THE FLUTE PLAYER
Hers were cave-black eyes. Eyes that saw everything, eyes that revealed nothing. So deep was her stare that no one saw inside. Ageless eyes, some called them, many lifetimes older than the 13-year-old girl who studied strangers with them through the lens of her camera. She frequently brushed her hair away from her face, fine, straight hair that complimented her lissome, waif-like body. Hair that matched the color of her eyes. She spent her summer Santa Fe mornings stalking images of light and meaning, images to awaken in her makeshift darkroom later in the day, as she so carefully stripped away silver particles to reveal her thoughts and visions.

She had watched him every morning for the past week as he sat on the riverfront bench staring at the currents. This Friday, like every weekday, just before nine o’clock he left his apartment and walked to the gallery.

He looked more despondent than usual. His cheeks were hollow. His hair was windblown. His frame looked thinner in the baggy tee shirt. Sometimes he threw stones into the water, most times he just sat there. Amie found beauty in the way he held a stone. He would usually bounce it in his palm before pitching it into a riffle. She sought to capture the sad and the handsome and the rugged, a look men rarely showed her.

This day he gathered stones so she quietly approached him from behind. Without looking he said, “I wondered how long it’d take you.”

“I want to take your picture throwing stones,” she said.

He turned to face her and half-smiled. “I figured that.”

“Can I?”

“Sure, why not?” He tried to skip a stone, he rarely did that. He was posing. She lowered her camera. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“Not yet,” she answered. She took a seat beside him then asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” he said.
She searched his sallow eyes. “Fine.”

He shook his head. “Really. Nothing’s wrong. I just can’t sleep lately so I come here before work.” She kept staring. No matter how early she came, he was always sitting expressionless on the bench. “I moved here a couple months ago to be with a girl. We broke up. Now, I don’t know anybody.” He grimaced and added, “That’s all.”

“I see.”

“I’m Tom. What’s your name?”

“Amie.” They extended hands.  Her eyes locked onto his. “Nice to meet you, Tom.”

“Nice meeting you, too, Amie.”

She held his hand longer than she normally would, so long that he scrunched his brow as he pulled his hand away. She kept staring at him.

“What?” he asked.

“I think I know you.”

“I don’t think you do.”

After they exhausted the possibilities of when they could have met, Amie said, “Still, try to remember. You might be surprised just how good your memory really is. I’ll try too.”

“Who are you?” he asked. “I mean what are you doing here, why have you been stalking me?”

“I’m not stalking you. But I am interested in you.”

“You’re too young to be so serious. Shouldn’t you be playing with other kids or something?”

“The same goes for you, you know.”

“Yeah,” he sighed, “I suppose you’re right.”

“Have you met Esteban?”

“Who?”

“Esteban. He’s the old guy outside the church. You must have seen him.”

“I’ve seen him, but that’s all.”

“You must meet him.”

“Okay. Then I will.”

“I mean now.” She stood up and flipped her head in the direction of the church. “C’mon. You haven’t much time.” Tom didn’t argue, the church was on his way to work, anyway. They walked mostly in silence the few blocks to the historic church. He inquired about her family, she dismissed his questions explaining that they never understood. They visited her grandparents every summer in Santa Fe. Her grandfather found her a little too attractive and her mother always asked why she wore so many clothes in the summer heat. Amie found it easiest to disassociate from them all in her art.

“You shouldn’t have to know such things so young,” Tom said. 

“Better too early than too late.” They shrugged agreement in unison.

Esteban, enwrapped in his tattered serape, was scratching names on the pavement with pale white chalk, speaking to the passersby as he did so. Each name, he explained, was blessed with hope, hope that even misfortune could not dampen. Every afternoon, the rains washed away the names. Every morning he added new hope. It’s not like Pandora’s box, he told the visitors, where one must completely empty the box in order to reach the hope that’s left inside. His was the hope omnipresent in all dismay, the light without which darkness could not exist. Children especially delighted in his charm, for they would long remember their sidewalk fame.

He cast a foreboding shape when hunched over and writing. But when he straightened people could see that his beard was a soft, gentle beard, not a fierce, scraggly one as they expected. His clothes were worn, but clean. Most striking were his almost luminescent pale blue eyes that brightened even more against his sun-browned face.

He wrote Amie’s name as she approached. “What’s your friend’s name?”

“Tom,” she answered.

“Buenos días, Tomás.” He added Tom’s name beside Amie’s. “What will you two do today?”

“Tom has to work.”

Esteban studied Amie’s new friend then motioned her to step closer so he could whisper in her ear. She brushed her hair aside, looking straight ahead as she listened.

Amie nodded and smiled. “We’ll see,” she said.

“What?” Tom asked.

“Esteban approves. He thinks you should drive you and me to Taos today. I agree.”

“Approves of what?”

“Of you,” she answered.

“I’ve already been there,” Tom said.

“When?” she asked.

“How?” Esteban asked.

“When I first got here. How? The main road north, why?”

Amie turned to Esteban. “You’re right.” Then, to Tom she said, “You have a car, right? I’ll split the gas with you. We need to get rolling real soon.”

Tom stood dumbfounded. “But…”

“I gotta call my parents and tell them I’ll be a bit late. You can…”

“Now just hold on a minute. I have to work. I have no time,” Tom said.

As Esteban stood up, he rose higher and higher, as if unfolding his power. He looked down to Tom, in the eyes. “That’s right, you have no time. So listen to this girl. You hear?”

“You’re both crazy.” Tom pointed to Amie. “She’s what, twelve, thirteen years old? I could be arrested for this. Besides…”

“She just looks that young. Listen to her. I do.” Esteban and Amie smiled at one another. Esteban softened his voice. “Where do you work, Tom?”

“At the Sacred Mountain Gallery.”

“Good. Tell Kathy that something very important, very personal came up. Mention my name. She will understand. Trust me.”

Amie added, “And I’ll tell my mom that I want to shoot the cemetery at sunset. That I’ll be home late.”

“Won’t she care?” Tom asked.

“I’ll promise to call. I go out shooting every day almost.”

“Yeah, I know.” For the first time, Amie engaged Tom’s eyes and smiled. “But I’m nineteen. And you’re only…”

Amie interrupted him. “What’s the matter, Tom? Don’t you trust yourself? In that case…”

His voice grew stern. “Of course I trust myself…”

“Very well. Then let’s make our calls.”

Esteban told them to take the High Road to Taos. “The crosses will mark your way. Follow them. Follow them until you find the forgotten ones. Believe that you will recognize them. Then begin your search.” As Amie and Tom walked away and began their mission, Esteban carefully chalked a word beneath their names. 

Within the hour they were driving north. Amie instructed Tom to pull into the National Cemetery. Countless hyphens of white stone punctuated the manicured lawn. They interrupted the land, separating the sleeping souls. Amie and Tom gently stepped through the maze of grave markers that stretched over the rise and into the horizon. The two of them weaved through the reminders of those passed, feeling a sadness that just thinking about death cannot summons.

“It’s not natural to line up graves like this,” Amie said. “What sort of man thinks up this way to honor war heroes, anyway?” She studied the vast repeating pattern of anonymity. “And it’s not right not to add something about the person on the gravestone, either.” She took a photograph to prove her point of view.

All Tom said was, “So very many crosses.” 

Gathering clouds rushed in to shade some of the graves, shielding them from the scorching sun. A sudden cool breeze brought shudders to the pair, chilling them to sense the enormity of the losses. Two ravens croaked and cackled for them as they returned to the car filled with the reverence of stifled sobs.

Once they reached the highway, Tom asked, “Amie, why?”

She stifled her automatic response, “Why what?” and instead gave him a straight answer. “Because you need this.” She paused then added, “And so do I.”

“Why?”

“Because you need to find your joy from within, like you used to. And I need a friend. If only for today. I’ll always have my images that we take today. You’ll always be with me, and even more so if I shoot.”

Satisfied with her answer, they reverted to small talk, inquiring about each other’s interests, searching for common ground. Amie had them turn around to study a side yard filled with rusting farm equipment and a cross. The rag draped over the lashed pole cross had caught her eye. She climbed the wood fence to better frame the image she envisioned. Tom stayed back, keeping watch, or so he thought, because moments later a large black Labrador Retriever appeared from behind the house and charged Amie.

Tom hopped the fence, but he was too late. The dog was about to attack Amie when she held up her hand, motioning it to halt. It did. It snarled at Tom as he neared Amie. “It’s all right, baby, he’s my friend,” she said to the dog in her most soothing voice. She called the dog closer, then stooped down to hold his head in her hands and pet him. Only then did Tom realize that she had the same calming yet controlling effect on him. “How do you do that to us?” he asked.

“I don’t do anything to you. Everything I do is because you wish it to be so.”

“Is that so?”

Amie studied him as she spoke. “Yes. Why, do you disagree?”

The epiphany almost dropped him to his knees. Not until that moment did Tom acknowledge to himself that this quest was exactly what he had been seeking. He felt a need to search but didn’t know for what, he needed a guide but was afraid to ask, he needed a nudge but the riverfront bench never sparked him. He spoke before he could filter his words. “Amie, you’re the current I’ve been studying. Aren’t you? You know, the river current… You’re it.” The candor, the strangeness of his question, his assertion, all surprised him. Most of all he was astonished that he had no desire to retract it.

Amie continued studying him. The corners of her mouth turned upward, ever so slightly. She walked to the spot she had envisioned shooting the photograph, checked the light, rechecked the angle, and released the shutter. “There. We have another one.”

An elderly woman walking down the road had watched Amie dealing with the dog. Her purple calico dress hung straight down her body, bulging just a bit near her waistline. Color and floral patterns still caught her eye, just as they had when she first went to the dry goods store with her granny. She approached the fence and hollered, “What are you doing, child? That dog is crazy.”

Amie pet the dog some more and said “He’s not crazy, he’s just misunderstood is all. You’d be grumpy, too.”

“Chile, you’re crazy, too. Come back over here and tell me about yourself.”

Amie smiled as she approached the woman, she always recognized those like herself. She told the woman about following crosses to the Taos Pueblo, she told her of their journey. “A friend at the church in Santa Fe, a man who writes people’s names on the sidewalk, agreed it was a good idea. He told us to do it today. Do you know Esteban?”

“Of course I know Esteban. Anybody who goes to town knows Esteban. What did he write under your names?”

“I didn’t look,” Amie said.

The woman turned to glare at Tom. “And who is this boy? Why doesn’t he talk? Ain’t he got nothin’ to say?” She winked at Amie then returned to Tom. “Boy, what you doin’ with this girl? Talk to me. Tell me your story.” He looked to Amie. Her smile tipped him off to the woman’s antics.

“What do you mean, my story?”

“What? You mean you don’t have a story? Everybody got a story, son. I hear that Australian Aborigines have some of the best ones. They tell of the creation of the world. Their boys do walkabouts in the wild, all alone, having to fend for themselves. That’s how they become men. They talk to the land and its plants and animals. They listen to the spirits. But you ain’t one of them, are you?”

He smiled and shook his head. “No, I’m not.”

“Well then what are you?”

“I have some English blood…”

“No, dear boy. No, no, no. I mean what are you? Come right over here and lie down in the shade.” Tom did as he was told and lay under the canopy of a cottonwood. “Lie still now and close your eyes. Are you comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” The woman smiled to Amie and silently asked Amie his name. She softened her voice and initiated his descent. “Tom, I want you to look at yourself. Study yourself for as long as you wish. And when you’re done, you tell me who you see.” 

After about five minutes, Tom sat up. “I can’t see myself. I mean I see myself, my physical self, but that’s all.”

