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  It was a typically lovely spring day in Desert Rock: Hurricane-force winds drove fast food bags across empty lots, sand blasted against houses, and tumbleweeds rolled down the streets like an invasion.


  It was business as usual for me, too. My editor, Vince, called to berate me for missing the final deadline on my latest book, an occurrence so common it triggers bouts of yawning. Then my sister phoned, threatening to stop by soon to “catch up.” This subterfuge does not deceive—I know by now that catching up means Vanessa wants to start a fight with me about something. After her call, I sneezed nineteen times in succession, evidence that spring in the desert had arrived. Oh, yeah, and I had a pebble in my eye.


  The trouble with business as usual when it’s this bad is that one assumes that it can’t get worse. This, as it turns out, is wrong. If only I hadn’t answered my cell when Eddie called, I might have spared myself the misery of the next three weeks. I might not have almost gotten murdered, either, which is about as bad as it can get. But I did answer the phone—it was Eddie after all. And that, unfortunately, is the crux of it.
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  I stumbled into Coffee Buzz looking fine: sweaty running clothes, damp hair stuck through the pony port of my tatty cap, right eye streaming from the pebble that had lodged there during my morning run. Dirt covered my running shoes and calves, sweat carving lazy rivers through the grime. I didn’t smell too swift, either.


  Eddie’s request to meet me had sounded urgent, so I had hopped in the car pronto, sans shower. And, here I was, ten minutes later, entering the coffee shop in all my glory. As I closed the door behind me, or rather, let the wind slam it shut, I prepared myself for some smartass comment on my appearance. I was ready for him, prepared to point out my sacrifice on his behalf. Bring it on!


  I scanned the coffee shop with my one good eye. I expected to see Eddie behind the counter, helping Sonia and Mike handle the Saturday morning crowd, but they labored without their boss. The place was packed, the line to order nearly out the door, all the tables occupied. Searching the cafe, I finally spotted Eddie at one of the back tables, the sight of his face making me smile like it always did. Then I noticed that he wasn’t alone. And that he didn’t look up, didn’t sense my arrival like he usually does, some clever put-down ready on his lips. In fact, he seemed oblivious to all but his companion.


  A woman.


  Who the hell was this?


  And what was up with Eddie? He wasn’t wearing his usual brown Coffee Buzz T-shirt. Instead, he wore a button-down white shirt that made his skin glow. His shoulders looked bulkier than usual under the fabric, suggesting uncharacteristic trips to the gym. His wavy black hair, usually shorn by the barber for five bucks, now looked quaffed and shiny from some kind of styling goo. He had also shaved off his goatee, his clean angular jaw making him look younger than his thirty-three years. When I approached the table, I learned the worst: Instead of soap, he smelled of aftershave or—could it be?—cologne. I had never seen Eddie like this and was flummoxed.


  All this because of this woman?


  I practically had to lie on the table before Eddie finally noticed me. His solemn expression lightened, and his warm brown eyes took me in.


  “Just come from Goodwill?” he asked, standing, his grin exposing white teeth.


  “You going for a job interview?” I shot back, face hot. My yellow pit stains and sweaty hair suddenly seemed worse standing there beside Eddie’s gorgeous tablemate, who looked like she just came from Le Tete Salon and Day Spa, my sister Vanessa’s favorite hangout.


  He saw me staring at his companion, and said, “Sam, I’d like you to meet Gabby Castillo. Gabby, this is Samantha Larkin.”


  Gabby Castillo? The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I did, however, get right in touch with my dislike. The woman stood and we shook hands, her cool slim fingers slipping into my sweaty palm. I put her age around Eddie’s and mine. She had straight dark hair, swooped coquettishly over one eye, a style that would drive me nuts. Who wanted to walk through life looking through a curtain of hair? She wore a crisp peach blouse tucked into white slacks. High-heeled sandals, painted nails, large hoop earrings. Lots of makeup. I had one of those out-of-body experiences, seeing the two of us standing in the middle of the café, she looking fresh and tall and beautiful, me looking, well, like me, short, skinny, and disheveled. I could feel myself squinting on account of the pebble, tears streaming out of my eye. Then I sneezed three times, hard, just to make sure everyone knew I was a complete disaster.


  “What’s with your eye?” Eddie said.


  I smirked and dropped my butt into a chair.


  Eddie and Gabby sat, too, and then, to my shock, Eddie began to chatter. Eddie, king of telegraphic speaking, chattering! He went on and on about Gabby this and Gabby that. Finally, he got to the part where she had just moved back to Desert Rock after living in New York City for two years. That’s when I got it.


  “You’re the ex!” my words boomed out.


  Eddie abruptly stopped talking, and Gabby stared at me, which suggested that I had been rude. Given that this is not a unique occurrence, Eddie recovered quickly and went on blithering, completely ignoring my comment. It was all boring stuff, like “Gabby missed her brother when she was in New York” and “Gabby is working as a secretary at Bob Cone’s law offices,” and it was all about Gabby.


  While Eddie prattled, I stared at her, and she stared at me, dark eyes boring into dark eyes. Neither of us moved a muscle, not even to blink. Sounding far away, Eddie kept chirping away about Gabby’s every move since returning to town. I was waiting for him to tell me her social security number and bra size, when she broke in.


  “I think my brother Pete is dead. And fucking Raul killed him.”


  I stared at her from under my soiled cap, mouth flopped open.


  “Eddie thinks you can help me prove it.”


  Eddie finally shut up and looked at me. He smiled, showing no teeth, the skin around his lips stretched thin. Then he shrugged—at least I think he did, the shoulder raise so slight it could have been a twitch. In a too-cheerful voice, he said, “Sam, how about a scone? Or how about a café mocha, on the house?”


  I frowned at him, then turned back to Gabby. “What are you talking about? Who the heck is Raul?”


  “Eddie said you’re some private investigator or something. When I told him Pete had disappeared, he said you could help me.”


  Eddie chirped, “I told Gabby you solved the wind farm case.”


  That was rich. Eddie had been all over me about that case, chastising me for sticking my nose in places it didn’t belong, like I always did, and almost getting myself killed. Now he was offering up my amateur detective services to his ex.


  Feeling stupefied, I asked the obvious. “Have you told the police?”


  “Of course,” she snapped. “Do I look like an idiot?”


  I declined to answer that, showing admirable restraint. “Well?” I prompted.


  “The cops in this town are idiots.”


  “Hey,” I said. “One of those ‘idiots’ is a friend of ours.” Eddie and I went to high school with Trent Wise, back then known as “the streaker” for his propensity to tear around the football field at halftime wearing nothing but his shoes.


  Gabby held up a manicured hand. “Sorry. I meant no offense. The deputies asked me a bunch of questions, checked out Pete’s apartment, talked to his friends. That was it. They said they didn’t find anything to make them think it was foul play or even that he was really missing. They said maybe he was on vacation. What a joke.”


  “How long ago was this?”


  “I know exactly when Pete disappeared. Thursday night, two weeks ago. That would be March twenty-seventh.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “I met him for lunch that Thursday. Then, Friday night after work, I went to his apartment to see if he wanted to go out for drinks, and he was gone.”


  “How do you know he isn’t just on a trip somewhere, to Palm Springs or L.A.?”


  “You’re just like the cops,” she said, shaking her head in disgust. “You act like I don’t know my own brother. Look, his cat was there, all right? He would never leave the cat. I checked back the next day, and still no food and water. And the litter box was dirty. Pete would never let that happen—he loved that cat.”


  “OK, so for the sake of argument, let’s say Pete really is missing. Why do you think this Raul person killed him?”


  “Raul is my older brother.”


  Like this explained anything. I’ve had some rough times with my brother, Connor, but though I might have thought it often enough, I would never have actually killed him. At least I don’t think I would. “Why would Raul kill Pete?”


  “Raul has always hated Pete. When we were growing up, Raul made Pete’s life a living hell. I did what I could to protect Pete. Our parents were worthless when it came to raising kids. They were so tired from working crappy jobs to put food on the table, they were checked out all the time. I don’t think they even wanted kids. So I pretty much raised Pete by myself. Raul ran amok. He was always beating people up, the classic bully. Pete was his favorite target.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because Pete’s gay,” Gabby said with force, squaring her shoulders as if preparing herself for a wave of homophobia. “Raul couldn’t deal.”


  I thought about it. “So if this bullying has been going on for Pete’s whole life, why would Raul suddenly decide to kill his brother?”


  Gabby shrugged. “I don’t know. Things had settled down between them once Raul graduated from high school. The two just didn’t have that much to do with one another. But then a few weeks before Pete disappeared, Raul beat him up bad. Pete had ten stiches in his lip, broken ribs, the works. Pete said he’d be dead if a friend of his hadn’t made Raul stop.”


  I felt myself getting pulled into the story despite my aversion to Gabby and my resistance to getting involved. I hated hearing about bullies beating people up. I had stopped a few of them myself growing up, and I have the scars to prove it. These acts of heroism did not please my mother, who said I needed to use my brain, not my fists. I asked Gabby, “So you don’t know what triggered it?”


  “I asked Pete, but if he knew, he wouldn’t tell me.”


  “Are you aware of anything different happening in Pete’s life in the last few months?”


  She shrugged, the gesture sending wafts of perfume my way. “Nothing that seems relevant. I mean, he was involved in the toxic waste protests. And he had recently started seeing someone. I asked him who it was, but he wouldn’t tell me, he said the guy didn’t want it to get out. Desert Rock is not exactly San Francisco, and Pete’s boyfriend was probably in the closet. Still, Pete usually confided in me. He was out himself.”


  “So Pete actively dated, there was nothing new there to set Raul off.”


  “No, I guess not.”


  “Unless the guy was someone Raul knew, and he didn’t like it.”


  She shrugged. “Who knows?”


  “And what about this toxic waste thing? What’s that about?”


  Eddie rolled his eyes. “Sam, don’t you read the paper?


  Gabby explained. “The mayor wants Desert Rock to build a toxic waste dump. Like the one at Yucca Mountain in Nevada. But protestors got Yucca Mountain shut down, so now the federal government is looking for volunteers to take the stuff. Mayor Tyler says it will bring a lot of money to Desert Rock. But there have been protests about it. Who can blame people? That shit causes cancer.”


  I said, “What side was Pete on?”


  “Against, of course,” Gabby said. “Pete had a social conscience, he wanted to work for the good. He was putting himself through school to become an attorney, working at the bank so he could help people.”


  “You keep using the past tense,” I said. “You’re really convinced he’s dead.”


  She stared at me, beautiful eyes smoldering. “I just know it.” She reached into her handbag and pulled out a stack of photos. She handed them to me. “Look at these. Pete was a real person, handsome, smart, kind. Good athlete, lots of friends. No one would wish him harm, except for Raul.”


  I took the photos, flipped through each one. The café was noisy, I could hear the hum of people talking and the scream of the espresso machine. The nutty aroma of hot coffee filled the room. Gabby was right: Pete was handsome in the rugged athletic way of rugby and soccer players. He seemed to have a load of friends. Numerous photos showed him with various soccer teams, the guys hanging all over each other, smiling into the camera with fierce pride. Pete looked happy.


  I handed the photos back to Gabby and shook my head. “I’m a writer, not a private detective. You need to let the sheriff’s department handle this.”


  She rapped the polished nails of her right hand three times on the table. She said to Eddie, but she was glaring at me, “I told you she wouldn’t help.”


  The three of us sat there, the sounds of the café suddenly cacophonous: the clank of the front doors slamming in the wind, Mike barking out the drink orders for pickup, people in line guffawing and slapping each other on the back. Sonia and Mike looked two minutes away from cardiac arrest and kept glancing our way, doubtless wondering why their boss had abandoned them on their busiest morning. The other patrons sitting at the tables seemed oblivious to the noise as they read or typed on laptops. One old coot wearing a cowboy hat and an eye patch muttered to himself while staring at his smart phone as if it had done something despicable. I wondered where he got the eye patch—I could use one.


  Gabby glared at me, then stood. “Thanks for trying, Eddie.”


  He leaped to his feet, put a restraining hand on her arm. I didn’t like the way he left it there.


  “Sam,” he said, looking down at me, his voice disappointed, or maybe disapproving.


  I could feel their stares bore into me. All right, I admit it, I was being perverse. If I were honest with myself, I would admit that I was interested in the case. The potential murder of a young man with all of his life ahead of him. A violent bigot as a suspect, who just happened to be the victim’s brother. And then there was the heated controversy over the nuclear waste dump, the kind of thing I write about for Blue Nest Press. I was ready to start a new book, and maybe I could persuade Vince that this would be the perfect subject. Doing research for the book would give me an excuse to talk to people involved in the protest. I could work and investigate Pete’s disappearance at the same time.


  And yet.


  The truth was, I didn’t want to do Gabby any favors. What the hell was with her and Eddie, anyway? Was she back in town because of him? Were they sleeping together? I could feel my jaw clench on that thought. A hot pain welled up from deep inside and lodged in my chest. Damn it, why was I so bothered by this? Eddie and I were just friends, after all. I knew that he had had a serious girlfriend after I left town, and that she had eventually left him. But I realized now that I had never asked him about it, never bothered to find out if he was devastated or relieved. Or inquired as to why she left. Maybe I didn’t want to know. When I came back to Desert Rock, I had just picked up with Eddie again as if he had been in a holding pattern waiting for my return. I had assumed we would go back to the way it was before I left. Good friends, hanging out, playing tennis and hiking, drinking beer down at the Hideaway. Now this interloper shows up on the scene.


  I didn’t like Gabby, I thought she was a condescending ass, but at the same time I could understand why she wouldn’t be Little Miss Sunshine. She believed her favorite brother was dead. They had been close, and his loss would be devastating. And to think that her other brother had murdered him because he was gay—that was unthinkable.


  Eddie must have seen my face soften because he sat back down. “Sam, can you give it a few days? That’s it. Just a few days.”


  I hated that he wanted me to do this. For Gabby. When I looked at his concerned, handsome face I felt that pain again, bubbling up from deep within. My jaw ached.


  But it was Eddie. How could I say no?


  I looked around the café. The old prospector with the eye patch was still muttering at his cell phone. Sonia and Mike still hustled behind the counter, sweat beading their chubby faces. The line to order was just as long, the line to pick up even longer. The front door kept clanking in the wind. I felt damp and stinky, tired of being there, angry at being asked to do something I didn’t want to do.


  “Okay,” my mouth said without my consent. “A couple of days. But I can’t promise anything.” Under the table, I socked my thigh. Why was I doing this?


  Gabby gave a curt nod and sat down.


  Eddie said, “Thanks, Sam.”


  But he was smiling at Gabby.
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  After inexplicably committing to investigate Pete’s disappearance, I asked Gabby to take me to his apartment. I wanted to see for myself if it held any clues as to what had happened to her brother. I thought Eddie would bow out of the field trip so he could help Sonia and Mike, but he quickly volunteered to accompany us. He seemed loath to leave Gabby and me alone together. Smart man.


  Eddie agreed to drive the three of us over to Pete’s place, and too late I remembered he drove a white Ford Ranger with an extended cab. This meant that either Gabby or I would have to crawl un-ladylike into the back compartment and sit like a tot in the tiny fold-down seat. When we got to his vehicle, Eddie unlocked and opened the passenger-side door and then made his way to the driver’s side. Gabby and I stood outside the truck, glaring at one another. Though the sun was hot, the wind was fierce and had a cold edge to it. Gabby faced into the blast, her ebony tresses flowing out behind her, looking like the heroine in some romantic novel. The wind was at my back and had blown my sweat-stiffened ponytail over my right shoulder like a hairy boa.


  Eddie climbed into the truck and stared at us hopefully, hand poised over the ignition. “Hop in, Sam,” he said finally.


  So, Eddie expected me to end the stalemate. Incensed, I climbed up into the cab ungracefully, squeezed into the back, and sat my butt down on the tiny jump seat. I felt like the family dog. Meanwhile, Gabby got in and shoved the front seat back into me so she’d have more leg room. She settled in next to Eddie, running her fingers through her locks in a gesture clearly picked up from Glamour. Her icky perfume choked the cab. Eddie smiled at her.


  I simmered.


  .


  Pete’s apartment was located in one of the newer complexes built off the main drag on Shasta Street, not far from my house. The Silver Creek Apartments are nowhere near a creek (we live in the desert—duh) and was not silver at all, but terra cotta. What is it with construction naming conventions in this town? Desert Rock is a place so hot and barren, someone made T-shirts that read, “You are at the End of the World. Next stop: Desert Rock.” Yet we have “The Breezes” apartment complex (“breeze” being what happens between thirty-mile-per-hour wind gusts out here) and the “Shady Lake Condos” (no lake; ditto on the shade). Why not “Damn Desolate Apartments” or “Miserable Blistering Condos”? On the other hand, maybe it was better to leave the naming to the likes of Richard Sampson, developer extraordinaire and hulk who once wanted to kill me for accusing him of murdering the owner of the local wind farm. Touchy!


  Gabby let us into Pete’s apartment with her key. I didn’t see any signs of the lock being jimmied, and the two windows in front looked intact. When Gabby swung the door open, a miasma of stale air enveloped us. I walked in and looked around the small apartment. When Pete’s cat failed to appear, I asked Gabby about it, and she explained that she had taken him home with her, even though she wasn’t crazy about cats. She wasn’t crazy about any animals, she added emphatically, as though she suspected me of plans to foist a barnyard on her. I wondered how she’d react to Lacy, the rottweiler I had inherited from my mother when she died. That gigantic slobbering beast would test even an ASPCA diehard.


  I saw right off that Pete was not the neatest person on earth. Tennis shoes and socks had been discarded by the sofa, dirty dishes and empty beer bottles sat on the coffee table, and the kitchen sink looked like it hadn’t seen cleanser since plumbing was invented. I felt shivers of disgust thinking about someone eating in that kitchen. I’ll never earn an award for good housekeeping, but I do maintain a level of cleanliness above that of a pig sty. I held my breath when I opened the fridge. It was half full of stuff I assume bachelors eat: bread, cheese, a couple packs of raw steak (going greyish-green—yish), and lots of cheap beer. The freezer revealed several weeks’ worth of frozen dinners. Pete seemed especially fond of steak burritos, a favorite of mine as it happens.


  The scarred kitchen table was littered with articles on nuclear energy, toxic waste, and the failed Yucca Mountain waste repository. There were also a couple of photographs of a run-of-the-mill dump, which, given all the sand and rocks interspersed with garbage, looked to be located somewhere in our neck of the woods. The mountains of debris were not a lovely sight but certainly not frightening like the photos that accompanied the articles on toxic waste. These featured wimpy-looking drums with yellow radiation warning signs—I got chill bumps just looking at them. I also noticed a couple of newspaper clippings from the local Desert Tribune, which described the protests over the mayor’s plan to create a nuclear waste dump here. There were several photographs with the articles, one featuring Pete in a shoving match with another man outside city hall. Pete appeared to be yelling at the guy, who looked intimidated but seemed to be holding his ground.


  “Do you know who that is?” I asked Gabby, pointing to the man in the photo.


  “No clue. Pete told me the protests sometimes get pretty heated.”


  I loved this stuff. People of good faith arguing passionately with one another. This is what I write about, the essence of what Blue Nest Press is all about. I would definitely ask Vince if I could write my next book about this issue. The drama was unfolding right here in Desert Rock. I could sweeten the deal by telling Vince that one of the people involved in the controversy had gone missing and could possibly have been murdered. After my success in solving the wind farm mystery, which Vince used shamelessly to market my book on wind energy, he would probably drool at the idea. I shivered at the vision of Vince’s mouth opening and spittle dribbling out between his yellow teeth. Disgusting though he was, corporeally speaking, he had an excellent mind for books and business. He would make a great show of rejecting my idea (because it wasn’t his), but ultimately he would embrace it. Then, if I did commit to investigating Pete’s disappearance after the two days I had promised, I could use the book as a pretext to talk to the protest people.


  I brought my mind back to the present and heard Gabby saying that she had taken the trash out and cleaned the litter box. But, she said, she had left the rest as it was so as not to spoil any evidence. Of course, the deputies hadn’t found anything indicating foul play, as Gabby had reported. To them, it looked as if Pete had left voluntarily, probably on a trip out of town. My thought was that most people tidy up their place before a trip, but if you were a slob like Pete, maybe you’d skip that step. You’d want the place to feel like home when you returned to it. Ah, the comforts of the landfill!


  I looked around the apartment some more and saw three electric guitars leaning against the wall, a sign that Pete may not be the complex’s favorite tenant. Two crooked shelves of the cheap variety purchased at a home improvement store held numerous trophies and medals, which on closer inspection proved to be soccer awards. Everything on the shelf looked in danger of sliding off during the next temblor, a decided probability in a town located within seventy miles of the San Andreas Fault. Gabby explained that the framed charcoal sketches hanging in the bedroom were done by Pete. I could see he was good, the cactus and boulders and greasewood bushes he had drawn rendered with fine accuracy. A sketch of Gabby hung there too, her proud beauty captured by her brother’s hand.


  A quick glance in the bedroom closet revealed two suitcases, a giant orange one with wheels and a small black carry-on. The ensemble looked especially suited for travel on Halloween. Back in the living room, I saw that the phone machine on the end table was unplugged; Gabby said Pete never used it, in fact had cut off his land line years ago. Gabby reported that Pete’s cell phone was not in the apartment.


  I stood there in the middle of the room, thinking about what I do when leaving for a trip. Obviously, I take my suitcases. Pete’s were still in the apartment. I tidy up the house, which Pete may or may not have done—with his level of slovenliness, it was hard to tell. I’d definitely make arrangements to have Lacy taken care of in my absence, but Pete had not done the same for his cat. A couple more questions popped into my head.


  “Did the deputies talk with Pete’s employer, find out if he asked for time off?”


  Gabby nodded. “Yes. The bank said Pete didn’t. They expected him at work that Saturday.”


  “Did the deputies check his mailbox?” If Pete had planned a trip, he may have put a hold on his mail.


  “They did. It was piled up with mail.”


  I felt a low-grade dread. There may not be obvious signs that Pete had been snatched or killed, but I started to share Gabby’s feeling that something was very wrong.


  As we left the apartment, I asked Gabby if Pete’s car was missing.


  “It’s gone,” she said gesturing in the general direction of the tenants’ carport.


  So, if foul play had occurred, it did not happen in the apartment. Pete had driven somewhere, either on a trip he failed to mention to anyone, or to some assignation in town that maybe got him killed.


  The three of us stood in the parking lot by Eddie’s truck, the brisk wind knocking into us. Pete had been gone now for two weeks. That was not good. I remember reading that the first forty-eight hours in a missing person case are crucial. If the person isn’t found by then, he or she probably won’t be. The thought depressed me. Having been in Pete’s space, seen his things, I felt him become a real person in my mind, not just a character in the story Gabby told. He was an athlete, an artist and musician, he had a social conscience. He worked at a bank to pay his way through school. He looked a bit like Eddie.


  I asked Gabby, “Where was Pete taking classes?” Desert Rock has both a community college and a state university, the latter an extension campus of the California State University system. I was wondering how far along in his studies Pete had gotten.


  Gabby answered, “At the community college.” Then she added, pride in her voice, “He was nearly ready to transfer to the university. And after that, he planned on applying to law school.”


  I had to admit that Gabby’s affection for Pete was something I liked about her. Pete was lucky to have a sister like that. I thought of how my brother Connor must feel about having me and Vanessa as sisters. All we ever seemed to do was tell him how immature and irresponsible he was. Whenever he told us about life plans, we scoffed, telling him we were sure he would fail. I felt sick thinking about it. Poor Connor.


  But Connor wasn’t Pete, who seemed ambitious and responsible, going places.


  Thinking out loud, I said, “That must be really hard, working full time and working toward a law degree. That’s a lot of schooling.”


  Gabby seemed to warm for the first time. “That was Pete. He was determined to become a lawyer. He wanted to be able to advocate for environmental and social justice. And he actually loved his work at the bank. He worked in the loans department, and he liked it when he could help people achieve their dreams. He helped Eddie get his small business loan, you know.”


  Huh? Eddie had gotten a small business loan? How come I, his best friend, didn’t know about this, and Gabby did? I gaped at him. “What did you get a loan for?”


  He said carefully, perhaps sensing my hurt, “I’m going to open a second shop. Coffee Buzz 2.”


  I was utterly amazed. Eddie had worked so hard to get the money for the first shop. He had scrimped and saved, worked two jobs, denied himself trips and new gadgets and nights out with friends. It was hard to believe he felt financially ready to open another store just two years after the first. I realized that I might have underestimated his ambition. He had never wanted to go to college, but he had always longed to make something of himself, to make his mom and dad proud. And I knew they were proud of him. I certainly was. But I was seriously annoyed at him, too, at the moment. Why had he excluded me in this major life development?


  Gabby said to him, “Pete felt bad that he couldn’t get more money for you. He worked as hard as he could, even got his boss to go a little bit out of the bank’s comfort range. It really bothered Pete, he couldn’t stop talking about it.”


  Eddie shook his head. “He shouldn’t have felt bad. He did what he could. And I was able to come up with the difference.”


  That was impressive. Eddie obviously had saved his profits, and now he had enough money to expand his business. Eddie was truly a self-made man. “Good for you, my friend,” I said and touched his arm. “Really, you are amazing. Congratulations.”


  Instead of glowing with pride, though, Eddie just looked uncomfortable.


  “What is it?” I asked. “Everything still on for the new Coffee Buzz?”


  “Oh yeah,” he said. “It’s going fine.”


  I thought he should be happier about the whole thing, but then I realized that maybe he was feeling bad that he hadn’t told me about this.


  “So,” he said to me, “Did you learn anything from Pete’s apartment?”


  I felt chastised. This change of subject probably explained Eddie’s muted enthusiasm. He would feel uncomfortable talking about his life plans when Pete’s life might be over. I admitted to Eddie and Gabby that the apartment had not suggested to me a man who had left on vacation. Yet I had found nothing to shed light on what had happened instead. I told them I would spend today and tomorrow attempting to discover what I could about Pete, then I would assess further commitment. I admit, the case was pulling me in.


  Not that I would tell Gabby that.
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  Before I spent another minute investigating Pete’s disappearance, I had to get my paying job in order. I drove straight home after searching Pete’s apartment and called my editor. Calling Vince is better done without thinking about it, like taking a nasty medicine. After five rings he finally answered, his phlegmy voice barking “Vince!” I took a deep breath and launched in. I explained that I wanted to write my next book on the nuclear waste controversy. I described the protests going on in Desert Rock and how I’d have access to some of the players, one of which had gone missing. I even admitted to him that I had been asked to investigate the man’s disappearance. My editor’s response was quintessential Vince: “God damn it, Sam! Blast it all to hell! Can’t you just write the damn books I assign to you? You’ve got a lot of nerve asking me this favor when you’re late now with your current book! You better not get so wrapped up in that missing person case that you forget to write the bloody book!”


  In that tirade, of course, was tacit permission to proceed with my plan. Vince had anger management problems, but underneath all that spleen was a very smart editor. He knew a good topic—and writer, if I do say so myself—when he saw it.


  I had only a day’s worth of work to do on my current project, so naturally I’d delay it. I decided to interview Raul first to see if Gabby’s accusation had merit. Then I would talk to people involved in the toxic waste protests. That would allow me to ask questions about Pete and do research for my book at the same time. Before I went out questioning people, however, I needed to find out where the sheriff’s department was in its investigation.


  Before I drove to the sheriff’s station, I took a well-needed shower. While letting the conditioner soak in longer than usual, I shaved my legs, which had begun to look like Lacy’s. Out of the shower, I put on makeup, trying to do a better job than I usually do, which isn’t saying much. My eye was still watery from the pebble lodged in it, but I did my best to work around that. Hopefully, the mascara and eyeliner were waterproof or I’d look like The Joker by lunchtime. For the finishing touch, I blow-dried my hair and left it down for once, noticing that the thick chestnut strands needed a trim. When I surveyed the results of all this scrubbing and brushing and primping in the mirror, I grimaced. While certainly an improvement from my usual slapdash “style,” I looked like an amateur compared to Gabby Castillo. I couldn’t get out of my mind the vision of her sitting in Coffee Buzz, all preened and painted and gorgeous, and me looking like a perspiration machine. No wonder Eddie couldn’t keep his eyes off her.


  I roused myself from this painful rumination and headed out the door. Remembering Trent’s affinity for donuts, I swung by Donut Haven and picked up a dozen greasy blobs of dough and two large coffees. I found the sheriff’s station much as it was eight months ago, when I had ventured in to talk to Trent about the wind farm murder. The building was ancient and smelled like mold from the evaporative cooler. Flooring consisted of scuffed asphalt tiles, and the walls were painted a disturbing yellow-gray color, probably some hue mixed in error at the local hardware store and bought on the cheap. Security, paradoxically, was lax, and I was free to wander the halls looking for my friend. I found Trent in his office, filling out forms, an activity that seemed to consume the majority of his time.


  “Hey, Trent,” I said when I entered the cramped space. Vanessa’s walk-in closet is bigger than Trent’s office. Of course, her hall closet is bigger than my house, so it wasn’t really a knock against Trent.


  “Hey there, good lookin’!” He said reflexively like he always does when he sees me. Then he actually saw me and jumped to his feet. “Whoa! I mean, wow, you look, well, wow, fantastic!”


  Okay, so I don’t usually look that bad. I put my hands on my hips and huffed. “Jeez, Trent, you act like I usually go around looking like a bag lady.” He was so nice and always such a gentleman, I enjoyed needling him whenever possible.


  He flushed, as predicted, and began stuttering, “No, no, of course not, that’s not, well, I didn’t mean . . . You always look gorgeous, really. It’s just that—”


  I laughed. “I get you every time, you know that, don’t you?”


  He blushed again and ran his hand over his blonde buzz cut. “Sam, for cryin’ out loud!” He sputtered a bit more and fidgeted with his khaki uniform and finally noticed the coffee tray and donut box I held. Glad to get off the topic of my looks, he said, “What’s all this?”


  “Just a little something to add to your waistline,” I nodded toward his girth, which had grown a bit since the last time I saw him.


  He chuckled. “Thanks a lot.”


  We rummaged through the donut box and chose a couple each, then sat back to eat and sip our coffee. The coffee was lukewarm but rich and earthy. The maple bar left that weird greasy coating in my mouth that donuts always do.


  “How’re the wife and kids?” I asked to let him know I remembered he was a happily married man. Uniformed stud-muffin that he is, Trent seems to think I have the hots for him. In high school he certainly had it bad for me, although I never returned the interest. I had found his streaking activities amusing until people started to whisper that we were an item, after which I just found them mortifying. The truth is, I had been much too serious to fall for a goof-off like Trent. When I returned to Desert Rock to live after my mother died, I heard that Trent had exchanged streaking for nudist colonies. His wife, I understand, joins him. Don’t know about the kids. I wondered if the appearance of a gut had dampened his enthusiasm for the hobby. Probably not—someone into streaking and nudist colonies was obviously at ease with his body, a healthy attitude I envied.


  “Wife and kids are fine,” he said. “You working on another case?” His brown eyes twinkled.


  Trent had tacitly accepted, even encouraged, my involvement in the wind farm murder investigation. He had agreed with me that law enforcement was handling the case badly, and he had been more than eager to have me to conduct extralegal investigations on my own. He had been delighted that I had discovered who the real murderer was. I hoped my reputation would make him inclined to help me now.


  “Actually,” I said, biting into a second maple bar, “An old friend of ours from high school asked me to look into a disappearance. You remember Eddie Martinez?”


  He smiled. “Of course I remember Eddie. I see him every day at Coffee Buzz.”


  “A friend of his”—I almost choked on the “friend” part—“asked me to look into her brother’s disappearance.”


  “Ah, you mean Gabby Castillo. Yeah, she came in here about two weeks ago, wanted to file a missing person’s report. There was no evidence of wrongdoing, but I went ahead and looked into it, just because she seemed like a nice lady.”


  “You mean because she’s hot.”


  He laughed, turning red. “You know I’m married!”


  I took a gulp of my coffee. I could feel the caffeine flow through my body, soothing the addict within. “So, what did you think of her story? Do you believe that her brother is missing? And what about her claim that their other brother killed him?”


  He popped the tail end of a chocolate bar into his mouth and washed it down with coffee. “Well, honestly, when she first came in, it had been less than twenty-four hours since she had seen him. So what? I mean, he’s an adult, right? I talked with her but didn’t file a report. Then she came back a day later, and still no Pete. So I wrote the report. I went to Pete’s apartment, looked around. I called around to his employer, his friends, even the travel agents in town. I never found a thing to give a clue as to what happened to him. Still, it’s been, what, almost two weeks now. I’d have to say at this point I believe her. I mean, about the disappearance part. The guy worked full time and was a student, he seemed ambitious, responsible. It’s the middle of the semester, I doubt he’d go off like that.”


  “And the brother-as-killer story? You talk to Raul?”


  “Yeah, and he didn’t take it kindly. He’s a piece of work. Hard to see him being in the same family as Gabby and Pete.”


  “But would he kill someone?” I knew it was a dumb question the minute I’d asked it. Killers come in all shapes and sizes, and most people are astonished to discover they’ve been living with a murderer in their midst. But I wanted to learn Trent’s take on the guy.


  He said, “Well, I believe anyone can kill with the right motive. Raul seems to truly hate his brother. He’s ashamed of him. Raul is one of those guys who can’t stand the thought of gays, I guess. Does all that add up to him killing Pete? It’s impossible to say.”


  “Did Gabby tell you Raul beat Pete up a few days before Pete disappeared?”


  “Yeah, and a couple of Pete’s friends mentioned it, too. Pretty brutal, by the sound of it. It struck me as odd, that happening out of the blue like that. Hard to believe it was simply because Pete is gay. The guy’s been gay a long time, so why beat him up now? No, there must have been some other trigger. But I couldn’t get a bead on it.”


  “What about an alibi?”


  “Raul had one. Said he was playing poker the night Pete disappeared. I checked with the guys he said were there, and they all confirmed it.”


  “Do you believe it?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t think it’s worth much. Those guys are the same ilk as Raul, if you ask me. And their stories were pretty well aligned, if you know what I mean.”


  I sat for a moment, drinking coffee. The sweet, greasy smell of donuts had replaced the institutional smell of Trent’s office. I could hear a copy machine chunk-chunking somewhere down the hall. The air was chilly, and I was glad to have the warm coffee cup in my hands. Trent reached forward to grab another donut, his office chair squeaking.


  I said, “Gabby also mentioned that Pete was involved in the protest over the mayor’s toxic waste proposal. You look into that at all?”


  “Yeah, I did find out that Pete and a man named Matthew Thornton got into it at one of the protests down at city hall. It wasn’t much, though, the kind of thing you see during protests. A little name-calling, pushing and shoving. That’s it.”


  Ah, so Thornton was the guy in the photo I saw in Pete’s apartment. “Who’s this Thornton character?”


  “He’s helping the mayor with this waste proposal thing. Well, actually, he’s helping Bernard Cornwell, who’s helping the mayor.”


  “Bernard Cornwell?”


  “Psychologist, prominent Christian in town. He and Mayor Tyler go to the same church. Cornwell helped Tyler get elected. I think Cornwell figures if he helps Tyler, Tyler will someday repay the favor. Cornwell is an ambitious guy and will run for public office one day.”


  “And how do Cornwell and Matthew Thornton know one another?”


  “Matthew Thornton is his patient and poster boy. That’s the thing, Sam. These people who want the toxic waste dump are all upstanding citizens. The leader of our great city, a religious therapist, and his nice young helper. Hardly people you’d think of killing anyone. This thing just hasn’t gotten to that level, it’s mostly just ads in the paper, hand-painted signs, that kind of thing.”


  “You talk to any of these people?”


  “Yeah, I met with the mayor. He knows who Pete is, but he doesn’t know anything about what could have happened to him. When Pete disappeared, the mayor was out of town doing a charity golf thing. I also spoke with the other two. Cornwell seems pretty ambitious—looking to curry favor with the mayor, I think. His grunt, Thornton, is just doing what Cornwell tells him to. You know, printing fliers, organizing rallies, that kind of thing. They’re both Christians.”


  “You don’t think churchgoers kill people?”


  Trent looked startled. “I’m not that dumb, Sam. Like I said, anyone with a good enough reason will kill. But generally speaking, I think people who look to the Good Book for guidance tend to stay on the right path. Those two look pretty harmless.”


  So, I was guessing my deputy friend was a religious guy. I respected that, but I wondered if it would affect his objectivity in this case. I could understand his point, though. Cornwell and Thornton looked benign compared to Raul, given how Trent had described him. I would have to meet Raul, and the sooner the better.


  “So, you don’t think the protest had anything to do with Pete’s disappearance?”


  “I haven’t ruled anything out. But at this point I’d bet on Raul. Or someone else we haven’t considered. Who knows?”


  With all due respect to Trent, I knew that controversial issues could elicit violent emotions. The surface may look calm, but people got passionate about their beliefs. In this case, there was money and ambition on the pro side of the issue and likely intense fear on the con side. At any rate, now that Vince had given me the green light to write the next book on nuclear waste disposal, I could look into the debate with a clear conscience. Maybe I would unearth something pertinent to Pete’s case.


  I swept the donut crumbs from my lap, gulped down the rest of my coffee, and tossed the cup into the trash. “Do you mind if I talk to these people?”


  Trent studied me, twirling his coffee cup around in his big hands. He was still handsome, although I could see “the thirties” creeping in. He had developed a slight puffiness under his eyes and his face looked rounder from the weight gain. He said, “You did a good job on the wind farm case. But you could have gotten yourself killed.”


  “I know. I’ll be more careful this time.”


  He sighed, the exhalation long and slow. He tossed his cup toward the can and missed.


  “Ha!” I said, bending to retrieve it.


  “Sam, just don’t do anything stupid. And if you find out something relevant, let me know, okay? We’ve kind of come to a standstill in the investigation.”


  “I will, I promise. Can you tell me the best place to find Raul?”


  “He owns Castillo Construction. Office is out on Quartz Avenue. Watch that guy, Sam. Really, he’s a nut job.”


  I stood, extended my hand. “Thanks, Trent. I will.”
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  I decided to go see Raul right after leaving Trent’s office. I didn’t want to give myself too much time to think about it, or I might chicken out. As I walked out of the sheriff’s station toward my car, I noticed that the wind had intensified. I could feel it buffet me as I walked across the parking lot. Looking to the west, I saw black clouds churning over the mountains, obscuring their peaks. Those lucky people living on the coast in San Diego and Los Angeles were getting rain. Most of the time storms to the west of us never drop an ounce of moisture on Desert Rock. We are, after all, in a rain shadow. Storms flowing east from the Pacific Ocean must climb up and over the mountains. Once over the ridges the downward flow of cold air caused by the east-flowing front produces no rain but whips up ferocious winds that can tear the roof off your house. On rare occasions the clouds actually manage to hold enough moisture to release a drop or two, which happened three times this winter. This storm looked promising, but most likely it would just pass over us without a trace. Most of our rain comes from the east during the summer monsoon season in July and August.


  I drove south on Feldspar for two miles until I hit the edge of town. Turning right on Whitney and another right on Quartz, I began to think about what I would say to Raul. Sweat instantly broke out on my upper lip, and my stomach flipped over. What on earth was I going to say to this man? Trent and Gabby made him out to be a ruthless goon. I doubted that he would appreciate being asked if he murdered his brother. But even relatively inoffensive questions about Pete were not likely to produce a salubrious reaction. Basically, I had no clue what to do.


  I looked at myself in the rearview mirror to see if my lack of confidence showed. With a shock, I decided I didn’t look half bad. Seeing myself as Trent had, I saw a reasonably attractive woman, in her early thirties, with thick long hair and large brown eyes. Inspiration flashed. I realized that this might put me in the category of people Raul might rather drool over than beat up. I was not above using my feminine wiles to save my butt. What exactly wiles were and how a gal could use them, I had no clue, but I decided to give it a whirl. If Raul thought he might get some booty, maybe he wouldn’t kill me.


  Still, as good as I looked (for me), I thought it prudent to ratchet it up a notch. I made a U-turn on Quartz and headed back home. This required reinforcements.


  When I finally pulled up to Castillo Construction forty-five minutes later, I was a changed woman. I had drawn on enough lipstick to paint a barn, the color being about right for that task. With infinite care I had tarted up my eyes by applying the goopy mascara I had bought at Desert Drugs two years ago. I poofed up my hair, loading it with enough hair spray to lacquer the whole Dallas Cowboys cheerleading squad. After that, I had shimmied into a tight leather skirt purchased one Halloween when I went to a party dressed as a ho. My red blouse was so low-cut my boobs almost fell out when I bent to wrestle my black heels into place. I had no memory of purchasing black high heels, ever, and figured they must be Vanessa’s, left over from some high school prom. Needless to say, after examining myself in the mirror I had slunk out of the house and into my car as fast as possible when wearing stilettos.


  When I pulled up to Raul’s construction company, I wondered how I might execute that head toss that women do to signal their receptiveness to men. I feared that if I tried it, I would just look like a pony fighting its bit. Raul’s office was a low-budget affair, a small cinder block square painted the color of sand. His lot was large, packed with trucks and earthmovers, rebar and two-by-fours, and a small hoard of sweaty-looking guys. I glanced at my watch—four o’clock. It must be quitting time. As I climbed out of my old Corolla, the guys all stopped what they were doing and gawked at me. Their silent watching creeped me out until it turned into a whistle, then a hoot, then a chorus of catcalls. Well, what did I expect, the way I was dressed. Still, were they stuck in the Pleistocene or what?


  Ignoring the whistles, I tottered my way toward the office. My stilettos punctured the ground with every stride, forcing me to lurch like a drunk. I nearly turned an ankle on a chunk of concrete. For a moment I must have looked like a windmill, arms outstretched and whirling. I heard sniggers from the gallery, but I forged ahead, head held high. I’d be damned if I’d let these Neanderthals intimidate me.


  As I started to climb the two steps that led to the office door, a big man emerged from within. He was beefy and probably six foot four, a giant chunk of manhood. With my usual acumen I surmised that this must be Raul. The catcalls behind me stopped, the guys now probably looking hard at work. I smiled at Raul; he did not smile back.


  “Hello,” I said in a flighty manner, touching my hair playfully as if to check that it was still attached. “Are you Raul Castillo?” I made my smile bigger, and I had a vision of my straight white teeth catching the sunlight, blinding the man.


  “Who wants to know?” His voice sounded hoarse and phlegmy. I was guessing cigarettes. His eyes were hard and still, like black marbles. He had on work boots and blue jeans, a red flannel shirt, no hard hat. His black hair was buzzed close to his head, revealing a skull pockmarked with regular indentations like a golf ball.


  I kept the ditzy smile on my face despite his unwelcoming response to my charms. “Hi, I’m Samantha Larkin. I’m a friend of Eddie Martinez.”


  I hoped Eddie’s name might make Raul warm up—everybody in town knew and liked the owner of Coffee Buzz. Alas, it did not have the effect I had hoped for. In fact, it had no effect whatsoever. Raul stood there as before, a block of concrete.


  “Anyway,” I forged on, my voice chirpy. “Eddie asked me to do a favor for him. That’s why I’m here. He asked me to look into the disappearance of his friend Pete Castillo, who I know is your brother.”


  At the mention of Pete, Raul’s cold eyes glinted, and the muscles in his face seemed to cramp up. His arms grew stiff at his sides, his hands constricting. I thought of poor Pete at the business end of those fists and felt sick.


  Raul growled, “What the fuck is this about?”


  I felt myself duck ever so slightly, as if his words had physically shot out of his mouth at me. I smiled wider, noticing that my teeth were actually drying out in the wind. “I just came to ask if you’d seen Pete around lately. Eddie asked me to, as I said.” I punctuated this explanation with a little batting of the eyelashes and tossing of the hair even though I could see that Raul wasn’t buying it. What can I say? It was all I had. I noticed the batting business had made my pebbled eye water again. Great, there went the mascara.


  Raul said, “What the fuck does Eddie Martinez care about my brother?”


  Uh-oh. This was the point where I’d have to mention Gabby, whom I was guessing he despised as much as he did Pete. She and Pete were tight, and obviously she and Raul did not have a close loving relationship, what with her thinking he was a killer and all.


  “Actually,” I said, “Eddie asked me as a favor to your sister.” I noticed my voice was flat and to the point now, all my feminine wiles petered out in anticipation of getting my ass kicked. I could feel the cold wind at my back, pushing me from behind toward this totally scary man.


  Raul’s eyes narrowed. “Ah, I get it. Gabby and Eddie used to be, fuck, whad’ya call it, an ‘item.’ Until she dropped his sorry ass and hightailed it out of here with some rich east coast fucker. Dude must have tired of my bitchy sister, sent her packing, and here she is, crawling back to Eddie. He should aim higher than my sister.”


  I disliked hearing the bit about Eddie and Gabby getting back together. But what I really didn’t like was Raul’s portrayal of Eddie as a sucker and a wimp. “Just so you know where I stand,” I said, pulling myself up to my full five-foot-three height, “Eddie is my best friend. And the reason he is helping Gabby is because he has class. If someone needs help, Eddie gives it. Okay? That why I’m here. He asked me to look into this, so I am.”


  Raul’s mouth twitched, and finally his hard eyes softened. “I know who you are. I know your family. Your mother was my third-grade teacher. I know your sister has been working with Pete on that fucking protest. You’re a little thing, but feisty, just like your sister.”


  This charming biography of my family notwithstanding, I was getting tired of Raul. “Have you seen Pete or not?”


  He smiled mirthlessly. “Not.”


  “Why did you beat Pete up two weeks ago?”


  The smile vanished, his facial muscles cramping again. “Because he’s a fucking faggot, that’s why, not that it’s any of your business. You have any faggot brothers?”


  I felt fury build within. “No,” I said, my voice tight. “And I could do without the ‘faggot’ crap, okay?” I had never met Pete, but I felt that I had entered his soul. How it must have hurt to have his older brother mock him. All that contempt and brutality. Somehow, Pete had done more than survive it, he had prospered. The guy had possessed an inner strength I found remarkable. I said, “Pete’s been gay his whole life. You used to beat him up when you were kids, but then you stopped. Again, why start up again two weeks ago?”


  Raul stared at me, but his marble eyes were blank, he wasn’t seeing me. Clearly, his mind was working, which was obviously tiring for him. After a moment he said, “Not that it’s any of your business, but I did it because the freak got into the newspapers. Because of that nuclear dump protest. The guys have had a good time making fun of me for that, my faggot brother being written up in the newspaper like he’s some kind of savior or something. If you ask me, the mayor and that Cornwell guy have the right idea. Bringing that shit here would bring in money, create jobs.”


  The disjointedness of this speech suggested a mind operating at subpar. But there was something there under the surface, some clear revelation hidden among all those stupid words. Ah, I got it. “And if the mayor gets his way, and Desert Rock constructs a repository, Castillo Construction might get a contract to help.”


  He shrugged, took a packet of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, and tried to light up. The wind kept blowing out the lighter, and he had to turn against the blast to get the thing going, which put his back to me. His deltoids beneath the flannel shirt looked like the roots of a gigantic tree. He turned around, toking on the cigarette, looking at me. He obviously wasn’t going to comment on his business aspirations.


  I heard a warning chime in my head indicating that I had only a mile left of fuel. I suddenly felt exhausted. It was time to wrap it up, come what may. “So, where were you the night Pete disappeared. That would be two Thursdays ago, March twenty-seventh?”


  He tried to blow smoke in my face, but the wind carried it off before it could get to me. It was the first time in my life I appreciated living in a tornado. “Fuck off,” he said pleasantly.


