated to spec. Even new wiper blades. Here’s my bill.”
Eight hundred dollars, entirely reasonable. With my Land Cruiser impounded, riddled with bullet holes and out of commission until the kidnapping was solved, I appreciated these wheels.
“I’ll be right back.” I walked inside and came out with a signed check that I swapped for the keys Jack gripped in his hand. He patted the rear fender of the Hudson, pulled a clean chamois cloth out of his back pocket, and wiped away the slight smudge his hand had made. My car elicited a final, longing glance before Case climbed into his pickup and drove away.
I moved the SUV out of the carport, and then got into the Hudson and turned the ignition. She purred her way into the parking spot, safely out of the sun. I returned to the house and my investigations.
My final online search was for Millie Singleton. I’d seen her on Ybarra Place and more recently in the Cibola County morgue, but wanted to check her background. She’d done time twice at the New Mexico Women’s Correctional Facility, from 1988 to 1990 for aggravated assault, and from 1992 to 1998 for meth distribution. Just like Carmen said. They’d released her for good behavior after she’d served two-thirds of her second sentence. She had no arrest record since 1996. I hoped to find Richard O’Connor connected to her cases. He wasn’t, but her arresting officer in 1992 was a surprise: a young police sergeant named Sam Archuleta.
After her conviction at the meth trial, Millie Singleton was remanded to the custody of an officer from the Women’s Correctional Center on August 6, 1992. The receiving officer’s signature was smudged. I increased my screen magnification and struggled to make it out until my head ached. When it finally became legible, the hair on the back of my neck bristled.
I gazed into the bottom of my empty glass and then hurled it against a wall. Otis leapt off the desk and disappeared.
All kinds of crazy thoughts went through my mind as I escaped to the bedroom, threw off my clothes, and took another shower. By the time I’d dressed and stepped out my rear kitchen door, the air was oppressively hot.
A roadrunner perched on the waist-high wall between Carmen’s backyard and mine. I approached within a few feet before he jumped over the wall and scurried toward her house. Yellow crime scene tape stretched across her broken back door. The cops must have been all over the place once they learned of their fellow officer’s disappearance.
I rolled across the wall, careful to protect my ribs. Her back door sagged a couple of inches off its frame. I leaned my full weight against it. Two steps and I stood inside her kitchen.
A thin layer of dust coated the countertop. The refrigerator held a sealed gallon of milk, a tub of margarine, and a plastic bag of soft tacos. Nothing else. The bags Carmen lifted from the trunk of her car on Friday had contained something other than groceries.
I crept into her bedroom. The closet stood open, half-filled with dresses, A.P.D. uniforms, and an ocean of shoes. No men’s clothing. Only women’s toiletries in the master bathroom. Archuleta got it right about the bust-up of her marriage.
The room was neat, except for her unmade bed. No loose change on the dresser, all the drawers were orderly. I ran my hands through some lacy lingerie.
Heavy, drawn drapes kept this room darker than the kitchen. No wall art, no santos. I felt sadness here. It seemed a good place to cry.
A ten-minute search of the rest of her house revealed little. No photos anywhere, nor any record of her past. Perhaps there was little she cared to remember.
A clock in her living room chimed the half hour. Just enough time to get to Rebecca Turner’s place by four.
I retraced my path through the kitchen and noticed something I’d missed on my way in. An answering machine sat on the far end of the countertop. It was unplugged.
A veneer of fine dust, like that on the counter, covered the machine. Why hadn’t the police checked it for prints? I plugged the cord into a wall outlet. The machine beeped. Its red light blinked.
The scrolling LED listed one message, time stamped 9:45 a.m. on Saturday, about ninety minutes after we’d left for Catron County. I pressed ‘Play.’
An angry voice that I didn’t recognize spoke quickly: “Already gone? Well…look, if you do get this message, don’t forget to do what you’ve been told.”
I replayed the message in my head all way to Rebecca Turner’s place.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Huning Highlands is a neighborhood of once-stately Victorian homes just south of Central. The lofty elm trees that lined both sides of Rebecca Turner’s street transported me to an earlier time, as I drove down the center aisle of a great green cathedral. My ‘48 Hudson could have been the current year’s model here.
Many of the buildings were subdivided into rental units, with two or three house numbers out front. I parked outside 221-B, trudged up thirteen steps, and stood on the landing outside her second floor door. I had to knock three times before she opened it.
“Professor. Come in.”
I’d only seen Rebecca in professional apparel. Today she wore a skin-tight, pink tank top. It barely contained her breasts and revealed a flat midriff. Her legs were those of a lingerie model and stretched from shimmering pink shorts down to bare feet.
But bruises spoiled her wrists and forearms, and for the first time I noticed a light, greenish-purple discoloration that ringed her neck. Untamed blonde hair hung down over one eye. Her right hand brushed it aside, but it fell back like a petulant child.
I couldn’t ignore her puffy, bloodshot eyes. “Have you been crying?”
“Allergies. I get them every spring.” She pulled a tissue from a pocket in her shorts and blew her nose, as if to prove the point.
I didn’t buy it.
Rebecca stepped back and waved me into her apartment. Dark gray drapes covered the living room windows. The décor was neutral, even a bit bland: a small, flat-screen television, one tan upholstered chair with matching ottoman, and an oversized, faded green couch that looked like it might double as a guest bed. An open bag of potato chips sat on the sofa, a can of diet soda rested next to a TV remote atop a folding tray table. The television was on. Its sound was muted.
I settled into the chair. Rebecca plopped down on the farthest end of the couch, brought her knees up under her chin, curled her arms around them, and stared at the bag of chips.
“I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
She didn’t answer.
“Is that okay?” I asked.
“I guess so.”
“How long have you worked for the law firm?”
“Almost five years. Why?” She reached for the diet soda and tipped it up for a sip. Then she put it back on the tray table.
“Has Richard O’Connor worked there all that time?”
She shifted around on her couch like she couldn’t get comfortable. “Sure. He got me my job.”
“What did you do before?”
“I was a waitress.” Her back stiffened. “Why does that matter? Why all these questions? Go away. Leave me alone.”
I leaned toward her. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Miss Damien. That is your name, isn’t it? Beryl Damien? Jason’s little sister?”
She gasped. Her eyes widened and grew moist. She flung herself down on the couch, crushing the bag of chips with her body. Then she buried her face in an ugly green pillow. Her muffled sobs soon filled the room.
“I came here to help you. Believe me.” I reached out toward her shoulder but thought better of it and pulled my hand back.
She lifted her head only slightly from the pillow to look over at me. “I won’t go to jail!”
“Beryl, if you help me, I won’t tell the police. But Ricardo Ramos, Millie Singleton, and Chato Ramos have been murdered. Carmen Flores may be dead as well. I know this must be hard for you, but you don’t want more people to die, do you?”
She sat up and sniffled. I unfolded my handkerchief and gave it to her. She used it to wipe her eyes and blow her nose. Then she balled it up and tossed it on the tray table. She said nothing.
We sat there, mute for a few moments. Each tick of her mantelpiece clock rattled in my ears. The Channel 13 early local news came on the silent TV. A photo of Carmen suddenly filled the screen. I grabbed the remote and restored the sound:
“. . . is still missing as the search continues into its second day. Officer Flores is believed to be held by Jason Damien, wanted for questioning in the deaths of three people. Damien has eluded law enforcement since escaping from the New Mexico State Penitentiary nearly six years ago . . .”
Damien’s mug shot replaced Carmen’s face.
“He is considered armed and dangerous. Anyone with information about him should contact the police. In other local news . . .”
I switched off the television. Beryl’s tears hadn’t stopped. “Please, believe me, Professor.” She choked out each word. “I didn’t think it would go this far. I didn’t know Jason would kill anyone. Richard—Mr. O’Connor—told me no one would get hurt. I’m so, so sorry.”
I walked to her kitchen and returned with a tall glass of water. I passed it to her and sat on the couch beside her.
“I want the whole story and I want you to start from the beginning.”
“How did you know?” she said.
“That you were Jason’s sister? An educated guess. I checked his court record and saw he had a younger sister named Beryl, six years old at the time of his trial. She’d be about your age now. The record also said Jason’s attorney was Richard O’Connor. So when you told me he got you your job, it all fit. Why the name change to Rebecca Turner?”
“That was Richard’s idea. He knew I loved old movies, just like his mother. He named me after her favorite film, Rebecca. He said I reminded him of Lana Turner, that I was beautiful, just like her. He also didn’t want anyone to know I was Jason’s sister, especially the other partners at the firm.”
“Is O’Connor more than a boss to you?”
She took a long, slow drink of the water. “When Jason escaped from jail, I was only sixteen. He asked me to help him hide out. There was this rundown cabin we both knew about. In the middle of nowhere, west of Cedarvale down in Torrance County.”
“Go on,” I prompted her.
“I lied to the police. Told them I hadn’t seen Jason and he hadn’t tried to contact me. I took him food and water every week. I helped him in other ways, too; did his laundry, stuff like that. I don’t know how Richard found out where my brother was. Maybe Jason contacted him. Neither of them ever told me.”
“Was this the first time you met O’Connor?”
“No. He was Jason’s lawyer at his murder trial ten years before. That’s the first time I met Richard. He coached me on what to say on the witness stand. I was six-and-a-half-years old.”
“When did you next see him?”
“I met Richard one day out at the cabin. I didn’t recognize him without his beard. He told me who he was and warned me that as an officer of the court, he was legally obligated to report what I’d done.”
“Did he?”
“No. He promised not to report me if I let him take care of me. Richard said he’d get me a better job. He said he’d protect me. And he has, in exchange for the sex . . .”
“How old were you when this started?”
“Our first time was two days before my seventeenth birthday.”
I swallowed hard. “That’s statutory rape.”
“But I let him.”
“Doesn’t matter. Has he ever harmed you?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Yes, you do.”
She shifted on the couch and again drew her knees up to her chest.
“Beryl—”
“Please call me Rebecca.” She looked at her feet.
“Rebecca, the first day I met you, I saw bruises and scratches on your arms. That was two weeks ago. They should have healed. Now you’ve got fresh bruises in the same places, and those marks around your neck…”
“I’m Richard’s little girl. That’s what he calls me. We play these games that he makes up. He has friends who sometimes join us.”
My stomach churned. “I’ll help you put an end to that, if you want.”
“But Richard has a terrible temper. He wouldn’t like that.”
“It’s not his decision. It’s yours.”
“Can you really keep him away from me?”
“I can. But I’ll need your help.” We had to move quickly. If O’Connor had her place watched, or had me tailed, we were already in grave danger.
“What do you want me to do?”
“Go in to work tomorrow. Act like everything is normal. I’ll call O’Connor first thing. Tell him I want to come in and discuss a few things about Aunt Nellie’s estate. When I leave his office, I’ll need you to make just one phone call for me. Can you do that?”
She hesitated for a moment. “Yes.”
“I’m not going to lie to you, Rebecca. There’s danger in this for both of us. But if you want to break free…”
She looked at me at last. “I’ll do it.”
I tried to reassure her with a smile. Then I left. Before I started up the Hudson, I called C.J to ask yet another favor. He had to shout over the restaurant noise before I could hear him.
“Been worried about you, Gabe. What’s up?”
“I need your help.”
“Anything.”
“Okay if I stop by? It’ll only take a minute, but it’s too complicated to explain over the phone. I’ll be there in ten, okay?”
“You’re on.”
When I pulled up in front of the restaurant, C.J. was standing outside the front door with a white take-out bag in his hand. He walked over to my car. I rolled the window down, but left the motor running.
“Thought you might like some ribs.” He handed the bag to me. “You look like you’ve been to hell and back.”
“I have. Got a piece of paper on you?”
C.J. fiddled in his pocket and handed me one of his business cards. “This big enough? It’s all I have on me.”
“It’ll do.” I flipped it over, copied down three phone numbers from my cellphone directory, and handed the card back. “The first number is my cell. Starting at noon tomorrow, call me every hour on the hour. If I don’t answer, call the second number.”
“Who’s that?”
“Detective Lieutenant Sam Archuleta of the A.P.D.”
“A cop? You want me to call the cops?” C.J. shook his head.
“If you can’t reach me, I’m either in trouble or I’m dead.”
His eyes widened. “Okay. What am I supposed to tell this cop?”
“Have him call the third number on the bottom. That’s a GPS service that I run on my cellphone. They’ll be able to tell Sam where I am, or at least where my phone is. Then tell Archuleta he needs to go to the law office of Richard O’Connor. If a young woman named Rebecca Turner is there, he should take her into protective custody.”
C.J. backed away. “Just like that? You think a cop’s gonna do what I say just like that?”
“Archuleta will. Tell him I’ll explain everything if I’m still alive.”
“Gabe. Cops and lawyers, I dunno. Sounds like you got a death wish.”
“Maybe I have.”
I revved my engine and checked the side mirror before turning north onto Fourth. C.J. stared after me, hands on hips, his mouth open.
Five minutes later, I waved to the cop parked on the street outside my house and pulled into the carport. Archuleta called before my feet touched the gravel. No wisecracks this time.
“We found Jason Damien’s Ford Bronco this afternoon. Abandoned just outside of Grants.”
“So you don’t know where he and Carmen are and don’t know what he’s driving? Wonderful.” I shook my head.
“It gets worse. We found a pair of women’s jeans in the car.”
I felt my heart race.
“Don’t obsess about it,” Sam said. “We’ll get him. It’s just a matter of time.”
“Carmen may have run out of time.” My jaw tightened. “Listen, Sam. Tomorrow I’m going to flush a big bird out of the weeds.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’ll tell you when it’s over. I’ve had a long day and now I need some sleep.”
“Just don’t do anything stupid, Professor.” He hung up before I could say goodbye.
 
The plan in my head was a long shot. I didn’t care. I’d had enough of being robbed, bombed and shot at. I was fed up with all the lies and deceptions. I was tired of being fucked around.
I stomped into the house, took a long hot shower, and poured some food into Otis’s bowl. Passing on my usual Black Bush nightcap, I lay in bed with my loaded .38 under my pillow.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
April 17
 
My right eye opened. Otis, my furry black alarm clock, had his claws buried into my pillow half-an-inch from my face. I rolled on my back and stared at the ceiling.
I had to go through with this. Too many scores to settle. The cops were doing their best, but so far it wasn’t good enough. This was no time for me to sit idly by.
My shower was hot and my breakfast light. I reviewed my plan one more time over a cup of black coffee.
Yes, it had to be done. I filled my silver flask with whiskey and took a generous swallow from the bottle for good measure. Then I slid my .38 into the pocket of my jacket and locked up the house.
Heavy morning traffic slowed my way downtown. I lucked into a parking spot right across from the Baca Building—a ten-story glass and chrome monolith of little warmth and even less charm. The first time I’d visited Richard O’Connor’s office, I walked out with Aunt Nellie’s millions. Today, I wanted to walk out alive.
I hadn’t been cleared to carry concealed. That meant my .38 violated the law. It wouldn’t matter after today. I took a healthy swig from my flask, set it on the front seat, and floated across the street.
I entered the elevator with a sullen Mexican boy and an elderly, bent-over woman. She tossed hushed Spanish rebukes at the lad all the way to the fifth floor, where she then dragged him out by his arm. Three floors later, I stepped into the sterile marble foyer of Chavez, Lujan, Vigil, and the guy I wanted to see. Rebecca smiled at me from her desk, but before she could finish saying, “Can I help you?” I sped past her and headed straight into O’Connor’s office.
Since I’d called ahead, he was expecting me. “Good morning, Professor. What is it about your aunt’s estate that you wish to discuss?”
I had the urge to leap across his desk and smack him, but instead took the chair opposite him and unzipped my jacket. I slid out my .38 and aimed it right between his eyes. His smile never wavered.
“I want Carmen. You know where she is.”
He moved to get up.
“Stop.” I motioned him down with my gun.
“Easy, McKenna.” He settled back into his seat. “I don’t know what kind of game this is—”
“Let’s call it ‘Treasure Hunt.’ You want gold. I want a certain lady.”
“Cut the detective crap, Professor.” O’Connor’s smile disappeared. “I don’t have time for this.”
“Wrong.” I moved the barrel of my Colt down to aim at his mouth. “You have exactly ten seconds. If I have to blow you to hell, I’ll be the happiest man in the world.”
He blinked and raised a hand. “Okay. Okay. I’ll make you a deal.”
“I didn’t come here to deal.”
“Of course you did.” He looked at my jacket. “You’re not wired, are you?”
“What?” I hadn’t even thought of it. “No, no wire. Just me and the gun.”
O’Connor took a deep breath and leaned forward. He studied my face. “Suppose I do know where your friend Carmen is? Kill me and you’ll sign her death warrant. Yours too, I’m afraid. But…Professor, if you tell me where all that gold is, I can have Officer Flores delivered to your front door. Unharmed. Noon tomorrow.” He leaned his six–and-a-half feet back against his chair, and examined his cuticles.
My arm was starting to ache. I shifted the gun to my left hand. “You must think I’m a fool.”
“There’s no doubt in my mind. You barge into my office in broad daylight, pull a gun on me, fill the air with wild accusations, and threaten my life. Have you been drinking?”
I gripped my gun with both hands and said nothing.
O’Connor shook his head. The smile returned. “Professor, when will you ever learn? I could have had you killed any time I wanted. But you possess something of mine. I want it back. That’s all.”
I faked some bravado. “Did Chato and Ricardo have something you wanted?” I leaned toward his desk. “There’s something you need to learn, O’Connor.”
“What’s that?”
“Your life is in my hands now.” I squeezed the handle of my .38 to keep it square on his smile.
But his smile never wavered. I expected another salvo of bullshit. Instead, he surprised me. “You win. I’ll have Flores returned unharmed by noon tomorrow. Then you tell me where the gold is. No cops, no tricks. Deal?”
I knew his offer was too good to be true. I also knew if I pulled the trigger, I’d never get to Carmen. “Okay. But O’Connor—”
“What?”
“Cross me and you’ll die.” I stood.
He raised both arms, as if to say “Who?
Me?”
I backed my way to the door and checked him one last time.
He remained in his seat, the smile frozen on his face. I slipped my gun into my jacket pocket and stepped into the lobby. Rebecca gave me the slightest nod as I hurried past her to the elevator.
 