“What do you mean you can’t see yourself?” the woman asked. “You got a soul, don’t you. You didn’t give it away or nothin’, did you?”

“Well, no,” he weakly replied.

The woman turned to Amie. “Where did you find this boy?” She returned her attention to Tom. “You just need some remindin’ is all. Lie back down. Close your eyes again and relax.” Once he finished fidgeting the woman reached into her weather-worn leather satchel. She removed the cork from a small cobalt blue antique glass vial and passed the vial just below his nose. He gently smiled and did not return to them until a half-hour later.

“Welcome back, cowboy,” the woman said. “What did you learn?”

Tom sat up and asked her, “I smelled something. Was that you?”

“What did you smell?”

“I smelled something from my childhood. It reminded me of my grandmother. I used to stay with her for a couple of weeks each summer.”

“What did you see?”

“I saw myself sitting on her kitchen counter. I was really little. She was chopping cabbage. To make a salad. And I asked her lots of questions.” Tom hesitated.

“What is it, Tom?” the woman asked.

“I dunno, it’s weird.”

“Tell me, hon. You need to hear it.”

“She never made fun of me… She was my friend.”

“Tell me about you, Tom. Who were you?”

“I needed someone to believe me.”

When he offered no more, the woman asked, “Believe what?”

“To believe in me.”

She placed her hand on his knee. “Yes, we all need someone to believe in us.” The love behind those words sobered both of the young ones. They began to fathom their connection, they began to understand the direction of their paths.

“You’re long overdue for your walkabout,” the woman said to Tom. “Esteban was right. You need to get started now. What you doing dawdling around here for, anyway?” She brushed the backs of her hands toward them. “Shoo, you two.”

She allowed Amie one photograph. Amie posed her just behind and to one side of the cross, asking her to look serious and straight into the lens. The woman refused to hear their good-byes. Instead, they shared “vaya con Díos.”

As Amie and Tom drove away, the woman called out, “And be sure to find a morada before you get to Taos.” They waved.

“What is a morada?” Tom asked Amie.

“I have no idea. I guess we’ll have to stop and ask.”

“Or maybe we’ll just find one.”

“I like that even better,” she said.

They quietly enjoyed the curves of the hilly two-lane blacktop road while winding through the desert starkness, passing the occasional homestead. The hum of rolling tires lulled them into a calm, the chorus of chattering insects sang in the searing sun.

A few miles down the road Tom asked, “What happened back there? How did she get me to see all that?”

“Don’t you know?”

“How could I?”

“Think on it.”

“Tell me, Amie. Quit playing games, okay?”

“Tom, you do know, you just forgot. You began to remember. Just keep at it.”

“How can I when I don’t even know what I did?”

“I’ll tell you what, take the next right, drive a ways and pull over next to the cornfield.”

“I’m not so sure about this.”

“You don’t have to be, I am for both of us.”

As soon as Tom stopped the car, Amie grabbed her camera and bolted into the field. She had vanished among the stalks by the time Tom finished locking the car doors.

“Amie, what are you doing? You’re going to get us into trouble.”

“Not if you hunch down and get your butt in here,” she said from deep within the field.

“Where are you?”

“I’m in front of you. Hurry.” 

 Tom regressed to long-abandoned childhood behaviors, times when he frequently sneaked through neighbors’ yards to get home faster from school. He bent over and scurried through the field as best he could. He called out Amie’s name. She did not respond. She had lay down to watch him. He looked so funny, running like a wounded chicken she thought, that she had to cover her mouth to stifle her giggles. She had to hold her breath just to steady her camera so she could take his picture. He entered the field even deeper, she followed safely behind. He began weaving in and out of the stalks. He did not feel the husks cutting into his arms. Soon he lost his bearings. When he stood up, all he could see was a sea of cornstalk tassels waving in the breeze.

“All right, Amie. Enough’s enough. Where are you?” He grumbled and weakly smiled to himself, then feigned a cross look for the effect and barked, “You don’t want to see me angry.” Amie had to cover her mouth once again; only a soft squeak escaped. He knew she wasn’t going to answer, he knew she was close, so he sat on the dry soil and waited. The still, oppressive heat engulfed him. Sweat streamed down his temples and neck as he caught his breath. For the first time he noticed the ears of corn and their golden silk. He smelled the sweetness in the air and closed his eyes. The scent transported him to summers long ago, summers he did not remember, summers that had shaped his soul. They were summers so familiar that he had to have lived them, yet summers so distant that they could not have been from this lifetime. He released himself to be there, he felt the freedom of his faith.

Amie inched steadily closer to him and watched as his breathing grew deeper and his eyes began to flutter. She knew how he felt; she, too, had sometimes searched her past this way. She believed she could induce his dreams in this field, for this land of enchantment was born of corn and crosses.

When he opened his eyes, he saw a smiling Amie. “How long was I gone?” he asked. 

“Ten, fifteen minutes, maybe? How far did you go?”

“I’ll tell you in the car.” Amie led them back to road. Once they got to the car, he gently swatted her on the back of the head and said, “Smart ass.”

“Hey what was that for?”

“Yeah, right.”

They continued on the road to Taos. Amie studied the landscape and waited until she could wait no longer. She turned in her seat to face Tom. “Okay, tell me. What did you see?”

“I can’t explain it, Amie, I really can’t. I’ve been thinking of ways, but they fall short.”

“Try.”

“I can tell you what I saw, but it still makes no sense. At the start it wasn’t like I really saw anything. It was more like sensations.” Tom took a few moments to gather his thoughts. “This morning I was watching the water currents. You saw me. In the cornfield when I closed my eyes I saw those currents, then they transformed into enormous waves, but they were like waves of a very heavy mist. They surrounded me then carried me off.” Tom stopped talking. “I really can’t describe this and drive.”

He parked by the side of the road in a town so small that it had no stores in sight, only nondescript buildings. They sat next to each other on the only nearby resting place, a front stoop of a plain adobe building sporting only two front windows, a locked door, a single light bulb and shade above the door, and a cross above that. The side wall of the old building across the street was covered with a bright-colored mural.

Tom looked straight ahead as he spoke. “So, anyway, somehow it was the smell of the field that set me off. Like I said, the mist engulfed me. I actually felt feelings that I’d had a long time ago.” He turned toward Amie. “I mean a long time ago, Amie. Like in the 1800s.”

Amie watched his hands as he spoke. They clenched, they wrung together, they gripped his thighs. They spoke more of his excitement than did his words. Amie hitched a ride with his awe.

“Did you see anyone?” she asked.

“That’s the funniest part. I did and I didn’t. I just saw part of a woman’s face. She had the darkest, deepest eyes. And long jet-black hair. She said just one word. In fact, she sounded like you…” Tom started with the sudden realization of what he had been saying. He saw in Amie’s eyes what she had already known. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“What was the word?”

“What did you do to me?”

“Tom, what was the word?” she asked in a softer voice.

“It was that old woman, wasn’t it?”

“Tom.”

“Don’t ‘Tom’ me.”

Amie grabbed his arm and shook it. “Tom, stop! I did nothing. Neither did the woman. Can’t you see? It’s you!”

“I don’t see that at all. I don’t know what to think. Why did you approach me this morning?”

“Tell me the word she said.”

He exhaled loudly. “She said, ‘Forgiveness.’”

“Yes,” Amie murmured, “of course she did.”

“What does that mean?”

“Tom, don’t get upset by this, but you need to start answering these questions for yourself.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“You don’t have to. Don’t then. But you do have to trust yourself.”

He stood up and crossed the street to examine the mural. Amie trailed behind. The wall exhibited a montage of various artists’ work. Some of the sections looked like subway car graffiti, another section showed a family walking to church. Saturated colors infused all of the subjects. Even the rendering of a cowboy working his herd appeared vibrant and cheery. Amie brushed away tall grasses that obscured green and gold work that extended the length of the base of the wall. Tom helped to expose the artwork. They recognized the subject at the same time and looked at each other, instantly bridging their chasm. Cornstalks lined the base; not ordinary cornstalks, but cornstalks close to harvest time, cornstalks with partially-husked ears. The ears and the stalks formed hundreds of crosses. They continued to pull back the grasses. Amie stepped back, placed her hand on her chin, and stared. She pointed to the wall. “Tom, look there.” Two tiny figures had been painted amidst the stalks. The boy was sitting and the girl was lying nearby. His tee-shirt was yellow, Tom’s was gold. Both wore blue jeans. Her blouse and Amie’s were both white. After a long silence Amie said, “Tom, this is really creepy.”

“Are you surprised?” he asked.

“I should be.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, “I should be, too.”

Patting her on the shoulder reconciled their differences. They returned to the stoop to talk. 

“These must be the forgotten crosses, don’t you think?” Amie asked.

“What else could they be?” He shrugged. “So, I suppose we now begin searching. Do you have any idea what Esteban had in mind?”

“No more than you.”

Before they left, Amie set up her tiny tripod so that she could shoot the doorway and front wall with and without them sitting on the stoop. She would later sandwich the negatives and print them as one in order to give their bodies a ghostlike appearance. She also captured the couple painted in the cornstalks.

Once they were on the road again, Amie broke the silence. “Tell me more about the woman in your vision.”

“It wasn’t a vision. It was dream.”

“You were sleeping? Oh? I didn’t know that.”

He paused. “Okay, maybe it was a vision.” Amie nodded approvingly. Tom smirked. “Smart ass.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say to me. That’s twice you’ve called me that.”

“Then don’t act so smug.”

“It’s no act.”

Tom let it pass, instead he chose to answer her question. “I saw a man, too. They were from somewhere around here. They were working a cornfield together. The soil was dry and cracked. I looked to the sky, it was cloudless. They hauled water from the river, by hand, in buckets. They didn’t have a horse, not even a burro. But they were very…” He stumbled on his words.

“Very what?”

“They were very much in love. It didn’t matter that they were poor.” He paused again. “Amie this is weird, really weird.” 

“Don’t worry about it. Tell me about them.”

“I felt some conflict, I think. I’m not sure what it was. I felt danger.” 

“What kind of danger were we in?”

Tom looked at Amie quizzically, but let her implication pass. “I don’t know. I need to learn more. And I need to eat.”

He pulled over in front of a small cantina. A sign in the window read, blue corn tortillas. “Are you hungry?”

“I want to hear more.”

“Then indulge me. I haven’t eaten much lately.”

Two ragged mongrels sauntered out of the way as Tom and Amie got out of the car. The booths were empty, only two teenage boys sat at the counter. They both looked up when Tom let the screen door slap shut behind him. Everyone nodded and smiled to each other with the friendliness of people not in any hurry.

Amie and Tom took the booth nearest to the boys. Tom started the conversation asking, “Do you live around here?”

The older of the two answered. “We’re from Chimayo. We’re here picking up a generator for our dad. What are you doing here?”

“Amie and I are headed to the pueblo in Taos.”

“We’re looking for our past and future,” Amie said. She covered her mouth, astounded by what she had just said. When everyone stared quietly at her she shrugged and added, “Aren’t we all?”

Tom continued staring at Amie, then nodded. 

The older boy said, “I guess so.”

Quick to change the subject, she asked, “Do you know what a morada is?”

“Sure, they’re the religious buildings of the Penitente Brothers,” the older brother said. “They’re very religious people. Moradas are real plain, made out of adobe. Nothing fancy about them at all. A couple of windows. There’s lots of them around these parts.”

Amie looked at Tom, raised her eyebrows, then asked, “Do they have crosses above the doors?” Amie asked.

“Some do.”

Tom and Amie laughed together.

“What’s so funny?” the older boy asked.

Amie explained how they had probably found one as the old woman instructed and they didn’t even know it.