  “Come on, Raul,” I said, just as pleasantly. “Just between us. Where were you?”


  He thought about it, seemed to find my fool-hearted persistence amusing. After a couple of drags, he shrugged. “Why not? You are a pretty little thing. Though a lot stupid. I was playing poker with the boys. Like I do every Thursday night. There, you happy?”


  All the blood in my body seemed to rush to my head. What a disgusting, condescending ass! “I’m going to verify that alibi,” I said, barely hearing my own voice over the roaring in my ears.


  He smirked and tossed his cigarette on the ground at my feet, nearly igniting my spiffy black pumps. “You do that. Now get the fuck off my property.”
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  Driving home from Castillo Construction, tension pulsed through my body. Tightness in my skull turned into a massive headache. I felt exhausted. Raul’s bullying bigotry had sucked the energy right out me. How could people be like that? Did he feel good about hating his brother? It was no surprise that he had denied knowing about Pete’s disappearance, but what I didn’t get was his total lack of caring. If anything, Raul seemed happy Pete might be dead. I tried to imagine being Pete, the younger gay brother, teased and brutalized. To survive he would have to come to understand that his brother’s behavior had nothing to do with him, that Raul was sick, and he was okay. I felt a flash of respect for Gabby, who had stayed loyal to Pete through it all. I could see now why she hated Raul enough to think him capable of murder.


  I looked forward to getting home, even to seeing Lacy, which was evidence of my compromised state. I turned down my mom’s street—er, I should say, my street. I still thought of the house as hers, even though I had bought it nine months ago when I left San Diego to come here to live after she died. Today, with the memory of Raul feeling like grime on my skin, I felt grateful for this modest tract home, for its memories of my mother. We did not get on well, to put it mildly, but I respected her, she was a good woman. She had been a beacon of light in Desert Rock, a favorite teacher, a passionate activist. As long as she was in it, the world had been a better place. With someone like Raul alive and well and my mother dead, the transcendental scorecard felt out of whack. I looked forward to getting home, pouring myself a scotch, and taking a hot bath.


  The problem with wanting things too badly is you never get them. When I turned onto my street, I groaned: Vanessa’s white Mercedes was parked in front of my house. So this was the promised “catching up” she had threatened this morning over the phone. I felt my foot lift off the accelerator of its own accord, obeying some primal flight response. Unfortunately, I had discovered that fleeing from my sister provides only temporary succor—she will eventually track me down like a hungry jackal. I pulled into the driveway, resigned to the fact that it was best to get it over with. What “it” was exactly I couldn’t imagine, but for sure it wasn’t good.


  I slunk into the house and found my sister sitting at my kitchen table, drinking a glass of my wine, and feeding my Cheetos to my dog.


  “Sam, it’s about time! Where have you been?” she groused, as though I were late for an appointment. She didn’t even look at me, so intent was she on stuffing Cheetos into Lacy’s mouth.


  It was just like her to expect me to conform to her schedule without informing me of it. “Next time you drop by,” I said, sinking into the chair across from her, “feel free to rummage in my cupboards. And by the way, you shouldn’t be feeding that crap to Lacy.”


  She ignored this and offered up another Cheeto. The rottweiler’s slobbery crunching filled the room, and I had visions of orange drool strands draping the furniture. I noticed the beast had not given me the time of day when I came in, not a tail wag or anything. This was no surprise—when Vanessa is around, animals flock to her like she’s some modern-day St. Francis. The world can go up in flames and the critters will not stop gazing into her animal-whisperer eyes. Of course in this case, Lacy probably just wanted the Cheetos.


  “Sam,” Vanessa began, her lungs expanding preparatory to some harangue I was not going to like. “You have got to do something about Mom’s garden. Look at it,” she said, pointing a slender red-tipped finger at the heap of dead plants outside the patio door.


  I had no defense. The yard was a disaster. I admit it, I am not a nurturing person, and gardening is beyond any domestic instinct I might possess. I can play three sets of tennis or run six miles, no problem, but the idea of trimming a bush just wipes me out. Still, Vanessa’s bossy directive, which I knew wasn’t even the real reason she came to see me, could not go unanswered. “Listen to you: ‘Mom’s garden’—as if she still lives here.” This was disingenuous—I also thought of it as “Mom’s garden,” even though my mother had been dead nine months and the garden officially belonged to me now.


  Vanessa tossed her head as if pestered by a fly. I saw that her thick chestnut locks, their color and texture like mine, were perfectly styled as usual, despite the wind. What did she use, shellac? I was pretty sure that my earlier styling efforts had been destroyed by the wind, leaving my hair as limp and tangled as I felt at that moment. As if reading my mind, Vanessa finally took a good look at me and said, “Good Lord! What’s with your hair? And makeup? And what on earth are you wearing?”


  Vanessa stared open-mouthed at my slinky red top and cleavage. I knew the mascara on my right eye must have run down my cheek by now due to all the tearing. Yet the pebble was still lodged tight.


  Before I could answer with some smartass quip, she huffed, “My God, I have always encouraged you to fix yourself up, but this is taking it too far. You look like a trollop! If you needed guidance on how to work on your appearance, which you clearly do, you should have called me.”


  I rolled my eyes. Did she really think I dolled myself up this way because I thought it would look good? Well, I certainly wasn’t going to explain myself to her. I snapped, “You act like I usually go around looking like crap because I don’t know how to use a blow dryer. Just because a woman doesn’t apply makeup with a trowel”—I looked meaningfully at her—“doesn’t mean she can’t look good. Some people like a more natural look.”


  She snorted. “A ‘natural’ look? Really, Sam. You’re just lazy. How do you expect to get Eddie away from that awful Gabriella Castillo if you don’t . . .” She stopped, looked at me harder. “Unless . . . Is that why you did this?”


  Ah, so this was the reason for her visit. I was so pissed at her I couldn’t get words out of my mouth.


  While I attempted to get my lips to move, she ploughed on. “I saw Gabby and Eddie at Ming’s a few days ago. I want to know what you’re going to do about it!”


  Was she insane? “What, you want me to ride the little hussy out of town? Hire a sniper to take her out? God, Van, if she wants to move back here, that’s her business. Besides, what does it matter to me?”


  Vanessa is a pain in the ass, but she isn’t stupid. She could hear the hollowness in my words. “Eddie is not going to wait around forever. Now, you know at first I thought you could do better—he only went to high school after all—but he has really done well for himself. Besides, he’s gorgeous. You’re mad to treat him like you do. He’s a nice guy, so he has put up with you, but now that his ex is back, he will drop you like a hot potato.”


  “’Drop me?’” I choked. “We’re not even dating! How many times have I told you, we’re just friends.”


  She shook her head again, the movement sending wafts of hairspray scent my way. “Men and women as tight as you two are not ‘friends.’ That may be a convenient way of looking at it for you, Miss Commitment Phobe, but I know Eddie is smitten.”


  I felt the blush start at my toes and end at the tips of my ears. I hated talking about this stuff, especially with my sister! I jumped to my feet and stomped over to the kitchen counter to make myself a drink. I said, my back to her, “How do you know what Eddie thinks? He would never talk like that, certainly not to you.”


  She snorted again. It was like talking to Mr. Ed. “People can see his feelings plain as day. Everyone but you. You don’t want to see them.”


  I splashed a good quantity of scotch into a tumbler and took a big gulp. It burned all the way down my esophagus and made my eyes water. The pebble in my eye shifted in the deluge, lodging in an even more painful location. I heard Cheetos crunching behind me and the sound of Vanessa’s nails tapping on the tabletop.


  My sister droned on. “All I’m saying is that Gabby is trouble, with a capital T. She treated Eddie worse than you did. She just left him when someone better came along. But Eddie’s too good, he’ll forgive and forget. I’m telling you, you need to do something.”


  I took another swig of scotch and turned to face her. I saw that she was dressed to the nines as usual. The designer outfit she wore to run errands around town was nicer than anything I would buy for a wedding. I huffed. Despite myself, I found that I was getting pulled into her melodrama. “And what exactly would you have me do? They’re adults, free to make their own choices.”


  “Oh, come on!” She rapped her nails again on the table, putting in grave jeopardy the manicure she probably paid more for than my entire months’ salary. “Even you can’t be that obtuse. You need to let Eddie know that you love him.”


  I choked on the scotch, the molten liquid burning holes in my throat. “You aren’t listening! It isn’t like that!”


  She waved a hand at me. “Of course you love Eddie. It is obvious to anyone with eyes to see.”


  “That is just—you are so—erg!” I slammed the glass down on the countertop. Sweat rolled down my temples, and I could feel my jaw throbbing. I turned away from her, snatched up the liquor bottle, and poured another finger into my glass.


  “Ahem,” I heard behind me. When I turned around, Vanessa held her wine glass out at me. She looked down at Lacy, a frown pulling down her perfectly sculpted brows. “If you need help learning how to brush a dog,” she said as if we had not just had the world’s stupidest conversation, “I can have Molly or Kaylee show you how.”


  How amusing. Molly and Kaylee, her daughters, are mere tots. Despite this criticism of my animal husbandry abilities, I was thrilled at the change of topic. “How are the two terrors?” I asked. I poured wine into her glass and shoved it into her outstretched hand, then sat down across from her.


  A mirthless laugh erupted from her mouth. “Kaylee has come to the conclusion that her kindergarten teacher is a witch. I mean a real, honest to goodness witch. Kaylee didn’t like her preschool teacher any better. I don’t get it, Molly has liked all her teachers. Not,” she admitted, “that they liked her back.”


  This last was said with grim acceptance that her girls were brats. Maybe my sister’s nurturing style worked fine with abused strays who needed love and trust above anything, but with two high-energy, smart-aleck urchins who needed structure and a firm hand, her loose approach to discipline was falling short. Not that I knew a thing about child-rearing or ever wanted to.


  I felt happy to be talking about something else besides Eddie and me. “And how’s Thomas?” Thomas is Vanessa’s husband, a respected attorney in town, and all around good guy. He only has one fault: He married my sister, demonstrating bad judgment.


  “Thomas who?” she said and popped a Cheeto into her mouth. Lacy stared at her chewing, looking put out. “He’s been so busy at work lately, I hardly see him. He’s worked every weekend for the last month. That means the kids are mine 24/7.” She sighed, ate another Cheeto, drank some wine.


  Vanessa loves her daughters, but anyone could see that constant exposure to them would be detrimental to one’s health. “So, where does that leave you?” I asked her.


  “In hell,” she said mildly.


  “Where are the girls now?”


  “Ballet. Jennifer Crandall—her daughter is Molly’s best friend—could see I was ready to crack and offered to take the girls. I owe her a trip to Tahiti.”


  We took a sip of our drinks, both staring out at what used to be Mom’s garden. The wind had blown drifts of sand and tumbleweeds against the fence. I could hear gusts whining through the cracks around the front door, a sound that got to you after a while. Wind this unremitting made people grouchy and amped up. I sighed. With the adrenaline gone with our argument, I felt fatigue flowing back into my body. It had been a difficult day—finding out Gabby was back in town, being talked into working on Pete’s case, negotiating a new book title with Vince, talking with Trent and that awful Raul about the case, and, to round it off nicely, having a fun fight with my sister. I sighed again.


  “You sound like you’re leaking,” Vanessa said, turning to look at me. “Why are you so tired?”


  I saw an opportunity I didn’t want to waste. “I’ve been running around all day asking people questions about Pete Castillo’s disappearance. You probably know Pete, since you’ve also been working to stop the toxic waste dump.”


  Vanessa nodded. She also narrowed her eyes at me, indicating her general disapproval of my extracurricular PI activities. She had been mortified when I investigated the wind farm murder, although she wound up helping me. Before she could work up a good stink about this latest foray into crime solving, I hurried to say, “Eddie asked me to look into it.”


  Her eyes narrowed even further as she tried to work that one out. I could see the equation in her head: Eddie good, PI stuff bad, equals . . . what? Then her brain churned out some more equations: Pete Castillo, Gabby Castillo . . . Pete must be Gabby’s brother. Gabby is Eddie’s ex. Ah ha! Eddie was asking on behalf of Gabby.


  When I saw the lights go on at last, I felt myself pull back slightly before the onslaught.


  “How dare Eddie ask you to do this, YOU, help out his ex! I don’t understand what that man is thinking!”


  I didn’t either. Except that Eddie was simply a good man. If someone asked for help, he would try to give it. At least, that’s what I told myself. What I told Vanessa was this: “It doesn’t matter why. Eddie asked me. I’d think you’d be behind me on this.” I was sure Vanessa would look at this as a golden opportunity to curry favor with Eddie and get him away from Gabby. I didn’t look at it that way, of course—I was just doing it because Eddie asked me, and that’s what you do for friends.


  After thinking about it, she nodded vigorously. “That’s good, Sam. That’s brilliant.” She looked at me with admiration.


  Oh, how easy she is.


  Jumping on the opportunity, I asked, “With you so busy, are you still working on the protest?” I needed a contact for the group working against the mayor’s proposal, and I knew Vanessa could supply it.


  “Yeah right, I whipped up a batch of fliers during the thirty seconds I had today between soccer practice, tae kwon do, and shopping for a birthday party tomorrow.”


  My God, she sounded like me. This sarcasm was either evidence that she was spending too much time with me or, more likely, too much time with Molly, the tiny queen of sarcasm. Molly did not speak a word without rolling her eyes. I once told her that her eyes would start doing that permanently if she didn’t stop. To which she rolled her eyes.


  I said, “So, with you gone, and Pete gone, who’s fighting the good fight?”


  She said, her expression piercing, “Richard Sampson. I’m sure you remember him, seeing as how you accused him of being a murderer.”


  Richard Sampson, the developer and rich cat who is part of Vanessa’s set, was one of my suspects in the wind farm case. I had indeed accused him of being a murderer, and I had also uncovered that he was a philanderer—with other men. Vanessa had been deeply annoyed that I had made Sampson mad, thinking that it reflected badly on her and Thomas. To her credit, when I thought Sampson might be trying to kill me, she came to my defense. Still, she was pissed to have to mend fences with Sampson and his wife. I think she even started volunteering at the library, where Abby Sampson also volunteers, just to get back into their good graces. I hoped she had been successful because I wanted to talk to Sampson about the protest and get his take on Pete, but I doubted he would talk to me without some priming.


  Preparing myself for the explosion, I said, “I’d like to talk with Sampson about the protest.” I saw her mouth open, so I plunged on. “I’m wondering if Pete’s disappearance had anything to do with his work on the protest. These things can bring out the worst in people.”


  “Please don’t tell me you suspect Sampson of being the killer again.”


  Actually, I hadn’t thought about that. The guy was definitely scary. But Sampson was on Pete’s side in this case, so likely innocent. “I don’t suspect Sampson. I just want to talk to him about Pete.”


  She gave a snort. “Like he’d give you the time of day, Sam. You accused the man of murdering Cole Mintock, you lied to his wife to ferret secrets out of her, you concocted a theory that he and his male lover killed Cole . . .”


  “Sampson didn’t know about that last bit,” I said quickly, as though excluding that made the other sins against him okay.


  “Well, still, Sam, he is not going to want to talk with you.”


  “I know.” Here was the critical moment. I took a deep breath and said, “That’s why I want you to get him to talk with me.”


  It was an impressive explosion. She levitated off her seat a couple of inches, slammed her wine glass down on the table, and sputtered something awful. Lacy’s ears flew back, she let out a whimper, then the poor dog leaped away from the Cheeto-feeder and tore out of the room.


  “You are outrageous!” my sister huffed at me. “After all I did to repair my relationship with the Sampsons, do you really think I would risk it by helping you?”


  Vanessa was good at these haughty expostulations, and she could dig in big time just like the rest of us Larkins. But she also had soft spots. I would probe those now.


  “Remember, I’m doing this because of Eddie.” Soft spot number one: Vanessa is a hopeless romantic. Or stuck in Victorian times, depending on how you look at it. She believes no woman is complete without a man. Thus, she believes I should marry Eddie. I knew that this line of attack was especially lethal now, with her worried about me losing Eddie to the evil Gabriella.


  She stared at me, brown eyes suspicious. Before she could marshal counter arguments, I went on to soft spot number two. “Also, I honestly want to find out what happened to Pete. I mean, he sounds like a good guy. If something happened to him, we need to find out what it is. The sheriff’s department has hit a wall.” This was a good one. Vanessa knew Pete, they had worked together for a cause. She could be fiercely protective of people she cared about. Her deep maternal instincts drive me up the wall—my mother died and I certainly don’t need another one—but they made her very loyal.


  I could see her resolution waver, so I moved onto soft spot number three. “Besides, if someone really did kill Pete, he or she is still out there. What if this person kills again?”


  Victory! Vanessa loves Desert Rock, and she is committed to protecting it. She’s also protective of her daughters, despite her oft-spoken claim that they drive her nuts. I had probed the soft spots and won!


  She said weakly, “I can’t believe Pete is dead. He was such an inspiration. Maybe he just took off. You know people do that. They get sick of everything and just go away for a while.”


  “It’s possible,” I said. “But it’s been two weeks.”


  “Two weeks is not good.”


  I didn’t really need to, but I decided I might as well probe soft spot number four. “It seems odd Pete would leave, anyway. He was right in the middle of the semester. He needed that job at the bank to pay for his schooling, and he seemed to take the job seriously. He was active in the toxic waste protest. He really seemed to care about this community. At his age, as busy as he was, he showed a lot of social conscience.”


  Vanessa, one of the town’s biggest activists, following along in my mother’s footsteps, bought this one hook, line, and sinker. “He surprised me. Most people his age are just into partying and hooking up. He really cared. You know he wanted to become a lawyer so he could fight for environmental justice?”


  I smiled sweetly. “That’s why I want you to talk to Sampson for me. Just explain all this. Once he hears what I want to talk with him about, he’ll agree. Don’t you think?”


  She took a big gulp of wine, stared at me over the rim. I could tell she had not been totally buffaloed. I could also tell that she had been drawn in by the drama of it all. I knew she didn’t want to risk alienating the Sampsons, but I also knew she couldn’t help but do something to right this wrong. In that predilection we were alike. She said, “I’ll talk to him. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll talk to him.”


  .


  Once Vanessa left the house, my brave dog emerged from hiding. With the beloved Vanessa gone, Lacy lowered her standards and came sauntering up to me, all wiggly and smiling. She leaned into my leg as she always does, practically breaking it in two. I was feeling less exhausted as I basked in the glory of my victory over Vanessa, so I rubbed and scratched Lacy with abandon. She loved it. As my hands messaged her shoulders, her relaxed body lowered further and further toward the floor. Black hairs rained down from her back onto the beige tiles, shameful evidence that Vanessa had been right about my husbandry deficits. It’s just that Lacy never complained—she was an easygoing, if slightly dumb, beast.


  In an uncharacteristic moment of affection, I bent down to hug her. Unfortunately, she chose that exact moment to straighten up off the floor. Her skull and my nose connected, and I heard a squishy crack. Then pain filled my face, and blood poured from my nose onto the tiled floor.


  After a string of curses, which sent Lacy flying from the room a second time, I sat back in my chair, pain dimming my vision, staring at the blood on the floor. Why was this always happening? I am not grace personified to start with, but Lacy and I together were like planets whose orbits overlapped to ensure regular catastrophic smashups.


  The good news? The deluge of tears washed the pebble from my eye.
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  I sat waiting in Sampson’s office at nine o’clock the next morning, staring out his huge office window at the Mule Train Hills. I could see a few swaths of yellow where wildflowers bloomed. The meager winter rains had been sufficient for a decent bloom this spring but not an extraordinary one. I looked forward to the desert transforming into a tapestry of color, though I wasn’t so crazy about the prospect of more hay fever, especially now that my nose was busted. Sneezing now would hurt, big time.


  I sighed. If sneezing caused my nose to start bleeding again, Dr. Singh would have to pack my nostrils with gauze. Breathing was difficult enough on account of the swelling without additional obstructions. I found myself taking shallow breaths, terrified lest some rogue pollen be swept up my nasal passages and trigger an attack. On Dr. Singh’s instructions, I was icing my nose—painful!—and taking lots of Tylenol, which seemed to have little effect other than to make me nauseous. In addition to my physical miseries, I suffered profound embarrassment. While getting my nose fractured by a dog was dumb enough, it was worse to have people think I had been beaten up. Yesterday Gladys, the nurse at urgent care, had reacted with haughty disbelief to my story of how this happened. I could tell she thought I had been in a fight with some babe at a biker bar or beaten up by my loser boyfriend. This gave me a glimpse of how the next few weeks were going to go. With my puffy face and black eyes, more erroneous assumptions and humiliating encounters were sure to come. Great, I finally decide to work on my appearance and I wind up looking like Joe Louis.


  And sure enough, Sampson’s secretary, Mandy, had gasped when she saw me. She smiled in an embarrassed way and quickly conducted me out of public view. Once she had ensconced me in Sampson’s office, she patted my arm and asked if I needed anything. I assumed she meant a restraining order or an EMT. Damn that Lacy! I’d get rid of her if I didn’t know my mother would tsk disapprovingly from heaven.


  I sat in Sampson’s office and tried not to think about my throbbing face. I noticed the same photos on his desk as were there on my first visit eight months ago. One was of his wife, Abby, a lovely woman who adored Sampson enough to look the other way when it came to his extracurricular activities. She accepted that he had women on the side, but I knew his tastes ran more to the Y chromosome. Whether that would be a deal breaker for her, I didn’t know. As for Sampson, he believed he was 100 percent dedicated to Abby—he saw his dalliances as harmless diversions. I did believe that his real emotional energy was reserved for his family. He had been so proud of his clan last time I saw him. Another photo on his desk immortalized his son and daughter, both big as mountains like their father, but they had the auburn hair and freckles of their mother. I saw that Sampson still had photos of his beloved black and tan dachshunds as well.


  Last time I was in his office I had snooped around for clues that Sampson was a cold-blooded killer. Plus I had drilled him about his business practices and basically suggested that he was a fraud. Several days later I had interrogated his wife in the local library and managed to squeeze information out of her, such as the fact that he was unfaithful. It was hard to figure why Sampson had gotten so mad at me. That anger, in addition to the fact that he had once gone to trial for killing a man, was why I was sitting there sweating, mouth dry, heart ready to blow a gasket.


  By the time Sampson entered his office, panic had pressurized my head to such a degree I worried my nose might spout a geyser. I lived in fear of Dr. Singh stuffing my nostrils with cigar-sized gauze logs. I found myself holding my breath to forestall the calamitous nose bleed, but I quickly became woozy and decided it was better to risk a bleed out than to pass out.


  When Sampson walked over to where I sat, I felt eclipsed, the man was that big. He made Raul look like a scrawny grade school kid. Sampson looked much as he had eight months ago, giant bald head, gray-brown eyes, muscles everywhere. He wore crisp khaki slacks and a short-sleeved navy blue shirt, exposing buff arms. Last time I was here, I felt choked by his pungent aftershave, but whether he still wore it I couldn’t tell, what with my nose swollen shut and all.


  I stood, and we shook hands.


  “Ms. Larkin.”


  “Mr. Sampson.” I sounded like I was talking through a quilt. My mouth breathing made me sound sinister or horny, I couldn’t figure out which. Hopefully, Sampson would go with the former.


  He kept his fierce eyes focused on mine, but for a moment I saw them wander down to my nose. I swear I saw a tickle of a smile on his lips, and his eyes lost their ferocity for a second.


  He sat. I sat.


  “Tangle with a killer?” he asked.


  “Close encounter with my dog.”


  His eyes moved to the photos of his dachshunds. “Ah, yes, a rottie isn’t it?”


  During our last meeting—in an effort to bond with him—I had dished out some BS about how the coloring of his dogs was so much like the coloring of my beloved rottweiler. The sentiment had been a gross misrepresentation of my feelings for Lacy then. I was only taking care of her because I didn’t want the ghost of my mother, who loved the dumb dog, to come down and haunt me. While lately my feelings had warmed toward the critter, I was not feeling particularly enamored of her now that she had shattered my nose. Go figure.


  “You have a good memory,” I said to Sampson. “I hate to say it, but the rottweiler and I have these sorts of problems quite a bit.”


  He actually had to purse his lips to keep his amusement under wraps. I found this highly annoying. On the other hand, if it kept him from killing me, why complain?


  He sat back in his chair, his butt squeaking on the leather seat. “So, what can I do for you? Your sister said it was important.”


  “Listen, Mr. Sampson . . .” I started, my voice apologetic.


  He put up his hand. “Look. You were trying to do good. You did do good, you found Cole’s killer. I think I made it clear to you then where my limits are, and I have no doubt you will respect them in the future. So, let’s move on. What do you need my help with?”


  I had misjudged him. During the wind farm case, I had seen him as an animal, I guess, a big angry crocodile or pissed-off rhino. I still harbored no doubt he could obliterate me if he wanted to. But I saw now that he had just been protective of his family, his business, and his reputation, in that order. I felt myself warm to him.


  Feeling myself relax, I explained. “I’m looking into the disappearance of Pete Castillo. I know that he was working with you on the toxic waste protest, and I thought maybe you could tell me about it.”


  “Still moonlighting as a PI, I see.”


  I nodded humbly. “I’m doing this as a favor for a friend.”


  “Lucky friend. You’re tenacious, Ms. Larkin, and driven by an admirable desire to right wrongs. And you clearly have a knack for investigations.”


  “Let’s just say I managed to find Cole’s killer despite making some big mistakes.”


  He nodded, accepting the implied apology.


  “Go on,” he said.


  “Did you realize Pete had gone missing?”


  Sampson nodded. “He stopped coming to our meetings, and a couple of the things he had promised to do didn’t get done. At first I just thought, he’s a young man with a lot going on, he probably just got too busy. But then Deputy Wise came here asking questions, saying Pete had been reported missing.”


  “Trent told me that Pete got into a scuffle with someone from the other side of the protest, a guy by the name of Matthew Thornton.”


  “First name basis with the deputy?”


  “We went to high school together.”


  “Ah,” he said, running a big paw over his bald head. “Yeah, things got a little heated between Pete and Thornton.”


  Sampson’s eyes kind of glazed over for a minute, as if his thoughts were far away. He grimaced and then cracked his knuckles. He ran his hand over his head again. “Don’t like Thornton. Or, more accurately, I don’t like his handler, Bernard Cornwell.”


  I remembered Trent explaining that Cornwell was working for the mayor and Thornton was working for Cornwell. I said, “I can see where you wouldn’t like those guys. They want to build a radioactive waste dump here and you don’t want that to happen.”


  He sat back in his chair, his bum squeaking again on the leather. Steepling his hands, he gazed out the window at the wildflowers. It was odd seeing Sampson look pensive, like watching a grizzly bear contemplate the heavens. “Yes,” he said flatly. “That’s true.”


  I couldn’t figure out why he was acting so weird. He was not a man to hold back his feelings. I had expected him to launch into a tirade about the mayor’s plan and how he despised those who supported it. This reticence was not part of his behavioral repertoire. I tried to get at what was at the core of it. “It must be hard for a civic-minded person like you to go up against the mayor . . .”


  “Mayor Tyler needs to be recalled, as everybody knows,” he cut in impatiently.


  “Right,” I said, trying to regroup. “So, well, the idea of bringing this highly dangerous stuff into our community . . .”


  “Look,” he said, “you’re right about all of that, which is why I’m working to prevent it instead of spending time with my family, which is what I really want to do. But what really pisses me off is Bernard Cornwell. Do you know what he is?”


  Now I was really lost. I shrugged.


  Sampson leaned forward, his intense eyes drilling into mine. “Then let me fill you in. Bernard Cornwell bills himself as a psychotherapist. What he really is is an immoral quack.”


  Whoa, I wouldn’t want to be Bernard Cornwell. “He’s a bad therapist?” I guessed.


  “Ha!” he spat. “He’s worse than bad. He’s a fraud. Have you ever heard of ‘reparative therapy’?”


  I felt a shiver of disgust, my memory jogged. “Yes, I wrote a book on homosexuality and devoted a chapter to it. Reparative therapy is an attempt to heal gay people. Turn them straight so to speak. Don’t tell me Cornwell is one of those.”


  Sampson’s huge face turned red. “That’s exactly what he is. That damn Matthew Thornton, the guy Pete was involved with, is one of his ‘patients.’”


  Ah, so Matthew Thornton was an “ex-gay.” I wondered if Pete knew that. If Sampson knew it, Pete probably did, too. I thought of the photograph of Pete and Thornton fighting, which I had seen in Pete’s apartment. I had assumed they had clashed over the waste proposal. But what if they were fighting about Matthew’s claim to be “cured”? As strongly as Pete felt about the nuclear waste dump, I thought he would be more disturbed by the idea of reparative therapy. The dump was still just an idea on the horizon, abstract and potentially avoidable, but Pete lived the reality of homosexuality every day. His brother Raul, and probably lots of other people, had made sure that that reality wasn’t an easy one. And I doubted Thornton had been quiet about his “conversion”—ex-gays want to spread the news to encourage others to go into therapy. Cornwell, certainly, would have wanted Thornton to advertise it in order to promote his business.


  “So,” I said, “Matthew Thornton claims he’s gone straight, does he?”


  “Yeah, he even got married. What a load of horse shit—sorry for the language. That hocus pocus can’t work, people are just what they are. But, I know for a fact that it failed in this case. Despite being married to this poor Faith woman, everyone knows Thornton still sleeps with men.”


  I was surprised at how much Sampson knew, given that he wasn’t officially a member of the gay community. The guys he hung out with were obviously a font of information. “Do you think Pete and Thornton got into it over this reparative therapy business?”


  “All I know is that those two went at it a couple of times, then it settled down. In any case, my real beef is with Cornwell. He preys on young people frightened by their sexuality. The bastard—sorry again—tells them the church won’t accept them unless they stop being gay. I’d say I’d like to kill him, but I know you’d take me seriously.”


  I smiled at his little joke, but I felt flustered. I had come to Sampson to find out if the nuclear waste protests had anything to do with Pete’s disappearance. But he had derailed me with this talk of reparative therapy. Was this a distraction, or was it a viable lead to pursue? For now, I decided to stick to my original plan.


  “So, back to the protests, how have the two camps gotten along? Aside from Pete and Matthew Thornton getting into their shoving matches, were there any other violent incidents?”


  Sampson shook his head. “The rhetoric has gotten ugly, but, no, I don’t know of any fights or threats, if that’s what you mean. Things have been pretty calm, overall.”


  “Has the mayor been personally involved?”


  “He may want the damn waste dump, but to lift a finger himself to get it here would cut into his golf time. No, he has Cornwell do all the heavy lifting.”


  “What’s in it for Cornwell? Does he really care about this?”


  Sampson made a face. “What Cornwell cares about is his rise to the top. He’ll pick up any issue he thinks will advance his career. He’s been currying favor with the powers that be, ambitious prick—sorry—that he is.”


  “Would you stop apologizing for cussing, damn it?!”


  He smiled thinly. “My wife hates it.”


  “Well, I don’t care. It’s nothing I haven’t said myself.”


  He cocked his head and looked at me, smile threatening. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”


  “So, why did you get involved in the protests?”


  “I’d try to bullshit you, tell you my only motivation is concern for the good people of Desert Rock and its environs, but you have a BS detector that I can’t believe.”


  I nodded my head at his compliment.


  Sampson went on. “I do care about Desert Rock—this is my home, after all. But, I admit, I also care about my business. As you know, I’m the valley’s biggest developer. If they bring truckloads of cancer-causing garbage, shit that will stay radioactive for a thousand years, well, I see that as bad for business.”


  “You think no one would want to live here after that?”


  “Would you? I mean, maybe those of us who have put down roots in this place might stay. But my business is predicated on growth. If nobody else wants to move here, where’s the need for new housing?”


  “From what I’ve read, backers of nuclear power say the waste can be stored safely. You disagree?”


  He sat up straight, placed his thick palms on the desktop. “What about Chernobyl? Fukishima? People said those reactors would be safe. You build things to withstand X, Y, and Z catastrophes of such and such a magnitude, and what does the world do? It throws up something completely unexpected. An earthquake and tsunami. Or human error. Nuclear energy is one of those things that have a low risk of something bad happening, but if something does happen, the consequences are unthinkable.”


  “So why does the mayor want the stuff sent here?”


  Sampson threw himself backwards into his chair with a huff. “You’d have to ask him. But good luck—he never has time to see anyone, which is why he has Cornwell to do his bidding. Tyler says the repository would bring in jobs, help the economy. What economy, if no one wants to live here? The asshole aspires to higher office. If he could grow an economy, transform a sleepy little place like Desert Rock into a growing metropolis, he figures he can get elected to the state senate, maybe even become governor. The idiot.”


  I dreaded making the next statement in case Sampson saw another murder accusation implied in it. But, what the heck, what did I have to lose? My nose was already broken. “There must be a lot of money at stake over this thing. If the mayor gets his way, there will be money for the city, jobs. But if people flee the area, a lot of money will go with them, leaving businesses in trouble. Including yours.”


  He eyed me fiercely for a moment, then his lips quivered. “But you forget, Ms. Larkin. Pete and I were on the same side.”


  I laughed. “I had noted that, Mr. Sampson.”


  We sat in silence for a moment, both of us looking out at the Mule Train Hills.


  Finally, Sampson said, “Looks like we might get a good wildflower bloom this year.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Which means more hay fever. Not good with my nose like this.”


  I thought I heard Sampson snigger, but he got his face under control before I could confirm it.


  “Well,” I said, gathering up my hand bag. “I’ve taken enough of your time. I really appreciate you talking with me. I mean it.”


  We both stood, and he shook my hand again, my tiny hand disappearing into his paw. “Maybe trade that rottweiler in for a dachshund, Ms. Larkin.”


  “It’s good advice, sir,” I said with respect.


  I turned to leave, and just when I had my hand on the door handle, he said behind me, “Sam. Find out what happened to Pete. He was a good kid. If that bastard Cornwell had anything to do with this, I want him to pay.”


  I turned and looked Sampson square in the face. I said in my usual heedless way, “I will. I promise.”


  As I let myself out, I realized that I meant it, as crazy as such a promise was.
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  After my meeting with Sampson, I drove straight home, booted up my laptop, and started researching toxic waste. I wanted to prepare for an interview with Bernard Cornwell, should he agree. I thought it likely that he would, if he was as arrogant as Sampson suggested. A man of his ambition would doubtless appreciate the opportunity to be quoted in a book.


  Despite my resolution I found that I could not focus. Every time I started reading an article an image of Eddie intruded, his face aglow like it had been when he looked at Gabby. I realized that Eddie had been at the back of my mind all day. Although I had seen him only yesterday, it felt much longer than that. I felt a disturbing certainty that he and Gabby had spent every moment together since then, waking or otherwise. This thought prompted both the need to call him and the need to leave him alone. On one hand, I wanted to get back to the way things were, just the two of us, hanging out. On the other hand, it would feel humiliating to call him when he had so obviously traded me in for someone else. These conflicting desires made me feel sick, and I shook my head in disgust. Not a good idea! The motion sent shooting pains up my nose and into my skull. I eased away from my desk and went to retrieve a bag of frozen peas lest a nosebleed commence. Sitting back down at my desk, I pressed the icy bag to my face and suppressed a sob. Damn it! This was ridiculous!


  I snatched up my cell and punched Eddie’s number.


  It rang four times, and I’d almost given up hope when he answered.


  “Hey,” I said. “I won’t keep you, I know you’re at work. I just called to say a quick ‘hello.’”


  “It’s okay, I’m not at work,” he said.


  Eddie not at work? This was unheard of! “What’s going on?” I asked, worried that something bad had happened.


  He didn’t answer right away. Finally, he said, “I took the day off. Gabby and I decided to go hiking to see the wildflowers.”


  The frozen bag of peas dropped onto my keyboard with a clatter. My heart felt like it had fallen, too, right into my stomach, where acids were immediately digesting it. I managed to croak, “Oh, well, I’m sorry to interrupt your outing. I didn’t have anything important to say, so I’ll let you go.”


  “Sam!” Eddie said before I disconnected in haste. “Are you all right? You sound like you have a cold.”


  I swallowed a couple of times. “I broke my nose.”


  He didn’t say anything for a second or two. “Not Lacy again.” The words came out tight, like he was suppressing a laugh.


  I felt myself smile, just a little. “Yeah, we did one of our things. Want to adopt a rottweiler?”


  He chuckled at this. “And put an end to these implosions? No way.”


  “Wow, with friends like you . . .” I realized that I couldn’t say it with humor and stopped.


  The connection went silent again. I could feel my nose throb. Finally Eddie said, “Seriously, are you okay? Do you need anything?”


  “Nah, I’m fine. But thanks for asking.”


  “Just let me know, okay?”


  “You got it.” I tried to sound chipper, but it came out flat.


  “Well, alright then. See you later, Sam.”


  “Have a good time,” I chirped fakely.


  We both held on the line for a few more seconds, then disconnected. I stared at the bag of frozen peas on the keyboard. I stared at it a long time.


  Then I picked it up and threw it.


  


  


  9


  Throwing the peas had felt good, and now I felt ready to engage in something more productive than feeling sorry for myself. I decided to call Bernard Cornwell. I would not spend another damn minute thinking about Eddie and that hideous woman.


  Cornwell answered on the second ring, and when I introduced myself, he seemed thrilled to be interviewed for my book. Sampson had been right about the man. He was vain.


  Our appointment was at eleven o’clock, less than two hours away, so I had little time to prepare. I needed to complete some quick research so I could ask a few intelligent questions during the interview to give credence to my purported reason for being there. Despite the urgency I sat staring at my computer, thinking about Eddie. Why was I so miffed? It’s not like Eddie and I were dating.


  I told myself it was natural to feel jealous when your best friend suddenly starts spending time with someone else. Every woman knows the feeling of being cast aside when her best girlfriend hooks up with some new guy. Of course, I didn’t have a best girlfriend, I had a best boyfriend—so to speak. So Eddie was a guy, so what? That didn’t make our friendship any different than what Vanessa shared with her girlfriends. I mentally probed this thought for reassurance, but the exercise fell flat, I could almost hear the psssss as the air wheezed out of it. Damn, I had to get a life.


  Starting now, I realized, glancing at the time. I had one hour before I had to meet Cornwell.


  I sighed and typed “radioactive waste problem” into the search engine.


  The first thing I learned about radioactive waste is that there is a lot of it. Over 46,000 metric tons in the United States as of 2010. If the spent fuel rods were stacked end to end and side by side, they would cover an entire football field over twenty feet deep—about the height of a two-story building. Only they are not all stacked together anywhere. Instead they are stored around the country at the nuclear power plants that used them. The reason is simple: Nobody wants the stuff.


  No mystery there. The spent fuel rods will stay radioactive for over a thousand years. Over time, the levels will decline, but considering that half the radioactivity will decay in five hundred years (the material’s radioactive half-life), that’s still more than five human lifespans. In other words, a very long time. Plenty of time to have something catastrophic happen. If a large earthquake cracked open the storage containers, for example, radioactivity would disperse in the atmosphere, irradiating anyone living nearby. The result could be a devastating cancer cluster.


  And the amount of waste keeps growing. A typical nuclear power plant in the United States generates about 20 metric tons of used nuclear fuel each year, and there are sixty-five of them. Though the waste keeps piling up, efforts to deal with it have gone nowhere.


  Nobody thinks storing radioactive waste all around the country is a great idea. Obviously, it is harder to regulate diverse and scattered sites. But this has been the default waste management program simply because efforts to do anything else have failed. The problem of what to do with radioactive waste has plagued the nation since the first reactor went online in 1958. What’s more, this de facto approach runs afoul of federal law. In 1982 the Nuclear Waste Policy Act mandated that the federal government provide for permanent storage of high-level nuclear waste. Several potential sites were investigated, and in 1987 the government chose Yucca Mountain in Nevada to be the central repository. Not unexpectedly, before a clod of earth was overturned at the site, the good people of Nevada cried foul. Nevadans claimed that the site had been chosen without their permission. They argued that they should not have to assume all the risks associated with storing nuclear waste. Nevada finally won the battle in 2009, and for now anyway, the partially constructed underground facility at Yucca Mountain remains offline.


  Now the federal government is trying a different approach. The Blue Ribbon Commission, created by President Barack Obama when Yucca Mountain went kaput, quickly concluded that any attempts to foist a toxic waste dump on a community was doomed to fail. So the commission came up with a “consent-based” approach whereby communities across the nation would volunteer to host a nuclear waste management facility. With enough incentives—that is, grants from the federal government—the commission hopes that communities will be eager to jump on board.


  Mayor Tyler apparently decided that hosting a repository here could jumpstart our economy, which is never very hale but lately, with the economic downturn, has been stagnating. In a Desert Tribune article from two months ago, an opinion piece by Tyler expressed his complete confidence in government assurances that the radioactive material could be stored safely and would pose no health risks to those living here. Subsequent op-eds from Desert Rock residents took issue with Tyler’s sanguinity, vociferously arguing that in an imperfect world such assurances are naive at best, disingenuous at worst. These dissenters soon banded together and organized themselves, and the protests against Mayor Tyler’s plan were born.


  I would have to delve deeper into these issues as I worked on my book. For now, though, I had learned enough to conduct the interview with Cornwell. With any luck, he’d buy my act.
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  When I arrived at Cornwell’s office, I found the tiny reception area reception-less. The eight-by-eight space contained two worn chairs, a scarred coffee table piled with Christian magazines, and an end table on which a tabletop fountain trickled away, obviously meant to induce calm. It induced in me an awareness that I had not peed before leaving the house. I distracted myself by identifying the music whispering from invisible speakers as Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. While standing in the middle of the room, I noticed a closed door, which I assumed led to Cornwell’s inner sanctum. Was I supposed to knock to announce my arrival? Or wait silently so as not to disturb a session in progress, trusting to some kind of sensor to alert the therapist of my presence? I stood dumbly, unsure what to do. Couldn’t he have put a sign up to explain all this? I sighed in bewilderment and plopped down in one the chairs.


  My butt had barely hit the fabric when the anteroom door opened and a tall, willowy, extraordinarily blond man in his early forties walked in. I took this as evidence for the sensor theory.


  “Ms. Larkin?” He asked, extending his hand.


  I shook his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor Cornwell.” I knew that he wasn’t actually a doctor, but I figured if the man was as ambitious as Sampson suggested, he would like being referred to as one.


  Unsurprisingly, Cornwell didn’t correct me. He gaped at my face instead, which was still puffy and bruised. Before leaving home, I had tried to dispel the impression that I worked for the World Wrestling Federation by dressing like a schoolmarm, which I guessed was what Cornwell expected a writer to look like. Apparently, my efforts did not impress. He stared at my swollen nose, completely ignoring my long gray skirt, ruffled white blouse, and fake pearls, all of which had belonged to my schoolteacher mother. I thought her old oversize eyeglasses, which I propped on top of my head, and the ecru flats were brilliant touches, but Cornwell appeared not to notice. So much for the Master of Disguises.


  To put an end to whatever unflattering impression of me Cornwell was forming, I waved a hand at my face and said, “My dog and I had an accident.”


  This obscure explanation sounded weird even to my ears. What, Lacy was driving my Corolla and we ran into a tree? Cornwell grimaced as if hearing the most preposterous lie in the universe. He mumbled unconvincingly, “Sorry to hear that,” and gestured for me to enter his office. He closed the door behind us.


  The Pumice Professional Office Building is one of the more rundown buildings in the old center of town. Cornwell’s office reflected this, its tiny space smelling of old carpet and dirty air ducts. The small window looked out across the street at the boarded-up Roadrunner Drive-In and the always-busy Desert Sudz and Dry. But Cornwell had done his best to present himself as a reputable and prosperous professional. An expensive cherry-wood bookcase housed scores of identically bound books, all of them American classics like Grapes of Wrath. He had framed diplomas on the walls, which could have been take-out menus for all I knew since they were hung so high you’d have to be an NBA player to read them. His huge desk contained a green desk lamp, one of those spiral-bound appointment books, and nothing else. Opposite the desk, a couch and a comfortable-looking chair faced each other, and I guessed this was where Cornwell conducted his sessions. To counteract the stale air, he had plugged in one of those air fresheners, which filled the room with pine scent.


  After pointing me to the couch, he asked if I wanted coffee.


  This is like asking if an addict wants a fix. “Yes, please!” I barked, and he grimaced again, probably wondering if I were in need of his psychological services. Shrugging, he turned and walked to a small microwave cart behind his desk and started fussing with his one-shot coffeemaker. I had no intention of lying down on the couch, so I plopped my butt down on the middle cushion and set my purse down beside me.


  While Cornwell prepared our coffees I studied him. He was pole thin and over six feet tall, his posture perfect. He moved like an android, every movement precise and preprogrammed. His skin was so pale you could see through it to his veins. The epidermis looked thin and fragile, as though a good wind gust might rend it open. The dry desert air had electrified his white-blonde hair, causing strands to rise up from his head like white worms. I noted that he wore a tailored white shirt and red silk tie: The good doctor dressed for success even though he couldn’t afford better office space.


  I decided that I better start playing the part of the Author before he came back with the coffee. I began rummaging through my voluminous handbag for my pad and pen, my fingers finding gum, wallet, sunglasses, AA batteries (huh?), and lots of other stuff, but not the sought-for items. I bent down to peer into the bag and somehow—leave it to me—my fake strand of pearls got caught up on the buckle of the purse. I tried lifting my head to break free, but the damn pearls held fast, and I was stuck peering into my purse as though I were barfing in it. If I didn’t rectify this situation fast, I just might.


  I heard scuffling and knew Cornwell was coming back with the coffee. Hastily, I worked at the buckle and pearls, desperate to dislodge myself before Cornwell arrived. With my head caught five inches above the purse, blood gorged my face, making my nose throb. I worked furiously but could not figure out how to get free. Damn pearls! If only I hadn’t been so fiendishly clever with my disguise. And Cornwell hadn’t even noticed! With sweat rolling down my temples, I finally figured out that the pearls had separated, leaving a bare segment, which had gotten caught under the tip of the metal buckle. Hallelujah! Breathing like a marathoner, I worked my index finger underneath the buckle and pried at the strand with my nail. Had I possessed Vanessa’s long, perfectly filed fingernails, I’d have broken free in an instant. But as usual my nails were in haphazard condition, and the critical index finger nail was short and ragged. My sister would have loved to be there rolling her eyes at me, pointing out in her smug way yet another benefit of having higher standards of personal hygiene. I worked at the strand, my heart thumping wildly, feeling Cornwell draw nearer and nearer with every second. Finally, after what seemed an hour, I felt the strand part from the buckle, and with a flick, I released it.


  Just in time. Cornwell appeared the minute I sat up. I looked up with big blinking eyes, trying not to gasp and pant. My face must have glistened with sweat. Cornwell looked at me funny, seemed on the verge of asking if I were on the brink of cardiac arrest, then just handed me the coffee. He had obviously concluded that I was seriously weird but harmless.


  I took the coffee and, with relief, watched as he sat down in the chair opposite me. He lowered himself into it as if afraid his hips would break. He was the most awkward man I have ever seen, seemingly convinced that he would disintegrate if hasty or careless. I supposed that with skin so fragile, and a frame so reedy, one might be inclined to play it safe.


  I took a gulp of coffee to steady myself and got my breathing under control. I decided to proceed without the pad and pen—I sure wasn’t going to risk that stunt again. To get things rolling, I said in a fake, flattering voice, “Thank you for making time to see me. I know how busy you are. Everyone I’ve talked to says you’re the point man for the mayor’s proposal. Given that you are Mayor Tyler’s right-hand man, I’m extremely fortunate to be able to meet you.” This was so gross I almost made myself barf.