I had a clear view of both the front door and the driveway of the Baca Building from my SUV. I started up the engine and waited. My phone rang less than a minute later. Caller ID said it was the law office I’d just left.
“Yes?”
“He just got into the elevator,” Rebecca said. She’d held up her end of our deal.
A swallow of whiskey went down before O’Connor’s Lexus barreled out of the driveway, turned onto Gold, and sped west toward the expressway. I gave him a one-block head start and pulled out to follow. He took I-25 a short distance north to I-40 and then continued west toward Grants. He was playing it the way I hoped he would.
Sixty miles to Grants. Traffic was light, more trucks than cars. I hung back about a quarter mile. He never exceeded the speed limit.
Thirty miles along, my cellphone rang again.
“Everything okay?” C.J. checking in, just like I’d asked.
“Going as planned. Talk to you in one hour. Bye.” I took the silver flask off the passenger seat and treated myself to another good snort.
The Lexus pulled off I-40 just west of Grants and headed north on Highway 605. Ten miles up the road, a large faded sign announced “Ambrosia Lake.” I recalled Chato’s words back at the cabin: “The second man, the one who hardly spoke, asked if he should go back to Albuquerque or to Ambrosia.” I touched the .38 in my pocket.
An army of uranium prospectors invaded this part of New Mexico back in the 1950’s. They extracted the precious ore, called “yellow cake” in its refined state, as quickly as possible. They left nothing of value behind, not even Ambrosia Lake. It dried up fifty years ago.
Yellow road signs warned of residual radioactive danger from the mounded mill tailings that lined both sides of the road. It was the kind of place a cockroach might go to die.
O’Connor turned off the road. I coasted to the shoulder less than a quarter mile behind and took out my binoculars. He stepped from his car and opened the gate into a bleak compound surrounded by an eight-foot chain link fence. Then he returned to his Lexus, pulled inside the gate, and drove behind a gray sheet metal Quonset hut. The only other building within the compound was a weather-beaten, doublewide trailer.
I inched my SUV along the shoulder of the road to within a hundred yards of the gate. O’Connor stepped from behind the metal building into the sunlight and crossed to the trailer. He stepped inside without a glance in my direction.
The rusted swamp cooler on the trailer’s roof sprang to life with a rattle so loud I could hear it. A single power line ran from the corner of that roof to the road.
I slugged down the rest of my flask, left my SUV behind, and approached the gate with gun in hand.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
Gravel crunched under my feet as I approached the compound. The sun slow-roasted the back of my neck. A turkey vulture rode a wide circle in the sky above the trailer. No other living thing in sight; no other sound except the wind.
Two strands of barbed wire intertwined along the topmost rung of the fence that surrounded the property. Things could get bloody even before I made it inside.
The gate was closed, but O’Connor had neglected to relock it. Could he have been that careless, or was this a trap? I didn’t care. I was here to make him pay for all he’d done. I slipped inside the fence and inched forward along the side of the hut that faced away from the doublewide. The sign on its sloping wall bid me, “Welcome to Uranium Country.”
The door was locked. I snuck around the back of the building to the side opposite the trailer. O’Connor’s Lexus sat five feet in front of me, with twenty feet of open space between the car and the doublewide. I crouched behind his car, removed the valve cap from the left rear tire, and let out all the air.
I crawled up to the front bumper and studied the trailer. Door and windows closed. Blinds down. O’Connor inside. Was he alone?
Beads of sweat gathered on my forehead. The .38 felt heavy in my right hand. I darted across to the small step-up porch in front of the trailer door and leaned my weight against the side of the building.
The turkey vulture called out overhead.
I edged to the nearest window, but its glass was opaque with dust. I crept back to the door and pressed my left hand against the doorknob. It turned. O’Connor had left this unlocked, too. I inched the knob all the way around without a sound.
After a deep breath, I slammed my shoulder against the door, flung myself inside, and froze with my gun up and ready in a two-handed grip.
Across the room, Richard O’Connor sat behind a metal desk and smiled his smile. Jason Damien stood to his left and scowled.
The lawyer clapped his hands in slow, mock applause. “Nicely done, Professor. Rather dashing. Are you familiar with my associate, Mr. Damien?”
“We’ve met.”
Damien sneered. “I warned you. You shoulda gone back to New York when you had the chance.”
I trained my gun on them and looked around. The room was large and open, with two folding chairs to my left and a bar with two stools set against the wall to my right. A door just beyond the bar was closed.
A strong gust of wind hit the trailer. The fluorescent ceiling light flickered.
“Where’s Carmen?” Too much impatience in my voice. Damn.
“You’re in quite a hurry, aren’t you?” O’Connor studied his fingernails again. “Our little deal is off. Neither of us had any intention of living up to it anyway.”
“I’ll make the decisions. I’m the one with the gun.”
“Indeed you are, McKenna,” O’Connor nodded. “So what are you going to do, shoot me? Can you imagine the headlines in tomorrow’s Journal? Deranged Professor Shoots Prominent Attorney. Is that what you want?
“I want Carmen. Now.”
“She’s here. Contrary to your low and unjust opinion, I am a man of my word.” He looked at Damien and pointed toward the door beyond the wet bar. “Go get Officer Flores.”
Damien crossed behind the desk, walked to the door, and opened it.
“Come on out. Your boyfriend is here,” he snarled.
Carmen crept into the room. There were no signs she’d been abused. She wore the same light blue shirt from two days before. Its long tails hid the top of loose-fitting khaki pants. Damien gripped her arm from behind.
“Gabe, I’m sorry things turned out this way.” Her voice was steady but subdued.
“Did they harm you?”
“No. I’m all right.” She looked over at O’Connor and back at me. “Just do what he says and get me the hell out of here.”
O’Connor raised his hand to cut her off. “Don’t move, Flores. McKenna and I have some business to settle first.” He looked at me like he was scolding a naughty child. “McKenna, you didn’t fool me for one second. You think you trailed me to this place? I led you here. I left the gate open for you. Jason and I like to have home field advantage whenever we can.”
“Congratulations. So you win that point.”
He shot me a look of triumph. “I win, period. The gold is mine.”
I couldn’t stand to look at his damn smile any longer. I glanced over at Damien. His sneer riled me even more. “Is that the nastiest look you got?”
O’Connor interrupted, “Don’t insult my associate. I haven’t got all day. Where’s the gold?”
“The gold is on ice.”
“Not good enough. You want my friend here to mark up your lovely lady?” Damien pulled a knife from somewhere unseen.
“No. Wait.” I took a deep breath. “The map you need is in a locked box; in my new library wall safe back at the house. The key is in my wallet. I’ll have to reach in to get it.” I motioned to my jeans.
“Put the gun away first,” O’Connor warned.
Damien grabbed Carmen closer to him and pressed his knife blade against her throat.
I slipped my .38 into my jacket pocket and reached around to the back of my jeans. I slid my wallet out and squeezed it until it bulged open. With my left thumb and forefinger, I pinched the key to the safe deposit box I’d rented for James McKenna’s papers.
O’Connor’s eyes lit up after I returned the wallet to my pocket and held up the key in my left hand. He sat down behind his desk once again.
“The key opens a metal box in my library safe,” I said. “It’s a hidden wall safe I had installed last Thursday. Look behind the stack of books, left side of the shelf behind my chair. Look for The Art of Deception, a large hardcover. Right behind that.”
“That’s better,” O’Connor said. “Now the combination to the safe.”
“It’s 18-6-24. The map and the directions to the gold are inside the box.” I raised my right hand to my waist. “You’ve got what you want. Let Carmen go.”
“You haven’t given me the key yet.”
I aimed for the corner of his desk and tossed the key hard enough that it bounced off the desk and onto the floor. O’Connor bent down to pick it up.
Damien wasn’t fooled. He pushed Carmen aside and reached into his jacket. I drew my Colt and fired a shot at him before he had his gun out. The bullet struck him in the chest. He fumbled his gun onto the floor and landed on his side. I sprang forward, switched the Colt to my left hand, and grabbed Damien’s Glock with my right.
Carmen edged toward me as I stood over Damien. “Nice work, Gabe! Hand me his gun and I’ll sit on him. You take care of O’Connor.” She held out her hand.
“No.”
“What?”
It hurt to look at her. “Go stand next to O’Connor. Keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Gabe, what’s the matter with you?”
I gave her a slow, acid smile and let her savor it a moment. “You have no idea.”
Damien groaned. I kicked him in his head and motioned Carmen with both guns. Backing away, she sidled up to O’Connor’s desk, her hands raised.
Blood from Damien’s wound leaked onto the cheap carpet. He moaned softly and clutched the right side of his chest with a desperate red hand.
O’Connor stood there, his smile just a memory. “I underestimated you, Professor. Carmen’s a pro. She’s been playing you since the day you arrived from New York.” He frowned at her. “First time you’ve let me down, my dear.”
I held a gun on each of them. “I knew you were a bastard from day one, O’Connor. Carmen just took a little longer to figure out is all.”
“Wait, Gabe,” Carmen pleaded. “You’ve got this all wrong. I’ve been working undercover for Archuleta. We’ve been trying to infiltrate O’Connor’s operation for months.”
“Nice try.”
“But you don’t understand—”
I stepped forward. Carmen backed against the wall. “What don’t I understand? That you and O’Connor are partners? That your husband left you two years ago? That you signed Millie Singleton into custody at the Women’s Correctional Facility after her meth conviction? You made like you didn’t know who she was.” I felt the urge to hit a woman for the first time in my life but fought it off.
“I can explain all that.”
“Do your explaining at your trial. I searched your house yesterday. Played back your answering machine. It was Damien’s voice on that message.”
Carmen’s only answer was the hatred in her eyes.
“As for your working undercover, that’s bullshit, too. Archuleta told me you weren’t fit for anything harder than traffic patrol.”
She looked away. O’Connor sat frozen and silent. Damien lay still on the floor.
I felt a surge of power. “I ran a title search on your house yesterday. Richard O’Connor owns it. Imagine that.” I turned to him. “I’ll give you one thing, big guy. You have fine taste in women’s lingerie. Nice collection you bought for your lady here.”
Carmen’s eyes flashed. “You had no right—”
“Shut up. Where you’re going, they’ll provide all the clothing you’ll ever need.”
Damien stirred at my feet. He edged along the floor and created a broad trail of crimson in his wake. His skin was a hideous white, but the anger hadn’t bled out of him. “Fuck you, McKenna,” he said in a mere whisper. “I’ll never go back to jail.”
He collapsed in front of O’Connor’s desk and his eyes closed.
My cellphone rang. I hesitated for a second and slipped the Glock into my coat. I shifted the .38 to my left hand and reached inside my shirt pocket for the phone. Caller ID said it was C.J.
In that split second of distraction, I caught a blur of motion in the corner of my eye. I swung toward Carmen, but a sharp crack sounded and pain shot through my left arm just below my shoulder. I dropped my gun. The cell fell from my hand…my head struck the floor.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
My arms and legs wouldn’t move. I lifted my head and the world spun around like a disco ball. Dark spots jumped in front of my eyes, disappeared and then returned. A couple of slow, deep breaths cleared my head a bit. I felt a cool breeze brush over my face and body.
All I could see was the back end of the trailer and the darkening sky. Someone had removed my shirt and tethered my hands and feet to wooden stakes driven deep into the ground.
Pain shot through my left arm each time I shifted or pulled against my restraints. I turned my head to see why; Carmen’s bullet had punctured the inside of my bicep. The visible blood had congealed. Why hadn’t she finished me off?
 
It’s funny how the mind works. I lay bound to the ground, my life in the balance, yet all I could think of was an old episode of Have Gun Will Travel, a television show from my childhood. Paladin, a soldier of fortune, lay staked out just as I was now, left to die while his enemies fled to establish their alibis. I couldn’t remember how that story ended, but here I was, a knight without armor in a savage land.
Footsteps sounded behind me. A shadow obscured the sky. Richard O’Connor towered over me.
“Been working on your tan, Professor?” From my angle, his smile seemed twisted, grotesque. “Sun’s almost down now. Or are you having one of those ‘looking back on my life’ moments and realizing what a fool you’ve been?”
“Fuck you.”
O’Connor threw his head back and laughed. “Have it your way.”
“Tell me something.” A gust of wind blew sand into my mouth. I coughed.
“Sure. Want to know what time the coyotes will be out tonight?”
“You’re a successful attorney at a respectable law firm. Why did you put all that in jeopardy?”
“For the Lost Adams Gold. My gold. The gold your family stole from mine.”
“What are you talking about?”
“As the executor of your great aunt’s estate, I got to examine her finances and personal possessions in detail. I found that manuscript by James McKenna. What did he call it?”
“Red Gold. So?”
“He said he’d discovered the Adams gold and then bought the land it was on from some Irish prospector. Professor, that prospector was my great-grandfather. James McKenna swindled my great-grandfather.”
“Nobody got swindled. You’re a lawyer. You know that sale was legal. Nobody forced your great-grandfather to sell his land. James McKenna even overpaid him for it.”
“He cheated us! I found no record of any deed having been registered. Your family’s held that gold illegally for more than eighty years. It belongs to me.”
“Maybe we can work this out. What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to die, Professor. One way or another, and the sooner the better. Carmen and I are taking that key and getting the map from your wall safe. We’ll get my gold and go far, far away before anyone finds your body.”
A coyote howled off in the dusk. Another answered, closer by.
“They sound hungry,” O’Connor said. He knelt down, grabbed my hair, and pulled my head up until my neck felt like it would break. “And if that map isn’t there, Professor, I’ll come right back here and what I’ll do to you will make you wish you had been eaten by wild animals. I’ll tear the truth out of you before you die.”
I struggled against the tethers. “I’ve told you all I know.”
Standing up, he kicked me so hard in my side that I gasped for breath. “That’s for messing with my tire.” He laughed again and spat on me, his spittle landing on my forehead. I tried without success to shake it off, as he walked toward the trailer. He called out in a loud voice. “Ready?”
“Almost,” Carmen called from inside.
Two gunshots rattled the rear screen door of the trailer.
“Good girl,” O’Connor clapped his hands and called back to me one last time. “Happy trails, Professor!”
The back door slammed behind him. Two car doors closed moments later, tires screeched, and a vehicle sped away. Coyote cries echoed louder. I looked up and followed the shadowy outline of the turkey vulture that circled overhead.



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
Facing death clarifies your mind. O’Connor was right. I had been a fool. To think I could take him, Damien, and Carmen all by myself was irrational conceit. My final mistake after all the others I’d made during my fifty-four years.
The sun disappeared below the horizon and darkness crept in. This April night, the last I would ever see, turned colder. I needed water to slake my thirst and perhaps for final absolution as well.
I considered singing Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien as an existential act of defiance, but then my last words would be a lie. Every mistake and stupid thing I’d ever done flashed through my mind. Was this purgatory? I wondered. Would I regret a life I’d never fully lived? That would be my hell.
A tiny lizard tickled its way across my face, perhaps to seek the warmth of my body. He paused on the left side of my nose, looked into my eyes, and wagged his forked tongue at me. I felt him slurp O’Connor’s spittle off my forehead before he moved on. The Devil, I figured, having one last gloat at my low circumstance. I shivered and my pain intensified.
My only present comfort was that death would bring me closer to Holly. To be with her again, in any way, made it possible to leave everything else behind. I closed my eyes, nearer to her now than at any time since her death.
 