“Do you know about our El Santuario?” he asked. Neither Amie, nor Tom had. “It’s a very old mission in our town. The dirt there is blessed, it has healing powers that even doctors can’t explain.”

“People come from all over to eat it,” said the younger brother. 

“It’s said that Jesus, himself, consecrated it,” the older boy asked.

“Do you believe it?” Amie asked.

“I want to believe, but…”

“No you don’t,” she interrupted, “because if you truly did you would.” Tom kicked her under the table. “Tom, quit kicking me.”

“Then quit being like that.”

“Like what?” she demanded.

“I thought you didn’t like me calling you that name.” 

“It’s true isn’t it?” 

“What’s with you, two, anyway?” the younger brother asked.

Amie and Tom stopped their bickering to think. Neither had considered the answer to that question. The longer they hesitated, the more uncomfortable they became.

“We’ve known each other since before I can remember,” Amie said. The arrival of their lunches spared her further explanation.

The soft-spoken waitress, a brown-toned woman in her late twenties, had casually taken their orders and delivered their drinks, appearing disinterested in the discussions. She watched Amie and Tom through the kitchen door window. When she served their food, she whispered to Amie, just loud enough so all could hear her voice, just soft enough to discourage any questions. “You ought to go to the ruins. Then listen to the voices and do as the voices say. That’s where we go to learn.”

Amie’s eyes widened. She, in turn whispered to Tom. “What do you think?”

“Well, we found a morada, so we don’t have to look for one of those.”

”And it somehow led to this discussion, right?” she asked, nodding her head, prompting him to agree.

“Right. So let’s do it.”

 Amie bounced in her seat with excitement and asked the waitress, “They’re nearby, right? The ruins, I mean.”

“Yes,” the waitress answered. “Follow me and I’ll show you how to get there.”

Amie followed her into the kitchen where the waitress confronted her. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“He’s a good guy. I know he is. And I had him checked out, too.”

“I know that. I mean, are you both sure you want to hear the voices. I must know before I guide you. You both are so young.”

Amie looked into the waitress’s eyes and beyond, then asked, “What do you think?”

“I think you might be too young to understand, no matter how old you are.”

“We both need this. We’ve been told to find our selves. To listen. These are signs. I know you know about signs.”

“I know that some signs mislead us if we mislead ourselves.”

“And I trust the paintings in a mural that we saw this morning. Who wouldn’t? I saw our mission. That’s the truth.”

“Trust the truth, young one. Crees la verdad.”

“We will.”

With that assurance, the waitress drew Amie the map and handed it to her. “Here. Be safe and vaya con Díos. And don’t let those boys follow you. The older one knows less than he thinks.”

Amie and Tom heard more local lore from the boys while they ate their blue corn enchiladas. Amie photographed them with the waitress behind them, asking the boys to move slightly as she held the aperture open for a long exposure. She wanted them fuzzy. She focused on the waitress’ eyes. She wished that she had also captured Esteban on film. She shot another image when no one was looking.

Amie and Tom both screeched, “Ouch!” as they lowered themselves into the scorching seats of his car. They shook hands at their good fortune in stopping at the restaurant and drove in search of ruins. Amie navigated as Tom negotiated the washboard road that lead deeper into the desert. Billowy white clouds began to congregate, as if racing for an appointed rendezvous in the east. They darkened as they merged. Amie and Tom reached the ruins at the same time as the clouds. The sun had lost its anger, the breezes led the grasses in dance.

The blond stone structure stood isolated atop a knoll, affording a distant view of all incoming visitors. Little remained upright, most of the walls had long ago tumbled, becoming piles of rubble. Each room was square, each wall connected. The ruin once rose to at least two stories. A few families had lived there. Soot on the walls lent evidence of the location of their fires. In winter, the short doorways denied the wind and snow and choked the escape of the fires’ heat. Amie found smudged fingerprints where the ancients had smoothed the muddy mortar almost a thousand years prior. Amie’s hesitation betrayed her trepidation.

“Are you okay?” Tom asked.

“This is a little spooky is all. I’m fine.”

A tumbleweed bounded toward them then bounced over a wall and into a corner. The air smelled of a fresh and cleansing rain, releasing the fragrances of the desert flora. Isolated raindrops painted the rubble. A small dust devil whirled and twirled, drawing their attention to the kiva, the ceremonial room. A collared lizard crept from under a rock and watched them. It ran upright toward the kiva, flashing its emerald body and its bright yellow gloves. As they neared the circle of stones, Tom stopped. “Amie, do you hear that?”

“I’ve heard voices since we arrived.”

“They’re not voices. Not to me, anyway.”

“What are they?”

“They’re wordless chants.”

“Chants? What kind of chants?”

“Religious chants. A little like Gregorian chants. What do you hear?”

“A drone of voices. They’re warning me of something. I hear cries, too… Tom, I don’t like this.” 

“Do you want to leave? It’s all right if you do.”

“Don’t treat me like a thirteen-year-old, okay?”

He rolled his eyes at her. “I’m not. So tell me what’s wrong.”

“I’m not sure. What danger did you sense in the cornfield?”

They sat down within the circle. “I sensed that the couple had done something forbidden. Maybe they weren’t supposed to be working that land. Maybe they broken some law, I don’t know.”

“Was I afraid?”

“I don’t know.”

“What did you see, exactly?”

“The river, the cornfield, an adobe house, the dogs, the hides…”

“What dogs? You didn’t mention them before.” Tom wished focus on the chants but answering Amie’s questions seemed to calm her. He didn’t want to leave without first receiving some answers, he hoped the voices would speak to him. 

“Two dogs were lurking near the house. Raggedy dogs, like the ones by the cantina.”

“Were they the our dogs?”

“Yes. They were the couple’s dogs,” he added.
 “Now concentrate. What did they say, Tom?”

“Say? They were dogs. Amie. They didn’t say anything.”

“Concentrate. Please.”

“I am.”

“Close your eyes and listen.”

 He did as she commanded. His mind returned him to the house by the cornfield. The dogs were panting and pacing at a safe distance. Safe for them and safe for him. Their short, mottled black and brown hair did little to disguise their leanness or their scars. They showed no love in their eyes and no fear in their gaits. They acted differently than before. Tom remembered to listen, but they were silent. “Talk to me,” he ordered. From their bellies he heard the words their mouths prevented them from speaking.

He returned to Amie with a start. Raindrops caused him to look skyward to see two ravens soaring in tandem. “What’s going on?” he asked. “This is crazy. It isn’t right. None of this is! I just heard two mangy dogs speaking through their bellies. You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Tom, shhh. Don’t be alarmed. I know what they told you.”

“What?”

“I heard them when we got here. That was the droning. We did something we shouldn’t have at this site a long time ago. We must undo the damage.”

“What are you talking about? The dogs didn’t say anything about any damage.”

“They said, ‘Right your wrongs.’ We both heard them.”
Tom held his head in his hands. “Amie! How did you know that? How could you know that?” Are you reading my mind or what? ”

“We hear the same things, Tom. Only different. When you mentioned the dogs I began to understand the voices I heard here. I know these voices. They’ve plagued me for years. I hear them in my dreams.”

“What are you talking about? This is lunacy.”

“You must have faith in yourself.”

“What? What?”

“You’ve heard that message many times, I’m sure. Now you’re hearing it from many years ago. Are you going to listen this time?”

“How do you know these things? You’re just a kid.” Amie glared at him. “I’m sorry, but you are.”

“Like I said before, you somehow you forgot it all. Something happened to you. You need to search deep within you.”

“Stop. Who are you? This morning, everything was fine. I knew who I was. I wasn’t on any journey. The only people I’ve known were interested in things like football and movies and half-priced burger nights. I didn’t worry about something I might have done a hundred years ago. And talking dogs? Do you know how that sounds? And now, you tell me I have special powers?” He laughed without restraint.

“Tom, it’s all related, you know it is.” Lightning cracked in the distance.

“I don’t know that. Are you nuts?”

Amie looked to the ground. The rain intensified. 
She pointed to a dry spot next to one of the walls. “I’m going over there.” Lightning flashed in the distance. Tom sat next to Amie, against the wall, and bumped shoulders with her. She weakly smiled. “If either of us is crazy, Amie, it’s me, not you. You want to know why? Because today I met the most amazing person I’ve ever known. And I trust her implicitly.” Tom placed his hands on Amie’s shoulders and turned her to face him. “It’s not easy showing that. Yanno?”  

Her eyes glistened. “Yes, I know.”

Together they watched the silent and distant electrical storm. Banks of clouds shielded the bolts from view, diffusing them, bathing the deep blue sky in steady flashes of pure white light. Amie and Tom huddled under the canopy of the wall. The gentle rain gradually filled the cracks in the soil, until it spilled downhill, joining neighboring trickles, gaining speed and carving deeper, cleansing and growing, and cooling the earth. Amie and Tom contemplated together the gathering rainwater and the inevitable pooling of the desert’s elixir into a single rivulet. 

They waited out the storm in this room that had sheltered others since days when chipped likenesses of animal and human figures into slabs of sandstone constituted the only written communication in this part of the world. Since days when water was revered as life, when fiber baskets and earthen pottery afforded modest venues for the patterns of artisans’ expressions. Amie and Tom listened. Neither knew if they heard spirits or murmurs from the bowels of animals, it didn’t matter. The wordless messages mattered. They heard between the raindrop splashes, they heard within the silence. Fear gave way to interest and interest gave way to guidance. Neither spoke. Their messages were personal, though their future course was mutual. As the lightning subsided and the whispers quieted they returned to better understanding one another.

“Amie, tell me about yourself.”

“What do you mean? What do want to know?”    

“What are your friends like?”

“Why do you want to know that?”

“Friends tell a lot about a person.”

“What do they tell you?”

“Well, for instance, my boyhood friends exposed me to sports. Until we moved to a new neighborhood I never played team sports much.”

“Were you any good?”

“I tried hard.”

“I see.”

“What do you see?” he asked.

“You tried to be better. What did you teach them?”

“I dunno. Not much I guess.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I changed, they didn’t.”

“What could you have taught them?” she asked.

Tom thought a bit then nodded his head. “Maybe that’s why.” Amie looked quizzically at him. “All I had to teach them about were solitary things. I guess that’s why I didn’t teach them much.”

“Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“Yes. Do you?”

“Yes. Are they older?” she asked.

“I’m the baby of the family. You’re the oldest, aren’t you?”

“I have a baby brother. He’s nine. What did you do when you were alone? When you were really young.”

“I imagined things… Like all kids do. You know, playing pretend.”

“Like what?” she asked. “What did you pretend?”

“Normal things.” Her intent look signaled she sought more from him. “That I was a great baseball player. Home run hitter. Stuff like that. The usual.”

“What else?”

“I played with dinosaurs. Staged battles between them. Boy things.”

“Did you imagine other special skills?”

He hesitated. “Yes. I imagined being invisible. Watching things. Not being bothered. Weird, huh?”

Amie relaxed, inducing him to do the same. Her smile reassured him. He felt safe in sharing. “It’s not weird at all. Many of us do that. What did you watch?”

“People.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to fit in. So it made sense to watch, especially the popular ones.”

“What did you see?”

“I saw people who weren’t at all like me.”

“How were they different?”

“They didn’t seem to care about the things I cared about. The didn’t get migraines, either.” Tom looked down and began tapping his knee with his fingers. Amie waited for him to continue speaking. ”And they didn’t feel invisible.”

After a few moments Amie asked, “Why were you invisible?”

“At first I thought it was because I didn’t have friends. Later, I realized that it was because I was different.”

“What did you see that others couldn’t see?”