  My obsequious flattery worked its magic. Cornwell’s pale grey eyes grew bright, and he sat up straighter, if that were possible—he already looked like his spine had been welded into place. He ran a pale hand down his red tie. “I’m glad to help. So, what do you want to know, Ms. Larkin?”


  I took another sip of coffee before I answered, sucking up the caffeine like a junkie. “I’m interested in the mayor’s reasons for wanting a waste repository in Desert Rock.”


  He nodded solemnly, sat back in his chair as though suffering from a back ache. He was one controlled dude. In a measured tone, he said, “The reasons are two-fold, both practical and philosophical. First, practically, the repository would bring money and jobs to Desert Rock. It’s easy to see how the project would create jobs—men have to build the facility.”


  I noticed how he said “men” as if surely no woman would be caught dead in a hard hat.


  Cornwell went on. “The financial benefits are both near and long term. First, the federal government is providing generous grants to communities that volunteer for the program.”


  “How much money are we talking about?”


  “I don’t have exact figures,” he said in a snippy fashion, obviously irritated to be asked to substantiate this claim. “As I was saying, the grants would be a guaranteed source of income right from the start. In addition, the extra workers needed to plan, construct, and manage the project would need to move here, buy houses here, shop here, and so forth, thereby enhancing the economy.”


  This was a nice speech. Polished and smoothly delivered. This was Cornwell’s comfort zone, his words preplanned and practiced. I needed to push him off script but not so far and so fast that he would shut down on me. I said in a neutral voice, keeping my face open and smiling, “I can see how people would need to move here to get the facility built. What about when it goes online? I assume most of those workers would not be needed any longer and would likely return to wherever they came from. And what about the remaining residents? What I’m hearing is that many are afraid of living near radioactive waste. I’m wondering if some folks would move away. And maybe others who had thought of moving here would decide against it.”


  Cornwell’s body grew still and taut. His eyes narrowed, and a tic emerged on his right cheek. “I’ve heard these arguments. They’re all supposition.”


  As if his arguments weren’t. I said as pleasantly as I could, avoiding any impression that these were my thoughts, “Your opponents say that your arguments are also supposition. Do you really know how much money in grants? How many workers, and for how long would they work here? How many residents would leave, and how many would-be residents would stay away?” I smiled to show that I was just a nice writer asking innocent questions.


  He did not smile back. His pale face looked like quartz, hard and brittle and easy to see through. He waved an index finger at me, this tiny gesture all that my comments merited. “The mayor has all this well in hand.”


  My inconvenient questions had been dismissed. I wondered if the mayor himself were equally evasive. Or was it that Cornwell and Tyler really did not know the answers? If so, I was shocked. The mayor was responsible for the well-being of Desert Rock. If he wanted this waste dump for self-interest purposes, without fully understanding its impact on the city, then Sampson was right, he should be recalled.


  I took a sip of coffee for reinforcement. “You spoke of philosophical reasons for the project?”


  This redirection seemed to loosen him up again. His facial muscles stopped bunching up and he leaned back in his chair. “This country is facing an energy crisis. Environmental regulations have shut off domestic production opportunities, so we have had to import more and more oil from the Middle East. More than half of our oil is imported. This makes us vulnerable. Not only do we have to pay whatever the oil cartels want to charge, we are also vulnerable to supply interruptions. Terrorist nations could shut off the tap any time they wanted to hurt us.”


  I gulped more coffee to stay awake during this speech. I had done extensive research on the energy situation for my book on wind power and was familiar with the argument he was making. Still, I wanted to hear his perspective. “Go on.”


  “The point is, we need to produce energy here at home. To protect our economy and to protect our citizens from terrorists. Nuclear power is the answer. We have ample domestic stores of uranium and plutonium. Just a tiny bit of those fuels generates massive amounts of energy. And the environmentalists should be happy. Nuclear power plants produce no greenhouse gases.”


  This was true, strictly speaking. But I had read that the construction of the reactors was material-intensive, requiring lots of fossil fuels to make the concrete and steel and other building materials. The fuel itself is highly processed, an operation that requires extensive use of greenhouse gas-producing fuels. But I understood what he was saying. Nuclear energy production was certainly cleaner than producing energy from oil or natural gas.


  He said, “Environmentalists keep harping about wind and solar power. Those alternatives sound good in theory, but they are too expensive.”


  I could take some issue with this point as well. The local wind farm produced nearly 100 percent of the electricity for Desert Rock. And as turbines have become more sophisticated, wind energy has gotten cheaper to produce every year. Again, though, his overall point was essentially correct.


  I was growing impatient. In talking about nuclear power in general, he had drifted away from the issue of the toxic waste dump in Desert Rock. I needed to get the interview back on track. “You talk about the positive aspects of nuclear power. But you neglect to mention the number one problem: radioactive waste. Since the first reactor went online, nobody has figured out a good way to dispose of it. That’s why there has always been such contention around nuclear power, for all its virtues.”


  “Yes, that’s exactly it,” he said, leaning forward and straightening his tie again. “Nobody has wanted the waste stored near their towns, so it has been left at the facilities that produce it. This is costing the taxpayers a bundle.”


  I had read about this, too, but I wanted to hear him explain it. “What do you mean?”


  “We taxpayers actually pay a fine, called damage payments, to compensate utilities for the government’s failure to supply a central repository. In addition, ratepayers pay a fee collected on each kilowatt-hour of nuclear-generated electricity for a waste program that has never been implemented. Fees collected so far equal about $25 billion. That’s a lot of money for nothing.”


  “I see where you’re going with this. The mayor believes that by volunteering to host a repository, Desert Rock can help solve this problem. If the central issue with nuclear power can be solved, the country’s energy crisis goes away.”


  “Exactly!” I thought he was going to clap his hands together, he was so pleased that I got it. “That is the philosophical underpinning of the mayor’s position.”


  I nodded. “Makes sense,” I said, just to butter him up before I went on the attack again. I could tell he didn’t know what to make of me. On one hand, I looked like a frumpy young writer with a caffeine addiction. On the other hand, I seemed aggressive and sneaky, attacking his arguments but attributing the attack to his detractors. And I was weird. I seemed to have gotten him off balance, which worked for me.


  To throw him off even more, I tried a non sequitur. “Shouldn’t repository sites be chosen that are free of seismic activity? Couldn’t a big quake damage the facility and potentially result in a release of radioactivity? Desert Rock is sitting near the San Andreas fault.”


  He gawped at me, and ran his hand up and down his tie as if it was a lucky rabbit’s foot and I was bad luck. “These facilities can be built to withstand any natural disaster,” he said, regurgitating a well-rehearsed claim.


  Of course, that’s undoubtedly what engineers believed when they built the Daiichi nuclear power plant in Fukushima, Japan. And then in 2011 the country got hit by an earthquake, then tsunami. The catastrophe resulted in a partial meltdown of two reactors, which released radioactive particles into the atmosphere. Thousands of people were evacuated from their homes, and several workers at the plant became contaminated. The world watched, holding its collective breath, as one containment effort after another failed. It took months before plant personnel stabilized the facility. This was one scary incident, and nations around the world quickly initiated inspections of their own nuclear facilities and in many cases adopted stricter safety standards and procedures. Questions about the viability of nuclear power resurfaced in a big way.


  I have a lot of respect for scientists and engineers, but I just think there are limits to what we can know and do. There are forces in nature too big for us to handle. And the price of failure when it comes to something as dangerous as radioactivity is astronomically high. I wanted to maintain an open mind about these issues while I worked on my book, but I struggled against what felt like irrational fear of what this stuff can do to a person. I guessed that the virulence of my emotion had something to do with the fact that my mother had died of breast cancer less than a year ago. You can’t nurse someone who is dying of cancer without developing a healthy fear of it. To think of bringing cancer-causing waste to my hometown felt terrifying.


  Wisely, I did not share these thoughts with Cornwell. Instead, I asked, “So, what is the status of the mayor’s proposal?”


  “The city is preparing the application to send to the Department of Energy. So, we’re very early in the process.”


  “What about the protests? Do you think they will derail the project?”


  He smiled smugly. “I think the good people of Desert Rock will see the benefits of what the mayor proposes. They will appreciate his vision.”


  I had exhausted my questions about the repository and thought I might now be able to slip in some enquires pertaining to Pete’s case. One thing I wanted to know was whether Cornwell was ambitious enough to remove an obstacle like Pete Castillo, who was actively working to stop the mayor. If Tyler’s plan failed, Cornwell might look like a failure in the mayor’s eyes. That was a pretty good motive. It was important for me to learn as much as I could about Cornwell and his motives. I decided to go the flattery approach again, seeing that Cornwell responded greedily to positive strokes.


  “From what I’ve heard, you are the force behind the mayor’s plan. I see your picture in the newspaper, you are quoted in all the articles on the issue. The mayor must be thrilled to have you on his team. Have you ever thought about running for public office yourself?”


  He puffed up and straightened his tie. With totally false humility, he said, “At the moment I am quite happy to serve at the pleasure of the mayor.”


  I glanced around his office. “How do you manage to work on the waste project while working full time? You are a therapist, I believe?”


  “That’s right. I counsel young people struggling with life issues.”


  “What kind of issues do young people face in sleepy Desert Rock?” I knew what work Cornwell did, I just wondered how open he was to talking about it.


  “Drugs. Family dysfunction. Sexual identity.”


  I played ignorant. “Sexual identity?”


  Cornwell didn’t hesitate to go down this road. Though we were straying from the topic I had come to discuss, he seemed eager to talk about his life’s work. “Many young people become confused about their sexual identities. They come from homes with distant, unsupportive fathers and domineering mothers. These unwholesome dynamics rob children of proper role models to emulate. So they wind up identifying with the wrong sex.”


  So far he hadn’t even mentioned the word “gay.” I said, “Are you talking about homosexuality?”


  He looked pityingly at me. “You see, that is where we go wrong as a society. There really is no true homosexuality. It is not in God’s design. No, these young people are confused, psychologically fractured. They need healing. Children need to learn how to maintain healthy bonds with adults of the same gender. If they don’t, they confuse that need to bond with sexual desire. In my work I help them foster healthy relationships with adults of their gender. Once this psychic healing takes place they no longer have homosexual attractions. My patients are grateful to me because I help them mend their relationship with the church and with God.”


  I had read about reparative therapy years ago while working on a book about homosexuality, and despite my efforts to keep an open mind, I remember feeling shocked. Now, listening to Cornwell justify making young people feel unworthy and sick just because they happened to be gay, I felt physically ill. I decided that I couldn’t trust myself to hear any more without opening my big mouth. Besides, the interview was coming to an end, and I still had one more critical question for Cornwell.


  “I just remembered another question I had about the protests. Have you ever heard of a man named Pete Castillo?”


  Cornwell’s body froze, his hand stopping mid-tie-stroke. He licked his lower lip with a quick flick of his tongue. “Pete Castillo?” he repeated in what sounded like a forced light tone. “No, I don’t think I know that name. Why do you ask?”


  “He was very active in the protest against the mayor’s proposal. I heard that your aide, Matthew Thornton, got into scuffles with him.”


  Cornwell’s eyes narrowed and he licked his lip again. “Ah. Well, yes, I do remember some incidents like that, but that’s par for the course when people clash over a controversial plan. I didn’t know the young man’s name. What’s your interest in him?”


  I lied easily. “When I learned about their scuffles, I thought it would be interesting to interview both Matthew and Pete for my book, get their opposing views, like a point-counterpoint. But when I tried to set up an interview with Pete, I learned that he had disappeared.”


  Cornwell went so rigid I thought he was having a seizure. Sweat glazed his forehead. He no longer looked at me, his eyes were on something internal and far away. I couldn’t figure out why he was so distressed. Was he worried that Pete’s disappearance would tarnish the mayor’s plan? That people might think someone on Tyler’s team wanted Pete out of the way? It’s a question I’d asked myself. After all, Pete was a vociferous opponent of the mayor’s proposal. Cornwell might feel that his disappearance would create bad publicity for the mayor and by extension hurt Cornwell himself.


  “What exactly do you mean by ‘disappeared’?”


  “Nobody has seen Pete for two weeks.”


  “Well, maybe he simply left town on a trip. People do that every day.”


  “The sheriff’s department is pretty sure that he didn’t.”


  His mouth fell open. “The sheriff’s department is involved?”


  I was perplexed at the man’s reaction. I had asked him about Pete in order to find out if the discord between Matthew and Pete had been serious. I wanted to know if Matthew hated Pete enough to kill him. Ah, I thought, maybe that explained Cornwell’s reaction. Maybe he had picked up on my intent and was feeling protective of Matthew.


  I said in a gentle voice, “You seem upset. Are you worried that Matthew might be questioned about Pete’s disappearance because of their history?”


  “Yes, of course, that is the reason!” he said sharply and much too quickly. Almost immediately he seemed to think better of his reaction. Here a young man was missing, likely dead, perhaps murdered, and all he cared about was his poster boy and, by extension, his career. He cleared his throat. “I meant to say, that is partly why I’m upset. Obviously, I am more concerned for the young man, this Pete person. I’m concerned for the well-being of all misguided youth in Desert Rock—that is my work, after all. I hope the young man did not come to harm.”


  His use of the word “misguided” stumped me. I hadn’t said anything about Pete being gay, which I assume is what Cornwell meant by the word. And if Cornwell had been honest when he said he didn’t know Pete, he couldn’t have known Pete was gay. Was the therapist just calling him misguided because he was on the wrong side of the protests? Was it possible that Matthew had told him Pete was gay, if Matthew had in fact known? Cornwell’s behavior seemed inexplicable. I glanced at my watch and saw that a half hour had passed. That was as much time as I’d asked for, so further enquires would have to wait.


  I placed my empty coffee cup on an end table. “Well, I see we’ve run out of time. Thank you for taking time to talk with me. You’ve been very helpful.”


  He stood, swiped a hand over his hair and down his silk tie. He had regained his composure, although he didn’t look as self-assured as when I had arrived. “It was my pleasure, Ms. Larkin. Please don’t hesitate to call again if you have more questions.”


  “I will.” I stood and began moving toward the door.


  “I’ll walk you out,” he said and grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair. Who wore a suit jacket in Desert Rock? Even Thomas, Vanessa’s attorney husband, wore Dockers and a casual shirt to work. “It’s lunchtime,” he said by way of explaining why he was locking up the office.


  We were just about to part ways in the parking lot when an attractive man in his late twenties climbed out of a beater Chevrolet and walked over to Cornwell.


  “Matthew!” Cornwell slapped him on the back, which almost sent the poor guy sprawling to the pavement. Matthew was slight of build, but totally hot. Wavy black hair, long dark lashes, startling blue eyes. Cornwell chirped, “Where should we eat lunch today, my boy?”


  Matthew, who looked glum, mumbled something I couldn’t catch. Cornwell didn’t seem to expect an answer anyway, and I suspected he was the one who usually chose the eatery. Cornwell gestured toward me. “Matthew, I’d like you to meet Samantha Larkin. She is writing a book on nuclear power and expressed interest in talking with you about the protests.”


  Matthew glanced at me, his enthusiasm about meeting me one notch above “who gives a shit?” He mumbled, “Nice to meet you,” though obviously it wasn’t.


  “It’s nice to meet you, too,” I said, waiting for him to extend his hand or smile at me, which he didn’t. He stared around the parking lot absently.


  Cornwell said, “Matthew has been vital to the project. His dedication and enthusiasm have made me proud.”


  The dedicated and enthusiastic foot soldier grunted and shrugged. If this was enthusiasm, what did apathy look like?


  “Well,” I said, loath to miss another minute of Matthew’s fun personality, “I’d best be off. Enjoy your lunch.”


  As I made my way to the car I looked back and saw the two of them walk away, Cornwell’s arm draped over Matthew’s shoulder in a fatherly way. Matthew’s slim shoulders sagged, and his feet seemed to drag the ground. Was Matthew Thornton always this chipper, or had something happened to knock him off his game?
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  When I drove up to my house after my interview with Bernard Cornwell, I received a shock: My brother Connor’s decrepit Escort sat parked at the curb. The car, if possible, looked worse than it had eight months ago when I last saw it. The windshield was newly cracked and the tail pipe was wired to the underside of the car. If the vehicle didn’t say everything about Connor’s fortunes, I don’t know what would. I wondered with irritation what he had done with the money he had gotten from Mom’s estate. It wasn’t a fortune, but it wasn’t nothing either. Maybe he spent it on some month-long rafting trip down the Amazon or something. Most likely he simply frittered it away supporting his jobless lifestyle.


  These first cynical thoughts got pushed away by unfamiliar warm feelings. I found myself almost glad Connor had come home. For the first time in my life I appreciated having a brother. Seeing how distraught Gabby was over Pete’s probable death, I came to see that it was foolish to take Connor for granted. He might act like an eight-year-old, but he is also kind and fun and full of adventure. When my brother is around, expect lots of TV cartoons, computer games rated for children, old music marathons, and silly conversation. Even though I expected to grow highly annoyed with him (within minutes, most likely), I still felt happy he was alive and well.


  I parked in my messy two-car garage, and the minute I turned off the ignition I heard “Dancing Queen” thumping from inside. The beat rattled my Corolla’s cheap dashboard. Steeling myself, I entered the house and instantly smelled the aroma of freshly baked cookies. Connor stood in the middle of the kitchen, spatula in one hand and a half-eaten peanut butter cookie in the other. Lacy chomped on something, presumably the other half of the cookie.


  “Hey, bro!” I hollered and hustled over to the stereo to turn down the music. I tossed my purse on the counter and made straight for the cookies. What the heck, it was lunchtime. I was not fooled by Connor’s culinary display—I knew the cookies were intended to butter me up so I would let him “hang out for a while.” Connor may be immature, but nobody ever said he was stupid.


  I expected Connor to say something ingratiating, like how glad he was to see me, or something smart-alecky, like why did my face look like a boxer’s. Instead, he said sharply, “What happened to Mom’s chair?”


  “I got rid of it,” I said defensively in the face of his unexpected anger. “It was falling apart.” Most of the furniture in the house was vintage 1970s—my mother spent her precious free time on gardening, not interior decorating.


  Connor’s boyish face looked peeved. “But it was Mom’s chair.”


  What was this about? “Well, technically, it was my chair, since Mom died and I bought the house.”


  He winced. He was our mother’s favorite, and I think her death has been hardest on him. Besides, I thought uncharitably, he needed a mother, someone to give him money, let him live in her home rent-free, arrange for him to work for a friend of a friend. He had drifted further without her steadying influence and had discovered that neither Vanessa nor I would step in to fill her shoes.


  He said, his voice petulant, “It just seems wrong to get rid of her things.”


  I sighed. I was not going to make this better with anything I said. He must feel that as long as Mom’s house existed, with her furniture still arranged as she had it, she existed, too. If I were honest with myself, I fought the same superstition. Her awful death from cancer was still too vivid a memory, her absence too hard. But, when a damn chair is so broken-down it makes your butt hurt, you have to face facts.


  “I’m sorry,” I said as gently as I could. “It was just so old.”


  “You should have asked Vanessa and me before you threw it out.”


  Okay, while I sympathized with him, he was really starting to get on my nerves. “Connor,” I said, with a tight warning note in my voice, “It’s done. Let it go.”


  “But—“


  “Drop it—if you know what’s good for you.”


  He dumped the spatula on the countertop and slumped over to the sliding glass door to gaze out at Mom’s garden. I thought, if he hates me getting rid of Mom’s chair, wait till he gets a load of her garden. The yard had essentially reverted back to native desert.


  He gasped. “God, Sam, the yard looks like shit. If I’d known you’d let everything go to hell and start selling off her stuff, I would never have sold you my part of the house.”


  I glared at the back of his head, his wavy dark hair long and unruly. I wanted to smack him. He could be a pain in the butt on his fun-loving days, but this truculent brat routine was too much.


  I snapped, “Well, you did sell me your part, so it’s my house now, and I can do what I want with it.” This was disingenuous. Every day I felt the presence of our mother’s ghost, disapproving of the way I took care of her house. I felt the weight of having inherited her life and a sense of failure for not picking up where she left off, doing what she would do. I shook myself. I was not our mother, nobody could expect me to be. It wasn’t fair. And I had bought this house, it was mine.


  I snarled at him, “If you think the yard looks so damn bad, why don’t you take your grouchy butt out there and start cleaning it up?”


  He looked close to a tantrum. Arms crossed tight, lips screwed up, he glared out at the garden, refusing to look at me. Watching him, I hit upon a brilliant idea! “Connor, let me guess. You want to hang out here for a while, get back on your feet.” I almost choked when I said the last part, knowing full well that he would be trying to get “back” on his feet for the rest of his life. I struggled on, “So, I have a deal for you. You can stay and, in exchange, you clean up the yard.” I felt pleased with myself. Connor was so easy.


  I saw tension slip off of his thin shoulders. He cocked his head at the garden like Lacy does when she hears a chip bag crinkle. I could almost hear the little gears in his head click into place. “That could work.” His voice sounded completely different now, hopeful and interested. “You mean, I can fix it up like Mom had it?”


  His earnestness and grief palpitated in the question. “Yes, exactly like Mom had it. I’ll buy plants, whatever you need. You do the work.”


  He clapped his hands like a tot and spun around to face me. “Awesome!”


  Lacy sped over at the sound of his clap, taking it as an indication to play. Connor grabbed the first thing he saw, which was his own flip-flop, and threw it for her. Lacy lunged, missed, and tore after it, nearly knocking over the coffee table. Just like that, Connor had returned to childhood, his usual state. His child-like face shone with life, dark eyes riveted on Lacy. He giggled when Lacy returned the flip-flop to him. He tried to grab it out of her mouth, but she held on, hoping for a tug-of-war. I watched them spin around the room, knocking into furniture, the shoe straps taut, nearly breaking. Connor looked skinny, I thought, and his hair needed a shampoo and trim. He had never had much facial hair, but what he had was in full evidence, the scruffiness making him look down on his luck.


  I snagged another cookie. “How’re things, Connor?”


  He tried yanking the flip-flop from Lacy’s mouth, but the beast held on. “Okay,” he answered warily.


  “How come you’re not in Temecula? Didn’t your friend there get you a job?”


  “It didn’t work out.”


  “What happened?”


  He shrugged but said nothing. With a mighty pull, he wrenched the shoe out of Lacy’s mouth. “Ha!” he laughed in her face. He threw the flip-flop down the hall, and she bounded after it, spittle flying.


  I figured the friend got tired of Connor calling in sick and fired his ass. “And weren’t you training for a triathlon? What happened with that?”


  He and Lacy were playing tug-of-war again. “Do you know how long an Ironman is? It was insane.”


  Which didn’t answer the question. Or, actually, it did. “So, you didn’t do it.”


  “Nah, it got really boring. Every day having to bike, run, swim. The whole schedule thing. Planned workouts. Totally boring.”


  Yeah, newsflash. Triathlon was hard. Definitely not a sport for my brother. “What did you do with your bike and stuff?” His car had not had a bike rack, and there was nothing inside but junk as far as I could tell.


  “Took it to Salvation Army.”


  I sighed and looked at him. As Eddie once said of Connor, he would give his last dime to a homeless man. Eddie and Connor were friends from way back, and knowing how kind Eddie is, he probably meant that Connor was generous. True. But the statement also rang true because my brother couldn’t hold on to anything of value. All of life just flowed through his fingers.


  Thinking of Eddie gave me a pang behind my rib cage. I asked Connor, “Hey, you ever know Eddie’s old girlfriend, Gabby Castillo?”


  Connor was standing in the middle of the living room, staring at the flip-flop. Both straps were broken, hanging down on either side of the shoe like limp antennae. Lacy gazed up at him, eyes bright, waiting for the fun to resume. “Yeah, I knew Gabby. We all hung out sometimes. Before she left town.”


  I poured myself a glass of milk to go with the cookies. “So, what did you think of her?”


  “I don’t know. She was okay, I guess. Eddie really liked her. A lot. You know what I mean.”


  I felt my face screw up in distaste. Emotion filled my esophagus. “They sleep together?”


  “God, Sam! Why are you asking me that?” He launched the flip-flop down the hall. Lacy exploded after it.


  “Well? Did they?”


  “Ugh!” Connor wiped his hands on his baggy denim shorts and flopped down in my new chair, which I had positioned like Mom had it so I could look at the garden. I had forgotten that the yard now looked like crap. “Jeez, Sam, give me a break, will ya? I can’t talk about that!”


  I wondered what it would be like to have a mature conversation with one’s brother. I imagined Pete would have had interesting things to say to Gabby, updates on the protests, reports of happenings at the bank, descriptions of what he was learning in college. But here I was with thirty-year-old Connor Larkin, who talked like he was in fifth grade.


  I said, “I heard Gabby left Desert Rock to be with some guy from New York. What was that about?”


  Connor sighed in an exaggerated fashion. Lacy trotted over to him with the goopy shoe. “Yeah, Gabby met some fat cat who came out here to ‘develop’ Desert Rock. You know, like build a golf course and resort, stuff like that. The dude finally figured out we don’t have any water, and we’re like in the middle of nowhere. He high-tailed it out of here pretty quick. When he left, she left.”


  “Had she started seeing this guy while she and Eddie were still together?”


  Connor put his head in his hands. “Why are you asking me all this?”


  “I’m just trying to understand, that’s all. I’m not asking you for state secrets.”


  “Well, I don’t like to talk about Eddie’s stuff. It doesn’t seem right. If you have questions, ask him. You see him every day.”


  I suddenly felt tired. I dragged myself to the couch and dumped myself into it. “Eddie is a little busy these days. Gabby is back in town.” My voice sounded dull and discouraged.


  Connor flinched. “She’s back?”


  “Yep.”


  “That’s not good.”


  Ah, finally something revealing coming out of my brothers’ mouth. “Why’s that?”


  He shrugged, saying nothing. He probably remembered that he disapproved of yakking about a friend’s business. He undoubtedly felt that gossiping wasn’t something that guys did. Yeah right.


  Finally he grumbled, “I just didn’t like her that much. That’s all.”


  I thought I understood what was bothering him. “She didn’t treat Eddie very well, did she?”


  He took hold of the flip-flop Lacy had placed on his knee, but he just let it rest there. “She dropped him when someone who looked better came along, right? What do you think?”


  “Yeah, pretty shitty. I don’t like her either.”


  Connor’s head popped up. “You met Gabby?”


  I nodded.


  “Oh, not good. How did that happen?”


  “Eddie introduced me to her.”


  “They hanging out again?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, shit.”


  “Yeah. That’s what I think.”


  “Dating?”


  The ball of dread or disappointment or whatever it was that was lodged in my throat seemed to expand. “I don’t know.”


  “Man, I hope not. I need to give Eddie a call. What happened to your nose, anyway?”


  I felt the tightness in my esophagus ease. Maybe Connor showing up would turn out to be a good thing. Eddie would tell him stuff he’d never share with me, they being guys and best buddies and all. Then Connor would tell me—with proper coercing, of course. In answer to Connor’s question about my nose, I nodded toward Lacy. “We did one of our things.”


  Connor laughed so hard that Lacy started barking at him. He grabbed the flip-flop off his knee, leaped from the chair, then man and beast bounded down the hall.


  .


  While Connor and Lacy played tug-of-war at the back of the house, I found myself alone. I grabbed the day’s Desert Tribune off the coffee table and lay down on the sofa. Reading through the stories of Girl Scout cookie drives, complaints about the new paint color chosen for City Hall (pink), and dire warnings about the local military base closing (a constant theme), I started feeling sleepy. The soft cushions and warm cookies suggested a nap. With fewer distractions, however, I felt the pain in my nose, which I hadn’t even noticed earlier. I knew I should get up and grab a couple of Tylenols and the frozen peas, but my body felt like it had melted. I snuggled deeper into the couch and tried to focus on the newspaper. Sleep whirled around the edges of my thoughts. Then I felt my brain snap to attention. Whoa, what was this?


  On page three of the paper, two photographs accompanied a short update on the nuclear waste protest. The first photo showed the mayor on the steps of city hall talking with a small group of residents, ostensibly about the merits of the project. Bernard Cornwell hovered near his right elbow. Cornwell looked like he had just eaten something rotten, probably irked to have the mayor take the limelight when he, Cornwell, was doing all the work.


  The other photo made me sit up. It captured a scene from the latest protest, which, according to the caption, occurred two weeks ago. The action played out again at city hall, only this time, supporters and opponents faced off. Various signs read, “Bring jobs to Desert Rock!” and “Nuclear waste causes cancer!” But what interested me were the two young men standing under a mesquite tree on the periphery of the action: Pete Castillo and Matthew Thornton. Given what I had heard about their scuffles, I expected to see them shoving each other and yelling. But what I saw was, well, the only word I could think of was “intimacy.” Pete leaned in toward Matthew, his hand on Matthew’s arm, not grasping or pushing but reaching out, touching. Matthew looked intently at Pete, not angrily or hatefully, but with—tenderness. The two men stood close together and seemed totally unaware of the drama going on around them. They didn’t notice what I saw next: Bernard Cornwell, staring at them from the steps of city hall, eyes riveted on their figures, body taut to breaking. Alarm radiated from his eyes.


  I jumped up from the couch and dashed to the kitchen junk drawer. Mom used to keep a magnifying glass there that she used during exasperating sessions repairing her eyeglasses. After much searching I found the thing and sat down again with the newspaper. Studying the photo once more, the magnification confirmed my initial impressions. Pete and Matthew did not look like combatants but friends—close friends. Cornwell looked at their exchange with clear alarm.


  Well, now, wasn’t that interesting?


  Cornwell had denied knowing Pete, had gone to great pains to make it seem as if he only “knew of him” in a general sense, as one of the people protesting the mayor’s plan. Cornwell had said something weird when I interviewed him, something about Pete being “misguided.” I had wondered at the time if he meant because Pete opposed the toxic waste plan or if he meant because Pete was gay. At the time I couldn’t think how Cornwell could have known that, but now I could see how. The photo suggested that Cornwell definitely knew who Pete was and that seeing the young man with Matthew caused him distress. The photo didn’t make clear what exactly was going on between Pete and Matthew, but one thing was for sure: By this time in their history, the young men had stopped being opponents and had become friends, possibly more. Had Cornwell seen this, too? If he somehow knew that Pete was gay, he would see this encounter, this burgeoning relationship, as a serious threat to his therapy business. And if he truly cared about Matthew being straight, he would be alarmed for his well-being.


  With a jolt, I remembered two things. Gabby had mentioned that Pete had a new lover, whom Pete had refused to name, presumably because the guy was in the closet. The second thing I remembered was Sampson saying that everyone in the gay community knew that Matthew Thornton, the town’s “ex-gay” poster boy, still slept with men.


  Was Pete one of them?


  Again I wondered, did Cornwell know?


  I felt my nerve ends sizzle. Pete was missing. Cornwell lied to me. Matthew had looked like a dead man walking when I met him today. If Matthew and Pete were sleeping together and Cornwell found out, how far would he go to protect his poster boy, his practice, and his reputation?


  Then a flood of adrenaline rushed through me as I remembered something else Sampson had said. Matthew Thornton was married.


  Faith and I would have to have a little chat.
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  Connor and I had a pizza delivered for dinner, but I was so stuffed from the cookies, I ate only two slices. Connor ate the rest, as though this had been the only real meal he’d eaten in months. Perhaps it was. I had an inkling that my brother had drained his resources some time before his arrival on my doorstep. He might have even slept in his car a night or two while he worked up the courage to come home. Instead of my usual disapproval, I found myself wishing he’d have come home sooner if he needed help.


  Whoa—enough with the sentimentality, Sam. The overload of calories must have damaged my brain.


  Feeling like a stuffed pig, I took three Tylenols and slumped off to bed. My nose throbbed, and I felt exhausted. Lacy looked exhausted, too. Connor had completely worn her out with two hours of tug-of-war. When I crawled into bed, the dog gathered what energy she had left, groaned dramatically, then jumped into bed with me. The first time she did this was during my first night alone in the house on the day Mom died. I did not protest. I hadn’t the strength, and I found her warm body comforting. Clearly, Mom had encouraged the behavior, and I didn’t have the heart to say no. The dog was grieving, too, so we curled up together that night, completely annihilated.


  Of course I discovered later that sleeping with a rottweiler is a big pain in the ass. The dog is a shameless bed hog. I’m the human, I buy the food, but who gets the lion’s share of the bed? Lacy. It’s a queen-size bed, but yours truly gets to sleep in a swath about the width of a bath towel. Lacy even has her own pillow!


  As I glared at her the mutt went to sleep immediately and began to snore. This is a sound that can wake the dead. I have taken to wearing earplugs to reduce the cacophony to a manageable rumble, but I can still feel the bed vibrate. Feeling resentful of the dog’s blissful unconsciousness, I started to process—with a capital “P.” I went to bed completely wiped out, not having had the strength to watch another second of TV, then the minute my head hit the pillow, I was wide awake. My brain started yammering at me: Did I remember to lock the front door? Did I shut the oven off? Should I stop and gas up the Corolla tomorrow?


  And why the hell couldn’t I get any sleep?!


  The processing continued. While Lacy snored away, I found myself worrying about my job. Vince had put up with my missed deadlines for years, but lately I had sensed that he was reaching his limit. The problem was that twice now I let myself get pulled into criminal investigations I had no business getting involved in. I tried to work on my books and the cases at the same time, but the case inevitably took over, and the book languished. I should already have completed enough research on nuclear waste to begin an outline, but I’d only spent an hour and a half on it, and my main intent had been to prepare for my interview with Cornwell. At some point Vince would call to yell at me, and I’d apologize and promise to get him something the next day, which I wouldn’t, and then he’d call again, and. . . sigh. How long could I keep doing this?


  I tried shoving Lacy back on her side of the bed, but it was like trying to move an SUV. She groaned, put her paws on my chest and pushed off, getting a nice stretch at my expense. I almost landed on the floor.


  Despite fearing for my job, I knew I would not be able to stop myself from working on Pete’s case. I remembered this feeling from the wind farm case, the intensity of being involved in something important and exciting. When you’re used to living a hum drum life, “important and exciting” can be intoxicating. Officially, I had fulfilled my promise to Eddie. I had spent two days investigating Pete’s disappearance, and tomorrow I would give him a report. That, strictly speaking, could be that. But during these two days I had learned a lot about Pete Castillo, and I found myself liking and admiring him. I felt angry that someone may have murdered him. All that he was destined to be would have been obliterated by another’s hand. He would never earn a law degree, he would never be able to fight for those who did not have the power or money to fight for themselves. He would no longer be a good brother, a beloved friend, a musician, and an artist. He would never play another soccer match or go out for a beer with his buddies. His life would have been stopped before it even began.


  I also found that I liked these cases because they were like puzzles. Applying logic, evaluating clues, methodically working through the steps to arrive at a solution—this was incredibly satisfying work. In Pete’s case, I had discovered several possible theories to test. Gabby had identified the first: Raul. He hated Pete, lately their animosity had reignited, and he had provided Trent with a shaky alibi. The second theory was the nuclear waste protest. Controversies of this sort can generate intense emotions that can flare up into violence. Exploring that theory, however, had quickly led me to another: Pete was killed because he had gotten romantically involved with Matthew Thornton, the “ex-gay.” At the moment, this was the theory that intrigued me most. I looked forward to testing the theory further by talking with Faith Thornton.


  I tossed and turned for fifteen minutes, trying to calm my brain. Uncomfortable thoughts defied me. If I were honest with myself, there was one more reason that I wanted to stay on the case. Eddie had asked me to. I didn’t want to disappoint him. He believed in me, he had volunteered my help because he thought I was good at this. His confidence in my abilities made me feel warm and loved and supported. Then I reminded myself that he was with Gabby now, that I had slipped to second position in his world. A rational person would drop the investigation right now—why do this for Eddie, which was essentially asking, why do this for Gabby? But I found my mind moving in the opposite direction. Staying involved in the case kept me involved with Eddie. As long as I kept working on the investigation, Eddie had a reason to see me. I realized with horror that I felt scared. With Gabby back in town, I stood to lose Eddie forever.


  I rolled over and put my arm around Lacy. Her big ribcage rose and fell under my elbow. It was creepy, really, lying in bed with my dog, thinking about Eddie. I should probably stop hugging the stupid beast before I called the psych ward on myself. But somehow I couldn’t pull my arm away. She was so warm, alive, here.


  Sleep finally came. My last thought was that somehow I would have to balance work on the case with work on the book. Then, as the fuzzy edges of my mind collapsed into nothingness, I remembered that balance was not my strength.
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  The morning after my late-night session processing the fate of my career and my life, I took Lacy for a walk. Or, rather, she took me. The big lug dragged me behind her as she smelled bushes, peed on lawns, and ate poop. By the time she yanked me back to the house, my arm was stretched to twice its length. I sweated profusely despite the chill wind and breathed like I’d just run the forty-yard dash.


  Once we arrived in front of the house I unclipped the leash like I always do, and like she always does, Lacy exploded away from me as though being on a leash were akin to torture. I watched her bolt up the walkway to the front door, where I knew she would stand until I opened the door. Dumb dog.


  I noticed that my newspaper had been tossed, as usual, into the bushes. I do not understand this. Compared to just launching it somewhere on the expansive driveway, to send it scooting under a bush requires careful aim. Is this how the carrier exerts her power? Was she unhappy with the enormous tip I give her every Christmas? Sighing, I stooped to retrieve the paper and suddenly found myself eclipsed in a giant shadow. A strong hand grabbed my elbow and spun me around, nearly knocking me off my feet. I struggled to right myself, my head dizzy and nose throbbing. Once my vision cleared, I looked up to find Raul looming over me, his face distorted, scowling. I felt my heart bang behind my ribs. Where the hell had he come from? Then I noticed a huge black truck parked in front of my neighbor’s house. It was exactly what Raul would drive.


  “Remember me?” He growled, his fingers digging into my elbow. I could smell sweat and that stale beer odor one gets after a good night of bingeing.


  I tried to rip my arm free and failed, which made Raul laugh. Actually, “snarl” is more apt. He sounded like a big dog with a bad temper. Speaking of dogs, where the hell was Lacy? Here I was, being mauled by a goon, and my ferocious rottweiler was standing on the porch staring at the front door. Of course, even if she did come to investigate she would probably rush up to Raul with tail wagging, hoping for a scratch behind the ears.


  So I was on my own. “Let go, Raul,” I said icily. I would not let him see me scared.


  He jerked my arm again and pulled me closer to him. We were so close I had to strain to look up at his ugly face. “I just thought I’d stop by to remind you to stay the fuck out of my business. If you don’t, I’ll make sure you can’t ask another fucking question.” He peered at me, registered my broken nose. His top lip curled in what I took to be a smile. “Looks like I’m not the only one who wants to shut you up.”


  I could tell that he enjoyed seeing my bruises—I could see it by the gleam in his eyes. As I watched his amusement, I had time to wonder how he found out where I lived. Then I remembered. I was not in San Diego anymore, I was living in Desert Rock, which has a phone book as thick as a magazine. It doesn’t take an Einstein to locate someone if you have three minutes. I tried to wrench my arm free again, which enhanced the gleam in his eye. “I get the point, Raul. Now let go.”


  He gave my arm another squeeze, which made me squeak in pain. He grinned, clearly enjoying my suffering. “You better mind your own business, and while you’re at it, go tell my sister Gabby to go to hell. The both of you can go to hell!”


  At this point Lacy suffered an epiphany and realized that I was missing. She left the front porch and trotted down the driveway to see where I was, looking all dopey and bewildered. When she spotted Raul she sped up, her steps bouncy with excitement. Yippee! Someone new to play with!


  Raul took one look at her, gasped, then tore off toward his truck like his butt was on fire. He jumped into the vehicle and slammed the door.


  So the big bad Raul Castillo was afraid of dogs. Ha! I bent down and patted Lacy on her withers, then looked up at Raul with a big grin on my face.


  He scowled and simmered for about a minute and finally shook himself. He pointed at me, then made a slashing motion across his throat. Suddenly, the whole encounter seemed less funny. He was one scary man, and I didn’t doubt he would hurt me if I crossed him. After staring fiercely for another few moments, he finally started the engine. He threw the truck in gear and with a screech of tires drove off, practically losing control of the vehicle. I could hear the truck’s engine roar as he drove out of the neighborhood.


  “Stupid jerk,” I said to Lacy, who still stared at where Raul had been standing. Her brain had not yet digested that her new playmate was gone. I shook my head. Raul’s behavior had been such a disproportionate response. All I’d done was go out to his construction office and ask a few questions about Pete. It made me wonder why he felt the need to threaten me. Was he guilty after all? Or was this just Raul’s way of making it clear he doesn’t like anyone in his business? Maybe he just enjoyed bullying people and took any opportunity to do so. One thing was for sure, Raul’s little visit had the opposite effect of the one he intended. Rather than scare me off, it had simply made me more determined.
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  My drive to Ming’s Mandarin Palace after Raul’s little visit was classic Desert Rock. Eddie’s and my favorite restaurant is only three miles from my house, so it should only take five minutes to drive there. I spent five minutes at every stop light, and there were four of them. There I was, the only car at the intersection, and the light would not change. Have they never heard of sensors in this town? I almost bottomed out my Corolla driving through one intersection where the tarmac was so buckled it was like driving on a roller coaster. And, apparently, while automobiles were expected to obey traffic lights, pedestrians were not. Not less than three times I had to slam on my breaks for some soul who felt the need to cross against the light. And they had the nerve to look at me as if I did something wrong!


  When I pulled into Ming’s parking lot and stepped out of the car, I noticed the wind that had breezed around for days had now intensified, and the mild temperature had dropped. Looking west I saw masses of black clouds obscuring the mountaintops. Another storm had hit the coast. Unfortunately, this meant lots of wind for us and probably—we were a desert after all—no rain.


  As I made my way through the parking lot, my body bumped around by the gusts, a ferocious little canine barked at me from a car window. From its safety in the car, the ugly dog, hairless and filthy, snapped and snarled at me. The window was all the way down, it could have launched itself at my person, but I could see at heart it was a coward. The car was a total beater. A four-door sedan some twenty years old, it was a patchwork of Bondo and swatches of unmatched paint, with plenty of dents and scratches. The tires looked like they would explode into a pile of rubber dust if you breathed on them. I predicted that the owner of the car was some old desert rat who would look a lot like the dog. I looked forward to picking out this person from Ming’s patrons, knowing I’d recognize him or her immediately by the scraggly hair, unmatched soiled clothes, weathered skin, and eyes perpetually squinting from a life spent looking into the desert sun.


  I was glad to have something amusing to look forward to because I was not happy about this outing. Eddie had asked me to meet him and Gabby here. But Ming’s was Eddie’s and my restaurant; I didn’t like that Gabby would be here with Eddie. Here I was, though, to give Gabby a progress report on the case and to let them know if I’d be continuing with my investigation.


  I didn’t get any happier when I entered the chilly restaurant and saw that Eddie and Gabby had already arrived. They sat in our favorite booth, heads together, looking chummy. I forgot all about looking for the old desert rat. The energy drained right out of me. I looked across the room at them, their attention totally on one another as if nobody else in the joint existed. I saw that Eddie was dressed up again, his usual Coffee Buzz T-shirt apparently hung up for good as long as his ex was in town. His wavy hair was gelled into place, and his yellow button-down shirt looked crisp and fresh. The color made his bronze skin glow. Gabby, of course, looked gorgeous, a level of feminine beauty and grace that I would never attain. I felt awkward and unkempt by comparison even though I had spent triple the time I normally do on my hair and makeup. Compared to Gabby, I looked like I had crawled in from the desert after being stranded in the heat and wind for a week. And also like I had been beaten up by a biker gang.


  I propelled my body forward despite every instinct to flee. Where joyful anticipation at seeing Eddie usually resided I felt only pain. The hurt felt suffocating, as if I were breathing sand. For once I did not smell the luscious aroma of Ming’s cooking nor hear the crash of dishes from the kitchen. It was just me and that pain, suffocating, annihilating. Somehow I arrived at the table and Eddie looked up. His face broke into a smile at seeing me, and he stood up like he always did, seeing nothing sexist in being a gentleman.


  “Sam!” He sounded truly happy to see me. Best of all, he motioned me into his side of the booth. He even put his warm hand on my shoulder to guide me in. The only thing missing in his greeting was some recognition that I had dolled myself up. I guess with Gabby in the vicinity, no one would notice my lame attempts at beauty.


  I forced myself to look across the table at Gabby, who didn’t seem any more thrilled to be looking at me. We stared at each other for a moment, fully understanding the situation. If we could have seen into each other’s minds, I think we would have seen the same thing: an image of Eddie, larger than life, good-looking and sweet-tempered, his body sculpted and strong, sexy. Also, if I looked into Gabby’s mind, I would see me sitting there with my face bruised and swollen. If Eddie had told her about my accident, I wasn’t aware of it, but she certainly didn’t seem surprised. On the contrary, when her eyes travelled across my face she actually smiled. Either this was exactly what she expected of me, or she was happy that I looked more like crap than usual. Or both.


  “So, how’s the case going?” I heard Eddie say.


  Ming picked that moment to stomp up to our table and shove three menus at us. While we turned the menus right-side-up, she slammed three sets of silverware down on the table. “What you want?” she barked, not giving us a second to read the menus, knowing that Eddie and I always order the buffet. Before anyone could respond, she said, her face pinched, “Gabriella Castillo, you back in town.”


  Gabby gawked at Ming, and I found my spirits lifting. Ming harbors the fantasy that Eddie will ask her daughter Pam to marry him, not because the two of them like each other or even know one another that well but simply because Pam is single and her mother thinks Eddie is a good catch. I am usually the object of scorn when we come into the restaurant, but apparently Ming felt even more animosity toward Gabby. With this thought my spirits deflated. Ming had transferred her dislike to the woman at the table she thought was the biggest threat. And that wasn’t me. And why would it be? Gabby was definitely more beautiful, and Gabby and Eddie had once been a couple. Eddie and I were just friends. The knot of pain in my esophagus enlarged.


  Since Gabby couldn’t get any words out in the face of Ming’s bluntness, Eddie jumped in. “Gabby is back from New York. I think we all just want the buffet. And three iced teas.”


  As usual, I kicked him under the table. This is a game we play: Eddie orders for me, which I hate, and I give him a good kick in the shins. It wasn’t fun today, though, just automatic. Gabby didn’t react at all, seemingly unconscious that Eddie put on this show of male gallantry to get a rise out of us. Perhaps she actually liked and expected men to order for her.


  Ming snatched the menus from our hands, glared at Gabby, then turned on her heels and huffed away. I liked Ming a lot at that moment.


  “So what have you found out about Raul?” Gabby echoed Eddie’s question, only her voice was not expectant like his but impatient and dismissive, as if she fully expected me to have failed miserably.


  This did not make me want to talk to her. I had spent two days talking to people on her behalf when I should have been working on my book. She had a lot of nerve sitting there demanding an accounting. I looked over at Eddie, who smiled encouragingly.


  Just to be perverse, I said, “Let’s hit the buffet first.” I wasn’t remotely hungry, what with the ball of depression lodged in my throat and all, but I felt more cheerful for making Gabby wait. My plan succeeded, and her expression turned sour. She glowered at Eddie, probably seeking reinforcement, but he was already wriggling out of the booth behind me, obviously famished. She sighed loud enough to be heard over the cacophony of Ming’s kitchen. My appetite returned.


  Like one does at buffets, I loaded my plate with a little of everything, the final selections having to be spooned over the top of everything else for lack of room. My plate looked like a small mountain range upended by tectonic collisions. Eddie piled his plate even higher, the tallest peak at risk of avalanche. Gabby selected two broccoli spears and a grain of brown rice. When we got back to the booth we saw that our iced teas had been slammed down precariously at the edge of the table.