The sound of gravel beneath the weight of car wheels snapped me back. How had O’Connor returned so soon? I waited for the end.
Muffled voices drifted out of the darkened trailer. Two men and a woman. A light came on.
“No! No!” the woman cried. I’d heard her voice before.
The men talked quietly, with a sense of urgency in whatever it was they said. The back door of the doublewide opened and light spilled into the early night. A hulk of a man stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the light within.
“I’ll check out back.” The shadow grew as the man strode toward me. I held my breath. “Over here!” he said.
My voice stuck inside the raspy dryness of my throat. I managed a hoarse whisper, “Help me.” I tried to hold my head up; it fell back against the ground.
The man took a knife to the ropes that bound me. I lay still and stared up at the stars. Something silver on his chest flashed in the moonlight. A badge. He lifted me to my feet, half-carried me back inside the trailer, and put me on a small folding chair. I looked at the plastic tag on his chest: Cibola County Sheriff Stephen Velez.
“I’ll get you some water. Stay here.”
Like I could move.
He hurried to the wet bar. I wiped my brow with my right forearm and gazed around the trailer. Ten feet to my left, the body of Jason Damien lay crumpled on the floor. He’d sneered his last.
Rebecca Turner knelt beside him and wept. She rocked with such force I was afraid she might fall over. My bullet in his chest may have brought her brother down, but the two in his head had ended his life. Carmen hadn’t missed with either shot.
The sheriff held a glass to my lips. I swigged some water and looked toward the door as Sam Archuleta walked in. He looked my way and shook his head. Then he and Velez searched the trailer.
Too weak to do much of anything, I figured my contribution could be to put my shirt back on, stay upright and not fall off the chair.
Sam reached under O’Connor’s desk and came up with a cellphone in his gloved hand. He held it up and looked my way. “This yours?”
“You’re too far away,” I said.
He walked over and held it close to my face.
“Yeah, that’s mine.” My voice was weak.
“You ought to kiss it,” Sam said.
“The GPS thing worked?”
“How else would we be here? I got a frantic message from Curtis Jester. He had me call the third number you’d given him. The Accu-Trak service gave me the coordinates of your phone’s GPS signal. I picked up Rebecca Turner like you asked. She told me about this place. We drove toward the coordinates. ”
I managed a weak smile. O’Connor hadn’t been the smartest guy in the room after all.
Rebecca was still crying. I motioned Sam and Velez closer and lowered my voice. “The body is Jason Damien.”
“I figured,” Sam said. “I recognized him even with those holes in his forehead.”
“I put the shot into his right side, but Carmen Flores killed him. And either Damien or Carmen killed Ricardo Ramos.”
“What?” Archuleta’s jaw dropped.
“And the whole thing in Catron County—the fire, the death of Chato, the fake kidnapping—O’Connor planned it all and Carmen was in on it all the way.”
“Shit.” Sam looked stricken.
“First Singleton, now Damien. O’Connor certainly knows how to shed his help when it’s no longer needed.”
Sam stared at Damien’s body. “Sonofabitch.”
“You okay, Sam?” Sheriff Velez called from across the room.
Archuleta shook his head. “Four people murdered and there’s a bad cop in the middle of it. Wait ‘til the media get hold of this.”
The front door opened and C.J. limped in.
“What’s the big idea of following us out here?” Sam sounded exhausted.
C.J. ignored the question as he came and stood by my side. “You okay?”
I shrugged.
He stared at Sam. “No way I’d let Gabe down.” He looked down at my arm. “Nasty.”
“I owe you my life. Thank you, C.J.” I looked at Sam. “Time’s wasting. O’Connor and Carmen think they have the key to a safe in my house. They’re on their way to open it right now. There isn’t any safe. I fed them a lot of bull. But then he’s gonna come back here to beat the truth out of me and finish me off. He’s driving a late model Lexus. Silver.”
“Relax, Gabe,” Archuleta came over and laid his hand on my right shoulder. “As soon as I got Jester’s call, I notified my man on duty outside your house. Then I sent a patrol car over to help. If O’Connor tries anything, they’ll nab him. I doubt he’ll come back here after he sees the patrol car.”
“You sure?”
“Let me check on it right now.” Sam walked outside.
As soon as he left, C.J. bent down and whispered to me, “Man, I’ll get you out of this, don’t worry. You shot that guy in self-defense. They got nothin’ on you.”
“Do me a favor.”
“Anything.”
“Go see if there’s any whiskey in the bar. I could use a stiff one.”
C.J. nodded and hobbled off to check, just as Archuleta came back from his phone call.
“A silver Lexus just pulled up to the curb outside your house and then sped away. The squad car had to remain there in case it was nothing, but they called in an alert and there’s an APB for a silver Lexus, one male driver and one female passenger. O’Connor’s plates are out there as well. They won’t get far, and if they come back here, we’ll be waiting.”
“Sam, I just had an idea,” I said.
He slumped a bit. “What is it this time?”
“Can you sit on this for a while?”
Archuleta stared at me with a look of incredulity. “And be accused of a cover up because a police officer is one of the perps? Gabe, I have a career. I’d like to go out as one of the good guys.” He lit a cigarette and put the match out between his fingers.
“He’s right,” C.J. said. “No way you put a lid on this. Here.” He handed me a shot glass filled to the brim.
I slugged it down. “If we could buy some time…maybe twenty-four, thirty-six hours before anything gets out…let O’Connor and Carmen think nobody is on to them yet. Maybe they aren’t so careful. Maybe they slip up.”
Sam took a long drag. “You’re not thinking. They just saw a cop car outside your house.”
My head felt light and I slouched against the chair. “Hit me again?” I lifted the shot glass toward C.J.
Sam intercepted it. “You’ve had enough for now. Look Gabe, I’m not sure what you’re thinking here, but I’ve got two killers on the loose and a responsibility for the public’s safety.”
Rebecca moaned quietly. Her right hand brushed back and forth across Damien’s bloody chest, his shirt and her hand both a bright crimson. She still rocked, but I saw no tears. We left her alone to mourn.
A police siren grew louder and then cut off as a car skidded to a stop on the gravel outside. Two Cibola County deputies entered the trailer. Dr. Alvarez, the Medical Examiner I’d met in the morgue back in Grants, followed them inside. He ignored us and walked straight to the body.
Sheriff Steven Velez and one of his deputies came over to our side of the room. A second deputy stalked through the trailer and out the back door, a flashlight in hand.
“Been a while since we had anything like this, Sam.” Velez took off his hat and ran a hand through his dark hair.
Archuleta and the sheriff retreated to a far corner of the doublewide. Velez stood a head taller as he put his arm around Sam’s shoulder during their animated, minute-long conversation. Velez nodded, took out his phone, and made another call. Sam came back our way.
“Sheriff Velez is calling for an ambulance. Damien’s body will go to Grants once Dr. Alvarez finishes with it and all the evidence is bagged. I’m having Rebecca taken back to Albuquerque for psychiatric evaluation. At the very least, she’s gonna need to be watched, maybe sedated.” He turned to me. “And you—”
“I’m not riding in another ambulance, Sam. I’ll go back to town with C.J. Can you arrange to have my rental car brought back to my place? You’ll need these keys.” I reached into my pocket and handed them to the startled lieutenant.
“Your arm needs treatment,” he said. “You’ll have to be questioned. When the sheriff is through here, I’ll follow you both back to the UNM Trauma Center.”
“And my car?”
“We’ll take care of that after Velez and his men get a chance to go through it.”
“My silver flask is on the front seat.”
“No doubt empty. I’ll have them leave it in the car.”
“Can I go home after I drop Gabe off at the hospital?” C.J. said.
“No. Stick around once we get there. I’m not through with you either.”
 
Another hour passed. The cops had to pry Rebecca away from her brother to get his body into the ambulance. They found my gun in the corner behind O’Connor’s desk. Three empty chambers. They bagged it for ballistics. Carmen must have used it to finish off Jason. I prayed that forensics would find her prints. Nobody had more reason to wish Damien dead than I. Why did I open my big mouth and say I’d shot him?
An unmarked car took Rebecca away. She never looked at me. Maybe she didn’t see me.
“She can’t go back to her apartment while O’Connor is on the loose. She won’t be safe there,” I said.
“I’ll see that she receives proper care and protective custody.” He lit another cigarette. “Now you two get in that hearse, or whatever the hell it is. I’ll be right behind you.”
“Will I get a chance to speak with Rebecca?”
“Eventually. Maybe. First stop is the hospital. No tricks.”
C.J. brought his car up from the road. I collapsed into the passenger seat. Archuleta signaled us with a single blast of his horn, and we were off to Albuquerque.
I didn’t look down at C.J.’s left leg to see how he managed the pedals. I didn’t look outside, or at the road, or at the sky.
“You mind?” He pointed to the radio, clicked it on, and station-hopped until Otis Redding told us all about the pain in his heart.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
April 18
 
Six stitches closed the wound from Carmen’s bullet. I received treatment for dehydration, and was given more painkillers. The hospital was full, so I tossed and turned in a semi-private room. The guy in the other bed slept straight through the night. I would have asked him how he did it, but he was still asleep the next morning when they discharged me into the loving arms of Lieutenant Archuleta. He had a private room waiting for me down at police headquarters.
Sam had me sit in the front seat of his police car rather than in back behind the cage. “Be careful of that arm,” he said.
I eased my way in. “I’m fine.” My sling was less help than nuisance.
The car reeked of stale tobacco. Sam lit up before he pulled into traffic. “You want a lawyer to be present when I question you? You have that right.”
“My lawyer and I just parted ways.”
“I can have one assigned. You did discharge a firearm. It might be advisable.”
“When I need advice, I’ll ask for it. Let’s get this over with.” Each pothole and bump sent a fresh jolt of pain through my left arm. “You need to get your springs fixed.”
Sam said nothing more until we arrived at headquarters. I had time to consider what I would and would not say once my interrogation began. I was on thin ice and it looked like a very warm day ahead.
It was quarter to eleven when we entered the building through a back entrance. Sam led the way into an eight by ten room. It had one barred window near the ceiling, two chairs and a table. Cigarette butts floated in a half-full cardboard coffee cup on Sam’s side of the table.
He sat down and motioned me to do the same. I nodded, coughed to clear my throat, and sat opposite him on an uncomfortable wooden folding chair.
Sam leaned under the table and I heard a loud click. I didn’t see any recording device or microphone. I didn’t need to.
“Detective Lieutenant Samuel Archuleta, questioning Gabriel James McKenna. April 18th, 10:15 A.M.” He lit up a cigarette, read me my Miranda rights, and the ordeal began.
For the next hour I told him what I knew: everything I’d learned about O’Connor, Damien, the Ramos murders, and Carmen’s involvement. I told him about the maps, and Red Gold, and the possibility that my ancestors had hidden part of the Lost Adams gold somewhere in New Mexico. I suggested this as O’Connor’s motive for the killings.
I didn’t mention anything about the gazebo explosion in Old Town Plaza. That would keep until I conferred with C.J. and we coordinated our stories.
Then he switched off the recorder and surprised me.
“I thought about what you said yesterday.” He spoke in a hushed tone and leaned forward, as if afraid that he might be recorded. He dropped another butt in the coffee cup and immediately re-lit.
“What I said?” I shifted in my chair.
“About sitting on the story. We can’t, of course. But we may be able to stage-manage the release of information.”
“You’re the cop. Do what you think is best.” My stomach growled. My throat had tightened from all my talking. I wanted to go home.
“You said Carmen and O’Connor were going to take the key you gave them back to your house to get some map?”
“That’s what he said.”
“And that they’d return to the Ambrosia Lake trailer to finish you off?”
“Yeah. And if I’d lied to them, which I did, he’d torture the truth out of me. And then kill me, I suppose.”
“Looks like they failed on all counts. We had your house covered, and they must have realized the trailer was hot because they never came back. Velez had a couple of his men lying in wait all night, but nobody showed.”
“So they’ll probably try to kill me sometime down the road.”
“We have a plan to prevent that.”
“Sending me on a romantic cruise?”
“We’re going to announce that we found Damien’s dead body. That he was the main suspect in the disappearance of Officer Flores. Give them the impression that we still consider her a kidnapping victim, not a suspect in Damien’s murder. That story goes out in time for the evening news. We mention that Professor Gabriel McKenna is being sought as a person of interest—”
“Won’t work,” I interrupted. “They’ll assume that you found my body or found me alive and I spilled.”
“—and we put out an unconfirmed report that the remains of another body were found a short distance from the trailer, mauled and scavenged by animals. Identity unknown, dental record tests to follow.”
My skin crawled. “Maybe. Might buy you a bit of time. Put them off their guard a little. I dunno.”
Sam grinned, like he enjoyed this. “It might be good for you to be dead for a while. Give you time to heal. Keep them off your trail. We’ll pull the crew watching your house and Carmen’s after we bug both dwellings. Have a plain-clothes team use your barn as our center for operations and communication. And we’ll do it legal. Hopefully, O’Connor tries a second time to use that key on your safe.”
“There isn’t any safe, remember? That key is to a safety deposit box at my bank. Of course, O’Connor doesn’t know that, so he might still try the house.”
“Let’s hope he does. We’ll put a watch on your safe deposit, too.”
“Have they been spotted anywhere yet?”
“No. O’Connor’s a no-show at the law firm, of course. No sign of his Lexus either.”
“Don’t get your hopes up,” I said. “If you want to get lost, New Mexico is a damn good place to do it. Keep in mind that Rebecca Turner needs protection. She turned against O’Connor to help me and he won’t forget that. I promised to do everything I could to defend her.”
Sam raised his considerable eyebrows.
“She knows more about O’Connor than anybody else. He’ll wonder what she’s told the cops. How soon will you question her? I’d like to be there when you do.”
“She’s still in the hospital, sedated and under observation. If she gets medical clearance, I might be able to interrogate her tomorrow, or the day after. Depends on her mental condition. As for you being there, that’s not happening.”
“It might put her at ease. She trusts me. A little.”
“No.”
“Do you at least have her room under guard?”
Sam nodded. “Gabe, you should check into a motel. Let me know what you need and I’ll see what I can do.” He dropped another butt into the cup. Our talk was over. “Need a ride?” He got up from his chair.
“I’ll call a friend, thanks.”
“C.J should be home. We questioned him last night.” Sam reached into his pocket and took out my cellphone. “Keep in touch. I scrounged up the charger for you.” He handed them to me and made like he was going to give me a good-luck punch in my left arm. I flinched. He laughed and moved toward the door. “You’re free to go.” He took the tape of my questioning and left the door open on his way out.
When he was gone, I looked at the sling on my arm. It annoyed me. I took it off, rolled it up in a ball, and dialed my phone.
 