Tom looked up, tilting his head, and studied Amie. “I knew what they were thinking. I mean, I didn’t really. At first I ignored it. But then I could sense people’s thoughts.”

“Scary, wasn’t it?”

“Are you kidding? It was terrifying for a little kid. No one believed me, especially my parents. I was laughed at.”

“But not by your grandmother, right?”

“No, not by her.” Tom stared at Amie. “How did you know it was scary? Everyone thinks it would be cool to be able to do it.” Amie didn’t respond. “You know don’t you? That’s what this is all about. Isn’t it?”

“Tom, we recognize our own kind. Eventually. You’ve forgotten is all.”

He remembered his trust of her. “And it’s coming back to me. Isn’t it?”

“It’s okay, Tom. Everything happens when it should.” He nodded agreement. “I’d like you to think back, about why you stopped using your special abilities.”

“I don’t have to think back. I know.”

“You do? Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

“Because I just remembered a few minutes ago. I heard.”

“Heard what?”

“Heard what I came here to hear, I suspect. I heard that weakness, not the lack of desire, stopped me. I heard that some forces are beyond our control. That to try to sublimate them only brings sadness and aloneness.”

“What exactly did you hear?”

“I heard the silent thunder. I know that sounds crazy, but it’s true. I know I couldn’t really hear it, it was too far away, but I heard it anyway.” He stopped to gather his feelings.

“Go on,” Amie said.

“I’m supposed to pick up where I left off. Whatever that means.” He started to say more, but stopped himself. “But what about you? What did you hear?”

“I was told to listen to you. Not by a voice, but I heard it.”

“Why were you afraid when we got here? Was that why?"

“Yes. I don’t usually trust others. And definitely not voices that I don’t know.”

“What happened to change that?”

“You said you trusted me.”

The wind gusted. “Did you hear that?” Tom asked. “I can’t tell if it’s the wind or if it’s voices. What do you think?”

“I never heard the wind talk… before now,” she said.

“Yeah, me neither.”
That simple connection sparked a wave of sensations in Tom. Somatic memories, memories that resonated within him, memories that ushered him back to poignant moments. Remembrances that conflicted with all the others. His reverie absorbed him. 
Tom opened his eyes to find Amie staring at him. “Where were you?” she asked. 

“With that woman from the cornfield.”

“With me, you mean?”

Tom again remembered his trust of her and didn’t react. He simply said, “You shouldn’t say that, Amie.”

“Why not? Don’t you believe it?”

“What I do or don’t believe doesn’t change how old you are.” She glared at him. He exhaled. “Okay. I think we’re somehow connected.” 
“Think?” she asked.

He wasn’t paying attention. “Wait!” he said.

“What is it?”

“You were right. Again.”

“About what?”

“I just now remembered. I used to have dreams about her. Long ago. I told my parents about them, too. Yeah, that’s right.” He stopped to think. He chewed on his lower lip as he mined his recollections. 

“Talk to me. What are you remembering?” Amie asked.

“I was discouraged by them. My dad was angry for some reason. He told me to never talk like that again.”  

“What did your mother say?”

“Nothing. Maybe she did, but she didn’t disagree with him.”

“Keep going. What else?”

Tom sat down on the ground. He didn’t care that earth was muddy. “I think he punished me… Yes, I know he did. He sent me to my room without dinner.” Amie let him process without interruption. “I was too young to understand.”

“What had you said?”

“I told them I saw my past lives.”  

“There must be more, Tom. I don’t think that would be enough to stop you from exploring your abilities. Would it?”

In a hushed voice Tom said, “He called me a freak.”

Amie placed her hand on his shoulder. “That makes two of us.” For the first time in his life, Tom felt strength in his weakness and comfort in his uniqueness. Amie made certain he felt that through her touch. “Amie, he told me I didn’t see it. He made me say that.”

“I know,” she said. “What did your grandmother say about it?”

“She said she understood. But my dad talked to her, too.”

“Why did he do that?”

“Because I said she believed me.”

“How does this make you feel, Tom?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Of course I do.”

“I’m really glad I met you, Amie. You have no idea.”

“Sure I do. I feel the same about you,” she said. He softly punched her shoulder.

She smiled a sweetest smile, a smile of vulnerability and trust. 

Tom studied the sky, the storm had passed. The sun reclaimed its dominion. “I think it’s time to find some answers about my vision,” Tom said. “Our vision, I guess, huh?”

“Yes. Together.”

“There’s a clue near here, I’m sure of it,” he said.

 They ambled around the ruins for a while, finding rust-colored pottery shards and small crystals and jackrabbit prints. Amie found a small jawbone with yellow incisors, from a mouse or juvenile wood rat Tom conjectured. They returned to the car as the sun shined hotter. Tom noticed something black and shiny in the soil by the tire. He stopped shy of touching it. “Amie, come here. I think I found something. Bring your camera.”

She took a photo before he brushed away sand to reveal an obsidian arrowhead identifiable by the series of tiny flakes missing from its cutting edge. Tom placed it in Amie’s palm, folded her fingers over it, then held her hand in his. “What do you see, Amie?” He felt her hand grow cooler, he sensed her apprehension. “What is it?”

“Danger. I feel danger.”

“From an arrow?”

“From the sender of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was a healer. I somehow disobeyed the man who shot it. He vowed to punish me. You didn’t want me to help him. But I had to, that’s who I was,” she said. Her voice trailed off. “The dogs, Tom, the dogs.”

“The dogs I described?”

“Yes.”

“What about the dogs?”

“They tried to protect us. They were slaughtered by men on horseback. But they never gave away where we were hiding.”

“What happened next?”

Amie snapped out of her reverie with a start and looked around to find her bearings. “Tom, I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.”

“It’s too late for that, Amie.” He squeezed her hand before releasing it. “Besides, you have nothing to fear.”

“How do you know that?”

“How do I know the sun will rise tomorrow?”

“From faith?” she asked.

“And from experience. For now, we need to learn more about you and those men.”

“And you, too,” she said.

“And me, too,” he agreed with a guarded grimace.

They returned to the car and decided to drive further into the desert. The dirt road was overgrown with brush, but clearly marked, it was rocky and rutted, but passable. They drove past piles of rubble, remnants of other ruins. A jackrabbit darted in front of them. A roadrunner pecked through stones for insects. Two ravens soared above. And a hummingbird licked the nectar of a cactus blossom. Amie felt a premonition, she had Tom park the car by the side of the road. They walked to a sandstone wall covered in desert varnish, the canvas of the ancients.

Small figures took shape on the face of the rock as they approached it. Tom pointed to a procession of sheep. Amie found a carving of an elk. They walked the length of the wall together. Amie liked the spirals, Tom preferred the hands. But it was the depiction of the rider on horseback with his bow fully drawn that gave them pause, that caused them to stare at each other, that showed them why they discovered this spot. They felt the same shudder, remembered the same fear, and understood the same reminder of the terror in the cornfield so long ago. None of the other petroglyphs evoked their past. Only this single carving melded their memories and imaginations. The arrow cut through time and opened their past. It evoked glimpses of sadness. It pierced their veils.
They resumed their journey to Taos. As Tom drove off the road to turn the car around, the sand gave way under the tires. The tires spun, burrowing deeper. Accelerating drove them deeper still.

Tom got out of the car and got on his hands and knees. “We’re not going anywhere. We’re high-centered. Dammit! Dammit! I should have been more careful. The sand looked solid enough to me.”

The sudden realization of their isolation impressed on them the expanse, the harshness, the bleakness of the landscape. They had not seen a soul, nor fresh tire tracks, not even a tell-tale distant dust cloud in either direction since leaving the main road. They stared at the sun, it looked almost white.

“Do you have a shovel?” Amie asked.

“In the trunk. Just a little Army surplus folding one. But it should work.”

Intensifying waves of heat bludgeoned Tom as he dug around the tires. The sand, the sweat, mixed on his skin, caking his arms in mud and dripping down his brow. He dug faster, trying to outpace the tumbling wall of sand that thwarted his gains. He turned the shovel over and spread the sand until impeded by rocks. Amie searched the area for wood to wedge under the tires. She plopped her pile next to Tom. “Where’s your water?” she asked.

“Look in the trunk. There’s a canteen there.”

She picked it up and shook it. “It’s almost empty.”

Tom looked up from his shoveling. “It can’t be. I filled it… Dammit! I forgot to refill it after last weekend. That’s all there is.“

“There’s like three swallows, Tom. What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to drive out of here, that’s what.” He resumed digging. “Go ahead and drink it all. I’m fine.”

Amie drank half and insisted that Tom drink the rest. He finished digging around the tires and wedged the sticks in front and behind them. He dug a bit more under the transmission for good measure.

“Can you drive?” he asked. 

She shrugged and said, “I can try.”

Tom got back in the car and pulled the seat all the way forward. He folded a blanket for Amie to sit on and provided her basic driving instructions. The tire kicked up the sticks and sand then smoked as it spun over a rock. By the time Amie let off the gas, the car rested hopelessly on the sand. Tom dug and wedged again, but knew that the two of them alone could not free the car from the desert’s grip. He took the wheel for the next try, but the car was powerless to escape. He again looked under the car. The axle was buried, he knew the car wouldn’t budge without help. 

“Now what?” Amie asked. “We’re miles from nowhere.”

“We haven’t gone that far.”

“No one even knows we’re here.”

“We’ll walk out. It won’t be that bad.”

“We can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“You’re not supposed to leave your car. I know that much.”

“That’s when you’re lost. We’re not lost. We just need to follow the road back.” He nodded reassuringly. “We’ll be fine, Amie.”

“Aren’t you thirsty?”

“Not really,” he lied.

Tom left a note under the windshield wiper explaining their predicament and they set off to return to the highway. They maintained a steady pace, speaking not of the shimmering heat but instead counting the numerous life forms they encountered in the arid oasis. 

They walked for a couple of miles. Their smiles vanished, their moods grew tense. Amie didn’t speak of her thirst, she didn’t need to. Tom noticed her licking her lips when she thought he wasn’t looking. Her head was pounding. Each step jarred the pain. Amie spoke after another mile of silence. “I don’t think I can go much further. I’m getting a little scared, Tom. I’m so thirsty. My lips hurt. My head hurts. Even my tongue hurts.”

“It’s not much further, Amie.”

“Good, then just leave me here. I’ll be fine.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Sure you can.”

“Let’s just rest for a bit, the ruins can’t be much further.”

“Tom, I mean it. The main road is miles from there.”

“I know you do.”

They sat in the middle of the road, quietly and still, shading their heads between their legs. While staring at the ground, Tom broke the silence. “We must keep moving, Amie. The sun will just continue to drain our energy.”

“Maybe we should wait till it’s cooler.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then tell me something,” she said.

“What?”

“What’s your dream?”

“My dream? Like my dream for a perfect world or what?”

“What’s your perfect life? What do you want to happen to you, what do you want to do?”

“Why do you wonder about such things, Amie? We both have so many years ahead of us. What’s the hurry?”

“So many years to make our dreams come true.”

He began to answer. “I guess I want to believe…” Tom abruptly changed tack before Amie could say anything. “I shouldn’t say ‘I want to believe’ should I?” She scowled at his mockery, so he continued. “I want the standard things. You know, a good home, good job, family.”

“You do?” she asked.

“Sure. Don’t you?”

“Right now, I want to hide in plain sight. Behind my images, I mean.”

“That’s your life dream?” She didn’t answer. “Why, Amie?”

“Why not?”

“You can’t hide forever.”

“Sure you can.”

“Not from yourself you can’t”

“I’m not hiding from myself.”

“Then who are you hiding from?”

“From those who would harm me.”

“Who would want to harm you?”

“Certain people.”