  “So,” Gabby said, not touching her food. “About Raul?”


  I forked a mass of almond chicken into my mouth and chewed slowly, smiling apologetically and pointing at my cheek. I wondered how many chews I could perform before saliva and mastication would dissolve every last particle. I counted to twenty-five and watched Gabby’s face go through strange contortions. Eddie sat chomping beside me, happy to leave the update until after he cleaned his plate.


  His ex sat back and crossed her arms, signaling her willingness to wait out my childish game. I felt a shiver of victory, small though it was. Part of me felt like a jerk, of course—Gabby’s brother was missing, had likely been murdered, and here I was playing games. But I knew that a couple of minutes’ delay wasn’t going to make any difference, and, frankly, the woman got on my nerves. What Eddie saw in her was a mystery. I fake-smiled at her, and she glared back, waiting. Eventually my food disappeared, and I knew the game was over.


  “So?” Gabby sat up when I finally stopped chewing.


  “Yeah, what did you find out?” Eddie pushed his plate away and looked at me with happy eyes.


  I realized, now that I had to report on it, my investigation was going to sound stupid. All I had accomplished was to make the picture murkier. For starters, I had not found any evidence that Pete had been murdered. I had not proved that Raul killed him. Instead, I had unearthed more suspects. There was nothing else to do, however, but to report what I had learned, as insubstantial and unhelpful as it might be.


  So, just to irk her, I started with what she didn’t want to hear. I began with the tale of two photographs. The first, I told them, I had found in Pete’s apartment. It had been taken a couple of months ago when the toxic waste protests first began. The image showed Pete and Matthew Thornton arguing heatedly. The second photo, which I had seen in the newspaper just yesterday, was taken two weeks ago, right before Pete disappeared. It also featured Pete and Matthew, but instead of adversaries, they looked like friends, possibly even lovers. The photo recorded a seismic shift in their relationship over the course of three months.


  Gabby looked like she suffered acute abdominal pain. Her face screwed up and her body vibrated with frustration. I knew she didn’t give a damn about what I was telling her—all she cared about was what I had learned about Raul. But if she wanted me to investigate Pete’s disappearance, I was going to do it my way. She opened her mouth to protest, but I held up my finger and continued.


  I told Eddie and Gabby about Cornwell’s lie. He had told me that he didn’t know Pete, but there he was in that second photograph, watching Pete and Matthew, a look of consternation on his face. If he perceived what I did, he wouldn’t be happy about it. Matthew was supposed to be cured, he was Cornwell’s success story. By getting intimate with a man known to be gay, in the middle of a crowd, Matthew was putting Cornwell’s reputation at risk. I thought this gave Cornwell a pretty good motive for murder.


  After explaining all this, I planned to say that I would continue with the case for a few more days. At the very least, I wanted to see what I could get out of Matthew and Faith Thornton. Before I could explain this, however, Gabby interrupted.


  “That’s it? That’s all you’ve been doing? Why are you talking to those people? I told you, Raul killed Pete. Why aren’t you looking into that? And what is this crap about Pete and this religious freak? Pete would never date anyone like that, and he would never date anyone who was married—are you insane?”


  I heard a tiny gasp from Eddie, who knows me only too well. Before he could say something soothing, I barked, “You’re kidding, right?”


  “How much simpler can it get? I pointed you in the right direction—you’re supposed to find evidence against Raul, not interview the whole town.”


  I felt Eddie stiffen beside me, and I snapped, “What is it with you and Raul? You know what? I don’t need your crap, Gabby.” I threw my napkin on the table and started to slide out of the booth. Eddie reached out and placed his hand on my thigh. I froze, his hot fingers burning through my capris.


  He said to Gabby, “Sam spent two days on this, on her own time, as a favor to me. She’s really smart at this. Please listen to what she has to say.”


  I could have kissed him and almost did. I grasped his hand under the table and gave it a squeeze, the connection electrifying. He squeezed back, his hand warm and strong. Our hands lay conjoined for a moment, their combined heat singeing my thigh. Then Eddie pulled his hand away.


  I felt my heart constrict. Glaring at Gabby, I said, “For your information, I did speak to Raul. Twice, as it turns out. The second time he showed up at my house and threatened me.”


  “Sam?” Eddie said. He stared intently at me, brow wrinkled.


  “I’m not afraid of some thug,” I lied, then looked at Gabby. “And that’s what he is. A low-life thug. How could he possibly have come from the same family as Pete?”


  She shrugged, her cold anger ebbing a tad. “That’s what Pete and I asked ourselves all the time. But back to the point, did you find out anything to prove he killed Pete?”


  With a big sigh, I said, “No, not definitively. But here is what I know. Raul was angry that Pete was in the papers over this nuclear waste protest—maybe that’s why he beat Pete up. And, apparently, your big brother disagreed with Pete’s position. Raul supports the mayor’s plan because it could mean new business for his construction company. Two other things: Raul has an iffy alibi, and then there’s the matter of him threatening me. Why do that if you’re not afraid I’ll uncover something?”


  Gabby nodded vigorously, obviously pleased I’d uncovered evidence pointing to Raul’s guilt, just like she predicted I would. “What are your next steps?” she managed to say neutrally.


  I sat for a moment, thinking about it. “I work as a writer, and my book is not going to write itself. My editor is not what you would call accommodating. I’m not a PI, and nobody’s paying me to investigate Pete’s disappearance.”


  She absorbed this, and I could see her mind working. Behind her anger at me I saw disappointment and sadness. I had to keep reminding myself that this woman was grieving. I wondered how I would feel in her shoes, Connor missing, probably killed.


  Eddie said quickly, “You’ve learned a lot already, Sam. Surely one of these people is responsible for what happened to Pete. I know you need to work on your book. But couldn’t you work on the case a little longer? Spend whatever time you can for another week.” Before I could protest, he hurried to add, “Just for a week, see how it goes. I can see you’re interested in the case.”


  Despite my sympathy for Gabby, I wouldn’t do it for her. But I would do it for Eddie. What I hated was that he wanted me to do this because he wanted it for Gabby. I felt myself slump in my seat. I shrugged, then nodded, the movement feeling so small I wasn’t even sure I’d done it. “Okay,” I said.


  Eddie reached over and patted my arm. I sat perfectly still, trying not to notice his warm skin on mine. A minute went by, nobody said a word. My chest felt tight.


  “I gotta go,” I said finally, grabbing my purse as I slid out of the booth. I could barely breathe.


  “Thanks, Sam,” Eddie said as I turned to go. I started to reach for my wallet but changed my mind. This was their party—they could pay. I slung my purse over my shoulder and walked away.


  On my way out I spied the old desert rat who had to be the owner of the junky car and hairless dog. He had on a black cowboy hat that was so misshapen it looked like a tri-cornered pirate hat. A braided gray ponytail trailed down his back, and he wore a lady’s pink flannel shirt. His eyeglasses looked like aviator goggles. He was probably full of stories about the old days, before civilization spoiled the desert. On any other day, I would have smiled at him, warmed by his unconventional life.


  Today I walked past him like a robot.


  Outside the restaurant the icy wind roared. The heavy-bellied clouds clung to the mountaintops, emptying themselves of all their life-giving water far to the west. Here it was all roaring winds and desiccation, all sound and fury, signifying nothing.
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  When I got home from Ming’s I grabbed my trusty phone book and found Matthew’s number. I knew that I should work on my book, but now that I had committed to another week on Pete’s case, I felt an urgency to get on with it. Granted, I could just sit on my butt for a week and then tell Eddie I hadn’t discovered anything of note, but I had given my word. I had agreed to one week, then I could wash my hands of Gabby forever.


  The minute I thought that, I wondered again how I could hold onto Eddie after I quit the case. Why would he bother to call? He had Gabby now. I realized that I had begun to feel pissed. Here he was, dating Gabby again but asking me to do him this favor. For her! Did it never occur to him to wonder how that would make me feel? How insensitive could he be?


  I punched Matthew’s phone number into my cell with such force the gadget went into shock. All functions froze, and I had to turn the stupid thing off and then back on to clear it. With forced calm I tapped in the number again, and this time the call went through. A woman answered, whom I assumed was Faith. She must work for the Secret Police. Who was I? What did I want? How did I get their number?


  To staunch her paranoia I told her that I had met Matthew through Bernard Cornwell. I explained that I was writing a book for Blue Nest Press on nuclear power and wished to interview Matthew about his work on the mayor’s project. The phone went silent as she tried to ascertain if this was BS. Finally, in a tone that said “you better be on the up and up or I’ll slice your throat,” Faith agreed to the interview. Interesting that she didn’t consult Matthew. Faith was obviously bossy and protective. I was curious to meet her—and meet her I would, for I knew she would never leave me alone with her husband. Before ringing off, Faith ordered me to come to their house the next morning, a Saturday, and spat out the address. I gave her my cell phone number in case anything came up.


  On Saturday morning, when I arrived at the Thornton’s tiny house, Faith greeted me at the door. On second thought, “Greeted” isn’t exactly the right word—“intercepted” is more like it. Her appearance startled me. I had met Matthew only once, and briefly, but I distinctly remembered that he was gorgeous. I had assumed his wife would be equally attractive. But Faith looked oversized, doughy, and asymmetrical. Towering over me, her body shouted “strong as an ox.” Her dishwater blonde hair was curly yet seemed limp at the same time. Her large green eyes looked like they needed to be popped back into their sockets to prevent some optical accident.


  Two kids, a girl and boy, skipped up behind Faith. Around four and six years old, they shared Matthew’s good black-Irish looks, and they were astonishingly well behaved. Neither said a word, they both just looked up at me with big blue eyes, smiling beatifically. I wondered if they were ill. Maybe this was how good children acted. My benchmark was Vanessa’s small tots, Molly and Kaylee, who alternated behaving like wild animals and sullen teenagers.


  Faith (and the kids) led me to the kitchen. It was slow progress, as Faith was limping. I found myself limping, too, as I trailed along behind her. I made myself stop the minute I noticed it—Faith looked like she’d pound my face if she thought I were making fun of her.


  Faith seemed to read my mind about the face-pounding because she turned to me and asked, “What happened to your face?” No polite attempt to ignore my injuries, and no sympathy or even curiosity in the question. She just seemed to want to know for the record. I told her my dog broke my nose, and that seemed to satisfy her. She turned toward the kitchen counter and began spooning blobs of cookie dough onto a warped baking pan.


  While she worked I looked around the kitchen. Cookie sheets and baking bowls nearly covered the small countertop, and the kitchen smelled of butter and vanilla. As a kid, I had loved to lick the spoon, but Faith’s kids seemed more interested in me than in the cookie dough. They stared sweetly at me, swaying this way and that to release some of their kid energy. It was making me edgy, quite frankly, and I tried scowling at them to make them go away. They just smiled at me. I was beginning to smell a rat. This could be one of those “stare at the strange lady until she squirms” kind of things.


  “Matthew will be right out,” Faith said as she continued spooning the dough. Her voice had a rough quality to it, as if she were used to barking out orders above really loud noises. “He’s just cleaning up after mowing the lawn. I usually do all the yard work, Matthew hates it. But I stepped on a rusted piece of metal a few weeks ago. It went plum through my shoe and the whole thing got infected. Still hurts.”


  Ah, that explains the limp. I glanced around the outdated kitchen, eyes focusing on the coffeemaker, pot full of dark brew.


  Faith noticed. “You want coffee?”


  I affirmed my interest so loudly I actually made the children flinch. Ha! One for Sam Larkin. I narrowed my eyes at the little people, then waggled by brows to let them know I was on to them. They erupted into giggles and fled the room.


  Faith shook her head. “They’ll be back. I’m making cookies, right?” As she poured the coffee, her back to me, I noticed how broad and muscular her shoulders were. Probably from all that yard work.


  Faith plunked a mug full of coffee on the counter and pointed to a sugar and creamer set. “Help yourself. Then we can sit in the living room, where it’s nicer.”


  While I scooped sugar out of a bull’s head and poured cream from a cow’s snout, Faith finished dolloping dough onto the cookie sheets, then shoved them into the oven. With any luck, she would offer me one of those puppies when they were done.


  I watched as she fixed herself some coffee, and while she bustled about I studied her face. It was wide and flat and white, like a full moon. I realized that despite the strength and energy she exuded, she looked dead tired. The skin below her eyes looked bruised, and her bulbous eyes had that glassy look one gets after days without sleep. She looked older than Matthew, but she was still only in her early thirties, too young for her face to get that saggy look that older people get as they lose the war with gravity. Maybe her kids were not so well behaved after all.


  Mugs in hand, we made our way to the living room, which honestly didn’t seem any “nicer” than the kitchen. The sofa and love seat, upholstered in brown and hunter green plaid, had been shredded by some feline, and the material was faded by time. The battered coffee table had seen better days. I sat gingerly on the love seat to avoid ripping through the decaying fabric. Faith plunked herself down on the couch, its ancient infrastructure groaning in protest.


  As we sipped coffee, I examined the room. Several crucifixes hung from the walls, the poor Jesuses looking sad and tormented. A fake wood bookshelf beneath the window held scores of trophies featuring plastic women holding guns; with my usual acumen, I took them to be shooting awards of some kind. Numerous barnyard knickknacks, no doubt relatives of the cow creamers, kept the trophies company. I wondered if the animal figurines were able to sleep at night with all those guns around. A humungous gun cabinet stood in the corner of the room.


  “So, how long have you and Matthew been married?” I asked just to get the ball rolling. Matthew would arrive at any minute, and I wanted to talk with Faith as much as I could before that.


  “Seven years,” she said, her voice forceful, like I was questioning her addition or their commitment to one another.


  Their oldest child looked to be about six, so that meant Faith had gotten pregnant right after the nuptials. She and Matthew had gotten right down to business. “How did you two meet?”


  “Church. Mr. Cornwell introduced us.”


  Ah, so the good therapist had hooked gay Matthew up with the woman in the parish voted most likely not to get married.


  I sipped my coffee. “Planning any more kids?” I asked just to keep Faith talking.


  She plunked her coffee cup on the stained wood coffee table and scrunched up her face. “I want as many as we can get. But Matthew says two is enough. At first we both said we wanted a dozen, but he changed his mind somewhere in there.” She stared down at her hands, which were calloused and muscled. Then she said quickly, “Course, kids are a lot of work. I don’t think Matthew figured on that. Guys don’t always get that part. But it’s not like he doesn’t enjoy being a daddy, he does.”


  I wondered at her defensive tone. Did she think I would judge Matthew harshly for only wanting two children? I thought two was probably all they could handle financially, at least judging by their house. Not knowing what else to say, I told her, “Your kids are so well behaved.”


  It was the wrong thing to say. She jerked her head up to glare at me. “Today’s a good day,” she snapped. “Believe me, they can be a real handful. But they’re just little kids. I don’t mind so much, I don’t work, but Matthew, he works all day. It’s hard coming home with the house in an uproar.”


  She seemed to want me to understand that her kids were just bad enough to explain why Matthew didn’t want any more. She certainly didn’t need to convince me—two was two too many, in my opinion. Maybe being married to an ex-gay made her protective of her husband, vigilant to correct any perception that he wasn’t straight as an arrow. I thought not wanting a passel of kids completely understandable, not a sign of shaky straightness. In any case, the subject of kids seemed to set her off, so I changed the subject. “Where does Matthew work?”


  She leaned back in her chair, relaxing now that we were off the topic of children. “He does this and that at the church. Mostly tidying up, arranging events, paying bills, things like that. I myself go on up there if they have a broken pipe or the lawn mower breaks down, I even fix the reverend’s car when it needs it. Stuff like that. Matthew, he’s no good at fixing things.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to fix a broken pipe if my life depended on it. How’d you learn to do all that?”


  She smiled for the first time. Her green eyes lost focus as her thoughts travelled. “My Daddy. He never got the son he wanted. But he treated me like one. He’d let me help him change the oil in the car, put in yard sprinklers, stuff like that. He took me camping, taught me to shoot.” She nodded at the gun cabinet.


  At that moment Matthew entered the room. His slightness seemed magnified as he walked over and stood next to Faith. He wore a pair of old blue jeans and a white polo shirt. He was as good-looking as I remembered, his dark wavy hair wet from the shower, his blue eyes so translucent they looked fake. Matthew flopped down on the couch next to Faith. In a move that seemed oddly automatic, they reached for each other’s hands.


  Faith said to him, “Sam is here to interview you about the mayor’s nuclear waste plan.”


  I smiled in what I took to be a professional way and said, “We met briefly the other day—Dr. Cornwell introduced us.”


  Matthew nodded, looked down at his lap.


  In the ensuing silence, Faith said, “We were talking about my daddy.”


  Matthew looked up at the trophies. “Faith was lucky to have a good relationship with her dad. My dad and I never got along. He liked hunting and fishing, and I hated that stuff. I preferred to hang around the house with Mom. That didn’t go over so well with him. Imagine that.”


  If I’d been telling this story, I’d have told it angry. But he sounded merely resigned. He seemed to have long ago accepted that his father disliked him.


  Now that Matthew had arrived it was time to start my interview. Before I could begin, however, the oven timer started beeping, and Faith limped from the room. The kids galloped from the back of the house into the kitchen, elbowing each other and shrieking. Within minutes Faith came out with a plate of hot cookies and offered me one. I grabbed three. They were heavenly—warm and gooey and oozing with melted chocolate chips. The kids shot through the room, fists full of cookies, and disappeared again. Faith sat down on the couch and grabbed Matthew’s hand again.


  Between bites, I said to Matthew, “So tell me how you got involved in the mayor’s nuclear waste plan.”


  He looked at me, his face expressionless. When he finally answered, it was as though he was already bored by the subject. “Dr. Cornwell asked if I’d help out. It’s not a very popular plan, so he was having a hard time getting volunteers.”


  Interesting that Matthew called Cornwell a doctor. Did he not know that his mentor lacked a medical license? Or did he use the title as a form of respect because Cornwell preferred it? I also noticed that it was Cornwell’s idea that Matthew get involved in the protest. “So what do you think of the mayor’s proposal?”


  Matthew shrugged. “It’s alright, I guess.”


  Faith jumped into this enthusiasm vacuum. “Mr. Cornwell says it’s an important thing for the town.”


  Matthew did not add his opinion to this, perhaps realizing that what he thought was immaterial. His head hung, his eyes stared down at his hand clasped in Faith’s. I thought about the first time I was introduced to him, how Cornwell’s overbearing and over-friendly presence seemed to oppress him. I didn’t suppose he had always felt so iffy about his mentor—he would never have put his future into Cornwell’s hands if that were the case. Did his diminished feelings for Cornwell explain his lack of enthusiasm for the waste disposal plan? From the first photo I had seen of Matthew and Pete at the protests, I had assumed they were fighting over the proposal. Again I wondered if that first impression had been correct.


  It was pure speculation on my part, but I also wondered if they had been fighting over Matthew’s claim to be “cured.” Pete easily could have identified Matthew as the ex-gay Cornwell was touting around town, and Matthew would probably have had no trouble identifying Pete as gay. I could imagine the instant friction between them. I could see how that antagonism, that heat, could transform into passion. Who would have made the first move? Pete, definitely. Matthew would have denied the attraction, stamped down the desire. But Pete would have been persistent and persuasive, excited by the idea of “unconverting” Matthew. Pete was an activist, after all. Matthew would have resisted, but I suspected his same-sex attraction was never far below the surface. He had let Cornwell convince him to go straight—probably because his religion told him homosexuality was wrong, that’s usually the catalyst in these cases—and he had married Faith to seal the deal. But he himself, Matthew Thornton, had never really changed, I would bet on it. And along comes vibrant, passionate, handsome Pete. Talk about temptation.


  I decided to test my hypothesis that the initial conflict between Matthew and Pete was not about their differing views on nuclear power. “So, Matthew, what do think about nuclear power, given the current waste disposal issues?”


  He shrugged. At this rate, he was going to tear a rotator cuff. “I guess the waste worries me, to be honest. People can get cancer when exposed to radioactive waste. I think about my kids. But,” he rushed to say, “Dr. Cornwell says that’s why we need to store it correctly. Then it can’t hurt anyone. It makes sense.”


  “But why here in Desert Rock? We don’t even use energy from nuclear power.”


  He sat quietly, thinking it over. “Dr. Cornwell says it’s our duty. We have all this empty land. He said we should do it for the greater good.”


  I pushed a bit harder. “But what do you think? Surely you have a strong personal opinion on the subject. You’ve been helping the mayor after all.”


  He shrugged again. Answering my questions taxed him, his fervor for the issue apparently nonexistent. He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “We need energy, don’t we? And all energy sources cause problems. Using gas in your car causes smog. Those windmills out by Thomas Pass aren’t anything great to look at. Nuclear power is no different.”


  This tepid speech made me fairly certain that Matthew’s passion in that first photograph was not about nuclear waste. I decided to bring up Pete, see how he’d react. “I’ve been following the protests in the paper. I saw a couple photos of you. In one of them, you’re arguing with a guy named Pete Castillo. Then there was another photo of the two of you, but in that one, you looked more like friends. Did you guys simply agree to disagree about the proposal?”


  As I spoke, Matthew sat bolt upright and pulled his hand away from Faith’s. He had gone as rigid as a corpse.


  Well, well, well.


  Faith glared at me, green eyes livid. What did she know, or suspect, about Matthew and Pete?


  Eyes wide and unblinking, Matthew sputtered, “I know what photos you’re talking about . . . I knew that guy, but I didn’t know him, you know what I mean. We were just at the protests, on opposite sides, I didn’t know him personally, I didn’t even know his name. Until you told me just now.”


  The past tense was interesting—it was as if he knew Pete was dead. Also interesting was the lie. How could Matthew not know who Pete was? It’s not like we lived in some huge metropolis. He admitted seeing the photos in the paper—how could he have failed to see the captions as well, which identified Pete? And why was he practically stammering?


  Not one to beat around the bush, I said, “You obviously do know Pete. Why would you claim otherwise?”


  Faith hissed, “I thought you said you were a writer, researching a book on nuclear waste. Why are you asking about this Pete person?”


  Faith was not going to be flustered like Matthew was. Think fast, Sam. “Sorry, got off track a little there.” I thought I’d better try to back it out, mumble something conciliatory, but my big mouth opened wide and said, “The reason I’m curious is because Pete’s been missing for two weeks. The sheriff’s department thinks he was murdered.”


  It grew so quiet I could hear Faith and Matthew breathing, and they were breathing hard. Tot-level arguing could be heard in one of the bedrooms at the back of the house, something about a dinosaur in a dollhouse. The sweet rich scent of baking cookies, which had smelled so delicious before, now seemed cloying.


  “What does this have to do with us?” Faith spit, anger making her voice tight. She grabbed Matthew’s hand, and I could see that he was trembling.


  If I didn’t smooth things over fast, Faith was going to get one of her daddy’s guns and put a hole through my head. “I, uh, just find the protest so fascinating, you know, the human interest part. I could see in the photographs how passionate Matthew and Pete were. I was interested in talking with both of them, putting quotes from real people in my book. Readers love that. But when I tried to set up an interview with Pete, I was told he was missing. That’s why I asked Matthew about him. I wondered if he might know what happened to Pete. I’m sorry if I sounded rude. I get carried away with my work sometimes.” I smiled, hoping my dimples would make me look sincere.


  Matthew said nothing. He tried to pull away from Faith and retreat into himself. Faith actually yanked him back to her, whether to control or comfort him was hard to tell. “We don’t take kindly to people coming into our home and calling us liars,” she said.


  Actually, I thought, I had accused only Matthew of lying. Wisely, I decided not to point that out. “Again,” I smiled to make my dimples deepen, “I’m really sorry.”


  Faith wasn’t buying it. I swear I felt a thrumming emanating from her person, a low-level electrical hum presaging fiery cataclysms. “I think we’ve said all we’re going to say to you.” She stood up, leaving Matthew sitting alone on the sofa. He looked straight ahead, not meeting my eyes.


  I got to my feet with fake nonchalance. “Well,” I said in a chirpy voice, which I hate to admit cracked right at the end. “I’d best be off. Thank you for the information. It was nice meeting both of you.”


  I forced myself to walk to the front door at a normal pace, though my body itched to be out of there. Faith followed behind me, her body so close I could feel her breath on the back of my neck. When we got to the front door she reached around me, her body jostling mine, and yanked open the door. I turned to mutter goodbye and saw her towering over me, face stony.


  “Sorry about the misunderstanding,” I said, trying one last time.


  Faith put her hand on my shoulder and gave me the tiniest shove. “Goodbye,” she said, her tone saying that this goodbye meant forever.
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  After I left the Thorntons I went to see Trent on the chance that he would be working on a Saturday. To hedge my bets I stopped by Donut Haven and bought six donuts and two cups of coffee. What the heck, I’d only eaten three cookies at the Thorntons.


  When I entered the sheriff’s department, I found Deputy Wise at his usual post behind his desk pushing papers.


  He looked up at me, started to smile, then his mouth dropped opened.


  Before he could ask, I said wearily, “My dog broke it.” My God, how long would the stupid thing take to heal so I could stop explaining that ridiculous incident?


  Trent gawked at me like I had sprouted a second head. Then he noticed the donut bag and lost all interest in my nose. We exchanged pleasantries while chowing down, then I got to the purpose of my visit. “Any developments in the Castillo case?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “No new evidence or leads. Our number one suspect has been beating people up again, though.”


  “Raul Castillo?”


  “Yep.”


  “Whoa, now that’s interesting. Do you think his latest antics have anything to do with Pete’s disappearance?”


  Trent took a gulp of coffee before he answered. “I don’t think so. Just another drunken bar fight. The owner of Cactus Sam’s told Raul that that’s it, he’s not allowed in the bar from now on. The guy’s a bully and he drinks too much.”


  I wondered if I should tell Trent about Raul threatening me. I didn’t want him to decide that my involvement in the case was too dangerous. On the other hand, I would probably feel safer if I told him. Hearing about Raul’s latest pugilistic activities had not made me feel any better about our unpleasant encounter. Besides, I concluded, I had promised Trent that I would keep him informed.


  “Just to let you know,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, “Raul came by my house and threatened me.”


  Trent’s jaws stopped moving mid-chew.


  I hastened on. “He didn’t hurt me or anything. Just told me that if I didn’t keep out of his business, I’d be sorry. It was ridiculous, really. Then he got scared off by Lacy, if you can imagine. You’ve met the dog, she’s as threatening as a baby—and not the sharpest knife in the drawer. Hardly a savage watchdog.”


  “Sam, this is serious. What exactly did Raul say?”


  I told him. Trent did not look pleased.


  “Did he touch you?”


  “No,” I lied.


  Trent’s mind travelled the same road as mine. “If Raul’s not guilty of something, why threaten you for asking questions?”


  I realized then that I had gotten so interested in the toxic waste protest and the Cornwell-Thornton angle that I had been ignoring the obvious. Raul looked guilty as hell. He was trying to scare me off, and it was time to find out why.


  Trent said, “I know I’ve encouraged you to help us, but I’m going to reverse myself on this. Raul is a dangerous individual, you could get hurt, or worse. Not to mention that you might hamper our investigation if you continue to interact with him.”


  Before I considered my words, my mouth flew open as usual and I said, “What investigation? You guys seem to have gotten stuck.”


  Trent’s face turned stony, and he plunked his coffee cup on his desk.


  Oops. “Sorry, that came out wrong. I’m not criticizing the department, really I’m not. It’s just that you all have to follow legal channels and also divide your time with other cases, not to mention patrol the streets and all that. I’m really just offering continued assistance in Pete’s case, that’s all.”


  Trent’s face underwent a succession of expressions. I knew he was peeved at me, but he also liked and respected me, and I had proven helpful to the department in the past. He was also worried about me and obviously felt protective. I watched the feelings change the contours of his face like the hands of a potter molding clay. Finally he said, “I’ll probably lose my job over this. But, okay, keep investigating. I want to find out what happened to Pete. But keep your mouth shut about this, Sam. I don’t want anyone in the department to know I encouraged you. And keep me in the loop. If Raul threatens you again, call me immediately. Also if you find out anything relevant to the case, I’m the first person you tell.” He sat back in his chair with a huge exhalation of breath, fingers of both hands combing through his cropped blond hair. He looked more angry with himself than with me, and though I felt bad about it, I didn’t feel bad enough to back off.


  “Thanks, Trent. You won’t be sorry.”


  He tried to smile, but it deflated before it started.


  I hightailed it out of there before he changed his mind.


  


  


  17


  “What the—?”


  As I pulled up to the Desert Community College tennis courts, I spotted Eddie—and Gabby!—hitting the ball around. When Eddie had called yesterday after my visit with Trent, I had eagerly agreed to play with him. Had I known he meant to include Gabby, I would have told him where to shove his racket.


  I screeched into a parking space and turned the ignition off. Did Eddie have no clue at all? Why would he think I would want to play tennis with him and Gabby? I was so mad at him at that moment I couldn’t think straight. On the one hand, I missed him. Since Gabby had come on the scene I had not spent a moment alone with him. I missed our easy banter and comfortable intimacy, our competitive tennis matches and turbo hikes, the billiards and beer at the Hideaway. On the other hand, I was so pissed I wanted to drive the hell out of there and never see him again.


  Eddie finally looked over and saw me. He shot me a huge smile and gestured for me to join him—er, them. I sat another moment, simmering. Should I or shouldn’t I? I wanted to see him, and I never wanted to see him again. I thought I could behave myself, and then I was sure I couldn’t. I glared over at the courts, watched Gabby bend over and pick up a ball. This suggested an opportunity. I was an excellent tennis player—I could get out of this car, grab my racket, then drive a backhand so hard down Gabby’s throat she’d have to have her esophagus reconstructed. I felt myself smile, which I hadn’t done in days. I jumped out of the car, snatched my tennis bag from the trunk, and stalked over to the courts.


  When I arrived at the courtside bench Eddie said, “Hey,” and tapped me on the butt with his racket.


  I was not amused. I grabbed his racket, yanked it out of his hand, and in the flattest voice I could muster, said, “Do that again and you’ll be buying a new one.”


  Eddie looked down at the racket and then at me. He cocked his head, and I could see the wheels turning, trying to figure out what was wrong with me. Then a light bulb went off. He glanced over at Gabby. “Sam—”


  From the south end of the court, Gabby called, “Before you get mad at Eddie, I invited myself. I needed to let off some steam.”


  And now I did.


  I shoved Eddie’s racket back in his hand, grabbed my racket, and stomped out to the north end of the court. “Australian doubles?” I said to Eddie, who nodded. Australian doubles involves three players, each of whom rotates clock-wise at the end of each game. This means a player might face the other two alone for the first game, then join player A to battle player B, and then be joined by player B to play against player A. This would allow me plenty of opportunity to take some whacks at Gabby and, why not, at Eddie, too.


  Eddie didn’t follow me out onto the court immediately. Instead, he stared at us, glancing back and forth at Gabby and me like a scared rabbit. Watching him, I devised a test in my mind: If Eddie joins Gabby, he’s the biggest jerk that every walked the planet and I want nothing more to do with him. If he joins me, I’ll give him another chance. Of course, it made no material difference which of us he joined first as we’d be constantly rotating as the match progressed, but I didn’t care, a test was a test. I watched as he twirled his racket in his hands, began stuffing his pockets with balls. Finally, he walked in my direction. Score one for Sam Larkin! I smiled over at Gabby and saw her face scrunched in displeasure. My spirits lifted.


  As it turned out, Gabby was no slouch at tennis, either, which ticked me off. During the first game I quickly realized that my breathing was still compromised even though my nose felt better. I struggled to return her blistering ground strokes and found myself panting after every point. However, as we kept playing games, I discovered that I was wilier, mixing up spins and shot locations to get her running and off-balance. I’d hit a short one to entice her to come to the net, then I’d send a lob just over her head, making her backpedal like mad. Then the next time she was at the net, I’d drive the ball right at her, causing her to defend herself or go see Dr. Singh. Eventually I wore her down, and I discovered her weakness: She was not as well-conditioned as I was. Despite looking more and more like an exhausted Gumby, Gabby seemed to want to beat me as much as I wanted to beat her. She hit the ball harder and harder and started to emit little shrieks of frustration when her shots went wide. Eddie basically took his shots and stayed out of our way. Whether playing with me or with Gabby, he found himself relegated to the outer edge of the court. If he strayed toward the middle, his partner would shove him out of the way to take the shot. It was not pretty.


  We finally quit after three sets. I had won the most points, but instead of feeling triumphant, I felt defeated. We had just played tennis for two hours in the warm sun, and Gabby looked like she just came off a photo shoot. Her matching powder blue tennis skirt and low-cut top did not show a single sweat stain. My ancient black shorts and pink tank top were so saturated they hung from me like elephant skin. Gabby’s hair looked fetchingly damp at the temples, not encrusted with salt half-way down the ponytail like mine. I was certain Eddie noticed this as he sat on the bench drinking Gatorade, looking first at Gabby, then at me. He held the Gatorade out to us, but we both shook our heads. Nobody said a word.


  Finally, Gabby mumbled “thanks for the match” and left. I watched her climb into a silver Audi (on a legal secretary’s salary?) and drive away. Once the car was out of sight, I plunked down on the bench beside Eddie. He took off his cap and toweled down his hair, then his face and arms. I didn’t bother doing anything about my perspiration problem—it felt pointless. Sweat rolled into my eyes and down my temples, but I just sat there, feeling like a human sprinkler. Neither of us said anything for a while, but it was not the companionable silence we were used to. At one point he offered me his Gatorade again, but I shook my head.


  “Sorry about Gabby showing up,” he said finally, voice sounding sincere. “She just invited herself.”


  If he expected me to say “that’s alright,” he was sadly mistaken. I said, “If you’re so sorry about it, why did you let her come in the first place?”


  I could feel him stiffen beside me. Eddie knew I could be feisty, but I was usually not bitchy. “I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”


  I groaned. “How could you think it wouldn’t be a big deal? God, Eddie! It was our date, you and me!”


  He turned and stared at me. Maybe he was reacting to the “date” part, wondering what the heck I meant by it. I didn’t know myself. He said, “I’m sorry. You’re right, it was rude of me. I just didn’t want to hurt her feelings—you know.”


  I did. He was really too polite for his own good. “You’re just too nice sometimes,” I conceded, feeling my anger at him ebb. But as I started to let him off the hook, I found myself feeling even angrier at Gabby. “But Gabby isn’t nice at all. She’s damn pushy to invite herself! I don’t know what you see in her!”


  Eddie scrunched up his lips and stared at me. After a beat, he took a deep breath and said, “Sam, I know you don’t like her. But I do, and I don’t want to hear her badmouthed, okay?”


  “Are you sleeping with her?”


  He stared at me. “You’re kidding me, right?”


  “Well, are you?”


  Eddie said, his voice now sounding more hurt than angry, “Why do you care anyway?”


  I wanted to shout, “I don’t know!” but my mind seemed to go on lockdown, all the neural pathways sealed themselves off one by one until I couldn’t think. I sat trying to fashion some response, explain, apologize, but nothing came.


  Eddie stood up and looked down at me. His face looked sad. “Some people want commitment, Sam. Or at the very least, a warm body.” He picked up his tennis bag and walked off, his shoulders slumped. I watched his figure recede as he moved slowly toward the parking lot. When he got to his truck he threw his bag in the bed and climbed into the cab like an old man. A second later I heard the engine start up, followed by the sound of gravel popping as he drove away. The engine noise died slowly, fading to silence. It was so quiet I could hear the roar inside my ears.


  I looked down at myself as if from a great height, my elbows on my knees, head hanging, body glistening with sweat, a pathetic small figure, negligible, unlikable. Then I was in my body again, my eyes staring at the green asphalt of the tennis court, sweat dripping down my face. Then I realized it wasn’t sweat at all, but tears.
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  No one seeing me on the way home from the tennis courts would have confused me with Little Miss Sunshine. People felt the hair on their necks stand up as I drove by as if I were a dangerous electrical storm. Cats fled at my approach, dogs howled. I felt as if my body were filled with toxic gas ready to explode at the tiniest spark.


  Connor turned out to be the unlucky accelerant.


  When I arrived home I threw my tennis bag on the kitchen floor, grabbed an iced tea out of the refrigerator, and gulped it down while glaring through the window at the garden—or what was left of it. Connor had hauled away most of the dead plants and debris and had piled up all the rocks and other useable stuff in one corner. The sand was lined with rake marks. White sprinkler pipes and fittings lay stacked on the patio, ready to feed new life.


  I spotted Connor, who was hunched over, crowbar in hand, wrenching the last desiccated plant from the dry earth. I watched him labor, muscles taut under his ratty black T-shirt, calves covered with dirt, face red and perspiring. He worked at the excavation with persistence and exactitude, a discipline I didn’t know he possessed. He worked around the plant with agonizing slowness, prying back and forth with the crowbar until the dead stump began to loosen its hold on the earth. He pried and wiggled and yanked until the plant finally shot out of the ground, showering dirt all over my brother’s face. Connor held the stump up in triumph, his face aglow. Despite the dirt and sweat, or maybe because of it, he looked vibrant and happy.


  This was too much.


  I had lived in our mother’s house almost a year after she died and had only succeeded in killing all her plants. Every tumbleweed in a five-mile radius had taken up residence in her flowerbeds. I had tried. Sort of. I pulled weeds and raked—for around fifteen minutes before I grew tired and bored. I can play tennis for hours, run a half-marathon, but gardening feels like an expedition to Everest to me. Plants feel my touch and wither. Birds and butterflies do not alight upon my garden but flee to richer pastures. Cats have noticed the yard’s neglect and have appointed it their own personal sand box. I felt increasingly guilty as the desert gradually reclaimed the garden, feeling Mom’s disapproval and sadness fill the house at night when I sat quietly reading.


  Connor obviously had inherited her green thumb. In a couple of days he had accomplished what I couldn’t in a year. Despite his natural inclination to do no work whatsoever, he had toiled relentlessly to put her garden right. Our mother’s presence in the house glowed with pleasure, grateful to have her favorite child back home, the son who would honor and nurture what was important to her. My deficiencies had been laid bare by my ne’er-do-well brother.


  Whatever enjoyment I might have felt at seeing Mom’s garden re-emerging from the dust evaporated like a drop of water in the desert wind.


  I yanked open the sliding glass door.


  “Hey, Sam!” Connor greeted, still clutching the dead bush. “What do you think?”


  I glared at the yard. “It looks empty.” My voice dripped with disapproval. I should have sounded grateful and impressed.


  He dropped the bush on the ground, his smile fading. He searched my face for what was wrong. He said with more uncertainty than enthusiasm, “This is just the first stage. Tomorrow I’ll start building the flowerbeds, and then I’ll plant. It’ll be amazing, you’ll see.”


  I looked around, my face feeling like one of the rocks he’d pried from the ground. I knew I was being an ass but I couldn’t shake myself out of it. “You going to put it back the way Mom had it?” I presented it as a kind of test, suggesting that there was a right answer and he better deliver it given my current mood.


  I saw his mouth screw up as he pondered the trap. Say “yes” and maybe get criticized for presuming to have their mother’s talent. But say “no” and maybe get slammed for not honoring their mother’s vision. Connor could not guess what I wanted to hear so answered honestly. “I’m going to put it back the way she had it. The yard wouldn’t look right any other way.”


  I could have lived with either answer, but it bugged me how passionate he felt about the whole project. It was just a yard, for God’s sake. “Well, don’t take forever,” I snapped. “I don’t want you dawdling just so you can hang out here eating my food.” This was both unfair—after all, he had already gotten half of the work done in just a couple of days—and uncharitable. I knew I was behaving horribly, and this realization only made me more petulant.


  By now Connor looked like one of the lifeless plants he had dug from the ground. “Is everything okay?”


  I swallowed the last of my iced tea, snatched the cap off my head, and shook out my damp ponytail. “Have you had a chance to talk to Eddie about Gabby?” I sounded like an FBI agent interrogating a suspect.


  His eyes narrowed, sensing trouble. Men are very good at recognizing the traps that women lay. They are less good at getting out of them. I could see Connor’s body tensing as if ready for flight. “Why?” he asked, clearly not wanting to.


  “I want to know if they’re sleeping together.”


  “Sam! God!” He grabbed a shovel and began filling in the hole the plant left when he pulled it out. Dust swirled out of the cavity as the dirt went in.


  “You’re not five, Connor. You can talk about sex like an adult.”


  “Not with you, I can’t. Or about Eddie. No way.”


  “Did he tell you not to tell me?”


  “No.”


  “Ah ha! So he did talk to you about it. He told you he and Gabby were sleeping together, right? That’s all guys talk about anyway.”


  Connor shoveled so hard and fast he had filled in the hole and then some. A foot-high mound now replaced the hole. “That is not all guys talk about, for your information. We’re not Neanderthals.”


  “Good redirect, Mr. Larkin, but it won’t work. Answer the original question. Is Eddie sleeping with Gabby?”


  Connor stopped shoveling, turned to face me, his lips pursed. “Okay, if it will get you to go away, yes, they slept together. All right? Are you happy?”


  No, I was most certainly not happy. Not by a long shot. The hot gas that seemed to fill my chest expanded, pressing out from within so I thought my ribs would crack. My trachea felt ready to explode. “How could Eddie be so stupid!”


  “Hey, now, cut it out. He’s your friend.”


  “Well, if he’s my friend, why is he—how could he—“


  “What? What is it you want from him? I don’t see why you care about this. It’s not like you and Eddie ever dated.”


  I felt the gas expand again, the electrons vibrating at high speed. “That’s not the point! I just don’t like Gabby, she’s not good for him.”


  Connor stood quite still and looked at me. He shuffled his feet in the dirt, moved his legs farther apart as though adjusting his center of gravity before a fight. “So maybe Gabby doesn’t treat him so hot. It’s not like you do, either.”


  “What?” An internal explosion was imminent.


  He lowered his stance even further. “I’m just saying that you want him to always be around for you, but what do you give him? Don’t forget, you left Eddie, too, when you went off to college. Then when you came back you expected him to be here waiting for you as if nothing changed. You expect to have him all to yourself without giving him anything in return.”


  I growled, “That’s unfair. I’m not sure what you think I owe him. We’re just friends.”


  “Then why do you care that he’s sleeping with Gabby Castillo?”


  I expected the gas to ignite, explode my body into bits, send a toxic cloud into the stratosphere. But the gas evaporated in an instant, leaving me shriveled and empty. Eddie had just asked me the same question. Why did I care?


  Connor watched me, his body tense. Experimentally, he said, “It’s okay, Sam. Eddie’s still crazy about you.”


  I looked at my brother, totally confused. “He is?”


  Connor nodded. “He is.”


  But what did that mean, exactly? Why did I suddenly feel such a sense of . . . pleasure . . . and hope?


  Connor leaned his shovel against the fence and softly touched my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s grab a cold one.”


  I nodded and followed him into the house as if in a trance.


  I didn’t understand anything.
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  “Sam! Where’s my outline?”


  Vince’s voice exploded into my eardrum. I held the cell phone away from my ear and winced. I had spent the previous evening drinking beer with Connor, trying to forget the tennis match with Eddie and Gabby and my subsequent meltdown. My head felt like it had a dog sleeping in it. A big hairy dog. I also had a big hairy dog sleeping with me. Lacy had no excuse for sleeping late—she hadn’t drunk a single beer. I mumbled something incoherent into the phone and eyed the clock: eight o’clock sharp. Vince had planned this phone call as the day’s first order of business. That was not good. I also realized today was April fifteenth, tax day. I had already done mine, but this day always felt like doomsday anyhow.


  “Sam! Are you there? Your outline for the book was due yesterday, and, big surprise, UPS comes, no outline. I have given you chance after chance to get your act together. I have a hundred other writers who could do your books, writers who would meet their deadlines. I’m seriously pissed!”


  I let him wind down. If he’d wanted to end our contractual arrangement for all time, he would have said so. Besides, I had heard this harangue many times before. Vince is so full of it. I’m the best writer in his stable, which he well knows, and it hardly makes any difference if I meet his ridiculous and arbitrary deadlines. For one thing, I know he builds in a “Larkin” margin, which means he tells me something is due three weeks before it really is. Also, he has devised special rules just for me, requesting that smaller pieces of my books be sent more often than required by the other Blue Nest writers. In this case the outline in question is what he calls a “pre-outline.” It’s a brief overview document indicating the general structure of the book, not the detailed, chapter-by-chapter outline that is the first thing others must turn in. Sure, maybe I could be more responsible, but the bottom line is that my books go to print on time, and they sell better than anyone else’s at Blue Nest. They have also won awards. So why didn’t Vince just leave me alone to do my work? My editor was a control freak, pure and simple.


  I made an effort to think around the furry canine in my head. “I’ll get the outline to you by the end of the week.”


  “End of the week!” he screeched into my ear. A nerve at the back of my head sent a sharp pain into my eye. “Unacceptable! That’s a week late.”


  “It’s the best I can do,” I said dully.


  I heard a rumbling sound, then a rap. He must have thrown a pen or dashed his phone against the desk. A coughing fit ensued that brought to mind dire diseases that cause the lungs to turn black. Indeed, after smoking two packs of cigarettes a day for God knows how long, Vince was looking good for both the black lungs and the disease.


  Just to bring the misery to an end, I said, “Okay, fine, I’ll get the outline in the mail today.” That was a crock—I hadn’t even started it. But I had to do something to get the man off the phone—I seriously needed to pee.


  “Send it next day!” he groused, but I could tell he felt better having won this little battle.


  As if I wasn’t winning the war. Ha!


  I punched the end button, sighed, and scratched Lacy’s ear. I guess it was time to actually start my book. Well, after I went to see Raul. Vince would just have to wait.
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  Castillo Construction looked like a dump without all the men and trucks around to give it the semblance of being a place where works get done. It was late Monday morning, and, with everyone out in the field, all that was left was the dilapidated masonry building standing in for an office, the sandy yard, which appeared a disorganized mess of rebar and two-by-fours, and a tin-roofed shed. I had thought about calling first to find out if Raul was even going to be there in the middle of the day, but I didn’t want to give him advanced warning. He was the owner, and I was counting on him staying close to home working on proposals or signing checks or whatever it is that business owners do.


  After parking beside the building I tromped up the two wood steps to the office and pulled open the door. I entered a cramped space, filled largely with file cabinets and a reception desk empty of papers or anything that suggested work went on there. A pretty twenty-year-old sat behind the desk. She looked up at me with huge blue eyes. They appeared blank.


  “Hello?” she said, her brow furrowed.


  I waited for her to say “may I help you” or whatever receptionist-types say, but nothing further emerged from her pouty mouth. She gazed at me as if she’d never seen another human being before.


  “Is Raul here?”


  She popped a black-painted fingernail into her mouth and nibbled at it. Her eyes narrowed as she studied me, trying to work out this complex question.


  I waited for de-encryption to occur, but I had clearly stumped her. To help things along, I prompted, “Raul is the owner of the company. Your boss.”


  She nodded vigorously, her blonde hair bobbing. It looked like it had been blow-dried to within an inch of its life. Her boobs shook along with her head, which suggested that the triple D’s were authentic—fake ones wouldn’t move an inch. I felt encouraged by the nodding and waited for further enlightenment to take place. However, her face blanked out again, the brief moment of clarity too hard to sustain.


  “What happened to your face?” she asked suddenly in a fascinated voice. “The bruises look awesome!”


  Now I was the one blinking, unable to find appropriate words to respond. After a moment I tried again. “Is Raul here?”