C.J. arrived at police headquarters in his hearse. I met him at the curb. The passenger side window was all the way down, so I stuck my right hand inside and gave him a feeble wave.
“Need help getting in?”
“I’m okay. Buy you lunch?”
“Sure.”
I eased myself into the seat. My left arm was on fire, so I unrolled my sling and put it back on.
“Charmaine sends her wishes for your speedy recovery,” he said. “For some reason, she seems to like you.”
“That’s because she hasn’t met me yet.”
C.J. stared at me; real concern decorated his face. “You sure you’re up for lunch?”
“Just groggy. A bit weak. Painkillers.”
“Okay, hang on.” We peeled away from the curb and sped south on Girard to Central. C.J. hung a right, and wove in and out of westbound traffic until I saw a familiar sign: Painkiller’s Pool Hall, Bar & Grill. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I was just referring to all my medicines.
We settled into the same booth as last time, farthest from the front window, closest to the restrooms. We got the same waitress.
“You guys again?” She twiddled a pencil in her hand and studied my left arm. “You seriously need to find a safer way to live.”
I glanced at her nametag. “What’s good, Alicia?”
“Try the fish tacos.”
C.J. grumbled. “Got any meat?”
“Hamburgers. The usual.” She let out a sigh.
“I’ll have the tacos,” I said. “Give my friend the biggest burger on your menu. Kill another steer if you have to. He’ll have a Coors Light and I’ll have a Diet Coke. Thank you, miss.” I folded a twenty into the palm of her hand.
“Coming right up.” She turned and disappeared into the mystery that is Painkiller’s kitchen.
“Diet Coke?” C.J. looked bewildered.
“I’m on three different medicines, my arm has six stitches holding a bullet wound together, I haven’t slept in two days, and I’d like a decent chance to stay awake long enough to finish my meal.”
C.J. raised a hand in surrender. “For a minute I thought you were turning over a new leaf. Had me worried, that’s all.”
“I have to thank you. I wouldn’t be here without your help.”
“Forget it. Figure I’d knocked you down enough times, it’s only fair to pick you up once in a while.”
Before I could respond, Alicia came by with our drinks and another plastic bowl of pretzels. I pointed to them. “Specialty of the house?”
“No. I am. Your food will be here soon, Sugar.” She left to tend to other customers.
C.J. gave her the eye before he looked back at me and silently mouthed the word “Sugar?”
I shook an index finger at him. “Have more respect for the dead.”
“Huh?”
I told him about Archuleta’s plan to announce the discovery of a second, unidentified body. That undercover police would monitor my house and Carmen’s place. I told him about the key and the non-existent safe, and our hopes that O’Connor would assume I’d died and attempt another break-in.
I drained my soda. “I’ll let the police worry about O’Connor and Carmen. They’ll be caught eventually. I need your help with something else.”
“Name it.”
“Finding the gold.”
“You still gnawing on that bone?”
“More than ever. Don’t know where it is yet. But now that I’m dead, I have a better chance to find it without getting killed. And I have some ideas.”
Alicia arrived with my tacos and a huge platter of fries and onion rings. C.J.’s burger covered a second plate, like a gigantic brown Frisbee.
“Thank you, miss. My friend would like a plastic fork with his meal.”
Without asking why, she walked back to the kitchen and returned with one. C.J. defiantly used it on both of his plates.
I did most of the talking while we ate and filled him in on what I knew about O’Connor, Carmen, and Rebecca Turner. He knew a bit about Damien from the TV news reports; I told him the rest. At the end of it all, C.J. agreed to help me find the gold.
Alicia came by to drop off our check and slid the little plastic tray toward me. I covered our tab and left a generous tip on the table. “Excellent tacos. My friend here enjoyed the side of beef. Thanks.”
She curled strands of her bleached blonde hair with the index finger of her right hand and gave me a look that, at an earlier age, would have made me blush. “Any time, Sugar,” she said as we left.
We walked back to C.J.’s hearse and I eased into the passenger seat.
He looked over. “Where to?”
“I’m not sure. Let me make a phone call first.” I fumbled for my wallet, found the card I wanted, and then punched in a number on my phone.
“Nai’ya? This is Gabe McKenna. Is this a bad time?”
“Hi, Professor. No, it’s fine. I’m just about to leave my office for home. How are you?”
“That’s a long story. The bottom line is I need to ask a huge favor. I…Nai’ya, do you have a spare room? Some place I might stay tonight? I can’t go home. I can explain why, but it’ll take some time. I wouldn’t bother you if this weren’t truly important.”
There was a moment of silence on her end of the line. Perhaps I’d asked for too much.
“It’s a sofa bed. Is that good enough? I can be home in twenty minutes.”
I thanked her several times before we hung up. I gave C.J. her address, but instead of starting his car, he stared at me.
“You know what you’re doing? I could drop you at any motel in town. Who is this woman?”
“A former student of mine.”
“Dog. I never figured you for a player.”
“It’s not like that at all. I need to talk to her. I need the help of someone I can trust completely—”
He took the key out of the ignition. “You don’t trust me after all this?”
“—and someone who isn’t already known to O’Connor, Carmen, Rebecca Turner, or even Archuleta.”
“You’ve become one very suspicious dude.” He put the key back in.
“Blame me?”
“Nope.” C.J. started the engine and pulled out of the Painkiller’s lot onto Central. “Thanks.”
“For what?” I said.
“For trusting me.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
“This gal, Nai’ya, who is she besides one of your former students?” C.J. continued on Central toward the eastern edge of UNM campus.
“Nai’ya Alonzo-Riley. She teaches at the college and is Director of Educational Programs for Laguna Pueblo.”
“Pretty weird name, if you ask me.”
“Nai’ya was her mother’s name, as I remember. Alonso is her family name. The early Spanish intermarried with Pueblo women. You often find Native people with Spanish surnames. And Riley—”
“Don’t tell me she’s Irish.”
“No. Some Laguna people took the last name of Riley back in the 19th Century when Anglos moved into their area. Figured they’d be trusted more and treated better if the Anglos thought the Laguna people were more like them.”
“I know how that goes.”
“I remember her telling me all about that once…years ago. When we first met.”
“You’re doing a lot of remembering, man.”
“Nai’ya’s a very memorable woman.”
“Uh-huh.” C.J.’s cellphone rang. Most of the talking happened on the other end. C.J. nodded apologetically to the surrounding air. I figured his wife was laying down the law. I figured right.
“Charmaine? Hello? She hung up on me.” He looked at me and shrugged. “Sorry man, I gotta go right away.”
“That’s okay. I don’t want you to drive me all the way to Nai’ya’s house, in case we’re being followed.”
We approached a strip mall on our right, less than half-a-mile from Nai’ya’s address on Marquette Avenue. “Turn into that shopping center. I’ll get out and go the rest of the way on foot.”
“Be careful.”
“I always try.”
C.J. hung a right and pulled up to one of the storefronts. As soon as I was outside, he roared off toward Central. I hustled into the nearest storefront. A coffee shop. Good.
I sat by the front window for fifteen minutes and nursed a cup of decaf. Nothing suspicious outside. The car and foot traffic moved along at a normal pace—each succeeding minute played like the one before.
The coffee shop had only one waitress, a stocky warhorse well past her prime. The gray hair plastered down on her head looked more like a skullcap than hair. She came by with a refill.
I held my hand over the top of my cup. “You got a back way out of here?”
“In some kind of trouble, mister?” She looked out the window and then at me.
“No, and I’d like to keep it that way.” I handed her a ten.
“See the restroom signs?” She nodded toward the rear of the shop. “Go past them all the way down the hall. The door empties out back near the dumpster.” She turned, shook her head, and muttered her way back to the counter.
 
Nai’ya’s home, a single-story adobe on a landscaped corner lot in Albuquerque’s college town, suggested her life was stable and successful. A polished, red Mini-Cooper Countryman sat in the driveway. I cut around it and up the three steps to her front door. She opened it before I knocked.
“Come in, Gabe.” She held the door and swept her arm toward her home’s dim interior.
The warm, immaculate décor was dominated by Laguna Pueblo pottery and antique furniture of Spanish design. A woven Navajo rug hung on the wall behind her living room couch. A dozen candles perched in different spots around the room. A three-paneled retablo above her fireplace mantle starred St. Francis and two other guys I didn’t recognize. It was all genuine and unpretentious, like its owner.
Nai’ya offered me a drink. I accepted, but asked her to cut my whiskey with plenty of soda. “You still drink gin and tonics?” I said.
“I’m amazed that you remember.” She smiled and strolled back to the kitchen to mix our drinks.
I remained standing and checked out the many photographs that filled the living room. Images of Nai’ya in her younger days, mostly. Several shots showed her and a lovely young girl with native features.
The picture in a shining silver frame on her corner table stopped me in my tracks. I looked happier in it than in most photos from that period of my life. A twentyish Nai’ya stood next to me; together we held a large potsherd. The burnt-orange expanse of Chaco Canyon filled the background.
“Remember that?” She came back into the room with our drinks.
I stared at the picture.
“A long, long time ago.” She put my drink on an end table, sat on the large, black leather sofa and ran her hand along one of the cushions. “Gabe, suppose you start at the beginning and tell me what’s going on?”
I was dog-tired, but wanted Nai’ya to know my whole story. I reached for my whiskey and sat beside her. For the better part of the next hour, I told her about my teaching career back in New York, my marriage to Holly and her unsuccessful battle with cancer, Aunt Nellie’s death, and my inheritance. I told her about Red Gold, and how the lost treasure was the reason Chato and his son had been killed. “That’s also why my life is now being threatened.”
“Thank you for telling me. You’ve cleared up a lot of things.” She paused and took a sip of her drink. For a moment she stared into her glass and then ran her tongue along her lips. “I have a personal stake in this, too.”
“What do you mean?”
“Chato and Ricardo Ramos were part of my extended family.”
I fumbled my drink, spilling a few drops on my pant leg. Nai’ya took the small napkin she held in her hand and blotted them up.
“Nai’ya, I had no idea.”
“Of course, how could you have known?” she said. “Chato was maybe seven or eight when his father, Jose Ramos, died. His mother, Alegriá, remarried less than a year later to Joseph Alonso-Riley from Paguate village.”
“So you’re blood kin to the Ramos family?”
“I am. Joseph was my grandfather. He’d been widowed two years before. He was strong and young and about the same age as Alegriá. Their son, Donaldo Alonso-Riley, was my father. I lost him fifteen years ago.”
“So Ricardo Ramos was your cousin?” I put my drink down on the coffee table. Nai’ya set her glass next to mine and turned her body toward me.
“I didn’t really know Ricardo until he moved to Albuquerque in 1995. He worked as a day laborer, mostly construction. Did odd jobs for your great-aunt as well. He was a good man Gabe, even if he drank and gambled too much. I don’t think he knew any better.”
“And James McKenna’s secret got him killed.” I reached for my glass and slugged it down.
We fell silent, but my mind raced on. Maybe there was a way to pay back Chato and his son.
I refused Nai’ya’s offer of a refill. “Nai’ya…our families may have found the Lost Adams gold. You have to read James McKenna’s manuscript. It’s the story of your family, too.”
Nai’ya thought for a moment. “I heard about the gold when I was a young girl. I thought it was only a legend. Does it really exist? Where is it?”
“Nobody knows. It’s why I’m hiding out until the police capture Richard O’Connor and Carmen Flores. I have to let those two think I’m dead so I can keep looking.”
“I’m willing to help any way I can.” Pain surfaced in Nai’ya’s eyes. “My family has suffered as much as you have, Gabe.”
“Indeed.” I leaned back against the couch; I felt totally drained.
She noticed. “Let me go put my car in the garage. I’ll be back in a minute and get some bedding for you. This couch opens up, and I’m told it’s comfortable. How do you like your coffee in the morning?”
“Black.” I stared long enough to fluster her.
Nai’ya looked away for a moment and then stood up. She grabbed her car keys from her purse. “The second bathroom is down the hall to your left.” She hurried out the front door.
I walked to the bathroom and washed my face in cold water, startled by my pale reflection in the mirror. When I returned to the living room, Nai’ya had already transformed the sofa into my bed. She wouldn’t leave until I laid down, then bent over and kissed my forehead. As she turned to go, I held onto her arm and kissed her hand.
“I’ll be quiet in the morning.” Her hand trembled along my cheek. “My first class isn’t until eleven-thirty. Sleep as late as you want.”
I rested my head against the pillow.
She disappeared down the hall.
Dog-tired as I was, I lay there and tried to remember everything I could about those days a quarter century ago when we’d first met.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
April 19
 
The next morning was the best I’d spent since my arrival in New Mexico. I woke up to the smell of brewing coffee and enjoyed my first cup with Nai’ya.
“You slept nearly twelve hours.” Her smile added to the sunshine. “I guess the sofa bed wasn’t too uncomfortable.”
“It was fine. I’m very grateful that you put me up. If there’s anything I can do to repay you—”
“That’s not necessary.”
“I need to find a long-term solution. I won’t stay here. The last thing I want is to put you in danger. I can’t go home while I’m supposed to be dead. Maybe some out-of-the-way motel—”
“Wait,” Nai’ya interrupted. “I had time to think before you woke up. How long since you’ve spent any time on the rez?”
“What?”
“I have a small apartment next to my office on Laguna Pueblo. Believe me, it’s nothing fancy. But there’s a bed, a small stove, internet and telephone. You could stay there until O’Connor and Flores are in custody.”
“You sure no one would object?”
“I won’t let them.”
“I don’t have any clothes with me. And my cat needs to be fed. My mail—”
“You can’t go back to your house, but I can. I have a friend who runs a domestic cleaning service. We’ll use one of his cars with the Casa Cleaners logo on the side. I’ll put on some work clothes and pretend I’m a maid. Give me your house key. I’ll feed your cat and get whatever things you need before we drive out to Laguna.”
 
A take-charge woman, I thought. “I’ll make a list of things I need. Do we have time for a quick run to my bank before your class starts?” The digital clock on her kitchen counter read 10:02 A.M.
“Sure. Why?”
“I need to get some things from my safe deposit box. It’s not far from here. On Lomas, over by the courthouse.”
“Okay. But if we’re late, I’ll make you sit through my class.”
Ten minutes later, Nai’ya parked at a meter and waited in the car while I walked into the bank. A Mr. Burns asked me to wait after I showed him my photo ID. He nodded toward a guard who moved behind my chair. Burns’ face twitched while he dialed his phone. When his call went through, he turned away from me.
Breathless words tumbled from his mouth, “Lieutenant, I have a man here who claims to be Gabriel McKenna…Yes, he did.” He looked at the sling on my arm. “As a matter of fact, he does. Hold on…” He extended the phone to me. “Lieutenant Archuleta wants to speak with you.”
“Sam, any news on O’Connor and Carmen?”
“Not a trace, but we’re watching his home and office 24/7, the APB is still on, and the state lines are being watched. Airports, bus, and train stations have been notified. Be patient.”
“Do I have any choice?”
“Damn it, Gabe, you know you just screwed up our plans? We’ve got your bank staked out in case O’Connor shows there. At some point he may figure out that key you gave him is a safety deposit key. The bank personnel have been instructed to let him in and get out of the way.”
“Look, I don’t think this plan of yours will work. I won’t walk around with some fool disguise. I refuse to hide from any man. Sorry if I messed up your plans. I needed to get some things from my box.”
“Just clear out as soon as you get them. You found a safe place to stay for a while?”
“So safe, I’m not even going to tell you where it is.”
“Fine. Just don’t stay at that teacher’s house more than another night or two.”
“What?” There was a click on the line.
I handed the phone back to Burns.
We proceeded into the vault; the guard hustled over and stood by the door. When I’d rented my safe deposit box, I’d paid extra for a second key. It took less than a minute to open the box and empty it of all its contents. Signing for the transaction, I left.
Nai’ya looked worried when I arrived back at her car. “I think we’re being followed,” she said.
“That must be a cop. Archuleta knew I stayed at your house last night.”
“He’s in that white Camry on the other side of the street. See him there?” She nodded her head to the left. “He got out of his car a few minutes ago and walked across the street right in front of me. He paused for a moment. I think he was checking my license plate. Then he walked down to the end of the block and crossed back over to his car. He made a call on his cellphone.”
“Let’s check him out.” I climbed out of the front seat, snuck in back behind Nai’ya, and ducked down as far as I could in order to still see out the window. “Pull out and slow down as you pass by his car.”
I took out my cellphone and turned on its camera. As Nai’ya crawled past the Camry, I snapped a quick shot of him. He was looking out the open driver’s side window at Nai’ya’s car. I got a full-face shot of the guy.
“I have to get to class, Gabe.” Nai’ya sounded concerned.
“Drop me at UNM hospital on your way, okay?”
“My parking lot is right across the street from there. You can walk. Is that arm causing you any pain?”
“It feels better today, except when the stitches pull.”
“Then why do you want to go back to the hospital?”
“I want to see how Rebecca Turner is doing. After that, I’ll make a list of what I need from my place. I’ll have it done by the time your class is over.”
“That should be around 12:45. Meet me at my car.” She found a rare parking spot in the shade, and we walked away in opposite directions.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
A pink-cheeked woman at the hospital information desk studied my face. “Rebecca Turner is in a third floor private room. I’m afraid no one is allowed to see her without clearance from the police.”
I rang Archuleta from the lobby. “Sam, I just want to talk to her for a little while. Can you have the guard wave me through?”
“I’ll call in your request. But remember, she’s still under observation. You upset her and she’ll be in the hospital even longer.”
“I’ll be careful. Listen, I have one other favor to ask. Can you take your tail off Nai’ya Alonso-Riley?”
“What tail?”
“The guy I just photo’d with my cellphone. He’s not very good. Even Nai’ya spotted him.”
“We don’t have a tail on her.”
“Then how did you know where I stayed last night?”
“I had you followed just to seek out where you were headed. Called that guy off the minute he phoned in, about six-thirty last night.”
“Shit. Listen, I’m gonna send you the shot I just took of this guy. See if you can identify him.”
“You sure he was on your tail?”
“As sure as I’m on the phone with you now.”
“Send it along. I’ll call if we get anything.”
I took the precaution of riding the elevator to the fifth floor and walked down two flights of stairs. The cop outside Rebecca’s room stopped me at the door. “Name?”
“Gabriel McKenna.”
“Prove it.”
I pulled out my New York driver’s license and gave it to him.
“New York, eh? Ever been to Yankee Stadium?”
“Yes. Everybody has. Can I see Rebecca Turner?”
“I’m a Red Sox fan myself. Don’t like their chances much this season. Not enough pitching. You can’t win without pitching.”
“Officer, if you don’t mind—”
“You the guy Lieutenant Archuleta told me about?”
I nodded.
“Well, he got clearance from the docs for you to talk with her, but only for ten minutes. That’s all. Ten minutes, understand?”
This wasn’t what I had in mind. “Be right back, Officer.” I rode the elevator down to the cafeteria. I picked up a tray, filled two cups with coffee, and grabbed a piece of chocolate cake for Rebecca. When I returned to her room, I winked at the cop. “None for you.”
“Wise guy. All you Yankee fans are wise guys.” But he opened the door.
Rebecca sat in a bedside chair, dressed in light blue hospital garb. She wore her hair back in a ponytail and cradled a dog-eared copy of People magazine in her hands. If she’d been crying lately, it didn’t show. She stood and smiled when I entered. The magazine slipped to the floor.
I put the tray on a small table next to her bed. “How are you?” I gave her an awkward one-armed hug, and stepped back.
“I’m feeling better now. I want to go home.”
“It shouldn’t be long. The chocolate cake is for you.”
“How kind. Thank you.” Rebecca rolled the small table between us and sat back down on her chair. I lifted the cake and cups off the tray and set them in front of her, then pulled the visitor’s chair up and sat across the table. She took a healthy bite of cake, forked up some extra frosting, and washed it down with her coffee. “Mmmm.” She looked more rested than I felt. The difference, I guess, between fifty-four and twenty-five.
“Rebecca—or should I call you Beryl from now on?”
“Rebecca. I’m used to it. People have called me Rebecca Turner for years.”
“I want to talk about what you’ll do when you get out of here.”
She looked puzzled. “Do you want to take care of me now?” She averted her eyes and ran the index finger of her right hand along her lips.
“No. I want to help you take care of yourself.”
“I can’t go back to the firm.”
“No, you can’t. How are you fixed financially?”
“Richard was very generous.” She still wouldn’t look at me. She began to rearrange the cups and plate on the table.
I took a deep breath. “I could use a good secretary. Someone I can count on. You’ve shown me I can count on you.”
She lifted her eyes and a touch of color came to her cheeks. “I’d like that, Professor.”
“You don’t need to call me professor anymore. I’m Gabe. Just Gabe, okay?”
She reached out and touched my hand.
“Take your time,” I said. “Get healthy. Feet on the ground. If you need money, I can help. You need to put some distance between yourself and all that’s happened.”
“I hope I can . . . I promise I’ll try.” Her voice trailed off. She scraped the last bit of frosting off her plate.
“Well.” I stirred my cup and wondered how deep the damage ran. Maybe I should leave her alone, but she’d helped save my life. She had no one to look out for her. I don’t know how long I spent on these thoughts, but she snapped me back.
“Gabe? Gabe? You’re not listening. I bet you don’t even know the last words I said to you.”
“I guess I drifted off there, sorry. What did you say?”
Her voice took on a sharper tone. “I said, ‘You didn’t pay attention to my last words.’”
My mind flashed. There it was. Right in front of me.
“Rebecca! You’re beautiful! Say that once again.”
Her face glowed beet red. “Okay. You didn’t pay attention to my last words.”
I reached into my jacket pocket and took out one of the papers from the safe deposit box. I spread it out on her bed and took out the pen O’Connor had given me.
“What are you doing?” She inched closer.
“Solving part of a nineteenth century mystery, I hope.”
“What’s the paper?”
“A photocopy of the last letter my great-grand uncle wrote to his niece—my great-aunt Nellie—just before he died. The last words he said to her.”
She pulled her chair closer and leaned her elbow on the table. “What does it say?”
I turned the letter around so that she could see it:
 