“Like who?”

“Certain people.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“The same way I know the sun will rise tomorrow?” She stuck her tongue out at Tom. “That’s for mocking me. It’s not nice to mock somebody.”

He resisted the urge to point out her inconsistency, as he would with any other friend. Instead, he chose to learn more about this girl who could as suddenly change from innocent to omnipotent as she could change from exhausted to enthused. He chose to learn more about this girl who knew secrets of his that he had yet to learn. “Are you hiding from me?” he asked.

She looked up from staring at her fidgeting fingers and answered, “No.”

“Why not?”

“Why should I bother? You’d see right through it anyway.”

“How do you know that?”

“We both know that.”

“Yeah, I guess we do.”
Tom suddenly jumped up and began slapping his legs. “Ouch!” 

“What is it?” Amie asked.

“Ants!”

“Ants?” She covered her mouth to stifle her laughter.

He glared at her as he slapped up and down his legs and his rear end.

“Want some help back there?” she asked.

He responded by kicking sand at her. She laughed even harder. “Turn around and don’t look,” he ordered. He took off his pants and shook them. Amie turned, took a quick photograph, and ran as Tom chased after her. “What is wrong with you? You’re a sick little girl.”

She stopped running when he did. “I’m sick? Look at you, mister.”

“Owww!” He slapped the back of his thigh. “Just you wait.”

“I’m real scared, Mr. Flasher.” She pointed down the road. “And I bet they are, too.”

It took a moment for them both to acknowledge that a truck was heading their way. Amie jumped up and down and wildly waved her arms, Tom ran for his pants.

The dinged-up white Ford pickup slowly made its way toward them. As they walked toward the vehicle, Tom stared ahead and added to his answer. “I’ve often dreamed of meeting a woman who totally understands me. I do believe she exists.”

Amie also looked straight ahead as she spoke. “Yeah, me too.”

They turned their heads in unison toward one another and smiled.

A middle-aged Native was driving, an elderly woman was seated next to him. He was wearing a cowboy-cut shirt and well-worn boots. The woman wore a turquoise-colored traditional dress and a tan, woven light shawl. Both of their faces betrayed a life under the sun, her hair had long ago surrendered its blackness. Her wrinkles evidenced many tales of hardship and experience. The man asked in a challenging tone, “What are you doing out here?”

“We came to see the ruins and then our car got stuck in the sand,” Tom said.

“What are you doing in the ruins?”

Amie held up her camera. “We’re just taking pictures. A waitress down the road told us about them.”

The man relaxed and explained, “People come out here and steal from our land.” He broke a smile. “My mother and I are going to meet my sister. You’re lucky we came by, no one takes this back road.” 

Tom extended his hand. “I’m Tom and this is Amie.”

The man softly shook Tom’s hand. “I’m James.”

The woman barely looked up then spoke softly in her native tongue to her son. He reached under the seat and offered the canteen to Amie. She motioned with her hand that she didn’t want any. He ignored her refusal. “We have plenty more. Drink it all. You both need it.” They both drank heartily. When they finished, James cleared out space in the back of the truck for them. “You’re not stuck too deep, are you?” Tom hesitated before answering. “That’s all right, this truck can manage.” Tom and Amie bounced back and forth, and up and down during the ride to their car. The gentlest of breezes eased their sense of simmering on the truck bed. 

Tom watched as James shook his head when he saw how deeply the car was buried in the sand and that it was perpendicular to the road. James saw his dismay and said, “I’ve pulled out worse.” James drove off the road in order to have a chance to budge the car. They tied a towrope to Tom’s car and straightened its wheels. The first attempt failed, the car was sunk too low. They dug more and positioned two by fours from the back of James’ truck under the wheels. This time the car moved a couple of feet before slipping into the sand again. While Tom and James attended to the towing, Amie and the woman stood together and watched. The woman avoided eye contact with Amie until she glimpsed Amie’s eyes. They both had cave-black eyes. The woman stared at Amie as she spoke, not in a menacing way, but as a way of commanding Amie’s attention. James overhead his mother’s words, stopped trying to free the car, and translated for her.

“You’re a healer,” she told Amie. “You are healing this boy, but you should be healing yourself. Your powers will grow manifold once you are healed.” She studied Tom and returned her attention to Amie. “Your spirits are linked. Find out why. Then you will use your knowledge wisely.”

James called out to Amie, “My mother never speaks to others like this. You are fortunate, you should listen.”

Amie smiled and agreed. Shortly later, the car was back on the road and Tom and Amie were ready to resume their journey. 

James’ mother spoke up again as they said their good-byes and thank yous. “My mother says to tell you that all of life is a journey, even steps taken backwards. A journey of one. And to use your strengths well. When James finished translating, his mother added, “You can follow the path together because there is only one true path. Follow it together and….” Her voice trailed off. James asked her a question and she answered curtly. He turned to Amie and Tom. “Find what you’re looking for. Then find what you need.”

“That’s what your mother said?” Amie asked.

“No. I said that. She told me I should offer you advice, too. She likes you.”

When they drove past the ruins on their way to the main road, Amie slammed her hands on the dashboard and exclaimed, “I know it!” Tom reactively punched the brakes, they both jolted forward. “It just came to me,” Amie said. “I know what we did. What I did.”

Tom let up on the brake and kept driving. “What did we do?”

“I took in a dying child.”

He stepped on the brakes again, slowing the car to a crawl. “You what?”

“He was a baby. Those were his cries I heard.”
Tom stopped the car and put it in park. “What do you mean?” Amie stared into the distance as if in a catatonic state. “Amie, talk to me.”

“The woman was right.”

“Which woman?” Tom shook his head in frustration. “Right about what?” 

“I was a healer. I was summoned to help a girl deliver her baby.”

“What girl? Who summoned you?” He raised and shook his arms in exasperation. “Amie, slow down. Please.”

She continued, undeterred. “The rider and his men, they were angry for some reason. They came looking for us in the cornfield. The man on the horse was the man in our dreams.”

“How do you know it was him?”

“I just know.”

“What happened to the baby?”

“I don’t know. Give me some time.” Amie held her head in her hands.

Tom inhaled deeply and slowed his questioning. “How do you know this?”

“I remember it.”

“How do you mean? What do you remember?”

“I just know. You know, like young children remember things from previous lives. But let me see if I can remember more, okay? Just give me a few minutes.”

Tom turned off the ignition and waited. Amie closed her eyes and entered her imagined room, a safe room, one constructed with the help of an older friend. She went there to escape into the world where she felt most at home. She often went there to heal others, to meditate, to listen to her soul. A few minutes later she returned.

“Amie, what’s wrong? You look terrified. Are you okay?”

She ignored Tom’s questions. “We lived close to here. Near the river. Just like you saw. The local Indians liked us. I grew herbs and made tinctures. I helped to heal them from time to time.”

“Then, what went wrong?”

“The mother died during childbirth.”

A single tear trickled down her cheek. Tom wiped it with his finger.

“Go on, Amie.”

“The child was born with his umbilical cord wrapped around his neck. He was without oxygen for too long. It wasn’t right. They wanted me to cure him. You can’t cure that.”
“Did he die?”

“No. They gave him to me, to us, to raise.” Amie was almost breathless from speaking so quickly. “It was terrible. I knew I couldn’t help him. But I took him away anyway.”

 “Why then did they come after us in the cornfield?”

“We did something wrong. I don’t know what. I do know that we ended up hiding in a rock wall not far from here. There was this hole in a rock that opened into a large room.”

“Did we have children of our own?” Tom asked.

“No. We wanted children, but our time hadn’t come yet.”

“And what happened to the baby?”

“That’s as far as I got.”

“How did you do that? How do you do so many of the things you do?”

“I told you, you can do it, too. Anyone can. You just have to practice.”

“But practice what?”

“Believing for one thing.”

“Okay. What else?”

“There are exercises you can do. Like what happened to you in the cornfield and what the woman did.”

“What was that smell, anyway?”

“Lavender.”

“Yes, that’s it, lavender. I should have known.” He thought for a bit. “It’s funny, though, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Often you don’t remember what you know the best. But maybe you’re too young to have learned that yet.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all day.”

“No, I mean like forgetting the lavender.”

“And I mean forgetting who you are.”

Tom stared at Amie. “And who do you think I am?”

“I know who you are. But, do you know who you are?”

Tom didn’t’ accept that she knew him that well, but still asked, “Am I that transparent to you?”

“Anything but transparent. In fact,” she snickered, “right now you’re being quite dense. You think I don’t know that you’re doubting me?”

“Is that so?”

“It’s so.”

“Tell me more about the child.”

“That’s all I know.”

“What about the room in the rock you mentioned?’

“It was just a place to hide from the men with the baby. I didn’t expect it to live, but I had to care for it. You agreed with me.”

“If the rock room is near here, our house was too, right?”

“I suppose.”

“We need to find it. Or the rock, at least,” Tom said.

“Why do we need to?”

“I don’t know. I just know that we need to.” Amie smiled broadly. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“See, it didn’t take long. You’re already trusting yourself, about something you don’t even know about.”

He shook his head. “I guess.”

Amie suddenly looked all around, on the front seat, on the floor, on the back seat. “No! I can’t believe it. No!”

“What is it?”  

She spoke too fast for Tom to respond. “My camera. I left it in the back of James’ truck! I’ve never left it behind before. Ever. I can’t believe it. I just got so wrapped listening to his mother and getting your car unstuck and all that I forgot it. Tom, we have to turn around.”

“Easy, Amie. Of course we will. We’ll get it back, don’t worry.”

A few miles down the road, they caught sight of James’ truck. James saw them and waited. Amie jumped out of the car before it completely stopped and ran to the truck. She climbed into the bed and held up her camera high above her head and waved it, as if displaying a trophy. She told James and his mother of the baby, the farmhouse, the room in the rock. James’ mother interrupted James multiple times to tell him something as he translated. When he finished the old woman stared at Amie, then at Tom, then pointed into the distance into the desert.

Amie and James’ mother began communicating without James’ help. Amie understood the woman’s words, for she spoke of hardship, of love for a child, of a woman’s dreams. Through the woman’s words, inflections, and hand and facial gestures, Amie understood that the ruins of the old farm lay somewhere down the road and that the rock room was near it. When the woman finished, she and Amie hugged. She knew what Amie felt.

Amie looked to Tom. He nodded and smiled. “Ask her how far,” he said.

James answered, “Not far.”

“Not far, Tom,” Amie repeated.

“I guess we better get rolling then,” he said.   

They followed James for another mile or so. As they crossed a dry river bed they looked at each other, remembering, knowing, that this was their river, the one that long ago nourished their crops and quenched their thirsts, the one that cleansed their clothes and bodies. Large smooth stones lining the gully lent evidence to its former prowess. The rows of flourishing cottonwood trees along the banks gave testament that the spring runoff still fed this once mighty desert artery.  

A short distance further a side road led them to the remnants of the house. Amie and Tom got out of the car and looked around. James and his mother stood by their truck watching them. She wanted to stay, she wanted to learn what they would learn. Tom pointed to the only rise on the horizon. “Do you think the rock room is there?” he asked. Amie looked to the woman. She nodded agreement.

They looked around the land for other recognizable sights. Amie found the front doorway. 

“It wasn’t much of a farmhouse was it?” Tom said. “More the size of a cabin.”

The structure had collapsed many years prior. Without the help of James’ mother, they would have never found it. Only stones around the perimeter and a few bits of timber remained. Amie entered through the doorway and slowly stepped through weeds and sagebrush into the rooms. Tom followed her footsteps. She watched a lizard dart across her path and perch upon a rock. “Tom, do you feel it?” 