  The blank look came back, and she resumed nibbling on the black fingernail. I wondered briefly if this consumption of toxic polish might account for her sluggish mental processes. I was thirty-two years old and I feared I’d turn fifty waiting for a response. Cobwebs would drape from my eyelashes and fingers, and dust would settle upon my head while this woman tried to solve the puzzle of my presence. I guessed that Raul did not hire her for her office skills. She was beautiful and had big boobs—and lacked a brain as far as I could tell—exactly Raul’s type.


  I soldiered on. “I’d like to see Raul. Your boss. He works here.”


  “Do you have an appointment?” she said quickly, suddenly finding the script in the vast empty recesses of her mind. Her face shone with happiness.


  I looked around the shabby office. It was not like there were twenty other people waiting here to see Raul. While I pondered how to advance this stultifying conversation, I studied my surroundings. The room was cluttered with blue prints and surveying tools, and it smelled like cigarette smoke. Apparently Raul was a scofflaw as well as a thug. “He’s expecting me,” I lied, trying to make this as simple as possible for her.


  She jumped up, the fleshy shelf of her boobs levitating for a moment before settling back to horizontal. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” she chirped. She teetered off down the hall in knee-high black boots with five-inch heels. The back of her red skirt barely covered the lower crescents of her cheeks. I stood by the desk, watched her totter down the hall. Then I felt my pulse quicken as I thought about coming face to face with Raul again.


  The receptionist came back, scurrying like a lizard being chased by a cat. I was guessing Raul had inquired who it was who wanted to see him, and she, of course, not having thought to ask, had had no answer. I dreaded further discourse with her as she tried to remember what it was she was supposed to ask me, but I was saved, if one could view it that way, by Raul’s appearance.


  He stopped in the middle of the room and glowered at me. The stench of cigarette smoke had intensified with his arrival. He looked to be wearing the same red flannel shirt as on my first visit, cigarette pack visible in the breast pocket. His golf ball-shaped head looked even bigger in the tiny space of the office, or maybe it was swollen with rage at seeing me.


  “Whadya want?” He growled.


  For a moment I forgot. What the heck was I here for? It seemed like years ago when I had arrived and tried to get through to his receptionist. For a moment I sympathized with her mental struggles. Who could focus with this brute in the room? I almost snapped my fingers when I remembered.


  “I want to talk to you about where you were the night your brother went missing.”


  His jaw muscles bulged out and his lips tightened. After glaring at me for a full minute, he growled, “You are un-fucking-believable. You are stupid as dirt to come out here after I warned you. I could pound your face in.”


  What a dope. I realized that his primitive savagery combined with his rudimentary thought processes made him a dangerous man. I knew it was in my best interests to fear him, but his intellectual sloppiness, the way he used bravado to compensate for his appalling lack of empathy, reduced him in my eyes to someone to pity, not to fear. Of course, my habit of dismissing ignoramuses had come back to bite me in the past because it did not take into account that ignorance could pair with violence in lethal ways.


  “Just tell me where you were, and I’ll get out of your hair.” Not that he had any. I knew that Raul claimed to be playing poker the night Pete disappeared, but I wanted to push back on that. As Trent had said, the alibi sounded shaky, especially since it had been too neatly corroborated by all of Raul’s pals.


  Raul scraped a big paw over his jaw as he thought about it. The rasping noise filled the room. Amusement flickered behind his eyes, and he glanced over at his receptionist. “Whadya think, Suzee? Should I give this nosy bitch what she wants?”


  Suzee stared at her boss as though he had a snake coming out of his nose. I took her appalled reaction as a sign of female solidarity. No woman likes the word “bitch”—unless we use it, of course.


  Getting no answer from the hired help, Raul shrugged. “I said this before. I was playing poker with my buddies like I do every Thursday night.” He smirked, pried the cigarette pack out of his pocket, tapped one out.


  Eager to escape before he lit up, I asked, “Can anyone corroborate that?”


  The word “corroborate” seemed to present too many syllables for him, but he had watched enough cop shows to finally get it. “Yeah, any of the guys I play with.”


  “Names?”


  He sniggered, secure in the belief that anyone he named would substantiate his story again. Which was no surprise. Who would defy Raul? He would not be a good enemy to have. He nodded toward the window. “Ask Miguel. He plays every Thursday.”


  I glanced out the window and saw a tall skinny guy in work boots strolling across the yard toward the trailer. He looked familiar. “Miguel, as in Miguel Martinez?”


  As in Eddie’s brother.


  “Yeah. And he’s coming in so we can go to lunch. I told you what you wanted, so you can go to hell now.”


  I watched him light up, smoke curling around his head, making him look even more demonic. If Suzee didn’t get some dreaded disease from chewing on her fingernail polish, she surely would from Raul’s cigarette smoke if she stayed working here long. Before I joined her in the cancer ward, I turned on my heels and fled to the great outdoors.


  As I tromped down the steps I came face to face with Miguel. I saw a hitch in his step as he recognized me. “Sam? What the hell are you doing here?”


  Eddie comes from a healthy, nurturing family, which I am extremely fond of—except for Miguel. Miguel is the black sheep—he and Eddie are polar opposites. Whereas Eddie and his sisters are kind and responsible, Miguel has always gotten into trouble. He is gregarious where Eddie is quiet, prone to wild schemes where Eddie plans and saves and works his tail off. When Miguel’s schemes go awry, Eddie bails him out and protects their mom and dad from the cold hard truth about their youngest son. In return, Miguel mocks his big brother, his favorite putdown being to call Eddie “a bore.” I had spent more time than I could stand in Miguel’s company simply by being Eddie’s friend and hanging out with his family. Miguel always tried hitting on me, not that I believed his crap about how gorgeous I was. He did it to bug Eddie.


  “Hey, Miguel,” I said, not wanting to talk with him but seeing a chance to check out Raul’s alibi. I knew Raul would be looking out the window at us, hoping I’d ask, confident that Miguel would say what he had been told to say.


  “Looking hot as usual,” Miguel said with a fake lascivious grin. He resembled Eddie, the same dark curly hair and brown eyes, but his character showed in his face. Instead of Eddie’s kind strong features, Miguel’s countenance was sharp and weaselly. He said, “Wanna go out some time?”


  He knew full well that he made my skin crawl. “When lizards fly,” I said. I forced myself to focus on what I wanted to ask instead of how much Miguel disgusted me. “Raul told me you guys play poker every Thursday night. That right?”


  I saw Miguel glance at the office. He grinned some more. “Yep.”


  Not that it mattered, but I asked anyway. “You played two Thursdays ago?”


  He didn’t even stop to cast his mind back in time, run the reel of his life backward to that night, which is what people did who were not lying. “Yep.”


  “You sure about that?”


  “Yep. Really, Sam, how about some beers at Cactus Sam’s tonight? I’ll show you a good time, I promise.” He waggled his eyebrows.


  I sighed. How could this man be related to Eddie? “Gotta go, Miguel.” I started walking to my car, tennis shoes crunching through the sand. The air was cool, but for once not a breeze stirred. The sun felt hot on my shoulders.


  “Hey, Sam!” He called, just as I was unlocking my Corolla. “You won’t have to fight off my brother’s advances anymore. His bitch of a girlfriend is back in town.”


  I felt my stomach clinch. If I’d been a man, I would have gone over there and knocked Miguel’s pretty white teeth out. Instead, I opened the car door, jammed myself inside the vehicle, and drove off, tires sending a cloud of dust into Miguel’s face.
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  I pulled up at Eddie’s parents’ house ten minutes early. Figures. Just when I learned to leave early to compensate for donkeys wandering down the streets, fenderless jalopies broken down in the traffic lanes, and armies of tumbleweeds blowing across the tarmac, Desert Rock decided to act like a normal town. The five-minute drive from my house to the Martinez’s had actually taken five minutes. I felt like I had entered an alternate universe.


  I sat in my car waiting for Eddie to arrive. I had called him the minute I left Castillo Construction and told him that his brother was supplying Raul with a shaky alibi. I knew Eddie would want to know—he makes it his personal business to keep Miguel from screwing up. As expected, Eddie cursed and grumbled, and we made a pact to wring the truth out of Miguel. Eddie thought it best to waylay his brother so he couldn’t prepare more BS, so he invited me to his parent’s house for dinner tonight. Miguel was sure to be there, as he is almost every night, scamming a free dinner and knocking back a couple of cold ones on his parents’ dime.


  I looked forward to seeing Eddie because I missed him, but I dreaded it at the same time. All too clearly I recalled our words after the tennis match. His damning observation echoed in my head: “Some people need a warm body, Sam.” Just thinking of it made tears spring to my eyes. What made it worse was that Connor said the same thing to me. God! Just because I’m independent, just because I’m careful, just because I don’t hop in the sack the minute I feel lonely doesn’t mean I’m a freak.


  Eddie’s words also pained me because in them was tacit admission that he was sleeping with Gabby. This thought sent searing pain through my chest as though I’d been impaled. To think of him in bed with her—no! It was too awful. He was too good for her. Gabby was just a ho, using him for sex. As soon as someone “better” came along, she’d dump him just like she did the first time around. But then, I thought, Eddie is no dummy, and he isn’t a sap. He might have been suckered once, but no way would he not know who Gabby was now. Another thought came hard on the heels of the first: Nowhere in Eddie’s statement did he suggest that love was any part of this. He was a guy, he needed sex, Gabby made herself available. That was all this was. It was awful enough, but not as bad as I feared. Connor had said that Eddie was “still crazy about” me. I felt myself relax for the first time in days, and a smile lifted the corners of my mouth.


  When Eddie drove up in his Ranger at exactly five o’clock, I felt composed, hopeful. As he climbed out of the cab, I studied him, my chest filling with emotion. He really was gorgeous, his face all planes and angles, his body hard and trim. He was an incredibly decent man, kind and gentle and responsible. To my immense fortune, he was in my life. He and I would just have to get through this rough patch—that was all there was to it.


  I realized that while I had been watching him, lost in my reverie, Eddie had made his way to my car. He knocked softly on the driver’s side window. I nodded, grabbed my bag, and climbed out.


  “Why didn’t you go on in?” he asked. In high school, I went to his home every day, had become one of the family. He was obviously perplexed as to why I hadn’t just walked through the front door and gone in search of a Martinez to chat with.


  “Just thinking about the case,” I lied. “Shall we?”


  To my surprise, he draped his arm around my shoulders, and without thinking, I put my arm around his waist. Together, we walked up the concrete walkway to the house. My shoulders burned at his touch, and I found it hard to breath. He glanced over at me with a tentative smile and rubbed my shoulder. I took this as an apology for what had happened at the tennis court, and I forgave him. I squeezed him back, sending my own apology. For the moment, I felt connected to him again, as if we had never been apart, as if we’d never hit this wall. Tears burned my eyes as we climbed the three steps to the porch and entered the small house.


  “Eduardo! Samantha!” his mother greeted as we walked into the warm kitchen. The aroma of hot peppers and cumin embraced us. She rushed over to hug us both, her plump arms enveloping us. The embrace forced Eddie’s and my heads together, and our cheeks banged, his hot skin brushing mine. I giggled awkwardly and tried to untangle myself, but her strong arms locked Eddie and me together like conjoined twins. I could feel Eddie’s cheek making a scratchy indent in mine. Able to endure the embarrassment no longer and afraid we would become permanently fused, I patted Mrs. Martinez on the back as though she were a baby with gas, then quickly extracted myself. I smoothed down my hair and adjusted my blouse.


  Mrs. Martinez stood back and looked at me, then gasped. “What happened to your face?”


  I heard Eddie stifle a laugh. Unamused, I reassured his mother. “Lacy and I kind of collided. It’s no big deal, it feels a lot better now.”


  She shook her head, knowing all too well that these things seem to happen to me on a regular basis. She said to me, “Where have you been? We all miss you.” Mrs. Martinez eyed me, then glanced at Eddie. I saw her give her head a little shake when she looked at her son. She studied me again, her chocolate brown eyes quick and knowing. “I insist you drop by more often for dinner.”


  “I will,” I promised, feeling warm and welcomed—but also admonished. Eddie’s mother considered food the ultimate expression of love, and by not coming by to sup with the family, I had unintentionally rebuffed her.


  “You always eat like you mean it,” she said to me with a hardy pat on the shoulder. Meaning, I make a pig of myself. “That Gabriella,” she spat, “She eats like a bird.” This was a serious putdown, revealing her opinion that Gabby lacked class. Gabby had probably rejected her offers of seconds and thirds, which would not have gone over well. It was like rejecting Mrs. Martinez herself. Eddie’s mom had a generous heart and loved almost everyone. For her to dislike Gabby meant she didn’t think her good enough for Eddie. Mrs. Martinez flapped a pudgy hand at her son, dismissing his interest in Gabby. I loved her more at that moment than at any other time during our acquaintance, and that was saying something.


  “What’s for dinner?” Eddie asked loudly to forestall further talk along these lines. He started lifting the lids off of pots and sniffing like a bird dog on the scent.


  Mrs. Martinez grabbed a wooden spoon and rapped Eddie lightly on the knuckles. Then she replaced the lid he was holding and pushed him gently away. “What else do I make on Mondays when you come for dinner?” She laughed, her husky voice loud. “Carnitas. Now why don’t you two get a cold drink from the fridge and join your father on the patio. He’s been moping around here since you stopped coming by, Sam.” She laid on the guilt trip like a master, which, being a mother, she was. I accepted the guilt and relished how she said “your father,” as if I were truly part of the family.


  Eddie grabbed two Coronas from the packed fridge, and we made our way through the family room to the patio. Mr. Martinez, Miguel, and Eddie’s sister Sophia sat in lawn chairs on the patio, soaking up the last warm rays of the sun. It had been a beautiful day, unseasonably cool but blessedly windless. I was sorry to see that Eddie’s other sisters weren’t there, well, except for Maria, whose absence I was grateful for. At every get-together, she asks, in a voice like a sonic boom, when Eddie and I are going to tie the knot, and no amount of correction kills her conviction that our nuptials are imminent.


  Upon seeing us walk out the patio door Eddie’s dad leaped up, shoved Eddie out of the way, and hugged me, the strength of his arms squeezing a small “oomph” out of me. Mr. Martinez runs the maintenance department at the high school, and his muscled arms pay tribute to years of digging and painting and hammering the school into pristine condition. His black hair is now gray at the temples, but other than that he looks as young and handsome as he did when I was in my teens. He used to carry packs of spearmint gum in his pockets and hand pieces out to anyone who asked, despite the school’s ban on chewing gum. Everyone loved Mr. Martinez, especially the girls, and it had nothing to do with gum. Let’s just say that Eddie didn’t fall far from the tree in the looks department.


  Sophia, in her late teens, rushed over to throw herself at her brother like she always did, only now she was so big Eddie nearly lost his balance and fell on his bum. She giggled as he stumbled around like a panther shot with a tranquilizer dart. She clung to his strong shoulders and buried her head in his chest. Sophia had mild Down’s syndrome and was open and affectionate with everyone, but she adored her oldest brother above all. Eddie doted on her, protected her from people’s cruelty.


  Miguel did not so much as lift his baby finger at Eddie or me. He slouched in his lawn chair, black baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes. His purple and gold Lakers’ jersey was voluminous, and his black tennis shoes looked like boats. If his intent in choosing oversized clothes was to make himself look bigger, he had failed utterly—he only looked skinnier swimming in garments suited for imminent weight gain. Miguel took a swig of his beer, his black eyes shifting quickly from me to Eddie.


  Once Sophia released Eddie, he and I sat down in the circle of chairs. After taking a long pull from his beer Eddie said, “Dad, Mom said she needs help in the kitchen.”


  Mr. Martinez looked at his son and scratched his head. Everyone knew full well that Mrs. Martinez never let anyone help her when she was in the kitchen whipping up one her freakishly delicious meals. Miguel’s eyes darted to his brother, then to me. He took a swig of his beer, pulled his baseball cap lower on his head, and slumped further into his chair. Eddie’s father looked from one son to the other, shook his head, and said, “Come on, Sophia. Let’s go help Mom.” He was used to the discord between Miguel and Eddie and was happy to let them sort it out on their own.


  When Mr. Martinez and Sophia had gone, Miguel glowered at Eddie. “Go ahead and get it over with,” he groused, taking another pull from his beer.


  Eddie stared at his brother for a moment, frowning. “Word is you’re backing up Raul Castillo’s alibi for the night his brother disappeared.”


  Miguel tossed his head in my direction, his lips curled in a sneer. “‘Word is.’ What a crock. Why is she sticking her nose into this, anyway?”


  Eddie’s lips compressed and turned white. He set his beer bottle down beside his chair and clasped his hands together. If I didn’t know he wouldn’t hurt a fly, I’d think he was trying to stop himself from slamming a fist into Miguel’s face. Eddie said, “Let’s just focus on that night. You said you were playing poker with Raul. Is that true?”


  Miguel shrugged, polished off his beer. “Yeah. We play every Thursday. So what?”


  “Who else was there?”


  Miguel hesitated, scratching his stubbly jaw while the gears in his brain clicked away. His inability to answer the question immediately was telling. It was not like we lived in Las Vegas and the purported poker game was held in a casino filled with strangers. If Miguel and Raul played every Thursday, then surely they played with the same guys every time. He was probably trying to figure out what Raul would want him to say. He surely didn’t want to make any mistakes and get on Raul’s bad side. One would have thought they’d have worked out their story in advance. Of course, it was possible that Miguel had simply forgotten the script, which wouldn’t have surprised me.


  After a minute, Miguel said, “I don’t know, man. It was just some guys.”


  Eddie’s lips compressed further. “Right. You play poker every Thursday but you can’t remember who plays. I don’t buy it.”


  Miguel shrugged. “I don’t care what you ‘buy,’ bro. It’s just a fucking poker game.”


  Eddie unclasped his hands and began thrumming his fingers on his thighs. “The thing is, if you’re lying about this, then you’re lying about Raul’s alibi. Why would he want you to do that? What was he doing that night? Did he kill his brother?”


  Miguel’s eyes popped wide open and he stared at Eddie, his thin body suddenly straight and rigid. “No way, man. Raul’s a mean fucker, but he wouldn’t kill anyone.” He didn’t look like he believed that last part.


  “Then why are you lying?”


  “I’m telling you, Raul couldn’t have killed Pete.”


  “How can you be so sure? Do you really know where Raul was that night?”


  “I just—“ Miguel stopped and shook his head. He looked longingly at his empty beer bottle. Yanking at his sideburns, he said, “Look, Raul didn’t kill Pete, okay? That’s all I’m going to say about it.”


  Eddie reached down and grabbed his own beer bottle, took a nice long swig, his eyes never leaving Miguel’s face. After drinking, he spun the bottle slowly in his hands, one rotation after another, all the while staring at his brother. “I wonder what Mom and Dad would think of you lying for Raul. He’s a suspect in a missing person case. He could have murdered his brother, and there you are, covering for him. ”


  Miguel reacted to the implied threat to tell their parents just as Eddie had expected. He inhaled sharply, his eyes wide and pupils dilated. “Come on, Eddie, give me a pass on this one.”


  “Pete Castillo is missing, probably dead. I think Mom and Dad are going to be pretty upset to learn you’re involved.”


  I decided to throw in my two cents. “Miguel, what Eddie is asking is how you know Raul did not kill Pete. Either you are stupid enough to think he’s not capable of it, or you know what he was really doing that night. Now, which is it?”


  I thought he would lash out at me, but he seemed cowed by Eddie’s threat to tell their parents. “I’m not stupid,” he groused.


  “Then you know what Raul was doing that night. And we all know it wasn’t playing poker. Spill it, Miguel. What were you guys doing?”


  He wouldn’t answer. He just glowered and grimaced and muttered to himself.


  I said, voice like a drill sergeant’s, “Miguel Martinez, are you the dumbest man on the planet? Whatever you were doing could not be as bad as murder. You do Raul a favor if you tell us, don’t you get it?”


  “He’ll kill me.”


  “Do you honestly believe that?”


  Miguel shrugged it off. “He’d at least beat the crap out of me.”


  “For getting him off a murder charge? He should thank you.”


  This made Miguel stop and think. “I’m going to get in trouble no matter what.”


  “How so?” Eddie snapped.


  Miguel hunkered down again.


  Eddie said, “So you get in a little trouble. That’s nothing compared to what will happen if you continue to lie for Raul and he turns out to be a murderer.”


  “He told me not to tell anyone. Ever.”


  “Tell anyone what?”


  Miguel shook his head.


  I said, “Then don’t tell us.”


  “Huh?” He looked at me like he didn’t know English.


  “Don’t tell us. I mean, don’t say it explicitly. Think of a way to let us know without actually saying it. That way you wouldn’t be breaking your promise to Raul, strictly speaking. Could you show us, maybe? Take us to wherever you were?”


  “It’s not going to be good for me, man, either way. Shit, I’m so screwed.”


  Eddie said, “Miguel, think! If you get Raul off the hook, he won’t have any reason to beat you up or fire you.”


  “It’s more than that. It’s not just Raul.”


  Eddie’s eyes narrowed. “What have you been up to?”


  “You always assume the worst. Thanks for being on my side, big brother.”


  “I’ll be on your side when you earn it.”


  Miguel suddenly sat up straight. “If you don’t trust me, why take my money?”


  That made me sit up. Eddie taking money from Miguel? What on earth for? How could Eddie have needed financial assistance from his loser brother? Then I remembered. Coffee Buzz 2. Pete hadn’t been able to secure a big enough loan for Eddie, and Eddie had said he’d made up the difference. Now I knew how.


  Miguel noticed me gaping at Eddie. He smirked. “That’s right. Eddie borrowed money from me. Me, his little brother.”


  Eddie rolled his eyes at Miguel, said to me, “Miguel seemed to be making money hand over fist. He was flashing it around plenty, so I thought I could put some of it to good use before he squandered it.”


  Miguel, making money hand over fist? I didn’t buy it. “How long have you worked for Raul?”


  “A year, not that it’s your business.”


  “Doing what?”


  “I work in the yard, refuel the trucks, load rebar, clean up. Shit like that.”


  I eyed him. “And you make a ton of money doing that?” It was too absurd. Eddie must have borrowed thousands of dollars. How could he have asked his brother for a loan when the money had to have been ill-gotten? He must have really wanted to open this second store. I had always known Eddie was ambitious, I just never realized how much. I made a mental note to drill Eddie about all this later, but right now we had to convince Miguel to rat out Raul.


  “Back to what we were talking about,” I said to Miguel. “You don’t actually have to say what Raul was doing that night. Just point us in the right direction and we’ll figure it out.”


  “How the hell am I supposed to do that?”


  Eddie said, “Look. Just tell us where you were, not what you were doing. Right?”


  Miguel looked like an Irish Setter who’s lost its ball. He blinked, then blinked some more. “How’re those two things different? Raul’d kill me either way.”


  Eddie let out a whoosh of air that nearly blew Miguel’s baseball cap off. “Look, it’s not rocket science. Just give us a location. We’ll figure the rest out, okay? You tell us where you were that night, but don’t say Raul was there, or what you were doing. That way, you’re not actually saying anything about Raul. Get it?”


  Miguel thought about it, and I could tell by the way he sat up and drummed his knuckles against his thighs that we’d convinced him. He was eager to get out from under this problem, and we’d given him a small chance of escaping with his face intact.


  “You promise I won’t get into trouble?”


  “I can’t promise,” Eddie said. “I don’t even know what we’re talking about yet. But I won’t forget that you did the right thing by talking with us.”


  Miguel nodded, began slowly. “Okay. So, there’s this place out in Cholla Canyon. You need to go out there, this Thursday night, around eleven. Go out past that old water tank, and just keep going on the dirt road for like two miles. When you come to the fork, take the one that’s hardly used, and go like another quarter mile. Just look around. That’s all I’m saying.” Once he had decided to talk, the words had poured out. Unfortunately, his instructions were so vague, I wondered if he were trying to get us lost in the desert so we’d get eaten by coyotes. That was one way to put an end to this.


  Eddie read my mind. “You better not be jerking us around just to get us off your case.”


  Miguel shook his head. “No way. I’m serious. That’s what you gotta do.”


  Eddie and I looked at each other, dubious but also triumphant. We had worked the guy like a piece of bubble gum. Miguel looked genuinely relieved.


  Eddie got to his feet, drained the last of his beer. “All right, then. Come on, we better get inside or Mom will give us the third degree.”


  Sounded good to me. I was famished.
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  Tuesday morning I awoke with Lacy lying on my head. My nose throbbed from the pressure, and my right cheek felt numb where her head compressed it. I rolled out from under her, ignoring her aggrieved groan. I would have kicked her out of the bed if I hadn’t learned that such attempts were unwise. Once, I nearly broke a femur. Lacy is not a small dog, and I am not a big person. This is a differential that is bound to work out better for her than for me.


  I lay in bed listening to her snore. Yesterday’s dinner at the Martinez’s bubbled up in my sleepy brain, and I found myself wishing it were Thursday. I eagerly anticipated following Miguel’s directions to the mysterious location, where all would be revealed. Alas, it was only Tuesday. That meant I had no excuse to postpone work on my book. I didn’t understand this creative and intellectual lassitude. Usually I enjoy my work. I love learning and making sense of things. I enjoy testing my own assumptions, values, and arguments. And while the writing itself is harder than hell, I find it deeply satisfying to transform complex ideas into simple words that anyone can understand. Successfully doing that means I understand the ideas myself. It’s probably some compulsive disorder, but I need that comprehension, that lucidity to feel that I am in control of my life. Without logic and rationality, life would be all emotion, chaos without logic. How could one tell reality from delusion? How could one make good decisions or judge people wisely? Of course, it was always possible that the rational mind itself was an illusion, that order and control were silly constructs we embrace to feel safe. But, since that could never be proven, I’d take the illusion of control any day.


  Still, at the moment, my enthusiasm for the hard work of thinking felt at low ebb. I would rather hike up that dirt road to Cholla Canyon in the middle of the night, lurk about in bushes, and watch Raul’s face when he realized he’d been had. I longed for action, danger, discovery. What I wanted to do, I guess, was investigate, solve the puzzle of what happened to Pete. Of course, my amateur investigations did not pay squat, and the actual paying job I had was a bit on the bubble at the moment. I had promised Vince an interim outline. I groaned so loud Lacy woke up.


  She rolled over on me, her long legs landing on my chest, her cavernous yawn sending doggie morning breath my way. It was time to get up. Despite my longing for excitement and adventure, boring realities loomed. I had to get out of the warm bed. I had to make coffee. I had to pour kibbles into Lacy’s bowl, and Lucky Charms into mine (Connor had done the shopping). I had to sit down at my computer and research nuclear waste. Still, I lay there. I scratched Lacy’s belly. She licked my ear. I could hear bird twitters in the trees outside. Somewhere in the distance crows cawed to one another. Faint metallic sounds from the yard revealed Connor already hard at work.


  I sighed.


  Let the day begin.


  .


  For the next couple of days, I researched. Pot after pot of coffee, reams of paper and one ink cartridge, eye drops and Tylenol, and one ten-ounce bag of peanut M&Ms. I started with the Yucca Mountain Nuclear Waste Repository, which was shut down in 2010 before it even opened. I needed to learn exactly why it had become a colossal and expensive failure, and why its demise had led to the idea of having communities across the country volunteer to take the waste. I intended to draw a straight line from Yucca Mountain to Mayor Tyler’s proposal, but as often happens with research, what seemed a straightforward path quickly branched in totally unexpected directions. What I quickly discovered was that Yucca Mountain had been built right next door to the Nevada National Security Site, where nearly a thousand atomic bombs had been detonated from 1951 to 1992. I also learned that, as the crow flies, Yucca Mountain is closer to Desert Rock, just over the Nevada-California border, than it is to Las Vegas, one hundred miles away.


  I couldn’t help myself from investigating the Nevada testing site once I stumbled upon hundreds of photographs of mushroom clouds rising 40,000 feet in the air. The images were chilling. I learned that as a result of these gigantic detonations, people who had been children in the area between 1951 and 1958 later suffered leukemia and thyroid cancer at unusually high rates. Scientists estimate that the nuclear tests released enough radioactive particles to produce 10,000 to 75,000 cases of thyroid cancer. The Radiation Exposure Compensation Act of 1990 allowed people living downwind of the testing site who suffered from certain cancers to receive $50,000 in compensation. To date, over 10,000 claims have been filed by “down-winders.” As if money could compensate for cancer. When the major testing ended in 1992, the site looked like Swiss cheese, pockmarked from underground explosions. The desert will be contaminated for tens of thousands of years.


  Pondering over the Nevada test site’s new neighbor, the Yucca Mountain Waste Repository, I thought the last thing we need to do is bring more radioactive crap to the region. But maybe the site was chosen precisely because it was already contaminated. Maybe people thought, what could be the harm in contaminating it just a little bit more? They must have believed that the dangerous by-products of nuclear reactions would be contained this time, held forever in a safe underground vault.


  To no one’s surprise, the majority of Nevadans opposed the repository. They referred to the bill that directed the government to build the facility at Yucca Mountain as the “screw Nevada bill.” People said it was unjust that their state, which got no electricity from nuclear power, was being asked to house the nuclear waste of the other states that did. What I found odd, though, was that residents in Nye County, where the repository was located, supported the facility. Maybe it was because nearly a thousand people, most of whom lived in Nye County, were employed to build it. I thought of Bernard Cornwell’s argument that a repository in Desert Rock would create jobs and boost the economy. It made me wonder if a majority of people here would support the mayor’s plan, just as those in Nye County had done. The thought scared me, I admit. Engineers would promise that the waste could be stored safely. But after reading about various engineering mishaps at the Nevada test site and Yucca Mountain, I did not find their reassurances reassuring.


  At Yucca Mountain, for example, the engineers at the Department of Energy and the Army Corps of Engineers assured the American people that the site was safe, that tunnels deep in the ground would prevent a disaster, and that the storage casks would not fail no matter what cataclysm might strike. Yet these same people made mistakes during construction, raising questions about their assurances. For instance, in September 2007, it was discovered that the Bow Ridge fault ran directly underneath the Yucca Mountain facility, hundreds of feet east of where geologists thought it was. Oops! The fault ran beneath some of the storage pads, not a great idea, since any major temblor could crack the pads and upset the storage casks. The pads were relocated, but as one critic put it, this was “engineering on the fly.” The phrase makes one shudder when considering that what they were engineering was a repository to store cancer-causing waste. It also raises an alarming question: If the people responsible for constructing Yucca Mountain didn’t know about the fault line, what else didn’t they know?


  The Yucca Mountain repository was guaranteed to be safe for 500,000 years. Then the Environmental Protection Agency weighed in, saying that this time period was inadequate, and it mandated that the site be safe for 1 million years. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was an exercise in futility. The human mind cannot even grasp the concept “500,000 years”—how can it grasp “1 million”? What does anyone know about how the world will be in 1 million years? I can’t even predict what’s going to happen in my own life five days from now. How can anyone build something with current materials and technology that is supposed to last that long, and guarantee that it will hold up in conditions that can’t be foreseen?


  The meltdown of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant serves as a disturbing reminder of the difficulty of doing this. Soviet engineers who built the plant undoubtedly thought they were building a state-of-the-art facility that would remain safe and productive for many decades. Despite their confidence, in 1986 one of the reactors exploded because of a catastrophic power increase that occurred during a systems test. Four hundred times more radioactive material was released than had been by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima during World War II. During the crisis and immediately after, over two hundred people developed radiation sickness, and over thirty died. It is estimated that thousands of local people will contract thyroid cancer as a result of radiation exposure. The damaged reactor was eventually enclosed in a concrete sarcophagus to contain the threat. The main causes of the disaster were design flaws and noncompliance with accepted safety standards.


  In other words, human error.


  A more recent example was the 2011 partial meltdown of reactors at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant in Japan. Engineers who built the plant did not take into account the possibility that a 9.0 earthquake and tsunami with forty-five-foot waves would hit the region in a one-two punch. The earthquake and tsunami disabled the reactor cooling system, which led to explosions and radiation leaks. Radiation was found in water as far away as Tokyo, and it also tainted water pouring directly into the ocean at the plant site. Roughly ninety thousand people living within fifteen miles of the plant were evacuated, and experts predict that cleanup of the radiation will take decades. The plant is not expected to re-open.


  The Japanese government argued that the magnitude of the natural disaster was far larger than anyone could have predicted. Worse, some critics contend that the real cause of the catastrophe was collusion between government regulators and the nuclear industry, who together valued nuclear power expansion over public safety. These analysts argue that officials ignored warnings about the possibility of such a disaster and failed to take precautions, such as raising wave walls. In either scenario, humans failed in elemental ways to predict consequences. Whether due to lack of scientific knowledge or political will, human error once again paved the way for a horrific catastrophe.


  Why would it be different if a nuclear waste repository were built in Desert Rock?


  I know that a nuclear reactor is not the same thing as a nuclear waste repository. But I couldn’t help thinking that the essential problem is the same: We just can’t know the world like that. Just when we think we understand something completely, life throws a curve ball. And there will always be one constant: People are what they are. Human nature is a reality that any wise course of action must take into account.


  I wondered again if my uncharacteristically emotional reaction to all things nuclear stemmed from my mother’s death. I admit, cancer terrifies me. The reality of what my mother suffered never leaves me. Her unremitting pain, her breast lopped off, the way her body wasted away to nothing but bones, her beautiful life ended way too soon, these are the memories that haunt me. To think of that suffering and loss on a grand scale, such as what could happen in a radiation disaster, made me sick and scared.


  I wondered, too, if the subject scared me because I lived in a place that might one day have a radioactive waste dump. Already we had a testing site less than a hundred miles away. Those bombs had been detonated in my neck of the woods. The Nevadans who had gotten sick from radiation poisoning were desert dwellers like me. We were the human occupants of desolate places. Lacking water and green things, the desert appears lifeless, just sand and rocks, wasted space. Who could care about such empty expanses? It was not such a leap from that question to, “What would it hurt to detonate nuclear bombs there?” Or “Why not dump nuclear waste there?” The desert is all a bunch of nothing anyway, just miles of sun-baked dirt and dead bushes.


  As a desert dweller, I take issue with this way of thinking. For one thing, humans have made deserts their home for tens of hundreds of years. The Paiute and Shoshone people have a long history in the region around Yucca Mountain, for example, and consider the mountain to be sacred. Talk to most inhabitants of Desert Rock and you’ll quickly discover that people love the desert, its open spaces that give you room to think, the fragile beauty that calms and inspires. Desert denizens are awed by the creatures and plants that share the wilderness with them, for the landscape obliterates all but the tenacious and tough. Desert animals and plants are marvels of adaptation. But despite the hardiness of those who call the desert home, life in the desert is fragile. Nothing is for sure when conditions are this dry and this hot and this windy. In that sense, deserts are the worst place to blow things up or dump dangerous stuff in because the ecosystem either never recovers or does so only after decades of healing.


  After days of this kind of emotional thinking and undisciplined research, I felt thoroughly ashamed of myself. I had broken my number one rule of being fair and impartial. Intellectually, I knew there were strong arguments for nuclear power. I knew there were convincing voices claiming nuclear waste could be safely stored. And I knew that we had to find ways to maintain a stable energy supply. My mind knew these things, but I realized that it’s easy to be rational when you have no dog in the fight. Rational thinking gets tested when your self-interest is on the line. It’s hard to be open-minded about nuclear power when someone wants to store a bunch of highly dangerous garbage down the road from you, especially when your mom died of cancer.


  Well, at least I was aware that I was losing it. That awareness would eventually lead me to reason and fair judgment. I would remedy this situation with diligent research into the pros of nuclear power. I would carefully consider the arguments of those who said that nuclear waste could be stored safely. That is what I would need to do for my book; that is what I would need to do for myself. My whole sense of who I was, personally and professionally, centered on clear thinking. No illusions, no delusions.


  It’s who I am.
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  After days of research, Thursday night finally arrived, and with it my chance to find out what Raul had been doing the night his brother disappeared.


  The desert was colder than a witch’s tit. The wind howled through Cholla Canyon, blasting the greasewood bushes flat. Over the roaring wind, coyotes yipped and howled. Hopefully, they weren’t spreading the word that two stupid humans and an even dumber canine were traipsing about under the full moon looking like dinner. The huge white moon bleached the desert monochrome, black shadows marking where bushes and rocks thrust out from the glowing white sand. The cold air smelled like dust.


  I felt relieved not to be alone. Eddie and Lacy had required no persuading to accompany me. Lacy will break your legs in her eagerness to get out the door for a hike. Eddie, of course, had planned to come from the beginning. I had hoped that Eddie and I would fall back into our easy intimacy during this adventure, as we had at his parent’s house Monday night, but we seemed once again out of step, quiet and awkward with each other. Maybe I felt too edgy about our mission, and Eddie too pissed at Miguel. In truth, I knew that Gabby walked between us, her ghostly presence chilling and oppressive. Though not alone, I felt lonesome.


  My uneasy feeling was not helped by the fact that I had never been comfortable out in the desert at night—the landscape felt so otherworldly it was like being on the moon, cut off from everything safe and familiar. On a windless night the desert is so quiet one can hear the slithers of rattlesnakes across the sand. But this was a windy night, and the gusts shrieked and moaned through the rocks. The glowing eyes of coyotes blinked in the distance, giving me the sensation of being watched. And as easy as it is to get lost in the desert in broad daylight, at night, with the bright sand spilling out in all directions and encircled by endless black ridges, it is way easier to become disoriented. I knew that those who get lost can go a long way in the wrong direction and might never get home.


  It didn’t help, either, that our mission felt slightly suspect. Miguel’s directions to the secret place where Raul was doing whatever he was doing were vague at best. Drive west on the dirt road that runs up to Cholla Canyon, and when the road forks, take the one less travelled, then go up the fork for a quarter mile or so, and there you’ll be. Eddie and I figured that if we took the hiking trail that led out of his parents’ neighborhood, we could cut a diagonal across the desert and come out onto the trail in about three miles. The shortcut would make it around an eight-mile round trip. Despite the distance, both of us felt it was better going on foot than in a vehicle. We had no idea what we would find out there, and neither of us felt like announcing our approach with blazing headlights and a cloud of dust. I didn’t know what Raul was up to or even if Miguel’s directions would lead us anywhere, but I thought it best to play it safe. If anything dangerous were going on, stealth and surprise were our friends. I wanted to be in control of what happened.


  Eddie, Lacy, and I trekked along the hiking trail, moving slowly toward the dirt road to Cholla Canyon. The trail would curve off to the right and intersect the dirt road Miguel had talked about. Hikers avoid the inhospitable Cholla and its surrounds. The mouth of the canyon is choked with cactus and boulders bigger than cars. The canyon siphons the wind into a roaring blast that forces any plant intrepid enough to send down roots to tilt permanently to the east. For those who enjoy sandstorms, rattlesnakes, and thorns, this is a good place to be. The dirt road runs toward the canyon mouth, then veers off to the right. Nobody comes this way except teenagers out to build bonfires and party hardy. It is a well-travelled road on Saturday nights.


  I felt edgy as we huffed along in the cold wind. The spooky landscape, the uncertainty about what we would find, and images of mushroom clouds joined forces in my mind, totally creeping me out. I had not shaken the sense of fear that my research had evoked, despite my efforts to be objective. For the first time, I felt rattled and unsure of myself as a writer. I was going to have to work through this, prove to myself that despite whatever emotions the research conjured up, I could still think critically, give all sides their due. For now, I was relieved not to be sitting in front of my laptop working it out. It was better to be out here walking, putting some distance between me and the research.


  After hiking about an hour and fifteen minutes, we came to the dirt road. Here, we abandoned the hiking trail and started up the road as it climbed toward the canyon. We veered right when we came to the fork. It was heavy going, the roadbed a river of deep soft sand that had been chewed up by countless tires rolling over it. Faint tracks branched out to the right and left as the road curved northward, doubtless leading to campsites, fire pits, and piles of old beer bottles and used condoms. As we walked, the road began to fade back into the sand, eventually becoming nothing more than two faint tire tracks leading through the rocks.


  We had been walking a long time, too long maybe. We had seen nothing and no one. Eddie and I stopped and consulted.


  “If this is Miguel’s idea of a joke,” Eddie said after taking a swig of water from his water bottle, “I’m going to kill him.”


  Lacy flopped down on my foot. I poured water in her foldable doggy bowl and gave it to her. Over her noisy lapping, I said, “Not if I get to him first.” I ripped open a chocolate energy bar, took a bite, then broke off a piece for Lacy. She swallowed the piece whole. “What time is it?”


  Eddie pressed a button on his sport watch. The small green glow lit his face, making him look ghoulish. “Ten thirty.”


  “Shit. That’s around the time Miguel gave us. We should have come to it by now.”


  “Whatever ‘it’ is.”


  “Right.”


  We stood there, the wind buffeting us, feeling duped. The anticipation of unraveling the mystery evaporated in the cold air. Walking, the motion of putting one boot in front of the other, had felt purposeful and invigorating. Without action, the mission felt absurd. How could we have believed Miguel? He was just trying to wiggle out of trouble like he always does. I stood in the wind under the silver moon feeling pissed and tired.


  “Should we go a little further?” Eddie asked, his voice tight. I could tell he was angry too, angrier than I was at Miguel because Miguel was his brother.


  I hated to see him take responsibility for this. We had both agreed to come. “Sure, let’s go on a bit more. I’m sure we’re almost there.”


  As we shoved our water bottles and snack wrappers back into our hip packs, I turned around and surveyed the desert we had traversed. That’s when I saw it. I grabbed Eddie’s arm and pointed. “Well, look at that.”


  “What?” His voice sounded suddenly hopeful. He looked where I pointed, down the slope over which we had come.


  In the distance two headlights pierced the darkness.


  Eddie whistled. “Miguel will live to see another day.”


  We decided to abandon the road and hide ourselves until the vehicle passed. As it went by, we would ascertain who was driving. I wanted to be in control of this thing as much as possible. Then, we’d follow the vehicle up the tract to wherever it was going, hoping it wouldn’t be so far that we’d lose it. We had to be close to the mystery location. We had hiked for about two hours, which would be about right.


  I snapped the leash onto Lacy’s collar, and the three of us lodged ourselves in the space between two elephant-size boulders. We watched the vehicle labor up the dirt road, headlights raking first the dirt then the sky as the vehicle bounced along on the rutted road. Its progress felt painfully slow, but finally we heard the engine rev as the vehicle labored through the ruts of soft sand. In five minutes it passed us.


  It was a black four-wheel drive truck. The dash lights faintly illuminated the face of a big man with an oddly shaped head. Well well well, if it wasn’t Raul.


  After he passed we let two minutes go by, then we left our hidey hole and followed him through the swirling dust.


  .


  We had walked for only a few minutes when we came around a bend and saw Raul’s truck, the headlights pointed right at us. As one, Eddie and I leaped for the north side of the road. I could hear Lacy choke as I dragged her with us. The three of us landed in a heap in a creosote bush behind a boulder the size of a couch. I smacked my elbow on a corner of the rock and nearly exploded suppressing a “shit!” Eddie somehow landed on Lacy. Ordinarily the dog would have gone into paroxysms of pathetic howling. But she sensed our fear, intuited danger, and merely squeaked. I lay on Eddie’s right hip, and I could feel his water bottle dig into my ribs. What I took to be a stone under my butt turned out to be Lacy’s paw. Brave dog, she merely whimpered when I shifted my weight so she could remove it. We all gasped for breath. My breathing rasped so loudly I couldn’t hear the truck’s engine.


  Then I realized the engine wasn’t running. Raul wasn’t driving back down the road. He had simply turned the truck around, cut the ignition, and left the headlights on.


  Well, duh. He hadn’t been trying to run us down after all.


  I attempted to untangle myself from Eddie and Lacy and conked my head on the rock.


  “Shit!”


  “Shhh!” Eddie hissed. Lacy whimpered, confused about why we were acting so weirdly.


  I said, “He’s not trying to run us down. I think he’s unloading something.”


  With our breathing less labored, you could hear loud scraping noises and thuds coming from the direction of the truck.


  “Oh,” Eddie said. He sounded disappointed that we were not going to die in the next two minutes.


  We got up and crept over to the truck. With a start, I saw a second figure, illuminated red from the tail lights: Miguel. He and Raul were unloading stuff from the back of the truck. I moved a few feet further and came to the lip of the declivity into which they were tossing whatever was in the truck. I gasped.


  Inside the crater, as far as I could see in the dim light of the moon, jagged hunks of concrete and busted up drywall covered the desert floor. Chicken wire, paint cans, electrical wire, asphalt shingles, and rusty rebar littered the sand. Right in front of me lay a bank of kitchen cupboards, doors hanging open. Five-gallon orange containers with “Hazardous!” written on the side lay scattered, some with their tops popped, black gunk oozing into the ground. Broken glass and slivers of metal glittered in the moonlight. Raul and Miguel were busy adding to the mess by heaving an old dishwasher onto the pile.


  I heard Raul growl, “Pick up the pace, Miguel! Christ, what is your problem tonight? You’re as nervous as a pole cat.”


  Miguel didn’t say a word, but I could see him glance around furtively as he tossed a toilet in the dump.


  I heard a growl beside me and reached down to calm Lacy. But it hadn’t been her, it was Eddie. I grabbed his arm and squeezed. “Remember,” I whispered, “Miguel came clean.”


  He shook his head fiercely, and hissed, “Only because we made him. God damn him, Sam.”


  I grabbed his other arm and made him look at me. “You can deal with Miguel later. Right now we have to protect him, or Raul will kill him.”


  “Let him!” Eddie spat.


  “Come on,” I let go of him. “We have work to do.”


  I unsnapped Lacy’s collar, and she bounded off toward Raul and Miguel as though welcoming long lost friends. I heard a “What the fuck?!” and saw Raul bound up into the truck bed. The big coward. Lacy stood looking up at him, her head cocked, wondering why he didn’t want to come down and play. Miguel patted her head and glanced around.


  I sauntered toward them, Eddie by my side. I began to whistle a little tune and shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket.


  “Hey, boys,” I said as I rambled over to the truck.


  “What the fuck?!” Raul said again, showing off his big vocabulary. He stood in the truck bed, glaring down at me—when he could peel his eyes away from Lacy.


  “What ch’all doin’?” I chirped.


  Beside me, Eddie said out the side of his mouth, “Sam. What are you doing?”


  Loud enough for Raul to hear, I said, “This has got to stop.” I waved my hand at the mountains of garbage that Raul had dumped over who knew how many months or years.


  Raul growled. “Miguel, I’m going to rip your sorry face off.”


  If it hadn’t been so windy, we would have heard Miguel gulp.


  I strolled over until I was standing directly behind the truck. “Don’t bother. He didn’t have anything to do with this. You’re so dumb, you let us follow you.”


  He looked around, undoubtedly wondering where our vehicle was and why he hadn’t seen us. He seemed to see Eddie for the first time. “Eddie Martinez,” he sneered.


  Eddie stood up straight and didn’t move a muscle. The look on his face was pure rage.


  “Raul,” I said, “Why don’t you grow a pair and come down here?”


  If he’d been standing beside me, he probably would have slit my throat. Instead, he glared at Lacy. “Tie up that fucking dog.”


  It was laughable. A big bully like Raul, scared of the dumbest, sweetest dog on the planet. I whistled her over and snapped on the leash. Raul climbed down out of the truck. The first thing he did when his feet hit the ground was to light a cigarette with shaking hands. After he had it going, he tossed the empty pack in the dump.


  I heard a sharp intake of breath and saw Eddie take a step forward.


  Quickly, I said, “All right, Raul. Let’s see if I have this right. You could not have killed Pete three weeks ago because you were out here, like you always are on Thursdays, dumping shit. Only, you couldn’t tell anyone that because what you’re doing is illegal. Do I have it right?”


