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Q&A for WILD PENANCE by Sandi Ault 
(BERKLEY PRIME CRIME, 02/2010, $24.95; ISBN:978-0-425-23232-3 HC)
A Sample of some Questions and Answers for an Interview with author Sandi Ault
Q.  WILD PENANCE, your fourth in the WILD Mystery Series, involves an ancient and secretive religious cult called the Penitentes. Is this a real organization?
A.  Yes. WILD PENANCE features Los Penitentes, a lay brotherhood that formed when New Mexico was first being settled by the Spanish in the 1500’s and priests were not readily available in this country, especially outside of the larger settlements. The brotherhood began because laypersons were needed to shepherd the community in religious rites and passages. But Los Penitentes incorporated some extreme rituals, including ritual re-enactment of the crucifixion and self-flagellation as penance and to emulate Christ’s suffering. These were private ritual ceremonies, and usually done in secret. The Penitentes are still practicing in New Mexico and southern Colorado today, although the last documented ritual re-enactment of the crucifixion was sometime in the 1920’s.
Q.  And how does this secret brotherhood intersect with the sleuth in your series?
A.  My sleuth, BLM Resource Protection Agent, Jamaica Wild, is running along the Rio Grande Gorge rim one morning before going into Taos to the field office. From afar, she sees activity on the gorge bridge, then watches—helpless to intercede—as a man or a body tied to a cross is thrown over the bridge and plummets into the dark chasm of the gorge.
Q.  That sounds pretty chilling. Why did you choose this particular setting?

A. The Rio Grande Gorge Bridge is a magnet for suicides. If you follow the local news, you hear about it all the time. It’s a remote bridge, the second highest cantilever bridge in the United States, and it has extremely light traffic. This makes it perfect for clandestine activities. I thought, why not a murder? And not just any murder, but perhaps a crucifixion murder that seems to point to a secret and clandestine group, the Penitentes.

Q.  You do a lot of research for your books. Is that really necessary when you’re writing fiction?

A.  I believe it is. I research as if I were writing non-fiction so there is as much credibility to my writing as I can provide. I spend several months each year doing field research as well as reading, doing interviews, internet and library research. I spend time in the areas I’m writing about, including traveling in Indian Country and with members of the BLM, and I thoroughly research the wildlife and the environments I depict. I did a lot of research into the Penitentes, although I was like my sleuth, Jamaica—it was very hard for me to find someone who would open up and talk to me about the secretive sect. Eventually, a local elder did, and that led to more contacts, and it grew from there. 
Q.  Why did you choose to incorporate this strange, secret brotherhood into your story?

A. People who live in New Mexico (or visit there frequently) are aware of Los Penitentes. Perhaps they have read about them, seen photographs, happened upon a morada or one of their shrines or camp santos (graveyards). But most of the rest of the country, even the world, knows nothing about this unique and fascinating element of New Mexico’s heritage and culture. As curious by nature as Jamaica is, I knew she would want to find out more than anyone wanted her to know about them. That’s just how she is.
Q.  What is different in WILD PENANCE that perhaps we haven’t seen in the previous three WILD Mysteries?

A. This story is a prequel to the other three WILD Mysteries. We get to witness the first meeting of Jamaica and Kerry and the beginning of their romance. We get to see Jamaica receive her first medicine task from Momma Anna. And in WILD PENANCE, Jamaica encounters Tecolote for the first time. We are present in WILD PENANCE for all the beginnings that are the foundation for the other stories in the series. And certainly, the aspects of the story regarding Los Penitentes highlight much more of the Hispanic culture of New Mexico than we have seen in the other books in the series.
Q.  Readers love the wolf Mountain in the WILD Mystery Series. Is he featured in this plot line as he was in WILD INDIGO, WILD INFERNO, and WILD SORROW?

A. Yes, he definitely is! But in a new and surprising way. I’m not going to reveal the plot twist, but Mountain will certainly figure into the story.
Q.  And some of us already know, but isn’t Mountain based on a real wolf that lived with you?

A. Yes. Mountain was my best friend, teacher, and companion for more than eleven years. He passed beyond the ridge when I was finishing WILD INDIGO, but he lives on as a character in the WILD Mystery Series.
Q.  And I understand you have another wolf that lives with you now?

A.  Yes. His name is Tiwa. He’s a really big timber and tundra wolf, and he’s quite a character in his own right.
Q.  You always put a sort of disclaimer about your native stories and rituals in the forward to your book. And you have a very curious introduction to WILD PENANCE that claims that “…what is true about Los Penitentes is often stranger than fiction, and this yarn is spun from a bit of both.” What do you mean by this?
A. Los Penitentes used to be a much more secretive sect than they are today. In the past ten or fifteen years, at least a dozen books have been written about them, the internet has made it possible to find out more about them, and some of them have opened their memberships and even their rituals to the community in order to keep the brotherhood alive when their former methods were causing their numbers to dwindle as their elders aged. But some things are still held very closely within those memberships. And many of those things are pretty strange, and hard for an outsider to believe. For example, the use of human skulls on their altars. The use of yucca whips and even barbed wire for penance. And there are those who say that in the remote mountain villages of northern New Mexico, in the dark of night, unbeknownst to outsiders, there are those moradas that still practice the ritual re-enactment of the crucifixion, using a member of their own brotherhood as a stand-in for Christ.
Q.  You’ve won a number of awards already in your brief career as an author, and you’ve received a great deal of critical acclaim from the likes of The New York Times, The Washington Post, and more. How does this feel to have your work so well received right from the beginning?
A.  It’s an immense honor. WILD INDIGO was the first debut novel to be nominated for the Mary Higgins Clark Award, and it won the prize as well. I was over the moon, especially to receive my award from Mary Higgins Clark herself! And WILD INFERNO was a finalist for the Colorado Book Award and won the WILLA Finalist Award for Contemporary Fiction from Women Writing the West. I am delighted about these things, and about getting such good notices and reviews. It makes me all the more desirous of making my work as perfect as I can possibly make it, to provide as much truth in my storytelling as I can, and to be as transparent—as the storyteller—as I can be. I am also very excited to see what will happen with WILD SORROW, which is now being considered for awards. I think it is my best work yet, and I’m hoping the literary world will agree.
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