“You mean being here before? Yes, I do.”

He scuffed up rocks and pieces of wood hoping to find something, anything, any clue to their past. He uncovered that clue under some brush. “Amie, come look at this!” he called. They stood side by side staring at an arrow constructed of stones, pointing to a rock wall, a few hundred yards distant. 

“What do you think it means?” she asked.

“Someone was meant to see it.”

“Like who?”

“Someone like us.”

“But why?” she asked.

“Let’s go find out.”

“Wait, let me first shoot us sitting on the entranceway, okay?”

As they walked to the wall Amie called out to James and his mother to let them know what Tom had found. James’ mother slightly smiled, her broadest smile.

They walked faster and faster. It soon became a race. Amie was the first to break into a run. Just an hour earlier, the desert was depleting their energy; now its secrets were infusing them with curiosity and enthusiasm that overwhelmed their exhaustion. They knew some answers were looming near. They knew the nonsensical would soon be clearer.

The entrance to the room was well concealed by outcroppings and brush. In wetter times it was doubtlessly better hidden for the vegetation. The ascent was more difficult than it appeared from the base. The soil crumbled easily, loosely gripping the rocks. Amie found a route up and led the way. Sunlight shined into half of the room. Scorched patches on the ceiling indicated where the cooking and heating fires had burned. Tom sifted through the fire pits of their past, finding nothing. Amie scratched the sandy floor with a stick. She shrieked with excitement when her stick struck metal by the back wall of the overhang. She carefully uncovered a small tin box. They stared at it in her palm before removing its lid. Inside they found an aged folded note. Amie handed it to Tom to read. He opened it carefully and read aloud.

“To whoever follows me -

“I found this room on September 14, 1921. I had vivid dreams of it and a farmhouse near it many times over the past several years. I knew that it was in the Southwest somewhere, that’s all I knew. I decided to come to Santa Fe and ask around about it. As fortune would have it, I met a man who told me that a couple had hidden with their baby in this area, in a room somewhere in the rocks. He gave me rough directions and drew me a crude map. A native sheepherder recognized my drawing of the rock and pointed me the rest of the way. 

“I recognized the view from this entrance as it was many years ago. I saw the farmhouse, the river, and the cornfield even though none of them remain today.

“I think I can sleep better now, having found this place. I’m going to look for the farmhouse remains and then return to Santa Fe. I wish I had the time and money to go to Taos.

“I can’t explain it but I don’t think I’ll be the last person to be driven to find this place. I wish you peace.

William Wilder

2600 Dempster Avenue

Evanston, Illinois”


Tom handed the note to Amie and said, “I don’t know what to say.”


“Who do you think he was?” she asked.


“I’m not sure I even want to guess,” he said. Amie resumed scratching the soil. “He probably found everything there was to be found,” Tom said.


“Probably, but I’m going to look anyway. You never know.” She dug more. “You know, he could still be alive,” she said.


“I was thinking that, too, but I doubt it.”


Tom stood at entranceway and looked into the distance, searching for nothing in the landscape, instead, searching his memory for what might be a familiar vista. The earth was quiet. He heard only the silence of the desert secrets. The birds had vanished, the air had stilled. He blocked the sound of Amie’s clawing through the sand. In these silences he heard his greatest truths, the truths of his past and purpose, the truths of the now and those of what will come to be. He often shut out the world this way, but this was the first time he realized that he didn’t do it to hide, he did it to find. He felt a breeze where there was none, he smelled a hint of lavender. A smile arose from his lips, he felt the birth of an epiphany. 


In an instant, he fell to his knees and doubled over in pain. He felt a searing wound in his abdomen unlike any pain he had ever felt before. He covered the site of his agony with his hands, then heard Amie cry out, “Look what I found” as he passed out and dropped to the ground. He awakened to the sight of terror in Amie’s eyes. 


“What happened? Are you all right?” He looked down and peeked under his hands that still covered his stomach, expecting to find a bloody wound. There was none. He looked at his hands. They, too, were dry. “What is it, Tom?”


“It felt like I was shot or something. I could swear it. One second, all was fine and then…”


“And then you felt this, didn’t you?” Amie showed him the spearhead she had found,


Tom looked at it, then looked at Amie. “Yes, that’s what I felt.”


“Do you think you died here back then?” she asked.

“That’s possible.”

She knew from his expression that he believed he had. “I failed you then, didn’t I?”

“That’s crazy, don’t think like that. Besides, even if you’re right, what does it matter now?” The words escaped his lips before he could halt them. He saw her face succumbing to disappointment. “Amie, don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t mourn again for something you didn’t do. It’s past.”

“Is it? It feels present to me.”

“We can’t continue if you let yourself get caught up in it.”

“Get real. Like I couldn’t be caught up? Like you aren’t?”

“You know what I mean.”

“We have to get caught up or it will bother us forever. You know that as well as I do.”

“We just have to be careful, that’s all I’m saying.”

“I’m okay. I keep telling you that.” She thought for a bit. “Are you okay?” He didn’t answer. “You aren’t, are you?”

“What if we find something we shouldn’t find?” he asked. “Something that gets us into trouble one way or another.”

“That may be. But I know this for sure. What if we don’t even look?”

Tom begrudgingly responded with a smirk of agreement.


Amie photographed the spearhead and tin where she found them. She reburied the spearhead as Tom wrote a note describing what brought them to the room and what they had found. Neither thought it wise to include what they had learned, reasoning that Wilder had reached the same decision. They both signed the note and added it to the tin. They buried it, too. 


They returned to their car mostly in silence, both tried to understand all that had happened that day. One would start to talk, then his or her voice would trail off because there was nothing that they could conclude. The preponderance of questions confounded them. They had enough truth, but far too few answers.

Amie told James and his mother all that happened. James’ mother told her that she had met the man when she was a very little girl. She and her father were tending to their flock. She remembered the man’s tears. She looked into Tom’s eyes as James translated, “I didn’t know that white men cried.”

No one spoke as they absorbed her words.

Amie eventually broke the silence. “Do you know anything more about him? Why was he crying?”

“My father told him about a flute player in Taos. I remember because I knew him. He played for us children. He was different from all the others.”

“How was he different?” Tom asked.

“He was always a child. He didn’t grow up.”

“And he lived in Taos?” Amie asked.

“Yes, he lived there. Maybe you should go there. His name was Carlos Martinez.” 

Amie took her and James’ pictures in front of their truck, with the rock wall in the background. They repeated their good-byes, only this time Amie and Tom weren’t so sure they’d not meet again.

As they drove away, Tom looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. We don’t have time to go to Taos and get back to Santa Fe before dark.”

“I can be a little late.”

”Even still, we’d have hardly any time at the pueblo.” 

“Maybe we wouldn’t need much time.”

“You don’t want to hurry, do you? Look at all that happened just today. Who knows what we’ll find?”

“You’re probably right. But we can go there soon, can’t we? Like tomorrow?”

“We did find the crosses and a lot of our past. Maybe we should let it go.” Amie didn’t respond. “Maybe we should stop looking,” he said.

Amie stared him down. “Tom, we didn’t find enough. And you know it.”

“What more do we need to find? This is getting creepier all the time.”

“Have you found you?”

“What? What do you mean?” he asked.

“I didn’t think so.”

“There you go again.”

“You started it,” she said.

He intended to argue, but when he looked at her he realized that she wore relentlessness as she wore her shirt, slightly unbuttoned and not tucked in. He changed his mind and said, “See if you can go tomorrow.” They spoke no more of the day’s events as they returned home, for Amie’s dreams demanded her attention the duration of the drive. She woke up as they reached Santa Fe. Without any prefacing remarks she said, “We need to learn more about the William Wilder.”

Tom smiled at her directness immediately upon awakening. “I know, I was thinking the same thing.”

“We’ll go talk to Esteban in the morning, okay? He can help us.”

They agreed to meet at nine o’clock at the place where chalk marks held hope for the pilgrims of faith.

The next morning Amie was waiting for Tom as he walked along the river. 

“Been here long?” he asked.

“Not long.”

“Is Esteban there?”

“What makes you think I checked?”

“Is he?”

Amie smiled as she answered, “Yes.”

“Good.”

“But I didn’t tell him anything.”

“I know.”

Esteban waved to them as they approached the church. “What did you find?” he asked.

Amie described the entire day’s events as they sat on the lawn under an enormous elm tree. She told of the cemetery, the cross and the woman, and the cornfield. Her excitement grew as she discussed finding the morada, the mural, and the waitress in the café. By the time she finished sharing about the petroglyphs, James and his mother, the farmhouse, the rock room, tin box, and spearhead she had everyone as excited as she. Esteban was particularly interested to hear about the woman in purple calico by the cross and the memories of James’ mother.
Amie concluded her tale saying, “And that’s why we’re here, Esteban. What can you tell us?”

He mussed her hair with his hand. “After such a fine story as that, I have nothing to add.”

She pulled away from his hand and glared at him. “Of course you do. Don’t tease me,” she said.

“Settle down, child. I’ll tell you all I know. Don’t you always get that out of me?”

 “Who was that woman that knew you?” she asked.

“And what word did you write for us?” Tom asked.

“Maria’s an old friend.”

“How do you know it was Maria?” Amie asked.

“She loves her purple calico dresses.”

Amie reached into her backpack and pulled out the photographs that she printed the previous night. She handed Esteban a picture. “Is that her?”

“Yes, that’s Maria.”

“Why would she send us looking for a morada?” Tom asked.

“The same reason that I sent you looking for crosses,” Esteban replied.

“And why was that?” Tom asked.

“To help you to see, for one thing.”

“See what?” Tom asked.

Amie waved her hand for attention. “I know the answer.”

Esteban placed his arm around her shoulder. “And what’s the answer, little one?”

“To see what we saw and to find what we found.” Esteban squeezed her tightly, confirming her knowledge.

 Tom was beginning to understand, as well. He inquired no further, even though he knew from Esteban’s response that there was more to the answer.

Amie presented the rest of the photographs, describing each setting, explaining nothing.

Esteban whispered to her so as to not cause her embarrassment. “Your eyes see the beauty in sadness, your heart sees the sadness in beauty.” He waited for her to agree then said, “Don’t let that worry you, no matter what anyone says. You have a special gift that’s meant to be shared.

“What sadness do you see?” she asked.

He stood up and spoke to Tom. “Amie and I have some business to discuss, please excuse us.” He talked as they walked along the church garden. “I see the sadness of seeing too much, too soon.”

“I don’t know what to do with it, Esteban.”

“We all see that sadness,” he said. “Some more so than others. Some sooner than others. Who we are is determined by what we do with it.”

“What should I do?”

“Just be yourself. That’s all we can do.”

“And who is that?

“It’s whoever you choose to be.” He raised his index finger to his lips. “But, shhh, that’s one of life’s biggest secrets.”

“What is, that I can be who I wish?”

He smiled at her and again said, “Shhh.”

“How do you know these things, Esteban? I want to know them.”

“People like you teach me.”

Amie scrunched her brow. “What have I taught you?”

“Let’s go back to Tom. I’ll show you. It’s in one of your photographs. One of the café ones.”

They huddled around the picture to see what Esteban had seen. The waitress appeared ethereal as she stood in front of the window looking out. The sun lit her silhouette as if to illuminate her aura. Esteban pointed to the glass window in the swinging door to the kitchen. “That’s what I was talking about.” Tom had to hold the image up to his face to see the faint and fuzzy figures of the two bothers in the reflection. “What about it?” Amie asked. 

“You intentionally included them in your picture when you took it.”

“Okay,” Amie said.

“You did it in a way that you could easily remove them during printing without anyone knowing one way or the other.” He awaited her nodding acknowledgement. “And you decided to leave them in.”