My Dear Nellie Mae, I
appreciate the fact that you took
me in. I know I was an old man and it
must not have been easy for you. Moving from
New Mexico to St. Petersburg at the
age of eighty-nine was a trial, but your hearth
and home were such a comfort to me! My love and
gratitude are yours always. I ask you to put
me at the top of your prayer list as I face the end. It
was a long and dangerous time for me out in
New Mexico, especially when I almost died in the 
recent devastating and tragic winter fire
at Holy Cross Sanatorium. Guess I was lucky and
could’ve done worse. At least I didn’t slip on the ice!
Uncle Jimmy
St. Petersburg, Florida
November 6, 1941
P.S. Remember my last words to you!
 
“The last words of James McKenna, as he cryptically passed his secret on to my family. The secret of the Lost Adams gold, or that part of it he and Jose Ramos actually found.”
“I don’t get it,” Rebecca said.
“His last words—the last words of each line of his note. That’s the key.” I took my pen and underlined the last word in each line of the strangely formatted note. I underlined the postscript as well.
“I-took-it-from-the-hearth-and-put-it-in-the-fire-and-ice.” I looked up. “It refers to his gold, the gold found under the hearthstone of a burnt-out cabin in Catron County—on the property he left to great-aunt Nellie, which she left to me.”
“So the gold is in fire and ice? What does that mean?” she said.
“I have a pretty good idea. I intend to check it out tomorrow.”
My cellphone rang. Archuleta. “Bad news. Sit down.”
“Now what?”
“The guy who followed you is no cop, not by a long shot. He’s Spider Martin, a very hard case. Last served time for armed robbery. Prior convictions for spousal abuse and two DWIs. Released from the New Mexico Pen eighteen months ago. Since then he’s been quiet. Until now.”
“Anything else?” I said.
“Yeah, and you won’t like this either—he and Jason Damien were cellmates during Damien’s last stretch.”
“Shit. O’Connor probably knows I’m still alive, everywhere I’ve been, and everyone I’ve been with, too.”
“Looks like.”
“Sam, I’m going back to my house. Your ruse hasn’t worked, and I didn’t feel right hiding anyway. Give me back my gun.”
“No can do. It’s evidence in an ongoing investigation. I’ll keep the watch on your house. Patrol car out front round the clock. That’s the best I can do.”
“Yeah. Okay, thanks.” I hung up.
“What’s the matter, Gabe?” Rebecca sat childlike and uncomprehending.
“Nothing you need to worry about. Stay here and get better. I was told they still have some follow-up to do with you. Cooperate. Do what they tell you. Take care of yourself and remember what I said about your future. I’ll stop by again in a day or two. Call or text me if they release you before then. I’ll come get you.”
I picked up the People magazine from the floor and gave it to Rebecca. I touched her shoulder. She didn’t flinch. “See you soon.”
“Bye, Gabe.”
I hustled back to Nai’ya’s car. No reason to make that list for her now.
She wasn’t there. I called C.J. and brought him up to speed.
“Can I stop by with Nai’ya?” I said. “I’d like her to meet you.”
“I’ll have a table waiting.”
My phone beeped. Another caller on the line. No caller ID, but I left C.J. and punched it in anyway.
“How’s the old professor doing today?”
“O’Connor.” My stomach lurched.
“I see you didn’t entirely lose your mind when you died. Tell Archuleta his stupid plan didn’t fool me for a minute. Knew about it right away. I have eyes everywhere.”
“Tell Spider Martin I said hi’ya.”
“McKenna, you’re a tiresome asshole.”
“Thank you.”
“You need to be eliminated.”
“What, again? Give it up. You’ve lost your job, you can’t go home, and you’re on the run. The cops will find both of you any day. Doesn’t matter where you go. But that’s your problem. My only problem will be counting all my gold.”
Silence. I don’t think he was smiling. “You won’t live long enough to enjoy it.”
I let his threat drift. “You’re still clueless, aren’t you?”
“You’d be surprised what I know.”
“Well I know where the gold is. I’ve still got the map, remember?” It felt so good to taunt him.
“There is no map, old man. Any last requests before you die?”
“Yeah. Tell Carmen the two of you can go fuck yourselves.” I hung up, as Nai’ya walked to her car.
“Everything all right?” She opened the back door and tossed her books and handbag on the floor.
“Looks like I’m alive again.” I told her about O’Connor’s call and how my plans had to change.
“Shouldn’t you tell the police?”
She was right. I dialed Archuleta. “Trouble, Sam.”
“What?”
“O’Connor just phoned. He knows everything. Has to have an informant on the inside.”
“Shit. Any idea where his call came from?”
I checked the phone log on my cell. “All it says is star-six-seven.”
“That’s a blocking service that hides the caller’s number. Any background sounds that might provide a clue?”
“Sorry, I didn’t notice any. One thing puzzles me, though. Why would he call me just to say he knows I’m alive? Why give that away?”
“I can think of two reasons.”
“Like what?”
“One, he doesn’t have enough info on the gold and was probing to see if you know where it is.”
“Yeah. What’s the second reason?”
“He’s given up on the gold and has decided just to go ahead and kill you. And he wants you to think about it.”
“Wonderful. Keep in touch.”
Nai’ya drove us to C.J.’s, where we met in his office for privacy. I introduced them to each other and showed them the message hidden in James McKenna’s letter.
“I-took-it-from-the-hearth-and-put-it-in-fire-and-ice,” I said.
“The Ice Cave near Bandera volcano!” Nai’ya exclaimed.
“Probably. Here’s what I think: James McKenna and Jose Ramos did find the Lost Adams placer gold under that cabin hearthstone in 1921.”
“So what’s with this cave?” C.J. said.
“For reasons of their own, at some later date they hid the gold in or near the Bandera Ice Cave.”
C.J. nodded. “One way to find out.”
“Tomorrow.” I didn’t care about the pain in my arm. I needed to know.
“Let’s leave early,” C.J. said. “I have a couple of softball teams coming in for a banquet at 5 p.m. Charmaine will want me back before then.”
Nai’ya agreed. “I’m busy tomorrow night, too. The earlier the better for me.”
We agreed to hit the road by 7 a.m. I didn’t want to ride in C.J.’s hearse while we searched for gold—too easy to spot and follow. O’Connor had already seen my current rental SUV. I called the dealer and asked if I could do a swap on my way home. Told him I didn’t like the way my current one was handling.
After C.J.’s chef served us a carnivore’s delight, Nai’ya drove me to my place in her Cooper so I could pick up my old SUV. I wanted to invite her in for a nightcap, but had less than an hour before the rental place closed. She kissed my cheek and drove off.
Fifty minutes later, I pulled into my driveway with new wheels and heightened expectations.
The dying rays of the sun lit the yard as I walked to the porch and opened my front door. I waved to the police officer parked on the street, and continued inside.
Otis greeted me with a sharp yowl. Feeding time. I opened a can of mystery fish and gave him some hard food and fresh water. Then I poured a strong drink, bringing it with me into the spare bedroom.
Boxes of Aunt Nellie’s things stood stacked against all three interior walls. I put my drink on the window ledge and opened the box closest to the door. If this room held any more information about James A. McKenna, I intended to find it tonight.
My glass was still full three hours later. Twenty-three unpacked boxes lay scattered about. I sat on the floor in the middle of the room surrounded by the papers, documents, and bank records that I’d chosen for closer scrutiny.
After filling an empty shoebox with these items, I struggled up off the floor and took the box and my drink back to the library. The clock in the corner chimed three times; sleep was the farthest thing from my mind.
The documents, bank records, and other items covered the top of the big desk. I balanced my drink precariously on the base of the desk lamp, and got to work.
 
At five-thirty, I gathered up all the items, put them back in the shoebox, and carried a large atlas from the bookshelf to the desk. I paged to a map of New Mexico, then reread James McKenna’s letters to Aunt Nellie, tracing a route to the Bandera ice cave.
Otis jumped up on the desktop and howled. His nose twitched. He looked at me like I needed a shower. I did.
A yellow legal pad sat on top of my desk, filled with the notes and diagrams I’d made during the night’s explorations. Slowly, surely, some of the pieces to a deadly puzzle had fallen into place.
The glass of whiskey under the lamp was still full. Anticipation provided all my intoxication. I sat back and let out a deep breath. Early morning light poured through the picture window. Time to get going and see if I had this figured right.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
April 20
 
Nai’ya and C.J. pulled into my driveway at seven the next morning. I made two trips to the SUV with a thermos of coffee, three cups, my wool hat, a small shovel and hammer, and a heavy-duty pair of flashlights.
Nai’ya left her Cooper in the driveway. I handed her the keys to the new rental SUV and settled into the back seat with the atlas beside me, opened to its map of New Mexico. C.J. sat up front to do his DJ thing on the satellite radio.
We headed west toward Grants, swung south along Route 53, and entered the Malpais. I hadn’t been in this area since my 1980s field research on the Anasazi.
Fifteen miles later, a brown wooden sign with yellow letters welcomed us to, “The Land of Fire and Ice.” Jagged, broken chunks of lava, lined both sides of the road. I suddenly wondered how Spanish conquistadores traveled this terrain in heavy armor and on horseback.
A few spatter cones of congealed lava interrupted the repetitiveness of the landscape. Scraggy pines and sage clung to any spaces that supported vegetation.
“Man, this place is ugly.” C.J. looked back down to the radio and punched in Albert King singing Crosscut Saw.
“Certainly not where you’d expect to find anything of great value,” I said.
Nai’ya peered at me through the rearview mirror. “Think that’s why your Uncle Jimmy and Jose Ramos hid their gold here?”
“Partly.” I took out the yellow legal pad.
“You mean they were a couple of mistrusting old codgers?” Nai’ya turned halfway. I caught the edge of her smile.
“I pieced together some interesting information last night. In the Great Panic of 1893, the silver market collapsed. Uncle Jimmy was wiped out, like so many others in this part of the country. Everything he’d earned from the Brush Heap mine was gone. All of it. I found a letter to Jimmy from a banker in Kingston. It informed Jimmy that all his investments in silver were worthless.”
Nai’ya nodded. “That would explain why he and Jose didn’t keep their gold in the bank or invest it later on.”
“It’s not just that. Jimmy kept careful financial records from then on. He must have brought them east when he left New Mexico to live with Aunt Nellie. She brought them back here after Jimmy died. They showed that Jimmy incorporated his mining efforts, and that he and Jose converted some of the gold into cash each year after that. Probably for Jose’s farm or for their continued efforts to find the Lost Canyon of the Adams gold.”
“They never found the mother lode, right?” C.J. asked.
“There’s no sign of it. Jimmy did have a corporate bank account with the Sierra County bank in Kingston. But that bank collapsed in 1933, at the depth of the Great Depression. He lost all that money too. No wonder he says in Red Gold ‘I had learned to never trust the banker.’ ”
“I feel the same way,” C.J. said.
“That was also right around the time Jose Ramos died. Shortly before his wife married into your family.” I looked at Nai’ya’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
She nodded. “Yes, that’s about right. I know they got married sometime in the early to mid-1930s.”
“And stewardship of the gold was then shared between James McKenna, and Jose’s young son, Ka’waika Ramos; we knew him as Chato Ramos. I wonder if O’Connor realized he killed the only man alive who’d ever actually seen the Adams gold and knew for sure where it was hidden?”
“The Ice Cave?” C.J. asked.
“We’ll soon find out,” I replied. “The Bandera Ice Cave is a large fissure formed by volcanic activity. It used to be part of the old Mirabel family ranch.”
“I heard about that place when I was a young girl,” Nai’ya remarked. “About sixty years ago the Mirabels opened it to the public, and started to charge admission. Uncle Jimmy and Chato must have hidden the gold there before that. It wouldn’t have made any sense afterward.”
“It could be hidden in an area no longer accessible after the cave was opened to visitors. That’s one possible explanation.” I slid the legal pad inside the atlas as we approached the Bandera site.
“Is this the turn-off?” Nai’ya pointed toward a weathered signpost and a dirt road that ran off to our right.
“Yes. But pull off to the left instead. Park behind that clump of pines by the side of the road.”
“What for?” C.J. asked.
“To make sure we haven’t been followed. Lay low and out of sight for a few minutes to make sure nobody’s behind us.”
Nai’ya swung left behind the pines and we waited about five minutes. Nothing. “Satisfied?” she asked.
“Guess we’re clear,” I said.
She retraced our route to the dirt road and took the right turn onto a gravel path. A minute later we pulled into a parking lot outside the Ice Cave Trading Post, a wooden building that appeared to be closed.
Twenty feet from its front door, another signpost pointed out different trails and attractions. The Bandera Volcano Crater was one mile up a trail to our left; the Bandera Ice Cave lay one hundred yards to our right.
It wasn’t a cave in the traditional sense. When lava shot forth from this ground ten thousand years ago, it cooled so fast that the tubes through which it flowed collapsed. This formed an underground chamber that collected water. The porous lava insulated the chamber from heat above and below.
“The last time I was here the cave was thirty-one degrees Fahrenheit,” I said to my friends. “It should be the same today.”
We hiked to the ice cave. It was 8:30 A.M. From the top of the descending stairs we could see only darkness, and a flickering green light. Nai’ya and I went down the first few steps, but C.J. looked at the hundred-step descent and shook his head.
“No way my leg can do that. I’ll stay here and keep a lookout.”
The gray rock walls turned bluish-green as Nai’ya and I climbed down the wooden stairs. The natural color transitions on the sidewalls fascinated me. When we reached the bottom, the rock walls shone like multi-faceted, precious gems. From the railing of the rickety wooden observation deck, the floor of the cave appeared to be a single sheet of green ice. Dim artificial lighting strung throughout the cave reflected on the surrounding rock walls. This light shifted constantly, as if we were inside a kaleidoscope looking out.
The wooden railing kept us back, so we coordinated our flashlight beams and scanned the cave walls for ten minutes.
We studied every square foot of the ceiling, walls and ice floor. No gold, no saddlebags, or anything that suggested the cave ever contained any gold. As we trudged up the stairs, I trained my flashlight on the openings between the wooden steps, and Nai’ya scoured the rock walls, in case we’d missed anything on our way down. Nothing.
I was wrong. If Uncle Jimmy and Chato had hidden the gold, they hadn’t put it here. It made no sense that they’d let the gold remain somewhere open to the public. I should have known this.
Nai’ya and I were winded when we stepped up into a daylight that was forty-five degrees hotter than the chamber below. I donned my sunglasses and looked around.
“Well?” C.J. greeted us in expectation.
I shook my head.
“What next?” Nai’ya sounded as tired as I felt.
“We go home.”
Ninety minutes later, Nai’ya parked the SUV in my driveway and handed me the keys. I thanked her and C.J. before they left. I didn’t tell them that every time I glanced out the back window on our way home, I saw the same car behind us. It was a white Camry, like the one Spider Martin sat in when I took his picture twenty-four hours before.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
The house felt empty; just Otis and me tonight. I turned the swamp cooler on high and flushed the stale air outside. My sleepless night caught up with me, compounded by the day’s frustrations.
I knew in my gut that the gold wasn’t a hoax. The Will, the letters, the maps and, most of all, Red Gold proved that it existed. O’Connor and Carmen agreed and were willing to kill for it.
How far would I go? For three weeks I’d risked my life and even shot a man in pursuit of a treasure that threatened two families and had taken four lives this month alone.
The two faces in the pictures from Aunt Nellie’s metal box stared back at me from the library desktop. I glanced back and forth between Uncle Jimmy’s countenance and my own. Two fools.
The last swallow of my whiskey burned as it worked its way to my stomach. I could have kicked myself, so I did. I leaned back in the big chair and sent my booted right foot straight into my photo on the desktop. The picture and its frame crashed to the floor.
The glass shattered and the frame broke into several pieces. The desktop looked better without me.
My momentary satisfaction ended when my phone rang. Sam sounded weary.
“Gotta pull your police protection, Gabe. We’re shifting all available personnel to this morning’s triple homicide in the South Valley. Sorry. It can’t be helped.”
“Do what you have to do. Now can I get my gun back?”
“Stop bugging me about that.”
“Whatever.”
“This might interest you. We’ve had two reports that place O’Connor and Carmen in Southern California. One reported sighting in L.A., one in San Diego.”
“Credible?”
“We check everything. There’s also one from Denver.”
“They do get around. When will you know?”
“Like I said, we’ll—”
“—check everything. Yeah. I know.”
“I’ll keep in touch, Gabe. Bye.”
I poured a double and set the bottle on the desktop. The room felt hot; sweat poured down my back. Maybe the whiskey and my meds weren’t playing nice. I unscrewed the bottle, poured my drink back into it, and put it back in the bottom desk drawer. I needed air. I got up to open the window.
My first two steps crunched on glass from the shattered picture. I crouched down, reached for the wastebasket, and dropped some of the larger shards into it. The broken frame was next. Two folded pieces of paper, one yellowed and a newer, white sheet, had been taped to the back of my picture. I peeled them off. The older note was faded, scrawled in an unfamiliar hand:
 