  He took a long drag on the cigarette, stared at me malevolently. He took two more drags before he said to Eddie, “You’re a piece of work. Making her do this for your girlfriend.” He tossed his head at me when he said “her.”


  Eddie made another move toward him, but I grabbed his elbow. Raul may be a bully, but we all knew he could do serious damage when pissed. As much as Eddie wanted to pummel the jerk’s face in, and as much as I would have liked to see it, Raul just wasn’t worth it.


  Having been restrained, Eddie instead growled between clenched teeth, “What are you talking about?”


  Raul took another drag, blew the smoke out. “She told me that she is sticking her nose into my business because you asked her to. For my ho of a sister. Nice move, man, getting your old girlfriend to do the dirty work of your new girlfriend. What you see in Gabby is beyond me.”


  In the red glow of the tail lights, I could see tension ripple Eddie’s face. The arm muscles beneath my restraining hand were hard as granite. I held on tighter.


  “Come on, Raul,” I said quickly. “Let’s quit screwing around. Just answer me. Were you out here dumping the night Pete went missing?”


  He knew the gig was up. “Yeah. Whatta you gonna do about?”


  I shook my head. “You would rather be accused of murder than admit to illegal dumping. Wow.”


  Raul tossed his burning cigarette onto the trash heap. I held my breath, expecting the pile to ignite. “I didn’t think they’d ever charge me. They got no evidence.”


  “And in the meantime, you could continue your good work out here. Let me guess. It’s a lot cheaper to dump your construction debris out here than to dispose of it properly. Especially the hazardous waste.”


  Miguel, who had hitherto been silent, piped up. “It’s better than that. Other people pay Raul to take this stuff. Like, Desert Autos. They pay for some of the oil to be collected, for, like auditing purposes or whatever, but I take most of it, they pay us half the price, and we dump it out here.”


  “God damn it, Miguel!” That was Eddie, who trembled under my hand.


  I held on to my friend, said to Miguel, “And Raul pays you handsomely for helping him.” I heard Eddie groan beside me, obviously thinking about the money Miguel had loaned him. Then I heard growling from Raul. Miguel might have thought he was scoring brownie points with his boss by portraying the operation as a brilliant scheme, but Raul was ready to scalp him. He’d been caught for sure, but the fewer details known of the business the better. I hurried to say, lest Raul truly become guilty of murder, “The details don’t matter. Look, here’s the deal. You stop dumping, and you clean all this up—the right way. And Eddie and I don’t say anything to the police.” As much as I would have loved to rat Raul out, I didn’t want to get Miguel in legal trouble. I knew Eddie wouldn’t want that, as angry as he was at his brother. It would devastate their parents.


  “Nobody tells me what to do,” Raul snarled at me. “Especially not some skinny bitch the size of poodle.”


  Eddie ripped his arm from my grasp and started for him. “Eddie!” I barked. “Nobody cares what this buffoon says.”


  But Eddie didn’t stop. He took three quick steps and shoved Raul so hard the big man nearly fell on his ass. Miguel and I both leaped over to Eddie and grabbed his arms. Raul regained his balance and started for Eddie. I made as if to unsnap Lacy’s leash, and Raul stopped dead.


  Eddie shook free of my grasp, but Miguel held on. “Come on, bro, listen to Sam.”


  Eddie ripped his arm from his brother’s grasp. He stood still, breathing hard, arms stiff at his sides, hands clenched.


  I needed to get this thing concluded as fast as I could before Eddie was beyond reason. I had never seen this even-tempered man reduced to such primitive rage. He loved the desert and hated to see it despoiled, but I knew what really angered him was that Raul had involved his family in this illegal and appalling scheme. “Raul, do we have a deal?”


  “What’s in it for you?” he sneered.


  I didn’t look at Miguel at all. “All I care about is this dump getting cleaned up. And for you to never do this again. I’m not interested in getting anyone busted.”


  “If you don’t tell anyone, and I don’t tell anyone, how will the cops know I didn’t kill Pete?”


  Good question. Raul was smarter than I’d given him credit for. After thinking on it a moment, I said, “I have a friend at the sheriff’s department. He’ll believe me if I say you didn’t do it. If push comes to shove we might have to come clean, but it probably won’t come to that.” I couldn’t help feeling angry. Raul was going to get away with it. I felt such deep rage that for a moment, I felt dizzy. Eddie sensed my distress and came over to stand beside me. He put his hand on my shoulder. He knew that I hated doing this, knew that I was doing it for him.


  “Deal?” I said to Raul.


  He muttered and spat. Made me wait. “Yeah, fuck, okay,” he said finally.


  “Good. And there’s no time like the present. Put back in the truck everything you just dumped. I’ll be coming up here periodically to see that progress is made. And I’ll be watching you. This shit better not end up in a dump somewhere else in the desert or I go straight to the cops.” I started to turn away, but then a thought struck me. “That’s what Pete threatened to do, wasn’t it? Tell the cops about your little scheme?”


  Those photographs of the dump I’d seen in Pete’s apartment were of this place. He had known what Raul was up to, had collected evidence of it.


  Raul spat. “Fucking Pete found out from his little faggot buddy over at Desert Auto. He wouldn’t let it go. Even after I beat the shit out of him. Then someone solved the problem for me. Good riddance, Petey-boy.”


  Raul’s complete lack of feeling for his brother was chilling, and I felt Eddie stiffen beside me. He said to Miguel, his voice rough, “I’ll deal with you later.”


  Raul grunted to Miguel, “Come on, you sorry son of a bitch, get that shit back in the truck.”


  Poor Miguel.


  Eddie, Lacy, and I left them to it. The cussing and muttering and bangs and clanks gradually receded as we made our long trek back down the moon-washed slope toward home.


  We walked in silence for a while, the wind at our backs, pushing us down the hill. Finally, Eddie said, “Thanks, Sam.”


  He was thanking me for getting Miguel off the hook, for letting him take care of his brother in his own way so that his parents wouldn’t have to know. He was probably also thanking me for keeping him from going after Raul. Having an intact face probably seemed pretty sweet to him right now. Fighting Raul would have accomplished nothing, anyway.


  I said, “It’s okay. This is a win-win, right?”


  He didn’t say anything. Neither did I. We had gone on this adventure together, had accomplished what we set out to do together, but somehow I felt more distant from him than I ever had. Whatever reconnection we had felt during dinner at his house three nights ago had severed. The mysterious chasm that had opened up between us over Gabby had reopened. I hated it. But I didn’t know what to do about it. In silence, we walked back the way we had come, the only sounds the crunch of our boots and the eerie moaning of the wind. Even the coyotes had stopped talking. The cold desert stretched out before us, brutal and vast, empty as the sky. I thought of mushroom clouds and meltdowns and toxic dumps and the law of unintended consequences. I thought of fear and rage and loneliness and the difficulty of seeing clearly when something really matters. I felt detached from the world. Everyone needs a warm body, I thought. Everyone.


  It was a long way home.
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  I sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee, watching Connor plunk shrubs into the ground outside the patio door. He struggled to remain upright in the frigid wind blasting from the west. Probably another storm hitting the coast. My brother seemed undeterred, acting as if he would finish renovating the garden in a hurricane if he had to. This uncharacteristic tenacity and focus amazed me.


  At the moment, I felt singularly un-tenacious and unfocused. I had crawled stiffly out of bed around ten, feeling every mile of the walk the night before. Lacy looked dead tired, too. She lay on my feet as if dropped from a great height, legs akimbo, head lolled to one side. Her snores filled the room. I should have been working on my book—I had promised Vince to send him a mini-outline—but that obviously wasn’t going to happen. I hardly had the energy to lift my cup. Feeling paralyzed, I let my thoughts drift to the events of last night.


  Poor Eddie, having to bail out Miguel once again. It was good of Eddie to want to help Miguel, to want to spare his parents from knowing who their youngest son really was, but I wondered if Eddie wasn’t a little misguided. His parents aren’t stupid. I guessed they knew Miguel used bad judgment and got into scrapes on a regular basis. And I wondered if Miguel might have grown up by now if Eddie hadn’t bailed him out every time he got into a mess. With Eddie around, Miguel never had to deal with the consequences of his actions. I knew my friend, though, and he simply could not abide Miguel’s irresponsible behavior. Eddie lived his life nobly and expected his brother to do the same. Eddie didn’t have a lot of faults, but expecting Miguel to live his life on Eddie’s terms showed a fundamental misunderstanding of human nature.


  Given Eddie’s code of conduct, I could only imagine the self-loathing he felt on discovering that the money he took from Miguel had come from the illegal dumping operation. I suspected that he was kicking himself for not listening to his gut about that loan. He knew his brother only too well. But he had ignored the inner warnings because he was so keen to open a second coffee shop. Again, I marveled at his ambition. I had never realized how important it was to him to succeed. I admired that quality in him, but I also knew that wanting something too badly can lead a person to make bad decisions. The Coffee Buzz 2 loan provided evidence of that. I wondered what Eddie would do now that he realized the money was tainted. I had never had a chance to talk to him about how far along the new shop was. He might have already committed the money for construction or to pay the lease. Taking that loan from Miguel had put him in a quandary, that’s for sure. Eddie must feel like a hypocrite. He was always criticizing his brother’s iffy decisions, and now he suddenly found himself in the position of benefiting from one.


  I took a sip of tepid coffee. I hadn’t the energy to get up and refill the cup. I stared at the coffee maker on the kitchen counter as if wishing could make it come to me by itself. Even if I could have mustered the resources to get up, I was pinned to the spot by eighty pounds of dead weight. My foot had gone to sleep where Lacy lay on it. She snored, I sighed. This was not going to be an auspicious day.


  Since action was out of the question, I let my mind wander some more. I realized that my investigation into Pete’s disappearance had taken a major turn—the events of last night had cleared Raul once and for all. That meant the prime suspect had gone away, leaving the sheriff’s department with nothing. Clearing Raul also meant that Gabby had been wrong about her elder brother. In a weird way, I think blaming Raul for Pete’s disappearance made her feel better. A guilty Raul allowed her to turn her grief into anger and direct it at something tangible, a brother she loathed. With Raul off the hook, she might cave in under her grief. Despite my dislike, I pitied her.


  So I was left with three suspects at the moment, which was three more than the sheriff’s department had. But could Bernard Cornwell or Matthew or Faith Thornton really have killed Pete? It seemed so long ago since I had talked with them and formed those suspicions that it no longer seemed plausible. The case had gone flat, I realized. I needed to get back in touch with it, start talking with those people again. But I’d have to work it around my book, which was increasingly behind. I had gotten some good research done this week but hadn’t typed a single word. Vince was going to lose it. One day he would truly have had enough of me and burn our contract with one of those vile cigarettes of his.


  I drank some more cold coffee and tried wiggling my toes. Nope, completely dead. I made a weak attempt to move Lacy off my foot, but she just groaned. I swear she pushed down on her head to ensure that her pillow would not go away. I was staring down at her big round head when I heard the front door squeak open, followed by a shrill “yoo hoo!”


  Oh no. Vanessa.


  I smelled her before I saw her, her Christian Dior perfume roiling into the kitchen before her like a storm surge. Lacy bounded to her feet, all exhaustion forgotten in her excitement to see her beloved friend. She wiggled all over like a puppy. My reaction was decidedly wiggle-less.


  “Good morning!” My sister piped as she swept into the room in her designer golf togs. She wore a visor rather than a cap to avoid mashing her perfect mahogany tresses.


  She took one look at me and said, “My Lord, Sam, can’t you go two minutes without getting into some kind of trouble?”


  At first I thought she referred to the fact that I was sitting there at ten o’clock on a weekday morning in my pajamas looking like I’d just climbed Mt. Everest. Then I remembered my broken nose. It felt much better, I could breathe normally now, but faint bruising still gave my face a yellow and green cast.


  I muttered, “I can always count on your tact and compassion.”


  She glared at me for a moment, studying my face. Getting no explanation for my bruises, she huffed and set about getting herself a cup of coffee.


  After she had filled a cup with cream and added a splash of coffee, I said, “Help yourself.”


  She smirked at me. Standing at the kitchen counter gulping down the brew, she nodded toward the kitchen window, through which she saw Connor laboring in the yard. “I happened to notice Connor’s car as I drove by. What on earth is he doing here?”


  I snorted. “Nobody ‘happens’ to drive by a cul-de-sac, Van. Are you conducting surveillance or what?”


  She ignored this, repeated her question as if I were dense. “So what’s he doing here?”


  I spoke slowly, enunciating every word. “Connor is gardening. That is when someone digs a hole and puts a plant in it.”


  Her face looked like she had a gas cramp. “Very funny. You know very well what I mean. Why is he home this time? Get fired? Kicked out of his apartment? Run out of money?”


  “All of the above.” I picked a piece of lint off the sleeve of my pajama top.


  “I don’t know why you put up with him staying here all the time.”


  “Mom did it.”


  “Yeah, well Mom had to. She was his mother.”


  “Look,” I said, not wanting her to think I’d gone soft or anything. “This time I told him he had to work it out in trade. He had the gall to say the yard looked like hell. So I told him he could stay if he fixed it up.”


  “The yard did look like hell.” She walked to the patio window to better scrutinize Connor’s work, Lacy following her as though attached with a tether. “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  In just two weeks Connor had transformed the garden. He had dug up and removed all the dead stuff. He had laid new sprinkler pipes, rebuilt the rock wall that had crumbled away, and begun to replant. The garden looked neat and green and colorful. Despite what I said to Vanessa, I knew he wasn’t doing this just to earn his room and board. He wouldn’t work this hard for anyone except our mother. Other people might think this is sweet, but I assuredly did not.


  Vanessa channeled my thoughts. “He and Mom were always close. He’s putting it back exactly like she had it.”


  No bitterness marred her words. Unlike me, Vanessa never minded the fact that Connor was our mother’s favorite. Maybe it was because she and Mom weren’t always fighting like cats and dogs like Mom and I were. She wasn’t the black sheep. Vanessa was the oldest and therefore special, and Connor was the only boy. I, the middle child, was just another kid.


  Vanessa walked over to the kitchen table and plopped down in a chair across from me. Lacy put her head in my sister’s lap. Vanessa took the dog’s ears in her hands and began to rub them. Lacy moaned in an embarrassing way. My sister finally desisted before Lacy’s ears came off. Vanessa plopped her hands on the table and began tapping the surface with her bright red nails. This meant she had something on her mind. Lucky me.


  “So,” she said, big dark eyes boring into mine, “What have you done about Eddie and that Gabby person.”


  I sighed. “I hired the mob to take Gabby out.”


  She rolled her eyes and tapped her red nails on the table again. They were perfectly manicured, as usual. My sister spent more time in Le Tete Day Spa and Salon than she did on the golf course, which is saying something. “I see them around town everywhere.”


  “With your habits, you should be a spy.”


  Her fingernails rapped harder. “This is not funny, Sam. Eddie is spending way too much time with that woman. He was smitten with her before, and despite her dumping him and going off with that awful New Yorker, he still seems smitten. You better do something fast or that’s it.”


  I put my head in my hands and groaned. “What’s ‘it’? My body will vaporize? Eddie and Gabby will transport themselves to another planet?”


  “Go ahead and make your little jokes. That’s what you always do when anyone tries to talk sense to you. I know you’re in love with Eddie.”


  I sat up and looked at her, my mouth falling open. “Not that again. You are insane. Where do you get this stuff?”


  “Oh, come on! No woman hangs out with a straight man like you do just to be friends. You’re just afraid of commitment.”


  If I could have torn off every last one of her red fingernails, I would have. As it was, I had to suppress the urge to slam my coffee cup down on her knuckles, smashing her big flashy diamond ring into glittering bits. “You are so full of it, Vanessa, people confuse you with an outhouse.”


  This was so crass, even for me, she inhaled sharply. “Get real, Sam. You are thirty-two years old and unmarried. Your biological clock is ticking. Eddie is as good a match as you’re likely to make. It’s now or never.”


  God, did she think I was that desperate? “Not everyone wants to get married and have two awful brats like you did,” I snapped. I may have gone too far with the “brats” comment, but she seemed nonplussed.


  “Molly and Kaylee may not be candidates for the Brady Bunch, but I have built a family, which is what every grownup wants to do. Not sit around alone writing books for two dollars an hour or whatever you make.”


  “Wow. I didn’t realize how pathetic I was. Thanks for pointing it out to me.”


  She stopped drumming her fingers on the table and sat back. Her face softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just don’t want you to be alone. Like Mom was after Dad died. She was so lonely.”


  What was she talking about? Our mother wasn’t lonely. She had us, she had the kids she taught at school, her friends, and all the people she worked with doing charity work. “Why on earth do you think she was lonely?”


  “It’s why she kept so busy.”


  “If she was lonely, she could always have remarried after Dad died.”


  “She was busy raising us and working to put food on the table. Those were her first priorities.”


  How did Vanessa know all these things and I did not? Sometimes I felt that Mom and I had lived in parallel universes, seeing each other across the cosmos but never touching one another. It had never occurred to me that our mother had been lonely. Then I remembered why Vanessa had brought up this subject in the first place. “Look, I am not Mom. I didn’t lose a husband. I don’t even want a husband. I’m not lonely.”


  Vanessa narrowed her eyes, studying me. “The lady doth protest too much.”


  “But you’re forcing me to defend myself! You’re accusing me of being something I’m not. Why can’t you accept that we’re just different people? You and Thomas have a great life. Well, so do I. Not every woman wants what you want. Trust me.”


  “But you and Eddie. Honestly, Sam. I’m just not buying it.”


  “Women and men can be friends.”


  “Not you and Eddie. No, he loves you. Anyone can see it. And you love him.”


  I could not believe we were talking about this—again. I despised conversations about feelings, about marriage and romance, and such chats were millions of times worse with my sister. Somehow she always managed to pull me in. I huffed, “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. It’s really none of your business.”


  My words glanced off her. “Gabby’s snatching Eddie right out from under you.”


  I leaped up from the table and stomped over to the sink to rinse my coffee cup. “Let her. Eddie is a free man. He can make his own decisions.” I could feel my teeth grind together, sending nerve pain into my jaw.


  I heard huffing behind me. “I don’t believe you.”


  I slammed the coffee cup into the dishwasher. “You think I’m lying? Or you can’t believe that I’d let Eddie go since I so clearly adore him?”


  “Both,” she said.


  “Well, you’re wrong. It’s not my problem that the world cannot understand a woman and a man being friends. Or accept that a single woman can be happy.”


  “Whether that is true or not, you’re going to hurt Eddie. Again.”


  What on earth did that mean? The only time I could possibly have hurt Eddie was when I left town after high school to go to college. If he felt hurt by my leaving, that wasn’t my problem. It’s not as though we were betrothed or anything. We were just friends. Of course, friends could feel hurt and abandoned, I understood that, and I’m sure he missed me when I went away. I had missed him. But if he had been hurt, I wasn’t to blame, I didn’t do anything wrong.


  I groused to my sister, “I can’t help it if Eddie was hurt when I left. And I don’t see how I could possibly hurt him now. I’m leaving him alone, which is what he seems to want. If anyone’s hurt, it’s me. You think I like that he’s spending all his time with Gabby?” Damn it! Vanessa had tricked me into divulging feelings. Now I was vulnerable.


  She smiled smugly at me. “See, you love him, just like I said.”


  I felt like going over there, tearing the visor off her head, and smacking her with it. Instead, I took a deep breath and said, “Well, hell, look at that. It’s nearly eleven o’clock. I better get some work done.”


  Vanessa came over to the sink and put her cup in the dishwasher. Standing beside me, she nodded out the window. “I never thought Connor had that kind of work in him. I’m going to go out and tell him that.”


  She glided over to the patio door, opened it, and slid out into the yard. I saw Connor look up, his face horror-stricken.


  “Better you than me, bro,” I muttered.
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  I worked the entire weekend on my book. I finished most of the research and the outline, and even commenced writing chapter one. I still felt haunted by images of radioactive debris falling to earth, poisoning everything and everyone, but to counteract this emotionalism, I dove deep into the merits of nuclear power. I wanted to understand the arguments of those who made assurances that the waste could be disposed of safely. I worked composedly, fighting to understand. By the end of the weekend I felt at least rational, if not impartial, about the issue.


  As I worked to be objective I thought of Pete. I wondered how he had gotten involved in the toxic waste protest. He was in college, perhaps he had had a professor like my father, who had encouraged his biology students to apply their learning to the critical issues of the day. He used to take students on field trips to protest the felling of redwood trees or the building of dams. He was an impassioned teacher, and every semester he developed a new following of young people committed to environmental justice. Had Pete been inspired by a Professor Larkin? Or had he simply read about the proposal in the newspaper and felt scared, as I did, at the thought of having radioactive waste dumped in our backyard? As busy as he was with school and work, he had made time for this.


  I understood. I had been a lot like Pete in high school and college, often to my detriment. I got suspended from Desert Rock High after one incident and kicked off the college newspaper in another. Had Pete succumbed to a worse fate because of his passion? The protest over the radioactive waste dump was certainly contentious, but other than the shoving matches between Pete and Matthew, there had been no violence. In contrast, I had sensed dangerous emotions roiling in Cornwell and the Thorntons. If Pete had indeed been romantically involved with Matthew, he had instantly become a target. Cornwell’s career, reputation, and political aspirations were on the line, as was Faith and Matthew’s marriage. I felt in my bones that the answer to what happened to Pete lay with these people. I needed to talk with Bernard Cornwell again.


  First, though, I had to inform Trent that Raul could not have killed Pete. When I called him, I stayed true to my word and did not reveal what I had discovered Thursday night at Cholla Canyon. As predicted, Trent pressed me to explain how I could be certain of Raul’s innocence, but I insisted that I was not at liberty to say. In the end, because he and I were friends and trusted one another, he accepted it. Conditionally, at least. If Cornwell or other suspects did not become viable, if the case continued to languish, he would call Raul in again, and me, and we’d have to explain ourselves. In the meantime he gave me the green light to continue investigating Cornwell and the Thorntons.


  On Monday morning I drove down to the UPS store the minute it opened and shipped off my overdue outline to Vince. That done, I felt cleared to spend time on Pete’s investigation, which had now hit the two-week mark. My grand plan was foiled, however. I left three messages for Cornwell on Monday, insisting that it was urgent I see him, but he never called me back. On Tuesday morning I phoned again bright and early, hoping to catch him off guard. I got lucky. He picked up and barked “I told you ‘no’!” Ah, so the good “doctor” had been having a row with someone. In his anger he had forgotten that he was screening his calls so he wouldn’t have to talk with me. When he realized it was me on the line his anger deepened. He yapped “no!” when I asked if he’d meet me, and before I could object he hung up.


  I admit, I was flummoxed. Why didn’t he want to talk to me? I thought I’d left our previous encounter on good terms with him. We’d hit a few bumps when I asked him about Pete, but I had managed to smooth that over. Why was he avoiding me now? Maybe I hadn’t been as smooth as I thought. Maybe he knew the book was just a pretense, that the real reason I’d wanted to see him then and now was to grill him about Pete. But how would he have figured that out? Then I remembered my visit with the Thorntons, how I had been escorted out the door after calling Matthew a liar. So maybe one of the Thorntons had told Cornwell about my little visit. It raised a question about why any of these people would care that I was asking about Pete. And why did they care enough to actually talk together about my pesky visits? I needed to speak with Cornwell pronto, but I’d have to think of another way.


  The solution was simple, and the man didn’t give me much credit if he didn’t think I’d figure it out. I simply drove on over to his office around noon on Wednesday and hung out in my Corolla until he left his office for lunch. It was none too soon, either. I had whiled away the time drinking a huge latte from Coffee Buzz, and by the time Cornwell emerged, my bladder was poised to follow the fate of the Hindenburg.


  I eased out of my car and sneaked up behind him as he passed through the parking lot. When I sang, “Good morning!” he jumped three feet in the air and spun around like he expected a mugger.


  “You!” His voice sounded anxious rather than angry.


  I was shocked at how different he looked. During our previous interview, he had been one cool customer, so controlled as to seem robotic. His shirt and slacks had been crisply ironed and his silk tie spotless. His flyaway white hair had been tamed with some sort of anti-static goop. This time I would have sworn he was a different man except for the same pale complexion. His fine hair had been left to its own devices and was actively swaying about his head in the dry wind. He wore no tie, and his shirt and slacks looked slept in. He looked exhausted, deep lines ran beside his mouth, and dark crescents below his eyes made them appear sunken. Did this transformation have anything to do with Pete’s disappearance? I was going to find out.


  “Yes, it’s me,” I said, crowding my body toward him so he was forced against a parked car. I wanted him off balance and unable to escape.


  He didn’t like ceding power and tried to collect himself. He moved away from the car and stood up tall so that he hovered a foot above me. He ran his hand down the front of his shirt, then stopped, remembering he wore no tie today. He said, forced composure straining his face, “I don’t have time to talk to you. I have to eat lunch before my next appointment.” He started to edge around me.


  I cut him off. “I’m not leaving until you tell me why you lied about not knowing Pete.”


  He ran a hand over his white tresses. I swear, I could hear the electrically charged strands pop as his fingers moved through them. He glared at me, fear making his face glisten with sweat, anger narrowing his eyes. “How dare you call me a liar.”


  I glanced around the parking lot. We were alone, and only a few cars were parked in the cracked and weedy lot. But across the street at the Desert Sudz and Dry, people bustled about. He wasn’t going to kill me out here in the middle of the day with countless witnesses around. I plunged ahead. “You are a liar, and I want to know why. When I mentioned Pete last time, your face registered strong emotion. But you swore you didn’t know him. That’s odd, because I saw you looking right at Pete in a photograph of him and Matthew. From the expression on your face, you knew Pete, and you didn’t want him talking to Matthew. Surely you knew that Matthew was seeing Pete.”


  His eyes flitted around the parking lot. Edging farther away from the parked car, he groused, “They were on opposite sides of the protest. That’s all. That’s all I know about it.”


  “That photograph said otherwise. They weren’t arguing. They were talking—intimately. And you saw it. Your face looked worried. Scared.”


  “I can’t account for what fanciful interpretation you came up with. I told you. I didn’t know this Pete person.” He started to move past me again, his desire to flee warring with his effort to appear unruffled by my questions.


  “This is getting boring. You don’t have to admit it to me. But you’re going to have a lot of questions to answer when I tell Deputy Wise that you’re trying to hide the fact that you knew Pete. Deputy Wise is quite interested in those photos of you, Pete, and Matthew.”


  Cornwell’s face glistened. “How do you know that? You told me you were a writer.”


  I smirked. “Let’s just say that I’m moonlighting as a consultant in the case. Deputy Wise keeps me informed.” This was BS, but what the heck. Maybe I could scare the man into talking.


  He didn’t talk, though, he was so busy trembling. I could see his hands vibrate at the ends of his shivering arms. He looked so crazed I thought he might start laughing hysterically. Then I noticed his hands curl, and I began to wonder if I had been too sanguine about my safety. He looked so out of it, so maniacal, he probably wasn’t even noticing the bustle of people across the street. I could feel my own upper lip break out into a sweat, and my bladder explosion felt imminent. I backed away from Cornwell, gave him some space. The man was thin as a praying mantis, but I didn’t doubt his six-foot frame could wreak havoc on my five-foot-two body.


  He saw me back away and pressed his advantage. “You better not be telling the police lies about me, implicating me in Pete’s murder.”


  “Oh yeah? And what are you going to do about it?” I flung at him as if this were a schoolyard tiff. My mouth had a habit of working independently of my brain, which was never a good thing. I thought it was interesting how Cornwell was now calling it murder and not a disappearance.


  He took a step toward me, his face a cold hard mask. “I’m warning you. You will regret sticking your nose into this. You just leave it be.”


  I stood up as tall as I could and smirked again. I wouldn’t let him know I felt scared. “Thank you for your concern. But I can take care of myself. I’ll let you go to lunch, but I’m warning you, I’m not going to back off.”


  With that I turned my back to him, steeled myself for his hands around my neck, and sauntered toward my car. Time oozed by as I watched my feet inch across the rumpled tarmac. The back of my neck tingled. I glanced at the laundromat as I moved, slowly narrowing the space between me and the Corolla. The brisk wind turned my sweat to ice. Finally, I had my key in the lock.


  When I glanced back Cornwell was still standing there, body rigid, eyes boring into mine.


  Way to go, Sam. You’ve done it again.


  .


  I drove straight to the sheriff’s department after leaving Cornwell, my body thrumming with tension. I knew Trent would want to know that one of my suspects was looking damn guilty of something.


  I found Trent in his office, pushing paper as usual. Two paper cups stained with coffee and creamer sat on his desk as well as an empty bag from Mike’s Deli. Two sandwich wrappers were balled up on the desk, and one of Mike’s killer chocolate chip cookies made a grease spot on a piece of paper by Trent’s elbow. This scene went a long way toward explaining my friend’s belly.


  With a dramatic sigh I fell into his guest chair. My legs still felt wobbly from my run-in with Cornwell. I breathed in the office smell of the place, listened to sounds of work being done, the rhythmic clunking of a copy machine, the clatter of fingers on a keyboard, some deputy’s brusque voice down the hall.


  When I felt calmer I began describing my encounter with Cornwell, concluding with, “You should have seen him, Trent. I’m telling you, the guy is losing it. He seems equal parts angry and scared.”


  Trent shook his head. “I’m having a hard time seeing Doctor Cornwell unhinged. From what I know of him, he is calm personified.”


  I nodded. “Well, that’s it. He certainly was that when I first met him. But this time, it’s clear he’s under some deep emotional strain. And he’s not a doctor, by the way.”


  “He’s not? I thought he was a shrink.”


  “Another lie he wants people to believe. He doesn’t even have a degree in psychology. He does the reparative therapy crap on referral from his church’s pastor.”


  “Oh,” Trent said and sat back in his chair. I noticed his gut seemed to have gotten bigger since the last time I was in. I could see that his flashing days were over. Running naked during half-time might just trigger cardiac arrest. The man was still good-looking, though, in a blond, bloated kind of way. He said, “I can see I misjudged Cornwell. He just seemed so upright.”


  “Yeah, if you find someone who tells gay people they’re sick upright.”


  Trent looked sharply at me. “That’s not what I meant. That isn’t something I think is good, Sam. Really. It’s just that he has a certain reputation in town. The mayor chose him to work on his behalf, for God’s sake.”


  “I know, and I don’t understand it. But from everything I hear, Mayor Tyler is just using Cornwell as his lackey while he sits at city hall making plans for next year’s election. I’m not sure this protest thing has anything to do with Pete’s case.”


  “If it’s not the protest, then what?”


  “You know that Cornwell uses Matthew Thornton as his success story. You know, the man he saved from the terrible scourge of homosexuality. Well, I’m pretty sure that Thornton and Pete were having a sexual relationship. And I think Cornwell found out about it. There’s your motive. If it were to get out that the poster boy was having sex with Pete, Cornwell’s reputation, his business, and probably his political ambitions go down the drain.”


  “You think Cornwell is capable of killing someone just to protect his reputation?”


  I shrugged. “You’re in law enforcement. I’m sure you’ve seen people kill for less.”


  Trent nodded and reached out for the cookie. He broke it in half and offered me a piece. I shook my head—my stomach had felt queasy since leaving Cornwell. Trent bit into a half and chewed thoughtfully. “I’d like to talk with the guy, Sam, but I don’t have any cause. What you’ve given me isn’t much to go on. This is going to take some thinking.”


  “In the meantime,” I said, getting to my feet, “I’m going to have another chat with the Thorntons. I can’t see those two being innocent in all this.”


  “Just be careful,” Trent said as he popped the last of the cookie into his mouth. “And keep me apprised.”


  I said I would, gave my friend a wave, and walked out.


  .


  I sat in my car in the sheriff’s department parking lot, cell phone in hand. The inside of the Corolla was warm from the sun, and I sat with the windows up, soaking up the comfort of it. The heat supercharged the air freshener tree hanging from the rearview mirror, enveloping me in lemon scent. I stared through the windshield at the tiny mesquite trees planted between the parking lot and street. Gusts pushed them over at right angles, and just when I thought their skinny trunks would snap, the wind subsided and the trees popped back upright. I felt sorry for the saplings. They were destined to list permanently like all the trees in Desert Rock.


  I shook myself. The phone, Sam. Call him or put the damn key in the ignition and drive home. A friend can call a friend. You’re not hanging on to him, you’re not embarrassing yourself, you’re not pathetic. You just want to call and say howdy. I sat, smelled lemons, watched the wind blow the trees sideways. Then I punched Eddie’s number.


  “Hey, Sam,” he said. I could hear the hustle and bustle of Coffee Buzz in the background. The sound of it made me smell coffee.


  “I won’t keep you,” I said hurriedly, “I know you’re at work. I just wanted to say ‘hi’ and find out how Miguel is doing.” That sounded reasonable enough, a friend following up with a friend.


  Eddie laughed, but it sounded brittle. “Well, Raul didn’t kill him, if that’s what you mean. He didn’t even fire him. I think Miguel’s too good a lackey.”


  “And your folks are none the wiser?”


  “They know something’s up between Miguel and me, but there usually is.”


  It was probably too personal and nosy, but I asked anyway. “Is Coffee Buzz 2 still a go?”


  Eddie didn’t answer right away. I knew how angry and ashamed he was that part of the money he was using to open the new shop came from the illegal dumping operation. After an audible sigh, Eddie said, “It’s still on. I’d already committed the money. It would cause all kinds of problems now to pull out. So I’m going to donate the same amount to the Desert Rock Preserve. Once the shop is up and running, I’ll take part of the income every month and send it off.”


  He said all this in a tone of resignation, but I felt proud of him. He had come up with a plan to right a wrong, to put the ethical universe back in balance. To regain his honor. I knew he was too mad at himself to accept my praise, so I just said, “That sounds like a sensible solution. And I’m glad Miguel is in one piece. How’s life other than that?” I was thinking about Gabby, but I hoped he wouldn’t guess that.


  “Status quo,” he said.


  So Gabby was still in the picture. I didn’t feel like talking anymore.


  When Eddie asked how everything was with me, I forgot my intention of telling him about Cornwell and just mumbled something about needing to get back to my book. He said he was busy, too, and we hung up.


  I sat like a stone in the closed-up car. The heat and lemon stench gagged me. I opened all the car windows, let the cold air push in. I breathed deeply, in and out, in and out.


  I didn’t want to live without Eddie. Why did I feel like that was going to happen? Breathing seemed suddenly impossible, and for a moment I panicked, I felt suffocation wrap me like a shroud. You need to breathe, Sam. Just breathe.


  If only it were that simple.


  .


  Two days after the ugly scene with Cornwell, I sat at the kitchen table drinking my first cup of coffee of the day. Lacy, as usual, lay on my feet. I watched Connor through the patio window as he put the finishing touches on the garden. Glistening green leaves and bright yellow flowers filled the beds, and there was even a new aloe vera tree to replace the one that died. Or rather, the one I had killed. The tree had prospered under Mom’s TLC. It had taken one look at me, turned all blighty, and then croaked. Oh well. I didn’t have the energy this morning to feel bad about it. I yawned. Sleepily, I opened the Desert Tribune.


  My body jolted as if electrocuted when I saw it. It couldn’t be true. I just couldn’t believe it. But there it was, in large bold print, right in front of my face:


  Therapist’s Body Found in Car


  Bernard Cornwell.


  Dead.
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  I sat in Trent’s office, both of us sipping wicked brew to stay awake. It was eleven o’clock on Thursday night. This was the first chance I’d had to speak to Trent after reading about Cornwell’s death in the paper this morning. My deputy friend had spent the entire day and much of the night processing the crime scene and had only now returned to the office, where he found my message. Without hesitation he phoned and asked me to come on by if I wanted to—he was interested in my take on Cornwell’s death. Trent explained that he’d be working all night.


  Trent gave me details that the paper had not reported, including the fact that Cornwell had been shot once in the temple with a shotgun. His body had been found in his car by a hiker. The woman had been walking with her golden retriever on the old jeep trail leading to Sidel Ghost Town when she saw a car parked by an ancient abandoned house. She told the deputies that when she neared the vehicle her dog began to whine, and the hair along the animal’s spine stood on end. The woman knew then it wouldn’t be good, but she looked anyway. Whether she lost her lunch, fainted, or just shrugged and turned away, Trent didn’t say. But he did tell me that the poor woman had to walk three miles toward town before she could pick up cell phone reception and call the deputies.


  Then Trent reported another unexpected discovery: He had found a bag of crystal meth in the passenger seat of Cornwell’s car.


  “Meth?” I repeated in astonishment. “Cornwell was not the type to use drugs.”


  “One thing I’ve learned in law enforcement,” my friend said, “there is no ‘type’ for using drugs. Amazing how many straight-laced, law-abiding citizens snort and smoke like nobody’s business.” Trent’s face was drawn and pale, but his eyes were bright. He had a murder to solve. This is why he got into law enforcement.


  “I know, but Cornwell and meth? It just doesn’t feel right.”


  “I agree he doesn’t seem a prime candidate. But nothing surprises me anymore.”


  “You think the drugs had something to do with his murder?”


  Trent shrugged, tossed back more vile coffee. “We have to assume that as a possibility. The drugs were right there in the seat beside him. We’ll have to wait for the toxicology report to find out if he had drugs in his system.”


  I shook my head. “I’m just having a hard time seeing him using drugs. Hell, I bet he didn’t even drink. He was such a controlled man.”


  “Not the last time you saw him,” Trent reminded me of my encounter with Cornwell on Tuesday, just two days ago.


  “That’s true. He was freaking out that day, for sure.”


  “I’m wondering if your visit and his murder are connected.”


  My head snapped up. “What?”


  Trent put his hand up. “That doesn’t mean I think you are responsible in any way for what happened to Cornwell. But the two events happened very close together.”


  “Association is not causation,” I said. I didn’t like the idea that my ambush had led to Cornwell’s murder.


  “Not always. But sometimes it is. On Tuesday you tell Cornwell you know he’s lying about not knowing Pete and suggest that the sheriff’s department is looking at him as a suspect. He looks totally unhinged. Then two days later he turns up dead.”


  Trent could be right, but my mind kept rebelling against the idea. “Wouldn’t it make more sense that my visit was just a side note? That whatever gears put this in motion were already moving? He was rattled when I talked to him Tuesday. Obviously, something was going on.”


  “Which may or may not have had anything to do with the case. He might have had a fight with his wife, for all we know.”


  I sat back in my chair, put my feet up on Trent’s desk. “I thought of that. But, honestly? He looked scared. Not angry or irritated. Scared. Like something bad was going to happen.”


  “Well, he got that right.” Trent leaned back and put his feet up on the desk as well. I saw that his boots were dusty and the treads filled with pebbles from clomping around the crime scene. He smelled like outside, that sharp scent of wind and dust. We sat quietly for a moment, drinking coffee, puzzling it over.


  Finally I said, “Let’s go back to the drugs. I still can’t see Cornwell using. Or dealing.”


  “And yet, there they were. We have to pursue the theory that he was killed because a drug deal went sour. Say he drove out to that old abandoned house to buy the drugs. Something goes wrong with the deal. Maybe he shows without money. Maybe he owes the dealer money. Then, bam! Bye bye Cornwell. Or let’s say he’s the dealer. He drives out there to sell to someone, and that someone kills him.”


  “What for? The drugs were still on the car seat.”


  “Some drugs were still on the car seat. Who knows? Maybe Cornwell had sacks of the stuff loaded in the car and the killer took it all but a little, just to throw us off.”


  “Or,” I said, swooping my feet off the desk and leaning forward, “the killer planted the drugs to throw us off. Meaning Cornwell’s murder has nothing to do with drugs.”


  Trent studied the ceiling, considering my theory. “I don’t know. This isn’t L.A. This is podunk Desert Rock. That just sounds too sophisticated for here.”


  “People are the same all over, Trent.”


  He reluctantly nodded. “I suppose. But then you have to ask yourself, if not drugs, what?”


  “I think we go back to Pete’s disappearance. We have to consider that Cornwell was killed by whoever killed Pete.”


  “Assuming Pete is dead. We still don’t have a body.”


  “True. But, look. You thought my ambush of Cornwell and his death two days apart was too much of coincidence not to be related. Well, we could argue the same about Pete and Cornwell. Pete disappears three weeks ago and is presumed dead. Now Cornwell is shot. As you pointed out, this is Desert Rock, not L.A. Two murders in three weeks. I say they have to be connected.”


  Trent looked at me. “You make sense. But what about the damn drugs?”


  “A red herring?”


  “Okay. So what connects Pete and Cornwell?”


  “The protest. And the Thorntons.”


  “The Thorntons. You’re going back to that reparative therapy stuff, right?”


  “It’s a theory, that’s all. I believe that Pete and Matthew met at the protests and hooked up. Cornwell found out about it. Matthew’s relationship with Pete would have threatened the life that Cornwell was building for himself.”


  “All that suggests that Cornwell murdered Pete. But Cornwell is dead.”


  I sighed. “Shit. It kind of shreds my theory, doesn’t it?” I thought for a moment. “Or does it? I mean, the reparative therapy could still be the catalyst. You said the drug found in Cornwell’s car was crystal meth?”


  Trent nodded.


  “Isn’t that the drug of choice in the gay community?” I had done several books on drugs and was conversant on the subject.


  “Well, not exclusively, of course, a lot of other people use meth, and people in the gay community use all kinds of drugs, but yeah, I see your point.”


  “Who sells drugs in Desert Rock?”


  Trent laughed. “I can’t tell you that! The few we’ve known about and could catch are in prison. Those we know about and can’t catch are still dealing. I certainly can’t tell you their names. It would jeopardize our investigations. Plus, it’s illegal.”


  I was disappointed. Trent had bent the rules for me in the past. “Not even a hint?”


  “No. I really can’t.”


  I tapped my foot, thinking. My theory was too promising to be derailed by legal formalities. Surely I could discover who deals meth in this town. I snapped my fingers. Bingo!


  “What?” Trent eyed me suspiciously.


  No way was I going to share my thoughts on this one. “Nothing,” I lied. “Just running more theories through my head. With Cornwell dead, who’s the next best suspect?”


  He narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re obviously spinning theories you’re not sharing with me, Sam. So, why don’t you answer that one.”


  “Okay. Try this on. We were assuming that the same person who killed Pete also killed Cornwell. But what if Cornwell killed Pete? Who then would want Cornwell dead?”


  “I get where you’re going with this. Matthew Thornton. He would be angry that Cornwell killed his boyfriend. Maybe Cornwell’s agitation in the last few days had to do with Matthew threatening him.”


  “I’ve seen Matthew twice. Both times he looked upset, very depressed. Despite the alleged father-son relationship he and his therapist were supposed to have enjoyed, Matthew looked like he couldn’t stand Cornwell, was actually sickened by him. I thought it was odd at the time, but now it looks downright incriminating.”


  “Makes sense,” Trent said, but I could tell he was still convinced that the drugs were the reason for Cornwell’s murder. He was just humoring me.


  “And let’s not forget Faith Thornton. She would clearly have viewed Pete as a threat to her marriage. A marriage built on the assurances of Cornwell that Matthew was ‘repaired,’ a homosexual no more.”


  “But in that case, you’re saying Faith killed Pete. If she could get Pete out of the way, Matthew’s homosexual tendencies are put to rest. Her marriage and family are saved. So, why kill Cornwell?”


  I thought about it, shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe Cornwell found out that she killed Pete?”


  Trent scratched his chin, stubble rasping against his nails. “I’m having a hard time visualizing Faith Thornton killing two men. I know her. She’s a good Christian woman, a good mother.”


  “I know. It seems improbable. But mothers protect their families. And believe me, the woman is protective. Maybe the theory is far out, but I don’t think we should rule it out.”


  Trent smiled, obviously amused that I said “we,” as though I were officially on the payroll. Still, he had come to respect my investigative instincts after I solved the wind farm case. With a tremendous sigh, he pulled his feet from the desk and stood up. “Despite the coffee,” he said, “I’m tired as hell. But I’ve still got work to do.”


  “Going to go at it the whole night?” I asked, also getting to my feet. I was no dummy, he was politely indicating that I should leave him to it.


  “Looks that way. We have a shitload of paperwork to do, among a thousand other things. Remind me of this when I complain that Desert Rock is a boring place to be in law enforcement.”


  “Be careful what you wish for.”


  “Or you may very well get it,” he finished, the fatigue in his voice making him sound old.
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  The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Gabby Castillo—I got a pain behind my right eye just thinking about it. Nevertheless, there I was at Coffee Buzz on Saturday afternoon waiting for her and Eddie to arrive. The place was quiet, the morning crush long over. It was just me and the other caffeine junkies who probably tossed and turned all night wondering why they couldn’t get a good night’s sleep. Sipping on an iced coffee white with cream, I watched a woman wearing a bright orange beanie and red sweatpants tear pages out of a magazine. It’s not as though she was tearing out recipes or something—when the pages came ripping out, she promptly tossed them on the ground. Mike and Sonia paid her no heed. After all, she was Millie, a Coffee Buzz regular and a fixture in town.


  When Eddie had called and asked if I’d meet him and Gabby, my first reaction was “hell no.” But Eddie convinced me. Apparently Gabby had gone ballistic when he told her we had cleared Raul. In a fit of pique, she had demanded that he set up a meeting with me, probably so she could lodge a formal complaint that I hadn’t fulfilled my end of the bargain. A bargain that consisted of me working my ass off for free to prove that an innocent man was guilty, just to satisfy some familial grudge. As I sat there sipping my coffee, I visualized Miss Perfect’s face contorted with rage while she threw a tantrum like the big baby she was. I suddenly saw that this was going to be fun.


  At exactly two o’clock Eddie and Gabby walked through the door. Eddie veered off to get coffees, and Gabby steered straight for me. She plunked her butt in the chair across from me and slammed her Coach handbag on the table with enough force to make my iced coffee burble in the cup. Her perfume wafted around me like a toxic cloud, completely obliterating the rich earthy scent of coffee that makes Coffee Buzz so pleasant to sit in. She wore a red designer sweater that set off her shiny hair and flawless skin. Her diamond stud earrings caught the light from the window, nearly blinding me. I looked at her mildly, pleasant smile on my face.


  “Yo, Gabby, what’s up?” I said jauntily. I could feel anger radiate from her like heat from a sand dune in August.


  “What’s up,” she glowered, “is that you’ve screwed up. I told you to prove that Raul killed Pete. And what do you do? You go make up this f-upped story that he couldn’t have because he was out dumping crap in some canyon.”


  I smiled, but now I had to force it. I had underestimated her ability to irk me. “It happens to be true, Gabby.”


  Her pretty face scrunched in disgust. “Yeah, right. Eddie told me how you went out there and saw Raul do it. What does that prove? Only that Raul was out there the night you were there. Not that he was out there the night Pete disappeared.”


  I felt my enjoyment of the encounter erode further. How dare she talk to me like this? I wasn’t a detective, she hadn’t hired me, for God’s sake. But I kept the smile on my face because I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she got to me. She was insufferable! “I’m sure Eddie told you,” I said as if she were stupid, “we have a witness.”


  She snorted like a horse. “Yeah right, Eddie’s low-life brother Miguel. Who would believe anything he says?”


  Eddie walked up at that moment with the coffees. I saw a hitch in his step when she said it. When he sat down he slammed a coffee down in front of her, splashing amber liquid on the sleeve of her two-hundred-dollar sweater.


  Gabby snatched a napkin off the table and dabbed at her sleeve. “Damn it, Eddie, be careful!”


  Eddie’s face was hard and taut. “I already told you, Miguel’s not lying about this.”


  Ah, so they had already been fighting about it. I felt suddenly warm inside.