“What could that teach you?” she asked.

“How photographers can hide in plain sight, but leave clues for those who search for them.”

“What’s special about that?”

“You’re what’s special about that. It’s not that you can hide, it’s what you hide.” Amie’s modesty compelled her to avert her eyes from him. She stared at her lap as her fingers fiddled with a fold in her jeans. Esteban took notice. “Your shyness tells me that I see as you intended.”

Tom tried to dispel her discomfort. “I like how you made those guys into dim reflections. I hadn’t seen them that way. Reflections, I like that.” Amie smiled the slimmest of smiles. 

Tom spoke. “Being good at something is sometimes more than a gift.” She looked up at him. “It can be an obligation.”

“How do you mean?” she asked.

“Take Esteban, here. There’s lots of ways he could spend his time. But I’m not sure he could give up giving hope to everyone who pays attention. Who would he be then?” 

It was Esteban’s turn to grow shy. “I don’t give hope, I just listen. Now, I’ll tell you what your chalked word was.”

“Wait. I know the word,” Amie said.

“So do I,” Tom said. Amie turned in astonishment and smiled at him. He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I think I do. I mean, I can guess.” Amie kept staring. ”Okay I know it. It’s ‘faith.’” Esteban’s smile confirmed his suspicion. 

“Why that word?” Amie asked.

“Amie, you know I don’t explain why I write what I do,” Esteban said. Her growing smile shadowed her thoughts. “What are you up to now?” he asked.

“Why didn’t you write ‘trust?’?”

He saw through her thinly slippery attempt to get him to reveal his choice of faith. For her effort he offered, “Some people might say that trust is earned, but faith is given.”

Amie snickered. “Which some people?” she asked.

“Those who might also say that trust resides in the present, but faith prefers the future.”

“Oh, those some people,” she said sarcastically.

She stopped to consider what he was telling her, what he was telling them. She wanted to see as he could, she wanted to know everything. Her vision was like headlights that illuminate just far enough ahead to enable traversing great distances in pitch-black darkness. Yet she wanted to see even farther, but she didn’t know the price. 

Tom could restrain his impatience no longer and interrupted. “Isn’t anybody gonna ask how I knew the word?” He proceeded to tell about how he heard that word in his vision of the cornfield and how Amie knew that was the word he heard the woman say.

While Tom walked to the water fountain, Amie asked Esteban, “Any word we’d have said would have been the right word, wouldn’t it?” He again answered her with a hug. “I thought so,” she said.

“Faith is a wonderful word, isn’t it?” he asked. Amie agreed. “You be careful not to get too smart, too fast, young lady.”

“Why?”

“Because you could trip up one day, thinking you know the way. Certainty is just as dangerous as uncertainty.”

“Which of them do you know better?” she asked.

“There you go, wanting to know so many things. Be careful what you ask.”

“No one ever warned me against learning before.” Esteban stopped to consider if this advice had been the best he could offer her. Amie continued, “Uncertainty… you know uncertainty better, don’t you? I wouldn’t have guessed that.” Esteban thought to dismiss her comment, but his slightly furrowed brow betrayed his acknowledgement. Amie frowned. “I’m sorry, Esteban. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

He smiled, allaying her concern. “Don’t worry, little one. Moments of awareness can be unsettling.”

She grinned and said, “Just like a good meal.”

His eyes smiled. “How so?” he asked.

“The food’s so good that you eat too much and then you get a stomach ache. But later you forget about the stomach ache and you just remember how great it tasted.”

“How often do you think like this?” Esteban asked.

Amie’s face alit from the brightness of her wit. “Only when I’m hungry.”

Tom returned and Esteban changed the conversation to the Taos Pueblo. “I know an old musician there who maybe knew Carlos.” Esteban offered them the name of Miguel Iglesias and more advice, then sent them on their quest.

On the way out of town, Tom stopped for gas. He bought a large bottle of Coke for the road. Amie wasn’t thirsty.

A few miles down the road Tom asked, “What do you know about Esteban?”

“I met him by the church like everyone else. He let me photograph him. I did a study of him on different days with different people.”

“Did he like your work?”

“He gave me a tiny crucifix carved out of amber.” She pulled her necklace from under her shirt to show him.

“What did he say when he gave it to you?”

“That’s funny.”

“What’s funny?”

“Good question. He said I had the gift of knowing the right questions to ask. He also said the right answers are always found in the right questions.”

Tom paused to rethink his next question. “Who is he to you?”

“He’s a very good friend. We understand each other. Asking him questions is like asking myself except he helps me get there quicker.”

“Get where?”

“Where we’re all going.” Amie took a swig of Tom’s Coke. “He told me a story when we first met. A story of time he called it.”

“What was it about?”

“I promised not to tell. I was to create my own story and tell it to others.”

“And have you?”

“We’re creating it right now.”

“What’s the story so far?”

“It began a while ago. I’m not sure exactly when.” Amie grew noticeably uncomfortable as she shared more of her life. She took more frequent sips of Coke. She told of dreams of hopes for a life of service. The sips became gulps as she told of her photographs of hopeless people, images she captured to remind her to invest her life in the pursuit of meaning. “It’s like a shadow,” she said.

“What is?” Tom asked.

She grew increasingly less responsive to his queries. “Light defines them. That’s why I only shoot black and white. White is every color you know. So are shadows if you think about it, not in the real sense, but they are… in spirit. They refuse to be copies. You can see them but never touch them. They can’t exist in a void. They’re so misunderstood. My story is about shadows.” She paused. “That’s what you asked about, right?”  

“Actually, I asked about Esteban.”

Amie snorted as she giggled, covered her mouth and laughed even harder. “That’s right, you did. He told me that he lived in Peru for a long time. There he met someone from Santa Fe who said she wished her city had a spirit like his. So he gradually made his way here. He called it his journey through time.” Amie bolted erect then clutched her stomach. “I need to lie down, Tom. Right now. Pull over… Now, Tom”

He immediately parked by the side of the road. Amie wavered as she stepped out of the car. She braced herself on the doorframe before stumbling toward a grassy spot.

Tom ran around the car to help. He placed his arm around her. “Amie? What is it?”

She slouched to the ground and lay on her back. Her consciousness appeared to drift. She felt lost somewhere, amidst the darkest dreams where most never dare to venture, from where few would ever recover. She was lost in her solitary world, a world she never mentioned, a world never imagined by others. Her hands twitched. Then her legs began to tremble. Tom stood back watching. He focused his attention on her eyes and mouth. Her eyes rolled back into her head, her eyelids fluttered. He feared she might bite or swallow her tongue. He looked around and found a stick he could place between her teeth should he need to. When he turned back to her, he saw her paroxysms had begun to subside, his concern lessened when he saw the corners of her mouth raise to form the faintest smile. She slowly and steadily returned.

“Where were you?” Tom asked.

“Right here.”

“You know what I mean. Are you all right?”

She slowly sat up. “I’m fine.”

“What happened? You scared the hell out of me.”

She looked at the sweat on her arms and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “I was that bad?”

“Worse. You scared me real bad.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

“If you consider that fine, then I am worried.”

“I’m okay, really.” Tom chose to not respond. After a long silence she added, “The trees. I felt dizzy.”

“The trees? What trees, Amie?”

“Yes, the trees. They were all lined up back there, an orchard or something. When you drove past them the sunlight created a flashing light effect. That can cause epileptic seizures you know.”

“You’re epileptic?”

“No, but I’m very sensitive to light. Certain colors bother me, others exhilarate me. I see things in shadows.” 

“Slow down, please. See things in shadows? You mean you have like night vision?”

“No. It’s different. Everybody sees these things, they just ignore what they see. Don’t you see things that can’t be, where they shouldn’t be?”

“I’m not following you. Like what?”

“It’s like how most people forget their past lives. We’re born with some memories but adults discourage them. They even make fun of us when we remember.”

“I’m sorry, but what’s this have to do with feeling dizzy?”

“Patience, Tom, I’m getting there. Not everything flows in a line, you know. We just like to think that it does because it’s easier to make sense of things that way. Like who says time has to always flow in one direction? If you believe that then you can’t believe in dejá vus. Can you?  I first experienced it when I had just turned four.”

“Dejá vus?”

“No, silly, the reaction to flashing light. We were driving somewhere on vacation, my dad was driving. He always was the driver. He was too critical of my mom if she drove so it was easier for everybody just to let him drive. I don’t like it when he picks on my mom like that. We went over an old concrete bridge. It had lots of columns. You know how you can see through the side of a bridge and it looks all jumpy when you drive past it? Well, I was looking at the light and next thing I know I’m being shaken by my dad. I‘m lying on the side of the road. I guess I scared them half to death. But I haven’t had that problem in years.” She emitted a loud belch and shyly covered her mouth. “I guess I shouldn’t have drunk that soda, huh? Sugar gets me high.”

“You’re hyperglycemic?”

Amie looked away. “Yes. Just a little bit though.”

“And you guzzled that huge soda?”

“I know. I should have told you.”

“Yes, you should have.” He handed her his canteen of water. “Drink this.” He watched her drink. ”Geezes, Amie! What else should I know?”

“You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll show you then. I’m not like others you know.”

“I know that. But before you say anything more, why don’t you lie down and relax.”

Amie sought peace in her inner place of refuge. After a few minutes she returned. “I’m better now, much better.“

“So you’re better than ‘fine’?” he asked 

Amie scowled at him and picked up where she had left off. “I’ve never done this before with anyone. I mean I’ve never showed them what I’m about to show you. I’m not sure how it will impact you. You’re sure then?” Tom nodded agreement. “I’ve done it alone before and taped it. It gets creepy sometimes. I see things differently.

Amie lay back down, closed her eyes and lapsed into a dreamy state. She offered random glimpses into her early childhood. She spoke as she traveled. “I remember the first time I walked past a graveyard. I heard voices that no one else heard. My father teased me. He told me that the souls departed the bodies long ago. But he was wrong. Souls don’t depart. They don’t linger, either. They just are. When I told him that he told me to not talk such nonsense.”

She heard the voices of the terror and the voices of the pain. She heard a mother soothing her child’s fear of abandonment. She heard a little girl her age begging her daddy not to hurt her. The colors were lost in the shadows. The spirits whispered like rustling leaves. “I was afraid at first. No one understood me. I kept quiet. I told no one else. To overcome my fear I would go into every graveyard I could ride my bike to.” The voices came to beckon her. They yearned to have an audience, to feel someone who felt them. “My only friend followed me one day. He sneaked up behind me as I listened to an old soul who had been beaten to death because of his religion. He saw me crying and he still grabbed me to scare me. He laughed and ran off. He told all the kids how weird I was. I’ve been the weird kid of the neighborhood ever since.” She still visits the souls in cemeteries. They listen without laughing, they speak without ridicule. They don’t understand, but they know. 

Amie opened her eyes. “That’s what it’s like for me, Tom.” He patted her hand and smiled that he better understood. Neither spoke for the longest while.

“Why do you hear all of that?” he asked.

“Unlike others, I can’t block it out. You don’t block it all out either, Tom. I know that.”

“How do you know that?”

“You hear me when I’m quiet. You heard me last night after you dropped me off. You heard my concern, didn’t you?”

“I knew you were more than just curious.”

“You knew lots more. And if you let yourself, you’ll know even more.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe.”

“I’m right and you’ll know it soon enough.”

“You think?”

“I know. And I also know what caused all this to pour out of me. It wasn’t the Coke or the flashing light, they just added to it. It was going to the National Cemetery. I thought I was beyond that.”

“Beyond what?”

“I used to get that way when I first visited the graveyards. But I was fine the last few times.”