Just got back from Bandera. Too many people at the ice cave these days—even my failing eyes can see that. What should we do now?
 
Below that, in James McKenna’s hand:
 
I still don’t trust the banks. Take it from the ice. Go beyond the trail barrier. Hide it near the volcano. It’s too heavy to move much farther than that. I’m afraid I’m too old to be of much help.
 
The last words of Ricardo Ramos’s note, the one that had first drawn me to Ybarra Place, flashed back to me:
 
“If I don’t get to you, look behind you to find our secret!”
 
The sheet of crisp, white paper was a letter. Dated January 10 of this year—less than a month before Aunt Nellie passed away—it was addressed to me in a shaky hand still recognizable as hers:
 
My dearest Gabriel,
If you are reading this letter, it means that Ricardo reached you upon my death, as I asked him to.
I leave my estate to you. I want you and Holly to ENJOY it all and live out your dreams!
Ricardo may have told you something about “the gold.” I have to admit that I myself have never seen it. I cannot swear that it even exists. But I want you to know what I know, or rather what I learned from Uncle Jimmy and Chato. (That little slip of folded paper contains their last words about the gold. I thought you might want it.)
Uncle Jimmy, as much as I loved him, was a very secretive and suspicious man. His loyalty extended only to the McKenna and Ramos families. 
I suppose this is understandable and forgivable. In his last year with me, I heard many tales of the old days, of the first great silver fortune he made and then lost in the Panic of ’93. During the Depression, his life savings were wiped out again by the Sierra County Bank failure. All he had left were his memories, a few hard-learned lessons, and the ranch in Catron County where Chato lives.
Uncle Jimmy never spoke to me about the gold. Only after his death did I read his final letter with its hint of something found and re-hidden. Only then did I find and read his tale of discovering “Red Gold.”
None of this matters to me. I have had such a full life. I suppose all of us have our deep, hidden secrets. I know I do—and never you mind what they are! So if you wish to know more about this “Red Gold” (or even try to find it) you will have to ask Chato. He’s the one who would know.
My dying advice to you is this: FORGET IT. Enjoy the love and companionship you share with Holly. That is the only gold of pure and lasting value!
Gabriel, I am sorry we drifted so far apart these past many years. I admit I lost track of you, but I did often wonder where you and Holly were and what you might be doing. I think of you often and pray that you will make good use of all I have left you. I pray the love you share will grace your lives for many, many more years! May God bless you forever! Nellie Mae
 
Meds or no meds, I took the whiskey out of the lower desk drawer. After a good belt, I dialed my cellphone.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
April 21
 
“How can you drive with that arm?”
“Why not? You drive with one leg. Besides, I ditched the sling they gave me. Don’t need it anymore.” I looked across the seat as C.J. piled into my rental SUV du Jour, a silver Ford Expedition. “Did you bring both guns like I asked?”
“One Glock 19, one Smith & Wesson M&P 9. You sure you wanna do this?”
“I’m sure. Hang on to them for now. I’ve got another stop to make before we leave.”
Sunday morning traffic was light. I pulled into the parking circle at UNM Hospital ten minutes later. Rebecca Turner sat in a wheelchair outside the hospital entrance. An armed guard stood just in front of her. She shaded her eyes with her right hand and waved to me with her left.
“Rebecca?” C.J. said. “I figured you were picking up Nai’ya.”
“She has to be at Laguna Pueblo for some ceremony. Rebecca texted me to say they would discharge her this morning. We could use an extra pair of eyes. Someone we can trust.”
He shook his head. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
I stopped alongside Rebecca and rolled the window down. Pain shot through my left arm. “Hop in.”
The guard stepped between her wheelchair and my car.
“It’s okay, Officer. I’m a friend of Ms. Turner. Gabriel McKenna. She phoned me to come by and pick her up.”
The guard looked at Rebecca.
“He’s right, Officer.” She sprang from the wheelchair and tossed herself into the back seat, slamming the door hard enough to make me wince. “Thanks for picking me up. Hello, C.J.” She leaned forward and poked the back of my shoulder. “How’s the arm?”
“Feels better.”
“So do I.”
I caught her smile in the rearview mirror. She reached behind her head with both hands and long, blonde hair tumbled to her shoulders. “So you need my help? What’s going on?”
I told her about our fruitless search at the Ice Cave and mentioned the note behind my picture that suggested the gold had been moved many years ago. Rebecca’s eyes widened when I said that Carmen and O’Connor were still at large. “This might get dangerous. If you’re not okay with that, I can take you home.”
She shook her head. “I’m not afraid. Drive.”
I thought over my plan one last time. The car was quiet for the next hour except when C.J. loaded and readied the two handguns. Rebecca slid over behind me in the back seat until I could no longer see her in the mirror.
Around noon, I turned and headed south once more to the Land of Fire and Ice. I parked in the same trading post parking spot as the day before. We climbed from the SUV to face Bandera Volcano. The trail sign noted it was one mile to our north. The graded path rose several hundred feet. I turned to C.J. “You up for that?”
“Easier for my leg than walking down stairs. Let’s go.”
I opened the Expedition’s trunk and took out a coil of rope, two pair of binoculars, and three bottles of water. I kept a bottle for myself and lifted the rope over my right shoulder. I handed C.J. and Rebecca each a water bottle and a pair of the field glasses.
“I’ll take that Glock now.” I tucked it into my belt and let C.J. carry the M&P 9.
We started up the cinder-and-mulch path. A light breeze and dappled shade kept us cool. Around the first bend, we paused at a small hand-carved sign:
 
TRAIL CLOSED TODAY
 
“Not to me.” I looked at C.J. and then at Rebecca. “You two don’t need to go any farther if you’d rather wait here.”
C.J. shook his head. “Not a chance. I’m with you all the way.”
Rebecca brushed past the sign and was ten yards up the trail before C.J. and I started moving again.
We did our best to keep pace with her for another two hundred yards until we hit a fork in the trail. We hung to the right, on the main path toward the eastern rim of the dormant volcano.
A thin forest of gnarled pine and juniper lined our way. Occasional trees, their upper roots exposed from erosion, clung to the crater’s side below our path. With washouts all along the trail, we had to keep our eyes on the ground.
Half-a-mile later, we rested on a stone bench and drank some water. Three hawks circled above the crater and ascended on morning thermals. Except for the whistle of wind through the trees, we stood in a silence as deep as any I could remember.
“Ready.” C.J. rose and limped up the trail. Rebecca followed. I stood and looked back toward the trading post. Our SUV sat in full sun now. A large van that hadn’t been there when I’d parked sat next to it in the lot. I felt a knot in my stomach.
The wind picked up. My eyes swept the trail behind us through the rustling tree branches. Nobody. I wiped my forehead with my right sleeve, turned, and double-timed it up the trail to rejoin my friends.
Until now, we’d encountered no hikers on the trail. No footprints going in either direction in the soft cinders. With the trail closed, perhaps we were alone.
The gradient increased and C.J. stumbled several times along the sandy incline. He stopped when we reached an open, level area where the path widened to a carpet of coarse grass. Rebecca and I also stopped and inhaled deep breaths of the cool, thin air. We had our best view yet of the crater walls on the far side of the volcano, but a minute of searching with my binoculars revealed precipitous walls of coarse volcanic rock and loose gravel. No caves. We moved on.
Several hundred yards up the trail, we came to another level stretch just below the crater’s rim. My FT60 wrist altimeter read 8,100 feet. Less than fifty feet above us, the upper rim of the crater blocked the sun and cast us in full shade for the first time. Just ahead, the trail ended at a rickety wooden barrier. We drew closer; the message on the sign became readable:
 