  Gabby scowled at him. “Really? You’re really sticking with that? Your brother is not exactly a paragon of virtue. If Miguel is all you’ve got, I’m not buying it.”


  Eddie’s his eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to believe it,” he said calmly, carefully. “But I do. Miguel makes bad decisions, true, but he would never lie to provide a murderer with an alibi. He’s not bad like that.”


  Gabby turned away from him and rolled her eyes. This did not endear her to me. How dare she treat Eddie with such condescension? One would think that she of all people would understand his loyalty to his brother. But there was the rub—she loved Pete so much, she was so obsessed with his disappearance, she could not empathize with anyone else. My irritation with her bubbled over into anger. I said, my jaw tight, “I don’t care what you believe, Gabby. The case has taken a turn, anyway. It’s now clear that Raul never had anything to do with Pete’s disappearance. Bernard Cornwell was found shot to death in his car Thursday morning.”


  “Bernard Cornwell?” she spat. “What the hell does he have to do with it? You’re not still talking about that stupid reparative therapy crap are you? What does this have to do with Pete?”


  I ground my teeth so hard my jaw muscles nearly erupted out of my cheeks. “If you’d shut up for half a minute, I could tell you.”


  I waited to see if she would open her mouth again. She didn’t, but her face turned red with the effort of holding back. After thirty seconds of silence, during which I could hear Millie’s steady ripping behind me, I resumed. “It stretches the imagination to think that Cornwell’s murder has nothing to do with Pete’s disappearance. Two murders in three weeks’ time in a sleepy town like Desert Rock? The two victims were on opposite sides of a contentious protest. They knew of one another. They both knew Matthew Thornton, Cornwell’s “ex-gay” and Pete’s boyfriend.” I saw Gabby’s mouth fly open to protest my assertion that Pete was seeing Matthew, so I added quickly, “You’d have to be a simpleton not to think Pete’s disappearance didn’t have something to do with Cornwell’s murder.”


  Gabby bristled at the word “simpleton.” She huffed, “If that’s true, then Raul must have killed Cornwell, too.” She sat back and crossed her arms as if her argument were irrefutable.


  “God, what is it with you and Raul? I get the family history, but you are absolutely out of your mind about this!”


  Gabby glowered. “Raul is an evil person. I know him better than anyone. And you don’t know squat about my family if you think Raul didn’t do this.”


  I looked at Eddie to see if I could gain some calm by watching his usual placid demeanor, but his lips were stretched thin and his eyes flashed as he glared at Gabby. I was thrilled to see that Eddie hated the way she talked to me. The clear antagonism between them felt invigorating. I said, “Haven’t you been following what I’m saying? Your brother may be a very bad man, and he may have made Pete’s life hell, but he didn’t kill him. No amount of wishing it were so is going to make it so. I’m telling you, we have a viable alternative theory. Or don’t you really care what happened to Pete? Is punishing Raul all you care about?”


  Eddie didn’t wait for her to respond. He sat up straight and said, “Sam is going to look into this because she cares about finding out the truth. This is Sam’s case, it doesn’t matter what you believe or don’t believe.”


  Gabby looked stunned. She cocked her head back on her neck as if facing strong winds. Her eyes watered and her mouth did some goldfish-like gulping but no words came out. Then I saw her lips compress and she began to glare at Eddie, her pupils contracting into tiny specks. She had seen that Eddie defended me—against her.


  And Eddie was right. It was my case. I wasn’t doing it for Gabby or even as a favor for Eddie any more. Someone was out there killing people, and I was determined to find out who. Gabby was just an annoying distraction.


  I felt emboldened to ask her a question that I knew would piss her off. “When they found Cornwell’s body, they also found drugs in his car. Did Pete ever do meth?”


  Her mouth opened so big I could see her tonsils. “What the hell are you talking about? How dare you! Of course my brother didn’t do meth. Of course he didn’t!”


  The repetition was interesting. Was she trying to convince herself? It was enough to encourage me to pursue the line of questioning. “Gabby, come on. Meth is popular with gay men.”


  She glowered at me. “I’m telling you he didn’t do drugs. What is your problem, can’t you understand simple English? How can you be so insensitive! My brother’s dead!”


  I thought she was going to cry, and I instantly felt bad. As much as I couldn’t stand her, she had just lost her brother. Once again I had proven that I was not a model of tact and sensitivity. I decided to let the matter drop. I had another idea for investigating the drug angle anyway. As I thought about this, I noted that Eddie had not put his arm around Gabby or put his hand over hers to comfort her. She noticed this, too, and sort of sunk into herself like a balloon deflating. I should have felt worse for her, but this disconnection between them cheered me right up.


  With a feeling of renewed vigor, I grabbed my purse and stood up. “Eddie, call me later? Maybe we can play tennis or something.” I couldn’t resist pounding another stake in her eye.


  Eddie’s face softened when he looked up at me. His eyes still looked angry, but they warmed when they met mine. “I’ll call you. And, Sam? Thanks.”


  I smiled at him, tossed my head at Gabby, and walked out of there.
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  Sunday morning dawned crisp and clear. Birds soared in the windless sky and sang in the trees. I found myself singing, too, as Lacy and I walked out the front door to meet my next-door neighbor Hattie for a walk. After the encounter with Eddie and Gabby yesterday, I felt an irrepressible joy. Lacy picked up on my good mood and danced at the other end of the leash. When we saw Hattie, the fierce beast whined and strained and wiggled with delight.


  I took a break from my singing to whistle at Hattie. “Looking good!” I said to the octogenarian. Hattie, my mother’s best friend for decades, dressed as if going to a wedding even if she were only popping off to the store. On this day she wore a white designer track suit. She never left the house without lipstick or the jewelry that her late husband gave her. Even her walker was adorned with purple streamers to keep it from looking too institutional.


  In contrast, I wore a pair of ripped sweat pants and a tatty hoodie. As for Lacy, she needed a good brushing and had twin drool stalagmites hanging from her jowls.


  Before setting out I checked Hattie’s walker for loose screws as I always did. The ritual appeased her fear that the contraption would fall apart without notice and send her sprawling to the pavement. I had noticed in the year I’d been back in Desert Rock that she had become frailer. But though her body was losing steam with every passing year, her spirit was vigorous, and her mind as sharp as ever.


  We walked for a half hour in the bracing air, the morning sun warming our skin. As usual, Lacy did her best to tangle herself up with Hattie’s walker. Hattie discussed with great forbearance the foibles of our reading group, in which she was the youngest member besides me. They were chronically late to our meetings and acted as though the book under discussion was just a pretense. The real point of the reading group, apparently, was eating the desserts everyone brought. The ladies dissected every walnut and chocolate chip like it was fresh out of Cordon Bleu. Hattie, who had worked as Desert Rock’s librarian for forty years, was driven to distraction by the group’s flagrant disregard for all things literary. I listened to her mild complaints, watched for pot holes and other hazards, and hummed my latest i-Tunes purchase.


  “My,” she said, interrupting her recitation of the reading groups’ faults. “You certainly seem cheerful today.”


  I was a bit put off with how she said it, as if I were usually Eeyore or something. But she was right, I did feel cheerful. “Thank you, Hattie, as a matter of fact, I am feeling pretty darn good. I told you that Eddie was starting things up again with that hideous Gabby Castillo? Well, I just saw them yesterday, and things didn’t look so copacetic. Eddie seems thoroughly disgusted with her, which any normal person would be.”


  Hattie frowned. “I’m surprised at you, Sam. You are happy that Eddie feels bad.”


  Ouch, that didn’t feel good. Hattie had misunderstood. “No, that’s not what I mean. Of course I don’t want Eddie to feel bad.”


  “But you just said he looked upset with Gabby. You suggested that their relationship is falling apart. He must feel sad. You, on the other hand, are happy as a clam.”


  Put that way, I sounded like a selfish jerk. Hattie wasn’t being fair. And it was so unlike her to directly call me out. Her usual style is round-about. I didn’t like her thinking ill of me and set about to defend my position. “Honestly, I don’t want Eddie hurt. But Gabby is awful for him. She hurt him before, and she’s going to hurt him again. I just think it’s better for Eddie to take the hit now, before he’s too far in.”


  Hattie said, “Did I ever tell you about my sister Agnes?”


  Oh no. Hattie was about to embark on one of her allegories. This was more her style than the directness she had used earlier. I was tempted to say, yes, you’ve told me dozens of stories about Agnes, all of which were designed to impart some bit of advice you are too classy to offer up directly. But I loved Hattie, and this was her way, so I just prepared myself to figure out the point of her story even though I was sure I didn’t want to hear the gentle criticism that was coming.


  “When we were growing up, Agnes had a best friend named Mary Beth. They met in the fourth grade and became inseparable. For a while they did everything together, they rode horses, sped around on their bicycles, played badminton. Most of the time Mary Beth came to our house because our mother loved having the house filled with children. Mary Beth became one of our family. She was three years older than me, but after a time she and I began to spend more time together. She loved to sit inside and read books, as I did. Agnes, who would rather be outdoors than curled up in a chair reading stories, began to get jealous. You know how girls can be.”


  By this time I was pretty sure where the story was going and was wishing she’d get to the point. We had nearly completed our walk, and Lacy was straining at the leash, as eager to get back home as she was to leave it. Dumb dog.


  Hattie continued but in a brisker way, clearly picking up on my impatience. “So, Agnes started acting so sullen around Mary Beth that she was no fun at all. Mary Beth spent even more time with me, which made Agnes act even worse. It got so bad that eventually Mary Beth stopped coming to the house. Agnes got what she thought she wanted, which was for Mary Beth to stop spending time with me. She was too silly to see that in getting that wish, she ensured that she’d lose what she really valued, which was her friendship with Mary Beth.”


  It was one of Hattie’s subtler allegories. Dutifully I summarized its implications for me. “Okay, I get it, I’m Agnes in the story. I don’t want Eddie spending time with Gabby. But if I act too obnoxious about it I’ll lose his friendship.” This seemed straightforward enough.


  Hattie smiled in a forbearing way, her eyes warm and wise. We had returned home and stood in front of our houses, a crisp breeze picking up, buffeting us. “I think what Agnes lacked was a clear understanding of what she really wanted.”


  I nodded. “I can see that. She thought she wanted Mary Beth to stop hanging out with you. But that wasn’t really it. She really just wanted to spend more time with her friend, like they used to.”


  Hattie smiled again, her old eyes bright with humor and intelligence. “There’s that. And maybe that is all there was to it. But I wonder, didn’t Agnes want Mary Beth to be someone other than what she was? Mary Beth was never going to want to ride horses more than she wanted to read books. And wasn’t Agnes expecting herself to be other than what she was?”


  I stood in the warm sunlight, trying to puzzle it out. Lacy had given up trying to get to the house and flopped down on my shoe. I shared her malaise. I wished Hattie would just speak her mind rather than couch her advice in these blasted riddles. “Alright, so what you’re trying to say is that what I really want is for Eddie to be someone other than what he is.” I was trying here, but, frankly, I just wasn’t getting it.


  Hattie bent down in a slow, creaky fashion and patted Lacy’s head. The dog looked up at her friend, eyes wide with adoration, tail thumping on the asphalt. “It’s not what I think that matters, Sam.”


  I huffed. “Okay, old woman, you’ve pushed me too far this time! Just tell me what you want me to understand!” I was laughing, and I gave her a little poke to let her know I was kidding around, but, honestly, I had the urge to kick her walker.


  Still petting Lacy, Hattie looked up and winked at me. “You know, your mother always liked your independence. She said you’d always live the life you wanted to. She said you’d never get your heart broken.”


  This was a shock, as it was any time Hattie relayed something good my mother had said about me. The two of us had never gotten along, and I had always felt that my mother struggled to love me, much less like me. But over the last year Hattie had told me things that made me realize that I had been wrong. My mother had loved, even admired, me, although sometimes I guess I made that difficult. Each one of Hattie’s disclosures shocked me, so at odds was it with what I thought I knew about my mother. This most recent disclosure was at least understandable. “Mom was hugely independent herself,” I told Hattie. “I could see how she would appreciate that quality in me.”


  Hattie stood up after petting Lacy and discretely pulled a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe her hand. She shook her head at me. “Your mother was independent only because she had to be. Your father died young, leaving her with three young children. She didn’t have much choice but to focus on getting on with it.”


  Vanessa had told me something similar just a few days ago. I had always been proud of my mother for prospering as a woman doing it all alone, for not needing a man, if truth be told. I asked Hattie, “Do you think she would have liked to have gotten married again? Have a man around to share the burden?”


  “I know she did. She was devastated by your father’s death and terrified to get involved with another man in case something like that happened again. She was a good mother—you children were her first priority. But she was lonely. And scared sometimes, having to do it all on her own. That’s why she was glad, I think, when you turned out so feisty and independent. You would never find yourself in her shoes.”


  I had never thought of my mother as lonely or frightened. She had always seemed so strong. Was Hattie saying that my Mom admired me because I possessed the strength she wished she had? But couldn’t you be strong and still want to be with someone? And couldn’t you be strong and still feel lonely and frightened sometimes? Of course you could. I had definitely lost the thread of whatever Hattie was trying to say. Maybe her mind was not working as youthfully as I had imagined.


  “Well,” she said, grabbing the handles of her walker. “I’ve taken enough of your valuable Sunday. I do so enjoy our walks together. It’s nice of you to think of your old neighbor. And listen to my silly stories.” She winked again, her smile playful.


  We said goodbye, and as I walked Lacy back to our house it occurred to me that I hadn’t followed the connection between her story about Agnes and her claim that my mother admired my independence. What the heck was Hattie trying to say? I thought back over the tiresome allegory: Agnes tried to hold on to her friend but wound up alienating her instead. Which would have happened in any event because Agnes and Mary Beth wanted different things out of life. How in the heck did that tie into my mother being grateful for my independence? What the hell had started this whole discussion, anyway? Hattie had accused me of being happy that Eddie and Gabby were on the rocks. I had said I wasn’t happy that he was hurt but . . . oh, for God’s sake, it was impossible! Why couldn’t Hattie give direct unasked-for advice like any other meddler?


  My cheerful humming had screeched to a halt, I noticed, or had been drowned out by the grinding of the gears in my head. I stomped up the walkway to the front door, yanked the door open, and let Lacy drag me inside. I realized that I had not unsnapped her leash like I usually did, and she was pulling like mad, all wiggly in anticipation of her after-walk doggie biscuit. I struggled to unsnap the leash and close the front door before she dislocated my shoulder. The dumb dog pranced and pulled, straining against the leather strap, trying to drag me to the kitchen. I tried to yank her back so I could unsnap the damn leash and close the door, but we were working at cross purposes. My hand went through the handle of the leash and the strap twisted around my wrist. Struggling to get my arm free, Lacy practically yanking it out of its socket, I lurched and my elbow hit the door. I’m not sure what happened next, but somehow the front door slammed—with my finger in it.


  The world stood still. All sound evaporated. My eyes—as if they were someone else’s eyes—saw the door and my finger, which was already blowing up. It must have been only a second. But the tableaux played out in slow motion, the door slamming, my finger smashed, my own self looking down at it. I felt my mind wait for the pain to come like a train speeding through a dark tunnel.


  It came alright.


  My howling put the coyotes to shame.
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  Urgent care had been super fun. When I checked in, Gladys the intake nurse raised a penciled eyebrow and said, “Again?” She acted like I broke my nose and then my finger on purpose. As if my goal in life was to be a drain on healthcare resources. When I explained that my dog was responsible, again, her knife-thin eyebrows shot up two inches, and her lips pursed so hard they almost disappeared. Her facial calisthenics clearly communicated to me her belief that I deserved this latest injury and that I was lying through my teeth as to how I’d gotten it. So much for nurses and that TLC crap.


  When I finally got in to see Dr. Singh, he was too debonair to do the eyebrow thing, but I did notice a small shake of his head. An x-ray revealed that the middle bone of my right index finger was fractured. This would make typing interesting. Vince would be thrilled!


  My finger had swelled up like a dead hare on the highway and hurt like a big dog. Dr. Singh drilled a hole in the nail to let the blood out and reduce the swelling. Then he put a splint on my finger and wrapped it with white tape. Though my finger actually felt a lot better when he was done, I didn’t think the good doctor was as gentle as he could have been during the procedure. I think he and Gladys are in cahoots, trying to make my visits as unpleasant as possible so I’d stop coming back.


  Thinking of people who seemed determined to hurt me reminded me of the plan I had made before I had been derailed by another medical emergency. When Gabby had refused to talk about Pete’s drug habits, I had decided to fall back on Plan B. I didn’t like plan B. It meant asking hard questions of a man who had once wanted to kill me. The last thing I needed was another broken bone. But what the heck. I was on a roll.


  .


  My motto is, if you’re going to do something foolhardy, get it over with as quickly as possible. That is why I sat at the bar in Cactus Sam’s just two hours after my urgent care visit. As I tried to ignore the throbbing pain under my nice new splint and the fuzzy weirdness in my head, I heard the door behind me open, sending a shaft of light into the dark bar. The door closed, pitching the joint into darkness again, and Richard Sampson sat down on the bar stool next to me. We nodded to one another in the mirror behind the bar. Cactus Sam’s was nearly empty, just a spattering of regulars sitting alone in the dark with their drinks. Big Red watched a cooking show on one of the gigantic monitors over the bar. When he saw Sampson he came over with a glass of scotch. I was sipping a Coke on account of the painkillers I was taking for my finger.


  “Thanks for meeting me,” I said.


  He looked at my hand on the bar. My finger looked like a kielbasa sausage. “And what is this latest disaster?” he asked.


  I glanced at his reflection in the mirror and saw him compress his lips together.


  “The dog again.”


  His cheek muscles popped out as he clamped his jaw. “Ah, the hapless Lacy. I go on record as having counseled you to get a dog more your size.”


  “You forget, I inherited Lacy from my mother. I wouldn’t have the heart to trade her in.”


  “Then the source of your mishaps is really your good heart.”


  I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or praising me. I chose to think the later. Things between us had improved since eight months ago when I had accused him of murder and he had returned the favor by wanting to kill me. We sat for a few minutes in silence, enjoying the drinks. I saw his enormous bald head in the mirror, could feel the size of him next to me. It was like sitting beside Half Dome.


  “So,” he said, “What can I do for you?”


  “You know I’ve been investigating Pete Castillo’s disappearance.”


  Sampson nodded. “He hasn’t turned up I take it.”


  “No. Which surely means he’s dead.”


  “Like Bernard Cornwell, our favorite therapist.” Sampson was quick.


  “Ah, you read the papers. I think the two events have to be connected.”


  “A disappearance and a murder in the span of three weeks, in Desert Rock? I agree with you.”


  “The sheriff’s department is acting on the assumption that Cornwell’s death has something to do with the drugs found in his car.”


  He swiveled toward me abruptly. “Drugs?”


  “Yeah, crystal meth. I’m not really supposed to be telling you that.”


  Sampson thought about it for a few minutes. Finally, he shook his head. “You sound dubious about the sheriff’s department’s theory.”


  I nodded, took a sip of Coke. “It just feels hinky. Look, Pete is murdered, but his body never surfaces. The killer went to some trouble to make sure it would never be found. So why would the same killer murder Cornwell and then leave his body for all the world to see? Cornwell’s car was on a jeep trail where runners and hikers go all the time.”


  Sampson tossed back the rest of his drink and nodded to Big Red. When Sampson asked if I wanted one, I shook my head. “Painkillers and alcohol—not a good combo,” I explained. His jaw clenched again.


  He said, “You raise an interesting question. I assume you have an answer.”


  “The killer wanted Cornwell to be found. He—or she—wanted the cops to find the drugs.”


  “You think the killer wants Cornwell’s murder to look like a drug deal gone bad.”


  “Exactly. To disguise the real reason that Cornwell—and Pete—were murdered.”


  “Which is?” Sampson was looking me square in the face now.


  “Well, who have I been talking to? Bernard Cornwell and Matthew Thornton.”


  His eyes flashed, and I saw his huge strong jaw tighten. “Ah, yes. Doctor and patient. Salesman and snake oil. Except that Cornwell is now dead. I see. You think Matthew Thornton is our murderer.”


  I liked how he said “our.” He had been pulled into the mystery. “Well, don’t forget, Matthew is married. Faith Thornton had every reason to want Pete dead, too. Her marriage was on the line.”


  “How so?”


  “I think Matthew and Pete were seeing one another.”


  Sampson didn’t seem surprised at my assertion. I remembered that the last time we had met, he had acted a little cagey when Thornton’s name came up in connection with Pete. I wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know. He nodded his giant head. “Yeah, so much for reparative therapy. What a load of BS.”


  “If Pete and Matthew were lovers, Faith has a pretty good motive, don’t you think?”


  “I can see that she would want to kill Pete. But why Cornwell?”


  “That’s the question, isn’t it? At this point, I can’t see why.”


  “So we’re back to Thornton being the killer. I guess I can see how he might want Pete dead, to destroy temptation, protect his image as ‘cured.’ But why would he kill Cornwell? I thought he and his therapist were like father and son.”


  “I know. That’s why I have another theory. We might have two killers. Cornwell killed Pete to keep him away from Matthew. Then Matthew kills Cornwell to avenge Pete’s murder. The relationship between them had definitely deteriorated. Something was going on with those two.”


  “So how do the drugs fit in with your theories?”


  “That’s why I wanted to see you.”


  “Oh?” he gave me a look of mock surprise. “What would I know about drugs?”


  I smiled. “Well, you know. It was crystal meth. Not pot. Not heroin.”


  “And you, naturally, thought of me.”


  I shrugged sheepishly, said just above a whisper. “Sorry, it’s just that meth is big in the gay community.”


  “Ah yes,” he whispered back. “The great sex enhancer.”


  “See, that’s why I thought of you.”


  He eyed me, thinking about whether to be offended or amused, or if he wanted to break another one of my fingers.


  Before he decided on the latter, I said, “Let’s say that Matthew kills his therapist. He’s smart enough to realize that after he kills Cornwell, the two murders will probably be seen as connected. I told him straight out that the sheriff’s department was viewing Pete’s disappearance as a murder. And I drilled him with questions about his whereabouts that night.”


  Sampson whistled softly. “Ever think of hiring a bodyguard?”


  “You available?” I said, eying his massive body.


  I thought he would roll his eyes and make some disparaging comment. But he said in all seriousness, “You get into trouble, you call me anytime.”


  I knew he meant it. And I saw that somehow, despite our rocky beginning, we had become friends of a sort. Relief coursed through me. My other fingers were safe. Sampson actually felt paternal toward me, and for some reason, I didn’t take offense like I normally would, taking it as a slight to my gender. He was a protective sort, that’s all. It’s what he did.


  “Let’s hope I don’t have to make that call. I’m hoping Matthew, if he is indeed the killer, will feel that he has succeeded in directing attention away from himself. He’s got the sheriff’s department believing it at any rate.”


  “They don’t think the drugs are too obvious?” Sampson rolled his eyes. He doesn’t have much respect for our local law enforcement.


  I felt a bit protective of my friend Trent. “Well, it’s the evidence they have. And every law enforcement agency in the country is fixated on drugs. Deputy Wise told me they have several drug investigations going here in Desert Rock.”


  Sampson raised an eyebrow. “Do they now?”


  I swallowed the last of my cola. “Yes, I thought you might be interested in knowing that.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “I am interested, but I’m trying to figure out how you knew I would be. It’s a little disturbing how much you seem to know. Or guess.”


  “I’m just testing theories. How easy would it be, for example, for Cornwell to obtain meth in this town?”


  Sampson snorted. “First off, why would he? Bernard Cornwell, the upstanding Christian therapist, using meth? Risk his squeaky clean reputation? He just doesn’t seem the type.”


  “I agree. But then, you never know. Let’s assume the improbable. The guy did drugs. Would anyone in Desert Rock sell to him?”


  “I’m again unnerved that you think I would have the answer to that question. But then again, you seem to get a bead on the truth faster than anyone I know.”


  Frankly, I hadn’t been sure at all if Sampson was into meth. All I knew was that he was a married man with children, and he liked having sex with other men. It had been a long shot. I said, “I realize I’m making a lot of assumptions.”


  He nodded, considered my question. “Let me speak hypothetically. A drug dealer in town would probably not sell to Cornwell. They wouldn’t trust him. The business would not be worth the risk.”


  I smiled. “Hypothetically, you seem to know a lot about drug dealers.”


  “I read a lot.”


  I smiled. “Would a dealer sell to Matthew Thornton?”


  “The bigger dealers in town? No way. Again, too risky. Once you get a few levels down from the source, now you’re talking a different game. Meth gets passed from hand to hand in the gay community. Maybe someone sold it to Thornton. But he’s an outsider, even an enemy. It’s hard to imagine.”


  “So the question is, if Matthew killed Cornwell and planted the drugs, how did he get the drugs?”


  We looked at one another and said in unison, “Pete.”


  “Pete Castillo would have no problem buying meth in this town.”


  “And if Pete, it would be Matthew who would have access, not Cornwell or Faith.”


  “Which supports your theory that Thornton killed Cornwell.”


  I nodded. “But it’s just a theory. Know of anyone who could verify that Pete bought meth? It would be a way to test the theory further.”


  Sampson rubbed his big hands together and pushed his empty glass aside. “This is dangerous business.”


  “I know. But you know you can trust me.”


  I was glad when he said, “Yes, I do know that.” Then he added, “But others do not. I would need to make some phone calls.”


  “I’d really appreciate it.”


  “You would have to be very discrete.”


  “I know.”


  He sat there, cracking his knuckles. It was an ominous sound. His hands were the size of baseball mitts. “This better not blow up in my face.”


  “I can’t promise. But I’ll be careful.”


  He glanced down at my broken finger and shook his head. “Trouble follows you.”


  We sat for a few minutes without speaking. Some celebrity chef on the television was adding a pound of cheese to a gloppy white pasta dish that already looked like it could put you into cardiac arrest. Big Red stared at the screen, transfixed.


  Sampson threw two twenties on the bar and stood up. “I’ll be in touch,” he said.
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  True to his word, Sampson called the evening of our chat at Cactus Sam’s. He gave me a cell number and a name, that was it. No explanations, no warnings. He was trusting me not to get “Angel” pissed off at him. I decided to call the number immediately before I had too much time to think about it. This was Desert Rock, not L.A., but that didn’t necessarily mean that a major drug dealer here was any less scary.


  Unfortunately, Angel would not deal with me over the phone. He insisted on me coming to his house. I would have thought he would want the anonymity of a phone call. Why risk meeting me? I would know who he was, where he lived. Then again, he would know who I was, what I looked like, what I drove. With my usual acumen, I grasped his reasoning. Great. If I wanted to get my questions answered, I was going to have to meet this man face to face—and be forever known to him.


  Because I can be persistent and determined (or, as my mother used to say, pig-headed and foolhardy), I agreed to meet Angel on his terms. He gave me the address, we agreed on a time. I decided not to be intimidated by a small-town drug pusher. It was just a couple of questions, a few minutes out of my day. No big deal.


  This way of thinking was all fine and good while sitting in my safe home on Lupine Avenue. It didn’t hold up that well when I pulled up in front of Angel’s dump out on Tamarisk Road, a dirt track bordered by the occasional ancient trailer and run-down shack. As I sat in my car in front of his house, engine running, I remembered: Bernard Cornwell’s head was blown away at close range, and the sheriff’s department thought a drug dealer did it. I had scoffed at this theory and had arranged to meet Angel precisely so I could disprove it. But now that I was all alone out here, with black clouds scudding across the sky and wind rattling the dead trees in Angel’s yard, the drug theory didn’t seem as implausible.


  I gave my head a good shake. This was ridiculous. I was letting my emotions rule my brain—again. Drug dealers didn’t go around killing people with abandon. Straight-laced, otherwise law-abiding citizens bought drugs all the time without incurring harm. What was wrong with me? Disgusted, I turned off the ignition.


  The house was yellow but just barely, most of the paint chipped and peeling from too many years under the relentless desert sun. A chain link fence surrounded the yard, which was choked with tumbleweeds and fast food bags and other detritus that desert winds pile up in neglected places. A shed at the side of the house had collapsed and was now just a pile of rafters and asphalt shingles. A couple of old metal trashcans lay buckled and rusting near the front porch. Lovely.


  I sighed and got out of the car.


  I was instantly accosted by a frigid wind and the snarling barks of two brindle pit bulls that galloped out from under the house to meet me. I stood immobile as the dogs tore across the yard and slammed into the bent metal gate. I held my breath to see if the gate would hold. It did, my signal to start breathing again. I glanced around the “neighborhood.” The nearest house, a place no more prosperous than this one, was a quarter mile away. The rest was open desert. I could be raped and murdered out here, and no one would hear my screams.


  The dogs stared at me with alien amber eyes, their bodies exploding off the ground every time they barked. They had announced my presence in no uncertain terms, and I knew I was being watched by those inside the house. I imagined a bevy of hoodlums inside, training their AK-47s at me through the shredded draperies. The dogs stood their ground, bodies taut, eyes never leaving my face. I just knew they had rabies.


  And I thought, Why am I doing this? I’m not a cop or even a private investigator. I’m just a writer with a knack for getting involved in messes that were none of my business. I should just get back in the car, drive away, let Trent and his buddies handle the whole thing. But it made me mad to feel scared. Sampson wouldn’t have put me in touch with this guy if he thought he’d kill me.


  Would he?


  I was about to find out. The battered front door opened and a lanky Hispanic man strolled calmly through it. He stood at the edge of the porch, crossed his arms, and stared at me. He didn’t look scary or cruel—or friendly, for that matter. His face was without expression. He merely observed me as a scientist would watch an insect.


  “You going to stand there all day?” He asked over the barking, his voice loud but neutral.


  I glanced at the dogs and stood rooted to the spot. “I’m Sam Larkin,” I hollered.


  “I know,” he said, tone calm, nearly without inflexion. He waited.


  I pointed to the dogs. “Do they bite?” Duh, Sam, of course they bite, that’s why he has the mangy beasts!


  The man on the porch said, “Only if I tell them to.”


  Such a comfort. With a shaky hand I opened the gate latch and murmured, “Nice doggies.”


  Both dogs rumbled and vibrated as they circled around my legs.


  “Laertes! Macduff!” the man on the porch said calmly but emphatically.


  The dogs hushed immediately and ran back toward the house with tails wagging. Laertes? Macduff? I’d have expected Scar and Spike. I looked at the man as he bent down to pet his wiggling, slobbering pets. He was in his mid-thirties, tall and thin, with long black hair tied in a ponytail that ran down his back. His feet were bare beneath his jeans, and he wore glasses with sleek black frames. He looked like a poet, and in some odd way he seemed familiar. Could this possibly be Angel?


  I wobbled my way up the cracked walkway, eyes never leaving the dogs. With eyes trained on the beasts, I didn’t watch where I placed my feet. My toe hit a crack in the sidewalk and I stumbled forward, losing my balance, heading face first toward the pavement. I did one of those crazy windmill things and got things righted pretty fast, but I could feel the red heat in my face. I swear the dogs laughed at me, but the man betrayed no emotion whatsoever. I finally arrived at the porch safely and said, “Angel?”


  He nodded once and gestured me into the house. “Won’t you come in?”


  I took one last glance at the surrounding neighborhood but saw no one. It was now or never.


  I went inside.


  Once in, I looked around, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. I expected to see junkies passed out in the corners, drug paraphernalia strewn about, beer cans and dirty paper plates littering cheap, soiled carpet. I thought the house would be cold and filthy and smell of offal. I was an idiot.


  In fact, the place was immaculate and quite pleasant. The hardwood floors in the living room gleamed, and I could see real slate on the kitchen floor. The air was pleasantly warm and smelled of something spicy cooking in the oven. The walls were painted taupe and were decorated with black-framed playbills, most of which were of Shakespearean productions. The exterior of Angel’s house was just a front; this was the man’s true reflection.


  Angel pointed to one of the matching leather chairs that flanked the sofa. “Have a seat,” he said. I sat down on the edge of the cool, slick leather, holding my purse with a death grip.


  “Would you care for some tea?” he asked. For the first time I noticed a porcelain tea set, hand-painted with tiny pink flowers, on the coffee table.


  I nodded dully, completely disoriented by his manners, his house, and his things.


  “Care for milk and sugar? Lemon?”


  I actually hate tea. So naturally I said, “Milk and sugar, please.” What couldn’t be improved with the addition of crap that isn’t good for you?


  He fixed my tea and handed me the cup and saucer. I had to release the purse to take it, which felt like letting go of a lifeline. I watched Angel as he took a sip of tea. “So,” he said, “you have some questions.” He voice was so toneless, it was hypnotic.


  “Yes. I’ve been looking into Pete Castillo’s disappearance.”


  At the mention of Pete’s name, I saw the first crack of emotion. It wasn’t much, just a flash of his eyes, a slight tensing of his body. I could have imagined it, but I don’t think so. His reaction made my first question seem superfluous. But I asked it anyway. “Did you know Pete?”


  He drank more tea, crossed his legs. “Why do you want to know?”


  He wasn’t going to make this easy. I took a sip of the nasty brew to build up our rapport and found that with enhancements, the stuff wasn’t bad. “It’s kind of a long story.”


  His emotionless eyes stayed fixed on my face. “Tell it.” The words didn’t come out bossy, but I recognized it as an order.


  So I told him. “Pete disappeared and is presumed dead. Less than three weeks later Bernard Cornwell, a therapist, was shot in the head, and drugs were found with his body. I believe the two murders are connected. The common thread is a man named Matthew Thornton. Matthew was a patient of Cornwell, who claimed to have “cured” Matthew of being gay. Despite this so-called conversion, Matthew met Pete during a protest and, I think, fell in love with him. And by the way, Matthew is married. If either Cornwell or Matthew’s wife Faith found out about Matthew’s relationship with Pete, either would have a good reason to want Pete dead. Unfortunately, the sheriff’s department is fixated on the drugs found with Cornwell’s body. They assume he was killed in a drug deal. That’s why I’m here. I want to disprove their theory.”


  Angel nodded. If he found any of this confusing or surprising, he didn’t give it away. In fact, I got the impression that he knew it all already. He placed his empty tea cup back in its saucer and sat back. He pushed up the sleeves of his black sweater, revealing thin arms covered in fine black hair. What he said next took me by complete surprise. “When Pete ‘disappeared,’ as you put it, I immediately thought of his brother, Raul. Nasty character. No friend to Pete.”


  So Angel did know Pete. And as more than a customer, it seemed. He knew that Pete had disappeared. He knew that Raul bullied and brutalized Pete. I nodded. “Pete’s sister, Gabby, had the same thought. I checked it out for her. No dice. ‘Nasty character’ that Raul is, he didn’t kill Pete.”


  Angel had become very attentive. “You confirmed this?”


  “Yes.”


  He nodded, studying me, perhaps wondering how I had done this and if he should believe me. He poured more tea into his cup. “Then he was telling me the truth. Good, then I can put that to rest.”


  “You talked to Raul about Pete’s disappearance?”


  “Yes, we ‘talked’ as you put it. He found it quite unpleasant, I’m sure.”


  Angel probably stuck an Uzi up Raul’s nose. Then I finally got it. No wonder Angel seemed familiar. “You were in some of the high school photos of Pete and his friends that Gabby showed me. I’m betting you were the guy in the bar who kept Raul from killing Pete three weeks ago.”


  He tilted his head in affirmation. “Which is why I feel a potent interest in these theories of yours.”


  The last thing I wanted was for Angel to gather up a bunch of thugs and ambush Matthew and Faith in their home. I was only spinning theories, after all. We already had two people dead, we surely didn’t need more. I said, “I appreciate how much you cared about Pete. He was lucky to count you as a friend. I hope you’ll trust me when I say I will find out who did this to him. You could help by answering a couple more questions.”


  A tiny smile raised the corners of his mouth. He got it that I was asking him to back off. “Go ahead and ask.”


  “Did you ever sell drugs to Bernard Cornwell?”


  The wary look came back. He didn’t appreciate the directness about his illegal activities. But I could see the wheels turning. He knew who I was. He knew where he could find me if I screwed up. After weighing this for ten seconds, he said, “No. I would never have entered into a business relationship with someone who hurt my customer base. He was a despicable excuse for a human being.”


  He seemed perplexingly protective of his customers. Were they all gay men? Was Angel gay?


  “To your knowledge, did Cornwell obtain drugs from anyone else?”


  “No. I find the likelihood of that quite small. He would not have been trusted.”


  If Cornwell didn’t use drugs or even have access to them, obviously someone planted the meth in Cornwell’s car. Score one for my team. “Okay. What about Matthew Thornton? Did you sell him drugs?”


  “No. Same issue.”


  “Could he have gotten drugs from someone else?”


  Angel ran a fine-boned hand across his jaw. He sighed, another bit of emotion escaping. “Pete, perhaps.”


  Right. Angel would have had no qualms about supplying Pete. And Pete could easily have shared his stash with Matthew. “Do you know Faith Thornton, Matthew’s wife?” I added, just to cover the bases.


  “Just that she exists.”


  I set my teacup down on its saucer and placed them both on the coffee table. I had asked my questions. It was time to go.


  Angel read my signs and stood up, ready to show me to the door like a gentleman. “Are you familiar with Hamlet?” He asked, looking down at me.


  I glanced up at a playbill for a Hamlet production at the Old Globe Theater in San Diego. “Of course.”


  “Then you know that not everyone is cut out for avenging a death.”


  He was questioning my credentials to find Pete’s killer. I stood up, nodded at the playbill. “You know how the play ends. All those bodies. We already have two, don’t we? I would rather hope not to have any more.”


  The tiny smile came back, but it faded quickly. In its place came a look of cold black anger. “Then let’s let Hamlet have a bit more time. But I assure you, I do not subscribe to the platitude that ‘revenge is a dish best served cold.’”


  The look in his eyes made my palms sweat. I made my way to the door, glad to have my questions answered but feeling a sense of having crossed a line. I had given Angel two names, Matthew and Faith Thornton, who, for all I knew, were completely innocent. I was now morally obligated to either clear them or implicate one or both of them as a killer. Then get to Trent before Angel took care of it.


  “Well, thanks for seeing me,” I said as I got to the front door. When I looked back toward Angel, I caught a glimpse of two figures in my peripheral vision. Two huge men with necks the size of pilasters leaned on either side of the wide arched doorway leading to the kitchen. How long had they been standing there, watching us? I felt cold shivers run up and down my body.


  Angel reached around me and opened the front door. “If you need help with your investigation,” he said, but didn’t finish. We both knew what he was offering.


  I smiled weakly as I passed through the doorway. His dogs rushed up to greet their master, nearly bowling me over. “Good doggies,” I muttered again as I dodged their muscled bodies. I stepped off the porch and plunged into the cold wind, eager to get to my car. I knew the dogs were still with Angel and that his goons were still inside, but the sense of danger behind me felt overpowering. I didn’t run to the car, but I wanted to.


  Once in the safe confines of my Corolla, I ran a tape of the last fifteen minutes in my head. I had been taken in by Angel’s manners, intelligence, and taste. I had respected his protectiveness of Pete, his loyalty to his customers. Yet despite these reassuring thoughts, fear lurked in the background. Why had I so readily believed in Angel’s innocence? Partly because Sampson had put me in touch with him. I took that to mean Sampson didn’t think Angel would hurt me if I behaved myself. But what did Sampson really know about the guy? It’s not like they were lifelong friends who knew everything about one another. Angel was Sampson’s drug source—that was all. Angel actually looked good for Cornwell’s murder. I could easily see him killing the therapist to avenge Pete’s death. Yet Angel truly seemed to think that Pete’s killer was still out there, alive and well.


  I turned on the ignition. I could feel the circle tightening on the case and felt a scary kind of urgency to wrap it up. Two people were already dead. This was the final act, the time in the play where all the events set in motion come to their logical conclusion.


  I hoped it wouldn’t be a bloodbath.
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  I lost no time in going to see Matthew and Faith. There were so many other things that needed my attention—my book had languished, the house needed cleaning, I had errands to run—but these would have to wait. While driving away from Angel’s house earlier in the day, I had seriously considered handing my information over to Trent and washing my hands of the affair. I was feeling unnerved, a bit scared, really. But I couldn’t tell Trent about Angel. For one thing, I had promised Sampson that I would keep his contact secret. For another thing, Angel might kill me. I had set these particular wheels in motion, so this was mine to finish.


  .


  So it was that the afternoon after I met Angel, I headed out for the Thorntons’. On my way, I stopped at Oasis Shop N’ Save and bought a bunch of cheap flowers. The bouquet of yellow carnations looked a trifle cheery for condolences, but it would have to do. I was counting on the flowers to make Matthew and Faith feel obligated to invite me in. They would not be happy to see me, but they had doubtless been raised to observe social niceties, such as welcoming someone who comes to give condolences.


  I hoped I was right as I stood on the Thorntons’ doorstep in the brutal wind. One icy gust nearly knocked me off the stoop. After what seemed an hour, Matthew finally opened the door. He looked at me, looked at the flowers, looked back into the house. He just stood there staring at me, his mouth flaccid, blue eyes wide. I guessed that he was wondering what Faith would want him to do. Politeness required that he invite me in, but his expression suggested that Faith would expect him to get rid of me, and fast. While he stood there vacillating, I thrust the flowers into his hand and took a step forward. Automatically, his fingers curled around the bunch and he took a step back. Grudgingly he mumbled, “Come in.” At least I think he did, I could hardly hear him. Maybe he said “shove off,” but I ignored this possibility and scooted past him into the house.


  The Thorntons’ home felt close and dark and silent. If the kids were in residence, they had been hushed to within an inch of their lives. No homey scent of baking cookies or fresh coffee filled the house this time, and without their warmth the house seemed dreary. Maybe this was what grief did, strip away the illusion of home as safe haven, demolish the cozy belief that when you are home nothing bad can happen to you. Life long ago punctured that illusion for me. My mother died at home. Enough said.


  While I thought about the chill stillness of his house, Matthew didn’t move an inch. He still stood by the open door, flowers in hand, staring at me. I opened my mouth to say something that would move things along, when Faith leaped into my vision.


  “Matthew, shut the door!” She barked at him, more to wake him up than to get the door closed. She turned slowly toward me, her protuberant eyes fierce.


  Matthew closed the door like an automaton. He slumped up to us, shoulders sagging, head down. He handed the flowers to Faith.


  She snatched them out of his hand and narrowed her eyes at me.


  I smiled weakly, said in a croaky voice, “I wanted to give my condolences.”


  Faith frowned at me and tossed the flowers on the hall table like so much trash. No lovely vase for my sensitive gesture, I guess. Before she could tell me to get the hell out, I walked past her into the living room and plopped down on the sofa. To Matthew, who stood there like a wood carving, I said, “I am so sorry about Dr. Cornwell’s passing. You can’t imagine how shocked I was when I read about what happened.”


  Matthew blinked a couple of times and swallowed hard. He inched away from Faith and sat down gingerly in the battered chair across from me. He looked at me with his big beautiful eyes, his expression full of hurt and need.


  Faith strode into the living room but did not sit down. She stood beside the sofa, presumably so she could look down on me—which she would have in any event since she is about a foot taller. I knew she wanted to be there to keep Matthew from saying anything stupid. I also got the impression she didn’t sit because she wanted to let me know what she thought of my visit. She emphasized her disapproval and disdain by pulling a cell phone from her pocket and starting to text. I wasn’t fooled though—I could see her eyes glance at me every few seconds, and her whole body radiating anger. While her thumbs worked away, I guessed she was merely writing nonsense. Or possibly her thumbs typed, “I will kill Sam Larkin.”


  Matthew stared at Faith, probably perplexed that she was making him handle this visit. Usually, she took over. I was a bit flummoxed myself. Maybe she couldn’t trust herself to talk with me without doing grave bodily harm. Or maybe Cornwell’s death and their grief simply made my presence in their home insignificant.


  I knew Faith wouldn’t put up with me for long, so I quickly asked Matthew, “How are you holding up?”


  He swiped a black curl of hair out of his eyes and mumbled, “It was a shock. I just can’t believe it.” He looked pale and exhausted. Despite the fatigue, though, he twitched with nervous energy. He tapped his foot, and his fingers picked at his cuticles, which were red and ragged. His frequent glances at Faith were pregnant with emotion, but it was hard to tell what exactly he was feeling. Irritation for sure. Confusion. And something else. Fear? Anger? His blue eyes darted from me to Faith and back again. He picked at his cuticles.


  Faith, on the other hand, looked cool and controlled, though I knew she was pissed as hell at me. She ignored Matthew’s glances and our conversation and continued texting with deliberate calm. What the hell was she typing, a novella? Nobody but a teenager would have that much to say. Her purposeful shunning of me was starting to get on my nerves.


  Just to irk her, I said, “So, Faith, when will the service be held?”


  Her thumbs paused over the keypad, and she turned her broad flat face toward me slowly. It was like watching the moon rise over the horizon. “They haven’t released the body yet,” she said as though this were my fault. “Arrangements can’t be made until then.”


  I thought her use of the term “the body” seemed a bit callous from someone who knew the man intimately. I thought most people would probably say “his body” or “him.” Cornwell was the man responsible for her marriage, he had convinced Matthew he was straight, had put the two of them together. She owed the man the life she was living—one would have thought she’d be a little more distraught. Then again, things had soured lately between Cornwell and her husband, for whatever reason. Maybe neither one of the Thorntons was as distraught as I had expected both of them to be.


  After treating me to a grimace of displeasure, Faith went back to texting.


  Two could play at this game. “Will you be helping with the funeral arrangements?” I asked her.


  Her sigh was audible. “Of course.”


  I looked at Matthew. He stared at Faith, picked at his cuticles. I realized that he didn’t really look sad. His eyes were clear, no hint of redness or puffiness, so he had not been crying. He just looked stressed and nervous. And Faith looked irritated and angry. As I sat there thinking about my next move, I realized that the tension in that house was explosive. I had expected grief, and certainly irritation at my visit, but not this—what? Discord for sure. And somehow, inexplicably, anger.


  What did this mean? I was assuming that one of the Thorntons had killed Cornwell—and perhaps Pete, too, if Cornwell himself hadn’t done so. Did the emotion in this house support my theory? Matthew was more nervous than usual, but he was still his usual rabbity self, shy and unconfident. Faith, too, was characteristically aloof and bossy. Their relationship felt the same, as well—cool but congenial, Faith orchestrating their relations, Matthew conforming. But it felt different, too, less warm, less trusting, less loving, though I had never felt much of any of that between them. Did this mean that one of them was a killer? Or that both were? Or that one was covering for the other? Or did it simply mean they were reeling from the news of Cornwell’s murder?


  All of these musings had eaten up valuable time. Faith was going to throw me out if I stayed much longer. Hurriedly, I asked, “Do you think the deputies are right in thinking that some drug dealer killed Dr. Cornwell?”


  Faith kept pretending to text, but I saw her thumbs stop moving. Matthew, on the other hand, immediately jumped to Cornwell’s defense. Despite their recent differences, Matthew obviously felt some respect for the man or at least an obligation to defend him. “No way. Dr. Cornwell did not take drugs. The cops are crazy if they believe that.”


  Faith gave up all pretense of texting. She glared at her husband, listened fiercely to every word. When he finished talking she turned to me, her bulbous eyes searching my face. It was like having your mind probed by an alien. What the hell was she doing?


  When she didn’t say anything, I asked Matthew, “If a drug dealer didn’t do it, then who did? Someone killed your friend.”