“How often do you visit them?”

“Whenever I walk by one. I always go in, at least a little ways.”

“Why?”

“I think it’s rude not to.”

“You’re a funny girl.”

“Don’t you want people to visit you after you die?”

“I want to be cremated.”

“So?”

“So who visits dust?”

“Who doesn’t, Tom? Isn’t that why we’re going to Taos?”

Tom nodded his agreement, studied Amie to make sure she appeared all right and said, “What do you say we get a move on?”

As they neared Taos, Amie turned in her seat to face him. “Okay. It’s your turn.”

“For what?”

“To tell me your story.”

“I don’t have one. I just learned that I even need one.”

“Then wing it.”

“Wing it? Are you serious? Wing my life’s story just like that? Sorry, Amie, I think it deserves lots more consideration than something off the top of my head.”

“Oh, do you now?”

“I do. Of course I do.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why not?”

“It’s simple. You’ve gone this long without one, so you can’t possibly think it deserves very much consideration at all.” She paused then added, “Like none to be exact.” She shook her head from side to side and tossed him a smug smile. “So what is it? Does it deserve some thought right now?”

Denying her the satisfaction of her victory, he averted his eyes from hers and took some time to think. After a short while he began to answer her, carefully framing his story as he spoke. “I’d have to say mine relates to patterns. I look for patterns, patterns in what I learn, patterns in people’s behavior, patterns in nature. That sort of thing… I like art that shows repeating patterns. Like fractal art and aerial shots of river deltas. I remember things best by storing them in my mind that way.”

“Like how? What patterns have you seen these past two days?”

 Tom chuckled. “Esteban was right about your questions, you know.” Amie maintained her serious gaze, but could not contain her inner smile, it radiated through her pupils. She liked that Tom noticed such things. No one else remotely close to her age did. No one else harmonized with her as he did. Tom doubted that even Esteban saw the depth of her softness; he suspected that he alone saw her fragile foundation. “A lot of yesterday seemed to play itself over and over, wouldn’t you say?”

“Like what?”

“Like how we were following a path and would get diverted but never really strayed from the path. It’s like how the day started. At the river. When you were watching me. I was watching some sticks in the current. They got held up on a rock. Some went to the left, some to the right. It didn’t matter. Because they eventually will make it to the same basic spot downstream.”

“I’m not following, Tom.” 

“Just like us. We could float down that river thousands of times and it’d never be the exact same journey. Yet we’d end up a basically the same place… And now, well, here we are. On the road to Taos… again. Like how we started yesterday. The river, you see, is a path. Once you’re caught in its current you are whisked downstream. You can exercise free will, but only up to a point. As long as you’re in the water it owns you. Your destiny… Our destiny.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Mostly I do, yes.”

“I do, too. What other patterns have you seen for us?”

“Other than the diversions, Esteban, the woman, Maria, the waitress, James and his mother?  They were all like the rock, diversions in a way, but they all helped us float downstream.”

“What else?” Amie grinned.

“Aside from some past life, ummm, coincidences,” he paused to shrug, “I haven’t found any others at all. Not a one.”

They arrived in Taos and drove to the pueblo. At the entrance they inquired about Miguel Iglesias. They passed the graveyard on the way to his home. Amie shot pictures of a rustic ladder made of rounded poles that was propped against a house and extended into the sky. “A ladder to the heavens,” she explained as they continued walking through the village.

The sky had rained wildflowers daily. They peeked up from the earth wherever shade and moisture afforded them life. Yellows, purples, whites, and crimsons. Some hearty, some delicate. All dancing to the beat of the breezes. All speaking to a simpler, though harsher, life.

Amie and Tom walked past the burnt orange colored buildings that had been continuously inhabited for almost a thousand years. All were constructed of mud bricks reinforced with an unlikely material, straw. They shared common walls for efficiency and still lacked electricity and running water. Men were busy making bricks and repairing outdoor adobe ovens, the women were baking and stringing beads into necklaces to sell to the visitors.

They peered into the open door of an adobe house. Tom looked inside. He started when he saw himself sitting in the corner, just as he had dreamed many times before. He wanted to turn away, as he always did in his dreams. Who he saw appeared too serious, too intense, too brightly lit. He couldn’t turn away. He wouldn’t. He likewise wanted not to listen. What he now heard he had blocked in his dreams, for those dreams had begun after he remembered how cold it felt to be alone, how terrified he was to once again depart life without the strength of faith. Amie interrupted his vision when she grabbed hold of his shoulder.

“Tom, what is it?”

“I’ve been here before.”

“When?”

“I don’t know when for sure. It’s part of a recurring dream.”

“Tell me more.”

“I usually am able to wake myself up, but I do remember bits and pieces. It’s not a good dream.

“What happens?”

Tom stepped back and surveyed the pueblo. He pointed to one of the houses in the multi-storied building. “There.”

“What, Tom?”

“We need to go there. I know that house. Something happened there.”

Only a couple of mottled dogs took notice of them as they crossed the earthen courtyard on the way to seeking the source of Tom’s vision. Tom knocked on the door. A handsome elderly woman wearing a large turquoise bracelet, a black velvet shirt, and a bright blue skirt answered. “Yes?” she said.

Tom looked past her and recognized the room. “I’ve dreamed of your house.”

She studied both of them up and down. “What did you dream?” 

“Of a boy. A flute player.”

Amie looked at Tom aghast. “You didn’t tell me that.”

Tom continued. “He played it exquisitely. Everyone would gather around to hear him play. He…”

“Carlos,” the woman said, “Carlos Martinez.”

“That’s right!” Amie exclaimed.

“Come inside,” the woman said. She, Carmela Martinez, sat them at her dinner table and excused herself for a few moments. She returned with an envelope in her hand. “Another person, a man, came here years ago looking to learn about Carlos and his parents. He left something for you.”

“For us?” Tom asked, “What do you mean for us?” She handed him the letter. He looked at the bottom. “Yep. It’s another from William Wilder.” Tom read it aloud.

“I’m convinced that I once was Carlos Martinez, the flute player. I also believe that others will dream as I have and they will also be delivered to this pueblo, searching for their past. At least for me, the events surrounding Carlos’ life were too powerful to pass with him. I suspect that someday my guardians back then will find this place, if they haven’t already. It’s for you that I leave this note.

“Last year when I visited this area I found the alcove where the couple, Jackson and Susan Dillon had hidden with the infant Carlos. I left a note there describing what I’d found. I also found their homestead.
“When I returned home I researched all I could. A newspaperman in Santa Fe helped me track down what happened. Susan Dillon had saved the child, but no one told his father. His Indian father was furious when he learned that the boy was alive. He rode to the ranch and followed their tracks to the alcove. He went there to kill Jackson Dillon. But Dillon was waiting for him. They fought  and killed each other. Susan Dillon couldn’t save either man.”

Tom stopped and looked at Amie. Her hands were clasped in front of her face, her widened eyes conveyed disbelief. “Which man were you?” Tom grimaced. “I don’t know. I didn’t know how to tell you, Amie.” Tom returned to reading the letter.

“Susan Dillon left Carlos with the Indians at the pueblo and traveled west. No one ever heard from her again.

“I came to the Pueblo to find out what became of Carlos. I spoke to his adopted mother. He died before he turned 20. She showed me his flute. I recognized the flute from my dreams. I knew that instant that I once was Carlos.
“I learned all that I came here to learn. I’ll spend the rest of my time in Santa Fe before heading home. I leave it up to you to learn what else you need to learn.”

Tom refolded the letter and handed it to Carmela. She told them how Carlos enchanted all who heard him perform, how his heart spoke through the holes of his wooden flute, in ways he could never express in words. He spent his days serenading passersby. He sat silently and smiled when he wasn’t luring them with melodies that evoked the passion of the wind and the wailing of the earth. The songs evoked his losses, memories he felt but could not recall. They all ended with the strength and beauty of hope, his talents gave homage to his faith.
All the while that Carmela spoke, Amie stood silently, staring into the distance, staring at nothing. 

Carmela explained that her great grandmother had befriended Susan Dillon. They exchanged remedies and herbs whenever Susan visited the pueblo. People who didn’t know Susan were horrified by her selfishness. Those who did know her understood the sacrifice she made to care for the child. Carlos would not have survived were it not for her talents and devotion, nor would she have had to flee. Carmela, the keeper of the family history, was able to fill the gaps in their knowledge up until the time Susan Dillon departed west. She interrupted her story to ask, “What brought you two here? Dreams, like with the others?”

“Yes, we’ve both had dreams,” Tom said.

Amie turned to Carmela. The word, “dreams,” awakened her. “What others?” she asked.

“Oh, honey, you have no idea, do you? People have come here for years searching for their pasts. You’re the first in a while, though. Last here was a man from Rome, Italy. Imagine that. He came all the way from Rome, Italy. I don’t fully understand it. But he left a lot happier man for what he saw.

“Saw?” Amie asked.

“Yes, saw. He got this look in his eyes right after I told him what I just told you. While he was handling Carlos’ flute.”

“What kind of look?” Amie asked.

“The same look you have in your eyes right now, child.”

Tom looked into Amie’s eyes. He saw the look of awareness, he felt the gaze of detachment. Her eyes appeared to glow. No longer black, but a radiating burnt golden hue. He could see deep inside. And what he saw terrified him. He shrank back, covering his mouth with his hand. “It’s really true.”
“Tom! What is it?” He tried to speak, but couldn’t. He could only point to her eyes. “What is it? What’s true?” Amie saw an antique mirror across the room. Its silver paint had oxidized into black splotches in many areas. Carved angels adorned its corners. They all played flutes. Amie hurried toward the mirroe and stopped cold when she saw as Tom had, when she understood their journey, when she felt what prisoners feel when freed after so many years. “Tom, did you see us in my eyes? Us, the Jacksons?” Tom nodded. “Why are you acting so weird?”
“I never really believed.” Carmela put her arm around him. “It’s all right, child. Now you can begin to believe anything and everything. That’s the way it was meant to be.” When Tom looked up to thank her he saw the glow in her eyes, too. Carmela smiled. “Don’t look so alarmed. My eyes haven’t changed. It’s your eyes that have changed. How does it feel to finally see?” Tom could only muster a pale smile, one that affirmed his pleasure but also betrayed his confusion.
“Please forgive me,” he said, “But I need to leave.”

“Of course you do,” Carmela reassured him. “You’ll be back and we’ll talk some more then.”

Amie and Tom walked to the car in silence, under the spell of an awakening neither could have anticipated, nor could either fathom once it visited them. They walked past the cemetery and its stacks of fallen crosses leaning against the graveyard wall, bleaching in the sun, growing more frail by the season. Once the wood could no longer brace the crosses against the wind, the caretakers would place them neatly near the bell tower. Tom and Amie failed to see the top cross, the one that read, Carlos Martinez. 

They met frequently during that summer, sometimes returning to the pueblo. Tom remained concerned about Amie’s age. The less it mattered, the greater his concern. Each visit brought them closer, each visit drew them farther apart.
When the days drew shorter and the nights grew colder, time came for Amie’s family to return home. During their last evening together, they touched hands. Amie wrapped her arms around Tom. She held him firmly and fervently, as good friends do, plus in the yielding and sustaining manner, like that of lovers. Neither motioned to separate. When that time finally came, Amie looked up to Tom in a way that would forever change their lives. For in that moment, Tom realized what had changed. Her eyes were now open to his. He could see inside, as well as see himself. He saw into eyes that told of closeness and connection, eyes that told of what was to be. Amie saw that in his eyes, too, and smiled.
As he walked away, Amie whispered just loud enough, “It’s always been you. Tom.”
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