DO NOT PASS THIS POINT
 
“Now what?” Rebecca leaned against the rock wall to our right, ten feet from the end of the path.
“I have to rest my leg for a bit.” C.J.’s face creased with pain. He took a couple of deep breaths. “Here, man.” He handed me his binoculars.
I scanned the far walls of the volcano. Again, nothing. If I wanted to see the near half of the crater face, it would mean hiking over to the far rim. I was too tired to do that.
Rebecca edged to the sign at the end of the trail. She pointed ahead. “Is this something?”
I moved next to her. The faint outline of a gravel and cinder path extended past the wooden barrier. Slag, debris, and unruly grasses obscured this part of the old trail. Through the binoculars I saw the path disappear into a clump of bushes less than a hundred feet away and twenty feet above where we stood.
Rebecca put a hand on my shoulder and stretched up on her toes. “See anything?”
“No openings on this side of the crater wall, far as I can see.” I pointed across to the other side of the barrier. “The old trail appears to have continued on ahead.” I lowered my binoculars. “The trail beyond here is so poor it might be impassable. At the very least, it’s a treacherous climb.”
“Probably why they put up this barricade.” C.J. joined us.
“Want me to go to the other side of the crater rim and take a look from there?” Rebecca still appeared fresh and eager.
“Would you?” I knew neither C.J. nor I could make it that far.
“No problem. I’ll take my field glasses and signal if I see anything unusual. You can follow me from here.” She darted back down our path to the fork in the trail; I lost sight of her among the trees. Five minutes later she broke into the open along the far rim. She’d reached a level section directly across from us and scanned our side of the crater. She stopped suddenly and adjusted her field glasses.
“I think she’s spotted something,” I said to C.J.
I didn’t need binoculars to see her wave and jump up and down. She pointed at something on our side of the crater, up beyond the trail barrier. I waved for her to come back.
As Rebecca retraced her steps, she was soon lost to our sight among the trees and vegetation.
“What do you think, Gabe?”
My heart beat fast. My mouth felt dry. “I think I need a drink.”
I lifted the coiled rope over my right shoulder and took a swig of water. C.J. waved off my offer of the bottle. We stood and waited for Rebecca and news of what she had seen.
A strong gust of wind kicked up. The smaller trees shook from its force. The hawks no longer circled above.
Rebecca came into view thirty yards back down the path; her hands rose high above her head. Spider Martin and Carmen Flores followed close behind her, guns pointed at her back. Richard O’Connor, clad in a park ranger’s uniform, trailed them.
“Drop your guns or she dies,” O’Connor called up to us. “And keep your hands where I can see them. Drop that rope. Now!”
“Do what he says.” I laid the rope at my feet.
“We gotta fight, man,” C.J. said. “We can take them. They’re out in the open.”
“No. He’ll kill Rebecca if we don’t do what he says. We look for an opening later.”
O’Connor pushed Rebecca ahead of him. He raised his arm and aimed his gun at the back of her head.
“Wait!” I yelled. I dropped the Glock on the gravel. C.J. tossed his gun next to it. We raised our hands. Neither of us moved.
Rebecca and her captors walked up to us. “Back away from the guns.” O’Connor spoke calmly. C.J. and I obeyed.
O’Connor stood ten feet away, holding Rebecca by her hair, his gun indenting the flesh of her cheek.
Carmen stepped forward and kicked our guns away from us. She picked them up, shouldered the rope, and tucked my Glock into her belt. She never looked at me.
O’Connor waved Carmen aside with his gun. He turned to Spider Martin. “Take care of the nigger.”
Carmen held C.J.’s M&P 9 out toward Martin.
“Not with a gun!” O’Connor ordered. “You want to attract attention? Use your brains. The park is open, even if this trail is closed.”
Carmen gave him a sharp look and stomped back behind me, with the gun in her hand.
Martin pulled a large hunting knife out of his jacket. He admired its gleam for a moment and came at C.J. on the balls of his feet, arms away from his body.
I tensed and shifted. Before I could move forward, Carmen pressed C.J.’s gun into my back. “One step and you’re dead.”
C.J. outweighed Martin and had several inches in reach on him, but the younger man was quicker. And he held the only weapon.
Martin lunged. C.J. stepped back to avoid the blade and followed with his left fist. It grazed the younger man’s cheek. Martin recoiled and slid to his right.
C.J.’s leg wouldn’t let him turn fast enough. The next plunge of the knife caught him just above his left elbow, tore through his shirt, drawing blood.
Martin turned to grin at O’Connor. C.J.’s long right arm grabbed Martin’s hand. Their struggle for the knife took them off the path, lurching toward the crater.
They swayed, grappling for the knife as they tried to throw each other off balance. When he ducked to gain leverage, C.J.’s bad leg gave way on the loose ground. As he pulled Martin down with him, the knife slipped from their hands and settled on the path. They pitched sideways, free arms flailing in the air. C.J. swayed on the crater rim, still pulling Martin’s arm. They fell together over the edge. Their screams died in the crater.
I cried out and lunged forward.
A bullet from Carmen’s gun whizzed past my ear. “Don’t move. Next shot kills you.”
“I told you no guns! Not yet.” O’Connor looked away from the crater’s edge to glare at Carmen.
I bent forward and tried to catch my breath, but my gut wouldn’t let me.
O’Connor shrugged at Carmen. His glance softened. “Guess there’s more for us now.” He turned back to me. “Let’s get the gold.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He let go of Rebecca’s hair and pushed her toward Carmen. With a shake of his head, he stepped toward me and smashed his gun against my cheek. Pain shot through my nose and into my head. Blood trickled into my mouth. I spat it on the ground but didn’t move. The image of C.J. falling over the edge held me still.
“Game’s over. I knew if I gave you enough time, you’d lead me to the gold. You didn’t let me down.”
I stared at him the way a boxer stares at his opponent before a fight, the way C.J. and I once stared at each other.
O’Connor stared right back. “You should have left when you had the chance. Too late now.”
“Listen to me,” I pleaded. “There is no gold. The whole thing was James McKenna’s elaborate joke.”
“Don’t bullshit me,” O’Connor snarled. “I know about the maps, the Will, the letters, and Red Gold. I know that James McKenna took that gold from my family’s land. It belongs to my family, not yours.”
“It’s not here.”
“It certainly wasn’t at that Ice Cave. We wasted a whole day, just like you did. And we might never have come back to this volcano if you hadn’t led us here. You have my everlasting gratitude, Professor.”
“I’m telling you, there’s nothing here. We’ve looked all along the crater. No caves, nothing. Now let Rebecca go.”
He licked his lips. “Ever have that gut feeling you’ve reached the end of the trail?”
I snuck a quick glance around. Carmen had moved, her gun now hidden behind Rebecca’s head. O’Connor moved behind me and stuck the barrel of his gun into my back. He prodded me toward the barrier. “Go ahead, Professor. Lead me to the gold. Now.”
“We’ll have to go back to Albuquerque then.”
“You don’t quit, do you McKenna? I saw Rebecca signal you. I discovered quite a few years ago that she has a low tolerance for pain. It was child’s play to get her to tell us all about the cave on our way back here. She even told us about the note your great-aunt hid behind your picture.” He turned to Carmen. “You shouldn’t have missed that, my dear.”
Carmen’s gun cocked behind Rebecca’s head.
“Move, Professor. I want to see your face when I take back what’s mine.” He gestured toward the wooden barricade. “Need help getting over that, old man?”
I tottered against the barrier and glanced back to see how much space O’Connor was giving me. I needed an opening. He and Carmen stood on either side of Rebecca.
“Tie her up,” he said. “Don’t kill her unless McKenna tries to cross me. She and I have so much fun together.”
Carmen let out my rope. Rebecca submissively sat on the path where C.J. and Spider Martin had fought over the knife. She extended her hands and feet, making it easier for Carmen to bind her wrists and ankles. A girl who knew the routine.
O’Connor strode back to me. “Go.” I struggled over the wooden barrier. He followed. We began our precarious climb along the faint, narrow path.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
As I crept along the trail, sand, cinder, and gravel spilled down the crater wall behind me. O’Connor kept six feet back, close enough for his gun to be persuasive, far enough away that I couldn’t reach him.
Halfway to the clump of bushes up the trail, the ground suddenly gave way and I slipped. With both arms free, I managed to grab hold of a juniper sapling and regain my balance, but cried out from the jolt of pain in my left shoulder.
O’Connor kept his distance. “Stop whining, old man.”
I reached the wall rift that Rebecca had found from the far rim. A neat pile of boulders and smaller rocks obscured much of the narrow gap in the crater’s side.
“Pull those rocks away. All of them,” O’Connor barked.
I heaved with all the strength in my right arm, pushing rocks from the entrance until the opening was just large enough for a man my size.
O’Connor called back to Carmen. “Almost there!”
“Now what?” I was winded, my voice little more than a whisper.
“Keep going. I need more room than that. Push the larger stones inside if you have to.”
I leaned against the crater wall, light-headed from my exertions.
“Professor, if you won’t do it, you’re of no further use to me. Comprendé?”
Deep hatred drove me on. That, and the chance that he might leave me an opening if I could just play for a little more time.
I cleared the entrance until it was five feet high and three feet wide. More light flooded the inner chamber with each rock I pushed aside. The cavern was the size of a small room, its ceiling high enough for a man to stand.
O’Connor edged closer. “Get inside.”
My labors at the entrance stirred up so much dust that the cave was filled with a thick gray cloud. I coughed as soon as I moved into it. O’Connor followed as far as the cave door. The light around me dimmed. He removed his sunglasses and unhooked a flashlight from his belt. Its beam cut through the haze as he swept the interior of the cave and edged inside.
Two bulging saddlebags lay on the ground against the far wall, no more than fifteen feet away. Embossed initials were barely visible under a thick layer of dust that coated the nearest bag:
J.A.McK. 
A sudden blow crashed against the back of my head and dropped me to the ground. “Crawl over and get those bags. I don’t want them cluttering up your grave.”
My head hadn’t cleared from his blow. I had to claw my way to my knees.
“Move!”
My left arm hurt too much to put weight on it. Blood trickled down my sleeve and seeped through the cuff of my shirt. My stitches had torn.
I dragged myself across the cave floor to the saddlebags. Hunched over in pain, I pulled one of the leather cinch straps. It snapped, dried and weakened by the years. My right hand held a three-foot length of leather with a large, silver buckle on its end. It was all I had.
“Oh my God, no!” I shouted.
“What?” O’Connor stepped closer.
I clutched the strap as hard as I could and spun around. The leather whipped toward his face. The buckle caught him flush in his right eye.
“Damn you!” He tilted forward and clutched at the eye with furious fingers. I scooped up a handful of sand and threw it in his face. I rushed him, grabbed for his gun with my right hand, and planted my knee in his groin.
O’Connor’s grip on the gun held firm. He screamed in rage as we struggled, and shot three times in panicked succession. Each bullet buried itself somewhere in the sandy floor.
I kicked his shin with the toe of my boot. As he recoiled, I slipped from his grasp and slapped hard at his gun. It spiraled from his hand and out the cave entrance.
We stood three feet apart gasping the foul air. The whites of his eyes shone gold, each iris black and deep and empty. A stare from beyond the grave.
The corners of his mouth turned upward. Sound hissed from his lips. A wild-eyed smile crept over his face the way syrup oozes across a pancake. He let out a brief, quiet snicker. Then it grew and deepened into a roar of manic laughter. His mouth frothed. Fixing his gaze on me, O’Connor reached back to gather force to deliver one final blow.
I ducked to avoid his telegraphed punch, and came up swinging with my good right arm. My fist dug deep into his stomach. Where the body goes, the head will follow. He bent over. I doubled a right uppercut to his face.
O’Connor crashed to his knees. I hit him twice more on the back of his neck with everything I had. He collapsed onto his side and lay motionless at my feet.
I took a step back, steadied myself, and kicked him square in the face. His nose made a gushing sound and coated my boot with blood. His eyelids fluttered and closed. “That’s for C.J.” By now, my whole body was on fire. I kicked him in the nuts as hard as I could. “And that’s for Rebecca.”
A wipe of my right sleeve across my nose cleared some of the blood from my face. The back of my head throbbed, but I ignored it and turned toward the gold. I cast a towering shadow against the far wall above the saddlebags.
There it was, after all the treachery and death of one hundred and fifty years: the Lost Adams gold. All mine. I felt a smile creep over my face.
“Stop.”
I turned.
Carmen had her Smith and Wesson aimed at my head. Both hands held steady. “I heard three shots. A cop is trained to respond. I was hoping to find you dead.” She glanced down at O’Connor.
“He’s alive,” I said. “But he’ll never look the same.” I raised my hands and studied her face.
Carmen’s right eye twitched. She took a deep breath and exhaled with great calm. She looked at me and then looked over at the saddlebags. Casting one more glance at O’Connor, her arms swung down and she pumped a bullet into his chest and then a second one into his skull. He shook one time and lay still.
“What…?” My mouth opened and I stared at her from the far side of his dead body.
“More for me,” she said without emotion. “Richard would understand. I’ll take care of his blonde bitch after I deal with you.”
I searched her face, her eyes…there was nothing human to see.
She took a step back and pointed the gun at me. She winked. “End of the line, Gabe.”
I closed my eyes. A gunshot exploded and echoed off the walls of the cave.
My knees buckled, but I felt nothing. I inhaled and held my breath as I opened my eyes. Carmen teetered in front of me, still clasping her gun. Where her eyes had been, an exit wound spewed out blood and brain tissue. Dead center. She fell. Her body hit the floor of the cave with a dull thud.
Peering around the corner of the cave entrance with O’Connor’s gun extended in her right hand, Rebecca Turner stared blankly at me. She didn’t move. She didn’t blink.
I edged out of the cave to her side, out of her line of fire.
“It’s all right now,” I heard myself whisper.
I lowered her arm and pried the gun from her grasp. Spider Martin’s knife dropped from her left hand.
What happened after that is a blur, even now. I must have left the cave and called Archuleta on my cellphone. The sun was setting when he and Cibola County law enforcement arrived at the crater.
I was sleepwalking in a bad dream. C.J. was gone. Carmen and O’Connor lay dead inside the cave. Rebecca was back in police custody.
Archuleta assisted me down to the parking lot. I vomited twice along the way. My nose throbbed with a dull pain. The cut on the side of my head had clotted, as had the blood from the stitches in my arm. When we reached my car, I didn’t have the strength to stand anymore.
EMTs arrived at the lot and wrapped me in a blanket. Still, I shivered, as the cops battered me with questions.
 
I made no protest when Archuleta told me I couldn’t take the gold. That would have to await the results of their investigation and a legal judgment on my claim of ownership. He told me maybe the embossed saddlebags would help.
I ended up back in the emergency room at UNM Hospital for the fourth time since leaving New York. Archuleta looked in on me about 8 p.m., but said “our talk” would keep until the following day. They gave me a sedative. What I needed was a good, stiff drink.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
April 22
 
Just before nine the next morning, I leaned over the sink with a hospital-provided toothbrush in my hand. An insistent knock rattled the hinges of my private room door and sent a wave of pain through my head. “Come on in, I’m decent.” I wiped the toothpaste off my lips with a small towel and looked into the mirror as the door opened.
Archuleta was in my room before I could turn around. He looked at me, shook his head, and walked over to the window. His right hand twizzled the rod beside the Venetian blinds until they were fully open. He stood there a moment and looked outside.
He spoke without facing me. “So what do you have to say this morning?”
“You need a neck trim, Sam.”
He let that pass and turned to face me. He shoved a cigarette in his mouth, but caught himself before he lit up. It disappeared into the palm of his hand.
“I don’t know what the fuck to make of you, Gabe. I told you to lay low.”
“I have a problem with authority. How’s Rebecca? Where is she?”
“We’re holding her, no charges filed yet. The D.A will piece it all together. But she’s okay physically, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“She saved my life.”
“I’ll try to remember that.” He walked over to me, tossed his unsmoked Camel into the toilet, and let it float. “They’re discharging you?”
“That’s what I hear. Probably tired of me by now.” I buttoned my bloodstained work shirt and tucked it into my jeans.
“Buy me a cup of coffee.” Sam held the door open and stood there.
“Sure.” I checked the mirror again. Yeah, I looked as bad as my body felt.
We walked to the elevators across from the nurses’ station. My head throbbed, but at least I was steady on my feet. The door closed. We were alone.
Sam pressed the first floor button. “What in God’s name possessed you to go off on your own like that?” He took out another cigarette and let this one rest unlit between his lips. I told him about the note I’d found behind Aunt Nellie’s old framed photo of me. I explained what its message meant.
We walked out of the elevator toward the cafeteria. “Mighty expensive gold,” he muttered.
I nodded. “Four more people died yesterday because of it.”
“Not quite.” We continued along the first floor corridor. The Intensive Care Unit was on our right.
Sam’s response finally registered. “What do you mean, ‘not quite’?”
“Come with me.” He put the unlit cigarette in his shirt pocket, grabbed my right arm by the elbow, and led me into the I.C.U.
Sam knocked before he stuck his oversized head inside the first door on the right. He entered and I followed.
A tall black woman stood by the side of a bed in the center of the small room. She didn’t notice us. She just stared at the man who rested there, a mass of tubes and bandages.
It was C.J.
Sam whispered, “They found him halfway down the side of the crater, flush against a small juniper. Airlifted him here around midnight. The other guy was dead.”
I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer, my first since the night Holly died. When I opened them, the woman had turned toward us, her face a mosaic of questions and pain.
“Who are you?” she said.
Sam flashed his badge. I moved over to her.
“Charmaine?”
“Yes?”
“I’m Gabe McKenna.”
The pain did not leave her face.
We looked down at C.J. His eyes fluttered for a moment. He stirred and tried to speak, but the tubes prevented it. I took his hand and felt a squeeze.
“I’m so sorry. Whatever this costs, whatever C.J. needs, I’ll pay for it. Everything. Don’t worry.”
She looked at her husband. Tears ran down her cheeks. “I don’t know whether to kiss you or kill you.”
“Your husband is a hero,” I said in a quiet voice. She just looked at him and kept on crying.
“Let’s go.” Sam caught my arm and pulled me out of the room.
 
The cafeteria coffee tasted bitter. That seemed right. Sam had spoken to the doctors before he’d come to my room. C.J. had a fighting chance, but faced a long and painful recovery. His bad right leg had shattered again. He’d suffered internal injuries to his spleen and to one kidney. The damage to his back could mean a lifetime of pain. Of course Charmaine might want to do me in.
I turned to Sam and fought back tears of my own. “What about Rebecca? If she’s going to be held, I want to post bail.”
“I’ll let you know. Another cup?”
“No thanks, but you go ahead.”
Sam left me to my thoughts as he shuffled through the cafeteria line. After he sat down with cup number two, he leaned forward. “At least we won’t have to worry about O’Connor anymore.”
I fumbled my coffee and sloshed some out onto the table. “I don’t know why I didn’t kill him myself.”
“Because you’re not a killer, Gabe. That’s why.” Sam took as deep a breath as he could. “Carmen Flores will be buried quietly. No departmental honors or observances.”
Sam’s words were no comfort. “What about my gold?”
“Still insist it’s yours?” I caught the edge in his voice.
“I’ve got written proof. That gold has belonged to my family for four generations. After what I’ve been through, you’re damn right it’s mine.”
Sam rubbed his tired-looking eyes. “That’s not my decision. The A.P.D. took the gold from the cave and brought it into Albuquerque overnight. It’s in our main evidence locker. In the walk-in safe. I suspect you’ll hear from government officials soon. Render unto Caesar.”
“Just make sure it doesn’t disappear again.”
He clutched at his heart in mock agony. “It hurts to hear you talk like that.”
“Sorry, Sam. Guess I’ve been a lot of trouble.”
“That you have. On the other hand, you did bring three killers to justice. When you’re feeling better I’ll buy you a drink.”
“I’m giving up booze.”
Archuleta raised his eyebrows and stared.
“It’s killing me slowly.” I looked at the cigarette he held in his hand. “Come to think of it, Sam—”
“I gotta go.” He checked his watch and stood. “There’s a cop downstairs to take you home. Keep in touch.” He turned and left me there at the table.
My coffee was bad to the last drop. Hard work lay ahead before I could secure my claim to the gold. I needed a lawyer. One from a different firm.



CHAPTER FORTY
 
Erskine Pelfrey wiped his mouth with a bright yellow napkin and motioned me toward a seat in front of his desk. A pasty-skinned fellow about fifty years old, he ran his one-man law firm out of a square, one-story adobe building on Fourth Street. Metal bars covered all the windows.
He sat in a huge, stuffed leather chair. With his rumpled brown suit collapsed about his thin frame, he looked like an inflatable device that had sprung a leak. As we spoke, he tore off pieces of a sandwich buried in a lunch box that lay open on the desktop in front of him. This guy lived alone.
I explained about the gold and my need to have my claim to it legally certified. He made photocopies of James McKenna’s Will and other correspondence with Aunt Nellie. I let him browse through Red Gold.
He put the manuscript down. “A slam-dunk, Professor. Your claim to this gold will be certified within two weeks.”
“I’d like to believe that.” I didn’t mean to sound skeptical. It happened effortlessly.
“You will, of course, have to pay whatever taxes are owed.”
“Naturally.”
“Probate law is a specialty of mine, Professor. New Mexico’s estate tax is a ‘pick up’ tax. The I.R.S. returns to the state a portion of the federal inheritance tax it will collect from your gold.”
I shifted in my seat. “How much will they take?”
“It all depends. Could be as high as fifty-five percent. Could be zero.”
“I don’t understand.”
Pelfrey took a deep breath and his cheeks inflated, Dizzy Gillespie-like. “It depends on whether James McKenna or your great-aunt—what was her name?”
“Nellie.”
“—on whether either of them set up an irrevocable trust with their estates. In that case, the taxes would already have been paid and you get it all.”
“How will I know?”
“That’s where I earn my money. I’ll search state tax and real estate records back to 1921 and see what I can find. In any case, there will be no complications, I promise.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“My cousin is the State Attorney General’s wife. I’ll call you in a week with a progress report.” He reached into his lunch box. “Cookie?”
I shook my head and bid good day to Erskine Pelfrey, Esquire.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
April 28
 
For the next week or so, I was ‘The Man.’ Word got around that I’d found part of the Lost Adams gold. Requests poured in. I did one brief interview on a local Albuquerque television station. Big mistake. National media picked up the story and came calling. Today and Good Morning America wanted me. 60 Minutes offered me twenty minutes. The National Enquirer bid $150,000 for exclusive rights to my story. I turned them all down.
Countless individuals pestered me with requests for financial assistance. I changed my phone number and rented a P.O. Box. When I went out in public, people crowded me and asked for favors or autographs.
I stayed home most of the time. But personal grooming had lately taken a backseat to mayhem in my life. Eventually I had to venture out to get my haircut.
My grizzled goatee and untamed hair presented a challenge to Francesca, a young, dark-haired beauty who gave me a shampoo and led me to her chair. She tried to turn my head into a fashion statement. I hoped she had the strength for it.
She removed the hot towel that had covered my face for about a minute. “Mr. Gabe, I saw you on TV. What’s it like to be rich and famous?”
Her innocent words were startling. Is that how the world saw me? The salon’s patrons and stylists gawked as I sat in Francesca’s chair. I felt the urge to crawl back under the towel.
 
Sleep didn’t come that night. Around two o’clock I crawled from my bed and tottered to the kitchen. Otis sat on a table by the kitchen window. I startled him for a moment, but then he resumed his night watch of the backyard. Too late for food or drink, so I settled for a glass of water.
The living room was dark. I lit a candle on the mantelpiece and put Von Karajan’s recording of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony on my old sound system. I sat on the sofa for the first time since enjoying an evening drink there with Carmen, a lifetime ago.
I lay back and my eyes closed as Ode to Joy played on. When it ended, I felt nothing.
Fifty-four-year-old Gabriel McKenna, late of New York, now down at the crossroads.
Then my anger and deepest fears escaped from my control. I couldn’t say how long I cried.
In the candle’s faint light, Holly appeared across the room. Her ethereal, shimmering presence tore me to pieces. I felt the pain of my loss more now than thirteen months ago, when her final breath brushed against my cheek. Now Holly’s luminous smile enveloped me in loving warmth. I felt her for a moment that I will always possess. Then she was gone.
The candle flickered out. Alone in blackness, my pain and anger drained away. No words, no thoughts, I lay somewhere beyond it all.
At some point, I must have made my way to the bedroom and to sleep.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
April 29
 
“Good news!” the voice on the phone boomed.
My eyes squinted against the morning light. “Who is this?”
“Erskine Pelfrey. Are you sitting down?”
“I’m lying down. What time is it?”
“It’s seven-thirty in the morning. I couldn’t wait to tell you.”
I sat up in bed and stretched the stiffness out of my back. “I’m all ears.”
“My cousin persuaded the Attorney General to fast-track your claim. The gold is yours. Clear.”
“That’s fantastic.” By now I was wide-awake.
“You know, Gabe, your great-grand uncle was a smart guy.”
“We’re all smart guys in my family. So?”
“James A. McKenna had been prospecting for this gold for years.”
“I know that.”
“In 1918, he had the foresight to incorporate his prospecting labors into a mining business. And three years later, he did something much more interesting.”
“What?”
“After he found the gold, he took a portion of its value as a capital gain each year until private gold possession was outlawed by FDR in 1933.”
“What difference did that make?”
“It concealed the magnitude of his discovery and covered the tax obligation on his entire find.”
“So I don’t owe any taxes?”
Pelfrey made a sound that I took for laughter. “Hear me out. James McKenna paid the tax when gold was worth less than $22 per ounce. That price remained steady throughout the decade. He ended up paying a little over $8,000 in capital gains.”
“Damn.” My heart hammered in my chest. I took the phone into the bathroom and filled the water glass.
“Then—this is the best part—he formed an irrevocable trust in 1940, the year before he died. Very savvy. The records are right there on file.”
“So how much is the gold worth today?”
“The price of gold has been over $1200 per ounce all year. So your gold is worth at least $3,600,000.”
I had to laugh. Erskine joined in. Then we coughed for a while. I drained the water glass before I could speak again.
“Just out of curiosity. How much estate tax would I have paid if Jimmy hadn’t been so smart?”
“About two million.” He said it like it was nothing.
I paced the room. “Okay, Ersk. Here’s what we do. I want to sell the gold. All of it. Can you handle that?”
“You’ll have to sign an authorization, but yes, it’s no problem. I know a broker who can arrange the sale.”
“Great. I’ll stop by later to give you my signature and banking information. Keep one percent for yourself as a bonus, that ought to be about thirty-two grand. Get a new suit. And send me your bill, of course.”
Pelfrey hung up in the midst of another coughing fit.
There were two phone calls I had to make.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
Simon Chino, Chairman of the Acoma Pueblo Tribal Council, sounded excited. “I’ll call an immediate session of the Council. I think we can get a quorum. How soon can you be here?”
I checked my watch. “I’ll need three or four hours to prepare everything. Say around noon? Can you invite the Historic Preservation Office members, too?”
“I’ll try. See you at noon.”
The drive along I-40 seemed different today. The sun shone and I felt relaxed enough to appreciate the beauty of the landscape.
Sam called when I was twenty miles from Acoma Pueblo. “The Grand Jury is over. The testimony you gave about Rebecca saving your life was key.”
“Yes!”
“They declined to issue an indictment in the death of Carmen Flores. Called it justifiable homicide. Rebecca Turner is free. Might even be home by now.”
“Great news, Sam. I appreciate how you stood up for her. Maybe I’ll swing by her place on my way back. Take her out to dinner to celebrate. Care to join us?”
“Let me buy the drinks?”
“I’m still on the wagon.”
“A Shirley Temple then.”
 
At noon, I pulled into the parking lot of the Acoma Pueblo Community Center. Simon Chino greeted me outside the front entrance. He was small in stature, but his energy and personality filled the building. He insisted I check out the Center’s magnificent indoor pool. I’d never seen a pool so large, nor a man quite so proud.
“Maybe after our meeting, you’d like to try out the sauna?”
“I’d love to, but I have another appointment this afternoon. Perhaps some other time?”
Simon led me into the Tribal Council Room and took the seat to my right. A dozen other Council members and representatives of their Historic Preservation Office filled out the circle. Some wore business suits, others jeans and work shirts, still others came in traditional dress.
Simon called the meeting to order and introduced me to a round of silence. I thanked him and addressed those assembled.
“My great-grand uncle, James A. McKenna, took possession of 4,800 acres of land south of Chavez Canyon near Bell Mountain in 1921. This land has been in my family for four generations.”
The Council members listened. I learned nothing from their faces.
“Chato Ramos and his son, Ricardo, were murdered over the past two weeks. I promised that they’d be laid to rest on this land, next to the graves of their ancestors.”
I picked up a large manila envelope I’d brought from home.
“I know my land once belonged to your people. If you give me your word that the graves of my friends will be honored and protected, I will transfer title of this land to Acoma Pueblo. I ask only that it remain under the care and protection of your office of Historic Preservation, that a memorial is built where the cabin once stood, and that care be given to the animals. I am prepared to include a bequest sufficient to cover all initial expenses.”
The Council members smiled and agreed to my offer by acclamation. Simon Chino promised that tribal lawyers would see that the land transfer and its new use conformed to the National Environmental Policy Act.
Tribal representatives would attend the Ramos burials. Their graves would be protected. The Acoma Tribal Council would care for the land. And I received a lifetime pass to the new pool and sauna.
I declined an invitation to lunch at the Casino Hotel, but assured the Council I would be back soon. I shook every hand in sight and returned to my Hudson. Laguna Pueblo was only a few miles on the other side of I-40.
Nai’ya met me at her office. I handed her a $2,000,000 check for the Laguna Educational Foundation. She broke into tears.
“You have no idea what this means. There’s such need here.”
We embraced. I lifted her chin and our eyes met. “A gift from one educator to another.” I reached down for a tissue from the box on her desktop and dabbed at her tears.
She looked down. “You may wonder why I’ve been out of touch lately.”
“That did cross my mind.”
“I heard the news report of your ordeal at the volcano while I was driving back from our ceremony. This was the day after. UNM Hospital said they’d already sent you home. I decided to respect your privacy and give you some time to heal.”
“That was thoughtful.”
“It’s not my way to pry, Gabe. But I prayed for you every day.”
I kissed her forehead. “You did the right thing.”
“Thank you for understanding. Thank you for everything,” she said.
I stared at her for a moment. “I’d like us to get together one of these days.”
Nai’ya’s eyes lit up. “I’m going to be in Albuquerque tonight for a poetry reading. Could you stop by? Some of my students will read. I may read as well. For you.” Her eyes were moist again.
“I’d like that. Can I bring a friend? Maybe two?”
“Of course.” She gave me the address of the poetry club. “Tonight, then?”
“We’ll be there.” I left Nai’ya beaming through her tears and swung the Hudson back onto the Interstate.
 
Back in Albuquerque, I stopped by Patient Financial Services at UNM Hospital and signed an agreement to pay all hospital and rehab costs that C.J.’s insurance didn’t cover. I still had more than a million dollars left from the gold, plus the cash, stocks, and bonds Aunt Nellie had left me. More than enough to take care of my friend and see to my own modest needs.
C.J. was conscious when I entered his room, but he couldn’t talk through all the tubes. I told him I’d signed to cover all his bills. Charmaine decided to let me live.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
That night, Rebecca, Sam, and I dined in Corrales, a few miles north of Albuquerque. She looked stunning and relaxed in a strapless, black dress, the bruises on her wrists, arms, and neck now healed. Sam even put his cigarettes away during dinner without having to be told.
After our entrees arrived, I asked him, “When do I get the Land Cruiser back?”
Sam bombarded his vegetables with salt. “My guess is in ten to fourteen days.”
“About time. This has been such an ordeal.” I looked across at Rebecca. “How can I ever thank you enough?” I raised my ice tea and saluted her. Sam took the cue and did the same with his margarita.
She blushed and moved a few remaining bits of carrot around on her plate.
“We’ll catch dessert and coffee at the poetry reading, okay?” I said.
Sam winced. “Can I smoke there?”
 
The Night Owl was the most spacious coffee house I’d ever visited. It tried for a cool Bohemian atmosphere, with posters of Miles Davis, other jazz greats, and the Beat poets gracing the walls. A faint echo of folk music drifted in the air. A microphone stand and bar stool sat on a slightly raised, spotlighted platform at the far end of the main room.
Nai’ya greeted us as we came through the door, and ushered us to a small table up front, against a wall of exposed brick.
Sam sat close to the wall beneath a “No Smoking” sign. The grumbling commenced. “Who ever heard of a smoke-free coffee house?” He leaned his chair back against the brick, folded his arms, and glowered.
“Welcome to the twenty-first century,” I told him. “Behave yourself.”
Ceiling lights dimmed. Two of the students read first. I felt the intensity of Nai’ya’s involvement in their efforts as she nodded them on. I tried in vain to recall a time when I’d been so supportive of my own students.
After a short musical break, Nai’ya stepped into the spotlight to enthusiastic applause. I caught Sam nodding off and kicked him under the table. He drummed his fingers and tugged at his collar. A non-smoking poetry club without a liquor license was clearly Sam’s idea of earthly hell. By contrast, Rebecca sat to my left, in rapt attention.
After a moment of silence, Nai’ya looked my way. “I’d like to dedicate this to a dear friend.”
Thank you, Nai’ya, for not asking me to stand and wave at strangers.
Potamology:
Like the earth,
we are
riddled with passages,
vessels and arteries—
rivers and rills,
all streaming
toward might,
the awful sea,
the chasmal heart.
We are
self-contained histories,
lists of diseases, traces of wreckage,
minerals, living parasites, the memory
of drought and
gold there, too;
Not formed in place—not
precipitated from fluids nor
grown by some
microbial action,
but spat out by fire
brutal and deep—gold,
its yellow shriek
evidence
of process and weathering
and incalculable
journey . . . 
 
Her words lingered in my heart. I stood as Nai’ya approached our table and took my hand. “Did you like it?”
“You were wonderful.”
“I’m hosting a small reception for my students and their families back at the University tonight. Would you like to stop by?”
I looked at Sam. He stared at the clock on the wall and then at his wristwatch. Subtlety was not among his virtues.
“I’m afraid I can’t tonight. But, thank you.”
Her smile never wavered.
“Nai’ya, you do know that we’re burying Chato and Ricardo in two days? Will I see you there?”
“Of course.”
“Perhaps we can get a bite to eat afterward?”
She nodded, patted my hand, and walked over to the line of people waiting to congratulate her.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
April 30
 
At four o’clock the next morning I was still awake.
I crawled out of bed, showered, shaved, put on a suit, and called a cab. Before it arrived, I sent a copy of my itinerary to Rebecca and another e-mail to Nai’ya to thank her for the poetry reading. I offered to pick her up on my way to the Ramos burials the following day and asked her to call Rebecca if she had any questions.
I landed at LaGuardia Airport at two-thirty east coast time, four hours before my return flight.
The Ethiopian cab driver I got had more letters in his name than teeth in his smile. He did have a sports talk channel on his radio. And he knew the way to Fourth Calvary Cemetery in Queens.
Traffic was moderate. We turned off at the 55th Street exit. I asked the cabbie to stop at a small florist shop outside the cemetery.
Gladioli. Some people think they’re too funereal, but they were Holly’s favorite flower. It didn’t matter that they’d wilt in a day or two. Nothing lasts forever.
I slid back into the cab. We drove to section twelve, over by the large trees.
“If you wait to take me back to LaGuardia, you’ll get a fifty dollar tip.” The cabbie gave me a thumbs-up and cut his motor.
I trod a familiar path to Holly’s grave and knelt in silence. I braced my left hand on her headstone, just like always. A bird sang on a lower branch of a nearby tree. His was a lovely song. I rested the flowers against Holly’s granite marker.
My right hand reached for the soft ground and scooped a shallow hole in the dirt. I removed my wedding ring and buried it there. As I bent forward and touched her engraved name one final time, my eyes were dry. Then I walked back to the cab.
The half-full return flight landed at Albuquerque’s Sunport at a quarter past ten. I turned on my cellphone and checked for messages. Just one: Archuleta. I returned his call.
“On vacation?”
“Springtime in New York,” I said. “What’s up?”
“Thought you’d want to know. We tried to locate Carmen’s husband to notify him of her death. Can’t find him.”
“He’s in Los Angeles.”
“Then he must be the Invisible Man. We checked everything, all the aerospace companies, phone listings, post office, credit card records, state and federal tax records. Nothing.”
“What the hell?”
“Last sign we have of him is his dated signature on the sale of the house he and Carmen had in the Northeast Heights. Back when they split more than two years ago. Interesting, no?”
“You’re not going to find him alive.”
“That’s one theory. But then you’ve always been a suspicious bastard.”
“Right. That all?”
“Welcome home, Gabe.”
 
With no luggage to claim, I was the first passenger into the terminal and first down the escalator toward the taxi stand.
Nai’ya stood at the bottom of the escalator and waved. I looked behind me and then waved back. Her hair was braided, as it had been more than twenty-five years ago when we’d first met.
“Hi there, meeting somebody tonight?”
“He just arrived.” I must have looked puzzled. “I called Rebecca for your flight number. Thought you might be hungry.” She hooked her arm in mine.
“I am. Can we find a decent restaurant that serves at this hour?”
“My kitchen is still open.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
May 1
 
The dawn chorus of a hundred birds eased me awake. Nai’ya lay on the pillow beside me, her eyes deep and magnetic. Her lips parted and I drew her closer. She moved against me beneath the covers and I sensed a need as great as my own. We made slow and tender love, gentle counterpoint to our night before. Here at last, after a month of cruel distraction, I’d found my gold.
Nai’ya and I barely spoke afterward, but it didn’t matter. We would face what lay ahead together. I was home.
Chato and Ricardo were on their way home as well; two good men who brought us closer in a bond of sorrow.
We left for Acoma Pueblo about eleven o’clock. Some of Nai’ya’s Laguna clan members met us there. We assembled our small convoy of All Terrain Vehicles and left for the burial site, some twenty-five miles to the south.
As I drove one of the ATVs over what had so briefly been my land, Nai’ya circled her arms about my waist from behind. She clasped her hands in front of me and rested her head against my back.
Heat from the midday sun rose in shimmering waves from the high desert sand. A trio of ravens sliced through the sky above us. They shadowed us all the way.
During our sad journey, I thought about all that had happened over the past month. Perhaps it had been for a higher purpose. I don’t pretend to have answers to those kinds of questions, but I resolved to live a life of gratitude each day forward.
 
The burial site felt unfamiliar. A group from Acoma Pueblo had already begun to clear the cabin ruins. The sheep were gone, taken away to join tribal flocks. Site restoration was underway.
Two graves had been dug the day before. Two plain pine coffins and an urn with the ashes of Chato’s dog lay on ground once shaded by a quaking aspen tree.
The Catholic burial service lasted half-an-hour. Nai’ya and I stood side-by-side over the open graves. Her hand clasped mine as Chato and Ricardo disappeared into the ground.
How could it be that I felt so reborn?
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