  A blank look came over his face, and I could see him retreat inside his head. His body grew still, hands tense but motionless. “I just can’t imagine who would do that,” he said finally, his voice cracking. “I mean, maybe he did do drugs. Maybe I liked him too much to see it. Maybe I don’t want bad things said about him. He was very good to me, he changed my life. I guess it’s just hard to think he would do something like take drugs. I looked up to him. But I guess he could have. I didn’t know everything about him.”


  First Matthew insisted Cornwell wouldn’t do drugs, then, when pushed, he said he might have. Interesting flip-flop. And quite a wandering one, too. That’s what Matthew did when he found himself in a corner: He babbled. As I studied him I could feel Faith studying me. I knew I was about to be thrown out.


  I tossed out a bogus theory to see how Matthew would react. “If Cornwell was killed because of drugs, then Pete Castillo’s murder must have been because of drugs, too.”


  Matthew flinched when I said Pete’s name, his whole body retracting. I saw his eyes flit to Faith, then away. His fingers started tearing at his cuticles again. “Yeah, someone like Pete was probably into drugs,” he said, seeming to forget that he had told me he didn’t know Pete.


  Without warning, Faith slammed her phone down on the end table and stomped over to me. Her bulky body loomed over mine, and her giant head filled my vision.


  Uh-oh.


  She growled, “I don’t know what you mean by coming to our house in our time of mourning to grill us. I think you’d better leave. Now.”


  I continued to sit there despite my thumping heart. “I’ll go,” I said mildly, glancing first at Matthew, then at Faith. But one more question. “Matthew, on my previous visit, you told me you didn’t know Pete. But just now you acted as if you did. I’d like to know why you lied to me before.”


  His eyes grew wide and his fingers dug into his cuticles so deeply they drew blood. He would need a transfusion at this rate. “I didn’t say I knew Pete. I didn’t know him at all. I was just speaking, like, generally. Like how you do when you know something about someone, like him being gay, without really knowing the person. You know.”


  I hadn’t told Matthew that Pete was gay. His nervous rambling was getting him in deeper every second. Before Faith could intervene, I said quickly, “And why did you at first dispute the theory that Cornwell was killed because of drugs and then two seconds later endorse it?”


  Faith had had enough. Before Matthew could get into more trouble, she grabbed my elbow and pulled me off the couch. For a moment my left foot actually dangled off the floor, she was that strong. “That’s enough,” she spat. “I mean it. Leave this minute.”


  She wrenched my arm and started propelling me toward the front door. Her breathing was loud and labored, and her grip was so tight I lost circulation in my arm. She yanked open the door and pushed me through the open doorway onto the porch. Before she slammed the door in my face, she hissed, “I’d watch my backside if I were you.”


  When the door hit home, I could have heard the slam at my house two miles away.


  Faith had threatened me.


  Good.


  Now maybe things would shake loose.
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  The morning after my “condolence” visit with Matthew and Faith I took Lacy for a long run in the desert. I needed to clear my mind, get back into my exercise routine. My nose felt almost normal now, and my finger didn’t throb much as long as I kept it elevated. The dog and I needed to get out, burn some calories, breathe the cool fresh air of spring. I loved running in desolate places. The quiet solitude and open space provide a healthy reprieve from people and their dramas. This run was especially enjoyable because the desert looked gorgeous. Every day that passed saw the arrival of more wildflowers until the hills were covered in pink, yellow, and lavender. The air was cool and still, the gray light making the wildflowers glow as if lit from within. Rain threatened, but if any moisture fell, it would be a gentle misting, not the torrential rainstorms we get in August. The beauty and peace of the remote trail I was running enticed me to go farther than I had planned. I strode along, running shoes crunching on the sandy trail, heart working hard, muscles warm and fluid. Lacy ran up ahead in search of jackrabbits. Every so often she circled back to check on me.


  As I chugged along over the rolling hills covered in verbena and lupine, my mind drifted. The first place it went was to Hattie’s puzzling allegory. My old friend had chastised me for being happy that Eddie was sad about Gabby. Then she had launched into a tale about her sister Agnes, who lost her best friend Mary Beth by acting jealous. This story had been followed by revelations about my mother’s appreciation of my independence. I had been trying to make sense of these seemingly disjointed threads without success. Hattie has an oblique way of making points, but she is wise and knows me well. I figured that if she had taken the time to construct this riddle, it was worth figuring out.


  As I jogged along under the low black clouds, I guessed that her stories weren’t about Eddie or Agnes or my mother but about me. Hattie had been trying to tell me something about myself, something I wasn’t in tune with. She had called me “independent.” But that was no revelation, I understood that about myself. Or did I? What did independence mean, exactly? Did it mean I should never marry? Or even live with someone? Hattie had said my mother appreciated my independence because it meant I would never suffer like she had from the loss of a man. Of course, that didn’t necessarily mean she was saying I’d never be with a man, only that if he died or left, I wouldn’t feel devastated as my mother had when my dad died. Did that mean I would never love anyone as completely as she did? And what did all this have to do with Eddie?


  Hattie had told the story about Agnes losing her friend Mary Beth presumably to show me that jealousy would inevitably work against me. In Agnes’s case it was more than jealousy. She had been hanging on to a friendship that was never going to last because the girls were too different. One liked to read quietly indoors, the other liked to be outside riding horses. Eventually, their differences would have killed the friendship anyway.


  Was Hattie saying that Eddie and I were too different, that our friendship was doomed? But we’d been good friends for years and had many common interests. We liked to play tennis and hike and play pool down at the Hideaway. We liked the same music (rock and roll) and the same movies (thrillers). Our friendship didn’t seem to be in question. The problem, as Hattie seemed to see it, was that I had been happy that Eddie and Gabby were splitting up. Why was I happy about it? Why did I care? If Eddie and I were such good friends, and only friends, why had I been so bothered when he started seeing Gabby again? My face flushed with heat as I remembered how upset I had gotten when I found out they were sleeping together. But what did I expect from Eddie? To always be there for me, to eschew relationships with other women just to be friends with me? With the clarity that hard exercise brings, I saw how unfair that was. Eddie, like most people, needed more than just friendship. He needed intimacy, sex. Commitment.


  Then I remembered with a wave of nausea what he had said to me that day after our tennis match with Gabby. When I called him out for sleeping with Gabby, he had noted that most normal people want to have sex, that healthy individuals desire intimacy. As if I weren’t normal. Then I recalled that Connor had also called my normalcy into question because I didn’t seem to need a “warm body” like other people. Then Vanessa popped into my mind with her accusation that I feared commitment.


  So much for my vaunted “independence.” I might see myself as brave and strong, but others see me as cowardly and deluded. Like Agnes in Hattie’s story, I wanted to keep Eddie around for my own convenience, even to his detriment. I lacked the humanity to need intimacy, the passion to need sex. I was independent Sam. Feisty Sam. Selfish and jealous Sam. Cut off from my emotions Sam. A user.


  In agony I realized that I was running flat out, lungs heaving, heart bursting. I sucked in mouthfuls of air, and tears sliced my cheeks. I slowed down to a jog before I collapsed, then stopped. I grabbed a tissue from my running pack and swiped at my face with shaking hands. Lacy bounded up to me, nearly bowled me over, obviously wondering what was wrong. I bent over, put my hands on my knees.


  This was all wrong. The people who cared about me most surely couldn’t think those things about me. I was a good person. I had the capacity to love. I loved Eddie, didn’t I?


  But how did I love Eddie? As just a friend? Wasn’t that the criticism?


  When had I last had a serious relationship? The casual physical relationships I had didn’t count. I hadn’t been tied romantically to anyone, not seriously. Certainly not with Eddie. Good, safe, dependable Eddie. My good friend. Whom I flew into a jealous rage about when he hooked up with his gorgeous ex-girlfriend. Surely I was just looking out for his best interests. I cared about Eddie. But thinking of him and Gabby together, in bed—God!


  Damn Hattie and her infuriating riddles! What did the old woman know about me, anyway? How presumptuous of her and Eddie and Connor and Vanessa to think they know who I am, what is important to me, what moves me. How dare they! To hell with them all!


  I looked down at Lacy with gratitude. Granted, she seemed determined to send me to the emergency room on a regular basis, but at least she didn’t judge me. She didn’t care if I were married with five kids or lived alone for the rest of my life. She just loved me, no questions asked, no strings attached, no expectations. No wonder people love dogs.


  I hugged her, she licked my face, and together we started back toward the car at an easy jog.


  .


  We had run about a quarter mile back when suddenly rifle shots cracked the air. I flinched mid-stride, nearly rupturing my Achilles tendon. Lacy sprang straight up, turned a half-circle, then slammed into me on her way down. We stood huddled together, gasping and shaking, looking at the empty desert around us. I felt the adrenaline subside, which cleared my head and allowed me to remember: Rifle shots are common in the desert. People like to line up the old cans and bottles that can be found virtually everywhere out here and blast them to smithereens. In fact, an unofficial rifle range has been constructed at the dump just to the west of us, which was undoubtedly where the shots were coming from. It made me think of Raul and his unofficial dump. It made me think of the proposed nuclear waste repository. Couldn’t people leave the poor desert alone?


  Lacy leaned against me, shivering. Her fear was contagious, and though I knew the shots were innocuous, I found myself starting to shiver, too. It was getting cold, and now that I had stopped running my body temperature dropped quickly. The gun shots reminded me of how far we had run, of how distant my car was. I suddenly felt isolated and vulnerable. I had spent the last three weeks asking unwelcome questions of people I thought capable of murder, and for some reason I thought it had been a good idea to find some remote trail and run as far away from civilization as I could. Not bright.


  “Come on, girl!” I chirped to Lacy, and we bounded off down the trail towards the car. The dog stuck to me like glue, barely giving me enough room to stride along. A couple of times we got tangled up and I nearly ate sand. Her ears were flat against her head, and she kept looking behind us as though we were being pursued by a pack of gun-toting outlaws. Her nervousness infiltrated me until I, too, felt the presence of some unknown pursuer.


  I ran so fast I started to get a stitch in my side. Slowing, I tried to breathe calmly. After a few minutes the side-ache subsided, but it still stabbed if I tried to pick up the pace. I ignored it as best I could, tried to breathe easily and rhythmically. Though we were retracing the steps we had taken up the canyon, nothing looked familiar now, and I panicked for a moment thinking we were on a different trail, running in the wrong direction. But I had lived in this desert long enough to know the landmarks. I could see Mt. Barton ahead of me to the west and the Mule Train Hills to the north, indicating that I was moving in a northwesterly direction, exactly as I should have been to find my car along the dirt road known as Little Rattlesnake Trail. Still, I felt that we should have come to the car by now.


  Then, finally, we came around a bend in the trail and I saw the Corolla parked along the edge of the dirt road about fifty yards from me, exactly as I had left it. Except for one thing.


  All its tires were flat.
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  A quick inspection revealed a single hole in each tire. I thought of the rifle shots.


  Damn it! Someone shot out my tires.


  I kicked the right front tire and nearly broke my toe. How could someone do this to me? Damn them! This was not funny. I was miles from town, there was zero cell phone reception in these canyons, and I was cold and tired.


  I pulled my cell phone out of my running pack and tried calling the first number I thought of: Eddie’s. Nothing happened, of course, the phone just blanked on me. This place was too hemmed in by hills.


  An awful awareness crept into my brain. This was no practical joke. Someone wanted me dead in the water. My whole body recoiled as the realization dawned that I was being watched, had been watched ever since I drove out here. And probably before that, I realized, because whoever shot my tires had to have followed me from home. Of course, this could be nothing but a coincidence, some guy roaming the foothills who thought it would be a hoot to shoot my tires out. But the minute I thought it, I knew it wasn’t true. It was too far-fetched. As I had told Trent, I don’t believe in coincidences.


  Occam’s Razor says that the simplest explanation is the most probable one. For three weeks I’d been asking unwelcome questions of people I suspected were capable of murder. Raul, Matthew, Faith, Angel, Cornwell—except that Cornwell was dead, maybe killed because of my questions. Whoever killed Cornwell, and possibly Pete, was sending me a message: Back off. Shut up. Or else.


  And there I was, miles from town, miles from the nearest road, alone with a disabled car and unusable cell phone. I felt vulnerability hit me like a blast of cold air. Shivers of fear tingled through my nervous system as the feeling of being watched overwhelmed me. I’m sorry to report that I actually dropped to the ground on my hands and knees behind the driver’s side of the car as if the killer had me in the crosshairs at that very moment.


  Lacy padded over and licked my ear.


  What a moron, Sam. If the shooter wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead. I had been running the trails for an hour and a half, totally exposed. I had been standing like a doofus beside my car now for at least five minutes, the perfect target. No, the killer didn’t want me dead, he—or she, or they—just wanted to scare me. To send a message: Keep nosing around and you’re toast.


  But why not kill me now? Why I was I being warned, while Cornwell and Pete had been killed? What was one more body? I must not be perceived as much of a threat, just a small one, easy enough to scare away. Why take the risk of killing me when I posed no significant threat? I was just a pesky little gnat, an inconvenience.


  I felt dissed.


  Well, that’s brilliant, Sam. I was actually pissed off that the shooter hadn’t tried to kill me.


  I kicked the tire again.


  Lacy looked up at me, head tilted to the side as she tried to make sense of my bizarre behavior. She kept glancing at me, then at the passenger door, then back at me. Why weren’t we getting in the car? Why hadn’t I retrieved the water bottle and doggie bowl from the car and given her a drink? Why was I standing there kicking tires when we could be driving off down the road toward home and food?


  Go figure, the dog was more practical than I was. Of course we both needed water, and water I had. After a drink maybe I could drive the car slowly on the rims until I hit the highway. That would put us only a couple of miles from home, easily walkable. At some point my cell phone would start working again, and I could call Connor and ask for a ride home.


  I opened the unlocked car door (why lock it when you’re out in the middle of nowhere?) and reached over to the cup holder to get the water bottle.


  It wasn’t there.


  I swore I put it there when we got in the car to come out here. I always carry water in the car, especially when I’m driving to a trailhead to run or hike. I looked on the floorboards and under the seats, but no bottle. I popped the trunk. No water.


  Then I realized: Whoever shot my tires had also ransacked my car, taking anything that might help me. So, the tires hadn’t been shot at a distance as I had thought.


  The shooter had been standing right here, right where I was.


  Fear tingled again, and I felt a bad thought taking form in my mind.


  To test my suspicion, I climbed into the driver’s seat and tried starting the car. Nothing. The blown tires were just for effect. The real damage was beneath the hood of the car. The shooter wanted me stranded for real, wanted me to have to walk back into town, a distance of around ten miles. And I had already run about eight. And I had no more water.


  Shit. I was in a lot of trouble.
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  Decisions are easy when you have only one choice. We walked. I felt bad for Lacy. This was my fault, me with my questions and bravado and righteousness. This wasn’t the first time my efforts to right wrongs had gotten me into trouble. But Lacy had done nothing to deserve this. She was thirsty and tired. She had run twice as far as I had because time and again she had chased jackrabbits and then run back to me. I looked at her plodding along in front of me, head down, tongue out, no interest now in the jackrabbits that scurried off into the brush as we passed. Fortunately, it was springtime, cool and overcast. Had this been August, our goose would have been cooked.


  We had trudged along for only a mile when it began to rain. Great, it rains like four times a year in this desert and it had to be now. At least it wasn’t the torrential rains of August. This was a fine mist, simply a big wet cloud descending to earth. The mist collected on my bare legs and long-sleeved running top, and I could feel my body temperature drop. I hate to be cold, and I cursed the nemesis who had put me in this predicament. Despite my fatigue I picked up the pace to generate more body heat. Besides, the quicker I got down, the sooner I could make a call and get help. I found myself dreaming of a hot bath and a warm glass of Glen Livet, followed by a big bowl of hot chili. Lacy, I imagined, dreamed of a big bowl of water and a thick T-bone steak. By God, when we got home I’d give her one.


  Every quarter mile or so I pulled out my cell and tried it, but it was no good. Cripe, what was up with this place, was I in outer Siberia or what? My throat was dry as dust, I was hungry, and goose bumps covered my arms and legs despite the fast pace I was setting. My legs felt like wood, and my lower back was killing me. I checked the phone again and noticed my fingertips had gone numb. If I didn’t get reception soon, my hands would be too frozen to use the cell.


  Lacy plodded more slowly with every mile and at one point dropped to the ground and lay there, looking up at me with big brown eyes. Oh, the guilt! The poor dog did not understand why we were on this forced march. But when I bent down to stroke her head, she licked my hand all the same, no anger or blame, just acceptance and trust. When I stood, she stood, and together we continued down the trail toward home.


  I was exhausted. I had run around eight miles, and I had been walking at a good clip now for an hour, which means I had probably done four more miles. I reckoned that it wouldn’t be long before I came to a point where I could get cell phone reception, but such thoughts made me even more impatient, made the walk seem even longer than it was. I was cold now, too. The mist had worked its way down through the fabric of my running clothes, and my skin was wet all over. My legs were bright pink, and my nose dripped constantly. My toes ached in my wet running shoes.


  I had to think about something else besides my misery or I’d give up and die a laughable death in a gentle mist four miles from the highway. I could just hear Vanessa tsk tsk, saying my lame death had embarrassed the family. Connor would be thrilled that another Larkin had finally outdone him in the stupid antics department. Eddie would—No, I would not think of Eddie.


  Now Lacy trudged behind me, clearly exhausted. When I looked back I noticed she was hobbling, her paws not used to so much use. For once she had no goopy strands of saliva hanging from her jowls, and with a jolt I realized that it was because she was too thirsty, her mouth was bone dry.


  Damn it! I was furious at whoever had done this, all of it, shooting my tires, disabling my vehicle, forcing us to walk miles into town. But this was nothing compared to what this person—or people—had already done. Pete had been murdered, his body disposed of so no one would ever find it, denying his family any hope of burying him and finding closure, as cold a comfort as that would be. Pete hadn’t done anything to deserve this.


  Had Bernard Cornwell deserved his fate? I had a hard time feeling as bad for him as I did for Pete because I despised the work Cornwell did. Still, no human being deserves to be murdered in cold blood. Cornwell had obviously crossed somebody. Had he killed Pete and then been punished for it? Or had he known who Pete’s killer was and been silenced? Trent thought that his death had to do with drugs, but I didn’t buy it. A hypothesis about these murders was taking shape in my mind, and today’s events supported it. I hadn’t worked out all the details yet, but I felt increasingly certain that I was right.


  If today’s antics were intended to scare me off—and I was sure they were—they had had the opposite effect. I was pissed and more determined than ever. Every damn mile I walked in the cold rain with my poor thirsty dog made me madder. I would not be frightened away by such a stupid prank. If I was meant to be gotten rid of, I should have been shot like an old tin can out at the rifle range. I had worked for no pay for weeks investigating these murders. I had worked this case when I should have been working at my real job, which put my livelihood in jeopardy. I was too far in, and I was not going away that easily. It was time to take it up a notch.


  A half mile from the highway I finally got reception.


  Connor relished saving my ass for once.
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  Enough was enough. Three weeks into the investigation I was fairly sure who had killed Pete and Cornwell. I just hadn’t been able to prove it to myself beyond a shadow of a doubt. Waiting around for some magic evidence to appear was clearly not going to get the job done. It was time to finish this. That this decision might result in grave bodily harm, I was well aware, yet strangely the unexpected trek in the desert yesterday caused me not to care. I had been dismissed as someone who could be scared off, and frankly it pissed me off.


  That was why I was at the First Baptist Church where Matthew Thornton worked. I knew my chat with him was going to set dangerous events in motion, but I felt steeled to it, even hungry for it. While I had come to the church by myself, I didn’t feel alone. Pete walked beside me up the church steps, my backup should I lose my nerve. I found his presence comforting and also damning, spurring me to action. Angel had warned about vengeance too long delayed. He was right. Pete was like the ghost of Hamlet’s father, urging me to avenge his death, to set the universe right. This was mine to do, and I had taken way too long.


  I opened the heavy wooden door and entered the church. Once my eyes became accustomed to the gloom, I looked around. The edifice looked churchy in the usual way, pews and pulpit and stained glass. It was cool and quiet and smelled of old hymnals. Dust motes bobbed in the colored sunlight slanting in through the stained glass windows. I was not a churchgoer myself, but I could feel the attraction of this place. The sepulchral quiet and supernatural light made me feel otherworldly, like I existed beyond time. The people who attended services here must feel that the church and its rituals brought them closer to God. Alas, I did not believe, as I had discovered when I had nearly died alone in a wind turbine out in the middle of nowhere. If such an experience did not reveal a belief in divine deliverance, I don’t know what would. I envied the believers. It would be comforting to think of some all-powerful being watching out for me. Then I thought about why I was here. I was trying to catch a murderer. Where was God when Pete was killed? A believer would say we can’t know God, that we can’t understand why he does what he does. But the question haunted me. A young man, scared and alone, murdered, his body hidden. I suppose these are the tragedies that test people’s faith.


  I began the long walk up the aisle. My footfalls echoed softly in the cavernous space. I felt like I was in a parade as I walked toward the altar—me, Pete, the ghost of Hamlet’s father, and the universe, all striding purposefully in search of the truth. When I got to the sanctuary, the spell broke and I suddenly felt alone, vulnerable, and exposed. I took a deep breath and looked around, my eyes now fully adjusted to the dim light. I hadn’t seen Matthew in the church grounds, and the rectory and social hall had been locked. He had to be here in the church itself, working. Or praying.


  “Hello?” I ventured, my voice sounding small. It echoed off the high ceiling and came back to me.


  Then I saw a flash of light as the front door opened, and in walked Matthew. He didn’t see me at first, his eyes still adjusting to the gloom, and I watched him walk up the aisle toward me. This was his church, its teachings the reason he had submitted to Cornwell’s therapy. I expected to see reverence on his face as he neared the front of the church, but Matthew mostly looked sad. His perfect features, many-hued in the light from the windows, looked drawn, sagging as if on a person much older than Matthew. He moved slowly, haltingly, his eyes focused on the cross above the pulpit, on Jesus’s tortured body. Matthew looked unsure of himself, like he didn’t belong here or was crossing some line. It was odd behavior for a man who worked in this church every day and attended its services religiously. In silence I watched him, felt his misery. He came within ten feet of me before he finally saw me standing by the organ in a splash of red light. He jumped and sucked in his breath.


  “Hello, Matthew.”


  He looked like he wanted to run, his face was suddenly tense and alert, you could feel the energy clenched in his muscles. It was like observing that moment right before the grazing zebra bursts into movement as the lion leaps. But instead of running, Matthew froze like a rabbit.


  I looked at him quietly. “I want to ask you a few more questions about Pete.”


  He glanced over his shoulder as if he expected someone to walk through the front door and save him. When no one came, he turned back to me, muttered, “We told you to leave us alone.”


  I noted the “we.” So the someone he had been hoping would save him was Faith.


  “Listen,” I said roughly, my voice proclaiming that I was so done with his shit, “I don’t believe anything you’ve told me about you and Pete. Come on, Matthew, tell the truth. You were seeing Pete, I know you were. Just tell me why you’ve been lying about it. Is it that you’re ashamed? Afraid?” I could hear my questions echo sharply in the quiet church.


  He stood there biting his lip, eyes flitting around as if he were looking for the right answers in the hymnals or the stained glass or in the figure of Jesus above us. I could see that he was shaking. After a minute Matthew put his hands up to his face and covered his eyes, and I could hear a choking sound at the back of his throat. “Why won’t you leave us alone?” he implored.


  I walked toward him, closing the gap between us by half. I was now standing close enough to him that I could smell soap and sweat. “I’m not going to leave you alone until you tell me the truth. Now, let’s have it.”


  He dropped his hands and looked at me, eyes tired and scared. “Okay, alright, I’ll tell you the truth, but then you’ve got to leave us alone. Yeah, I knew Pete, okay? We met at the first protest, we got into an argument. I kept seeing him at the other protests. That’s it.”


  I studied him with hard eyes and shook my head. “Cough it up.”


  “Really, that’s it. I only knew him like that, like an enemy, you know, on opposite sides of the issue. I wasn’t ‘seeing’ him. All that is behind me, Dr. Cornwell cured me.” His words came out in a harsh whisper, and I could see he hated talking about Pete in this place where God was, the God who said he was sick and needed to be cured.


  I felt a wave of pity for him, but I had to keep pushing him. “Cut the crap, Matthew. I don’t believe you.”


  He swallowed hard, I could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down as though he had swallowed a tennis ball. “I’m telling you, I wouldn’t do it. He was gay, I’m not anymore. Even his brother didn’t like him being gay and beat him up over it. And he was into drugs and I don’t do drugs. You’ve got to believe me.”


  I cocked my head, showing my disbelief.


  He sighed. “He came on to me, I admit it, but nothing happened. I wouldn’t have anything to do with him.”


  I snorted. “How come you know so much about a man you say you barely knew? People on opposite sides of a picket line don’t usually share intimate truths about drug use and family fights.”


  Matthew glanced behind him again, undoubtedly hoping Faith would burst through the front doors and tell him what to say or make me disappear. The doors remained stubbornly closed, and nobody stormed in to save him. He glanced back at me, eyes wide, jaw working.


  I tired of watching him struggle. So I asked a question that assumed the answer he had refused to give. “So, did Cornwell know you were sleeping with Pete?”


  His mouth flew open, but his voice got strangled in his throat and nothing came out.


  I pushed him harder. “Cornwell knew, didn’t he? That’s why he killed Pete.”


  Matthew gasped, his eyes huge. “No! Dr. Cornwell would never hurt anyone! I mean yeah, he knew about me and Pete, and he was upset about it, but I’m telling you, he didn’t kill Pete.”


  Ah, tacit admission. Finally. “So, how did Cornwell find out?”


  Matthew’s whole body deflated. Now that the truth was out, all the energy seemed to drain out of him. “I told him.”


  “Why?”


  He shook his head, struggled to speak, but no words came.


  I answered for him. “You told him because you wanted help. You asked Cornwell to make it stop, didn’t you?”


  He stared at me like I was some supernatural being who had the ability to read minds and see into the past.


  Relentlessly, I went on. “So Cornwell killed Pete. And that made you angry. Cornwell killed the man you loved. So you killed Cornwell.”


  “No! That’s not how it happened!”


  Now we were getting somewhere. “So how did it happen?”


  He realized his mistake immediately and began to back away from it. He glanced around wildly. Finally, he said in one long hurried sentence, “That drug guy did it like you said before, he killed Pete and Dr. Cornwell both, because of drugs, like the police think.”


  He was getting mired in lies again, this whole thing was getting out of his control. I said, “Leaving aside the question of how you could know that, I ask the question, why? Why, especially, would ‘the drug dealer’ kill Cornwell? You said yourself that Cornwell wasn’t involved in drugs. But maybe you lied and Cornwell was.”


  “No! He wasn’t! He had nothing to do with drugs!”


  “Then why would a drug dealer kill him?”


  Matthew had gotten himself in so much of a tangle he was speechless.


  So Faith answered for him.


  “We told you to leave us alone,” she snarled, advancing down the aisle at last, exactly as Matthew must have felt she would. How had she come in without us noticing her? Did she always follow Matthew around, make sure he wasn’t getting himself into trouble? Or had she followed me? That was a creepy thought, and, I realized with a shiver, not an unexpected one. Faith went on, “Shame on you, questioning my husband like he is a criminal, and in the house of the Lord. You are despicable. We have nothing further to say to you. The next thing you’ll hear from us is that we’ve gotten a restraining order against you. Now, get the hell out.”


  Her curse echoed in the church like a damnation.


  I smiled at Faith because I had gotten what I came for. Without a word, I walked past her down the aisle and out of the church into the bright clean air.


  .


  I wasn’t surprised to get the text message.


  It was from Matthew. “I have to see you,” it said. “Alone. I have information for you. Can you meet me tonight at 10 at the rifle range? Please respond as soon as you get this. Matthew.”


  The only thing that surprised me was that it had taken two days after our meeting at the church for the message to come. I had spent the time trying to catch up on my book and second-guessing myself. I had pushed hard, and I knew the case was at the breaking point. What I hoped was that I didn’t get broken, too.


  .


  I typed back, “See you tonight at 10.”


  There was no going back now.
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  At nine o’clock Thursday night I parked my car ten feet from the lip of a vast sandy bowl and turned off the ignition. There were no other cars. That didn’t mean that I was alone. A person could park anywhere in the desert and walk here. I sat in the car for fifteen minutes, listening and watching. The moon was waning, but its bright light lit the scene clearly. I saw and heard no one. Taking a slow deep breath, I grabbed my sweatshirt and climbed out of the car. The air was unusually warm for nighttime in early May, but I knew it would get cold quickly. I pulled my sweatshirt on and walked to the rim of the bowl.


  I looked around. Desert Rock’s unofficial rifle range is located at the mouth of Rattler Gulch, so named because the place is crawling with rattlesnakes. The gulch’s inhospitable environs make it the perfect place for an unofficial rifle range. Only shooters come here, so there are no nature nuts to complain about the broken bottles and splintered cans used for target practice. To get to the rifle range one must drive up a dirt road for several miles. The road eventually terminates at the lip of the sandy bowl. Shooters stand or squat on this rim and shoot cans and bottles that they’ve lined up on rocks below. The echoes can be heard for miles.


  I looked down into the bowl. Stretched before me as far as I could see was a sea of splintered glass and shredded metal glinting in the moonlight. I saw rusty cans, shiny cans, bright clear glass, and green and blue glass polished by the wind. The bowl was not a good place to fall in, I observed, conjuring up visions of bloody gashes filled with glass shards and metal slivers.


  I turned away from the bowl and looked up. The half-moon looked huge hanging in the sky, its white face throwing off enough light to read by. The steep walls of Rattler Gulch looked blighted in the moonlight, gray and barren. I turned and looked south toward town. Desert Rock sprawled over the gentle valley, its twinkling lights warm and inviting. Somewhere down there was home. I pictured Connor watching some dumb TV show, Lacy lying on his feet. I felt an intense longing to be there with them, safe and loved.


  I came back to reality with a jolt. There I was, my mind a million miles away, standing on the horizon like a target. Stupid, Sam! You have to be smart! Awareness of where I was and what was going to happen made me feel suddenly sick. I needed to be on high alert, focus on what I had to do, prepare for what was coming.


  I had a job to do, and unless I did it well I would die. I pulled up the zipper on my sweatshirt, though it wasn’t cold, and trod back to my car, my hiking boots crunching on the coarse sand. The sound seemed loud in the silence. I leaned against the passenger-side door and crossed my arms. A quick glance down the access road confirmed that no cars approached. I looked at my sport watch, pressed the tiny button that illuminated its face, and saw that it was ten o’clock straight up. My palms began to sweat, and I thought I could hear my heart beating through my breast. My mouth felt dry, my throat closed up. I felt a sudden violent need for water. Then, just as suddenly, I felt the need to pee.


  I left the car again and began walking around, rubbing my arms, studying the bowl, the mouth of the gulch, the valley below. The air was still, the silence complete. All I could hear was the sound of my boots grinding on the sand and my heart pounding. I felt hyper-attuned, as if I could hear a pebble roll down the face of the gulch a mile off. I could almost feel the warmth from the lights in the valley and touch the face of the moon. I walked a few feet, then stopped, listening with my entire body as if I could pick up vibrations like a snake. I looked at my watch again, pressed the button to illuminate its face. Ten fifteen. What was taking so long? And why was I so eager to have it begin? Once it started I could die. But I wanted it to start so I could end it.


  Then I heard it. The sound of a shoe crunching on sand, sounding like a shotgun blast in the silence of this sinister place.


  I jerked toward the noise, faced the bowl with its cemetery of metal and glass. A figure stood on the rim, spectral in the silver light. I saw a glint of metal, a rifle, leveled at me, the moonlight shimmering off its shaft. A smell of rust filled my nose, and my mouth tasted like blood. My sinuses popped, all my airways cleared in a fraction of a second. I felt more alive at that moment than I ever had.


  Now that death stared me in the face.
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  “Hello, Faith,” I said. I stood still, pushed my shoulders back, faced her straight on.


  She advanced toward me, holding the gun chest high, its barrel level with my heart. An image of the gun case in the Thorntons’ living room came to me, the polished weapons all in a row, well used, lovingly cleaned and polished. Faith’s guns, given to her by her father, who taught her to shoot. I had thought of those guns when Bernard Cornwell was found shot to death in his car.


  “How lovely to see you,” I said, feeling that if I talked like I was not afraid, I could stop the terror. I was relieved to hear my voice sound strong and sarcastic. I might be delivering her my life, but I damn well wasn’t going to relinquish my soul to her.


  Faith advanced, and I saw that she still limped from the cut on her foot. It would be hard not to cut yourself out here at night. I guessed Pete had tried to run for it, and she had pursued him into the bowl of metal and glass. She probably enjoyed the chase, enjoyed seeing his fear, liked being the hunter pursuing prey—until she hurt herself. Then she probably got pissed and blew him away.


  The moonlight blanched her face. I saw its flat broad plain, her mouth like a straight black river cutting through it, her eyes protruding like monstrous boulders from its surface. I knew why she had lured me out here—she wanted to see my face before she killed me. I had known how far she would go to protect her family, but now that I was out here, now that it was happening, I felt stupidly shocked. She was really going to do this.


  While these thoughts flitted through my brain, Faith had advanced to within ten feet of me, gun still leveled at my heart. She growled in a voice filled with hate, “You are stupider than I thought.”


  I kept my eyes on the gun, tried to stay calm, rational. The sight of the weapon sickened me. It was going to be so easy for her, one pull of the trigger and I was dead. I felt small and weak, and a feeling of loss washed over me—I was going to lose everything.


  Get a grip! I had to swallow my fear and focus. I forced myself to look at Faith, concentrate on her face. Her protuberant eyes glowed in the moonlight with glinting fury. Her face was hard and taut. She held the rifle in a death grip, her strong fingers rigid and white, big shoulders hunched. She didn’t look nervous at all, she had killed before, twice, and had gotten used to it. Killing me was nothing.


  I said, my voice sounding dry as dust, “I knew it would be you showing up, Faith. Give me some credit.”


  “Liar!” She spat, and the gun lurched. She breathed heavily now, rapidly, I could hear her heaving plainly in the quiet gulch. “You thought it would be Matthew.”


  “No,” I said, my voice as level as I could make it, “I didn’t. I knew it was you the minute I got the text. You’re the one who’s always texting, not Matthew.”


  “Liar!” She snapped again, and again the gun lurched.


  It was completely irrational of me, childish and stupid, but I didn’t want her to think she was smarter than me, better than me. If I gave her that, I would become her victim, and I couldn’t abide that. So I said in a mocking tone, “Matthew probably doesn’t even know the rifle range exists. He doesn’t even like guns. You’re the shooter.”


  I saw her face go flaccid, and she lowered the gun slightly. What I said seemed to stump her. She had been so sure she’d tricked me, shown me once and for all who was calling the shots. For the first time, she seemed unsure. She saw me glance at the lowered gun and raised it again.


  “You’re the one who shot at me and disabled my car. Matthew wouldn’t know a distributor from a donkey. You’re the one who knows cars.”


  She growled, the animal sound raising the hair on my arms. “I tried to scare you off. But you were too stupid to realize what it meant. I told you and told you to leave us alone, but you wouldn’t.”


  In other words, I deserved my fate. How convenient for her. I stared at Faith, into the icy depths of her eyes, and felt my throat close up. Her hatred of me was boundless. I took a deep breath, blew it out carefully, took another. I clenched and unclenched my hands. Faith noticed, raised the gun a notch. I looked at the muzzle pointed at me, said, “How could I let you get away with it, Faith?”


  She made a sound between a snort and a growl. I took it as derision. She said, “You think I’m a bad person. Let me tell you, no decent Christian would have a problem with what I’ve done. I protected my family, my children. That is my moral duty. Pete was a sinner, preying on my husband, threatening to destroy our marriage. I had a duty to stop him.”


  I watched her, looked at the gun, tried to calm my fear with breathing and thinking. Keeping to the game plan I’d developed, I said, “And what about Cornwell? You made a mistake there. Up to then I wasn’t sure who had killed Pete. I thought it had to be Matthew or Cornwell, but when Cornwell showed up dead, shot with a rifle, that’s when I began to think it could be you. Matthew hates guns, he’s too timid and afraid to kill anyone. And he depended on Cornwell. Why did you kill him, Faith? Did he find out that you killed Pete?”


  “Ha!” she practically yelled at me, thrilled to have caught me in a mistake, to have fooled me. “Dr. Cornwell knew from the beginning that I killed Pete. He wanted me to do it.”


  This took me by surprise. I had not liked or respected Cornwell, but deep down I had struggled to believe he was bad enough to want someone dead. It just didn’t feel right.


  I had already guessed the answer to my next question, but I wanted her to confirm it. “Which one of you figured out first that Matthew was sleeping with Pete?”


  Faith clenched the gun as if it were threatening to pry itself from her grasp. Her eyes looked wild. She couldn’t bear to hear about her husband sleeping with another man. With a growl, she said, “Matthew told Dr. Cornwell in one of their sessions. And Dr. Cornwell came straight to me, said we needed to do something about it.”


  I pressed on, not yet getting everything I wanted from her. “So, explain something to me Faith. How did you and the good doctor go from a concern about Matthew having sex with Pete to the idea of killing Pete? Most people would have just run an intervention or something. You say Cornwell wanted you to do it, but I think that was your idea.”


  Her grip on the gun relaxed and she even smiled, a wicked, self-satisfied smile. She liked that I recognized her as the smart one, the one brave enough to solve this problem. “Dr. Cornwell was a coward. He told me he tried to talk to Matthew, make him stop seeing Pete. But if he was any good as a therapist, Matthew would never have been with Pete in the first place. The man was a fake. I told him that Pete needed to disappear. He thought I meant that we would scare him off, and he’d leave town, leave Matthew alone. So he told me to go ahead and do it. Like I was waiting for his permission!” She laughed and the gun lurched.


  I wanted more from her, more words, more time, so we would never run out of words or out of time and have nothing left but the gun pointed at me, her finger squeezing the trigger. I coughed to get my voice working again. “So you went to talk to Pete. Only, as you suspected, he wasn’t going to be scared off. He loved Matthew, didn’t he, Faith?”


  Her eyes flashed as she thought back on that meeting, her rage at seeing that her husband’s lover—a man, of all wicked things—wanted Matthew enough to refuse to leave him. The gun barrel dropped, and if she were to shoot me now, she would take out my kneecap. But she snapped out of her trance all too soon. She jerked the gun back up and took a couple of quick steps toward me, her face quivering with rage. “He did not repent,” she growled. “He said he loved my husband, and he wasn’t ashamed of it. He said he would fight for him if he had to. What a joke. He was too stupid, he had no idea. He just stood there when I pointed the gun at him, looking shocked. Then he ran, like he could outrun a bullet. Did he really think I would sit back and watch him steal my husband?”


  I was almost done, the script I’d prepared nearly played out. “You lured Pete out here with a text ‘from Matthew,’ didn’t you Faith? And then you killed him.” If the ploy worked once with Pete, why not try it again on me?


  She laughed mirthlessly. “And you’re as stupid as Pete was. And now you’re going to die, just like him.”


  As she raised the gun sight to her eye, I held up my right arm.
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  After I raised my arm, all was confusion. From behind bushes and rocks, people shouted and appeared suddenly as if made of moonlight and wind, weapons glinting in the cold light. Voices in the dark yelled at Faith to drop the gun, they kept yelling at her, but she didn’t drop the gun, she gripped it tighter as she stared wildly around her like a cornered animal. A flashlight beam caught her face, revealing confusion and anger and fear. I kept waiting for her to lower the gun, we all kept waiting for it.


  “You’re done, Faith,” I said above the cacophony. “It’s over. Throw the gun away.”


  She swiveled her head toward me, eyes trying to focus on my face. Her upper lip was turned up, she was snarling, her whole body was vibrating, shaking. The longer she looked at me, the more tense she became, her body coiled like a snake, and I saw then that the plan, all neatly laid out in Trent’s office this morning, had not worked like we thought. I should have remembered that Faith was not a quitter, she would never just lay down her gun and let me walk away. She was in too deep, had already taken the one big moral leap after which nothing else mattered. She may lose Matthew and her kids now, but she would not lose the moral high ground. She had something to finish for God. And she hated me, I could see it in her wild eyes, her clenched jaw, the sinews of her hands as she leveled the rifle at my heart.


  I stared at the gun. When the certainty of my fate hit me, it gave me the courage to do what I had to do, what no one else could do for me now.


  I looked at the rifle. The barrel wavered, back and forth, up and down, as Faith looked around and processed what was going on. I knew that soon the barrel would steady. Soon she would put the gun sight to her face, and then it would all be over.


  Faith’s eyes scoured the scene, right, then left, then right, and as she looked left again, she turned to her left, just a little, and the gun went left with her, just a little.


  It was now or never.


  I lunged at her, grabbed the gun barrel, yanked as hard as I could. The gun flew out of Faith’s hands into mine.


  She reacted like a demon. She was big and fast and filled with furious strength. It was like watching a movie played on fast-forward, she reacted that fast. She moved so quickly I didn’t even process her charge until she was on me, her body colliding with mine like an explosion. With one blow of her arm she knocked me to the ground, and while I was falling she wrenched the gun from me. I landed on my back, my head smacking the ground, the air knocked from my lungs. As I lay gasping and dazed, I stared up at her, saw the gun pointed at my head.


  I sucked air into my lungs and kicked at her as hard as I could. At the exact moment my boot connected with her left knee, I heard a gunshot and saw Faith jerk, convulse, her big body pitching forward and to the right. She collapsed onto her right knee, and I saw a red stain spread across the front of her shoulder. Jesus, Trent’s boys had missed the kill shot, they had fired at the moment I kicked. Faith had been collapsing, and the bullet had only grazed her. Still, she was in pain, maybe even in shock. She glared at me with huge eyes. The shot that was supposed to take her down had only enraged her, and she turned it all on me. I knew the deputies wouldn’t shoot again now that she was down, we were too close. That moment had come and gone. Jesus.


  Faith still held the gun, and I grabbed for it. I could feel its smooth cold shaft slide between my fingers, and then I heard another gunshot, saw the flash as Faith fired. I felt instant pain, a gigantic searing in my left shoulder that made my world go black. I struggled against the darkness, tried to breathe, to remember where I was and who I was fighting and why. My vision cleared, my thoughts swirled back. I saw that we played tug-of-war with the gun, our hands clawing at the weapon, yanking and fighting for it, our fingers slipping on the steel. The pain in my shoulder angered me, gave me strength. I yanked with my good right arm for all I was worth, ripping the gun out of Faith’s hands and flinging it away from me as hard as I could. I heard it clatter on the stones a few feet away.


  In an instant, Faith scrambled after it, crabbing over me, her weight crushing me. I pushed wildly at her, shoved her big body off me. I started clawing my way through the gravel toward the gun, I had to reach it before lunatic Faith did. But as bulky as she was, and as injured, she moved quicker than I would have thought possible. I couldn’t stop her but I had to slow her down. I punched out with my right arm and caught her on the left side of her jaw. Faith cried out and rolled to her right. I rolled left and got out from under her. I reached out as far as I could, I could feel the hard barrel of the gun and grabbed it.


  I grasped the gun in both hands, swung it laterally over the ground and slammed it into her skull. I heard a loud crack, and Faith went still.


  Everything went quiet. I lay heaving in the dirt, the gun clutched in my hands. I stared at Faith, red gash leaking blood into her hair, her big body still. The pain in my arm roared back, sound came back, time came back.


  “Sam?” I heard a voice sounding far away. I looked over to the rim of the crater. I saw a figure silhouetted on its edge, running toward me in the moonlight. “You okay?” Trent huffed as he trotted up to me.


  I looked at him, looked at Faith, looked at my blood-soaked sweatshirt. “Never been better, Trent. Never been better.”
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  After Pete’s funeral I invited people back to my place for refreshments (meaning booze). The only takers were Vanessa and Eddie—Trent was eager to get home to his kids, Matthew was too broken up to do anything beyond breathing, and Gabby seemed to have had enough of Eddie and me. She was inconsolable, and while I felt compassion for her loss, I was just selfish enough to be happy that she didn’t want Eddie to comfort her.


  When he tried speaking to her at the service, she shrunk away from him like he had Ebola. They had talked briefly, their awkward conversation comprised of platitudes like “I’m so sorry for your loss” and “what will you do now,” the type of things that strangers say to one another. As I looked on their encounter, I thought that the rift between them had started with Miguel. Gabby had called Eddie’s brother a good-for-nothing liar, and Eddie, the loyal brother, had defended him. It had been more than a simple fight. The argument had forced Eddie to take sides, and once Eddie takes a side, he is fiercely loyal. And I think Gabby finally realized that Eddie wasn’t going to accept her unconditionally, as he had perhaps the first time around. Eddie demanded respect for those he cared about and wouldn’t put up with people who didn’t give it.


  The rift had widened that day in Coffee Buzz when Eddie defended my approach to the investigation, which was tantamount to taking my side against hers. I wondered if she would ever forgive him for that. Eddie had helped take away from her the one thing that made it possible to live with Pete’s death: Raul’s guilt. Blaming Raul allowed her to channel her grief into anger.


  And I had exonerated him.


  At the funeral Gabby wouldn’t even look at me. She seemed to blame me for Pete’s death now that I had done what she asked me to do—find out what happened to her brother. I guess she always believed against all hope that Pete was alive and had somehow just misplaced himself. She would never forgive me for destroying that hope.


  While the rest of us attended the service, Connor, who loves a party even if it is a wake, had made the preparations. When we arrived at the house, we were greeted with beer on ice, red and white wine, margaritas, brie and sharp cheddar, crackers and French bread, and, bless him, a giant bowl of potato chips. We jumped on the drinks first, then moved to the comfort food. Connor tried to be appropriately solemn, given the occasion, but his inherent immaturity kept bubbling to the surface. Before we finished our first drink, he tossed a cheddar cheese cube into the air for Lacy, who heaved her body into space, snatched the cheese, and came thundering down on all fours. When she hit the ground with a loud “umph!” we could feel the house shake. Connor clapped his hands and hooted, and grabbed another cheese cube.


  I grasped his wrist. “Don’t.”


  He looked at me like a little boy told to put his toys away.


  “Do you want a repeat of last week’s GI incident?”


  My brother’s eyes grew wide. He gulped and put the cheese back on the tray. “Thanks, Sam.”


  Lacy saw the treat disappear and plunked herself down on the floor with an aggrieved sigh. She gave me the stink eye.


  After filling plates with food, we filed outside to the patio. It was a lovely day, warm and still and sunny. Birds sang in the trees. The newly renovated garden looked beautiful, and Vanessa gasped when she saw it. Connor beamed and offered to show her every plant and rock. While they embarked on the tour, Eddie and I sat down in the double rocker. I was glad to have the time alone with him—there was something I needed to say.


  “How’s the arm?” he asked, pumping his legs to get the swing going.


  Not wanting him to dote, which he is inclined to do, I waved away his question. “It’s fine. It was just a flesh wound.” The truth was that it had hurt like hell for days after I got shot, but it was now three weeks later, and my arm felt much better.


  It had taken three weeks for the medical examiner’s office to process Pete’s body and release it. The deputies had found his body the night Faith tried to kill me. Trent told me the sniffer dogs hadn’t been at the rifle range for more than twenty minutes when they located him. The deputies also found Pete’s car, which Faith had driven from the rifle range and ditched in a wash after killing Pete. When Trent told me all this, I realized that I, like Gabby, had hoped against hope that Pete would suddenly walk back into town and resume life like the intelligent, caring, flawed man he was. Trent’s news made his death real.


  I shook myself. I needed to put all this behind me, focus on getting my book done so I wouldn’t lose my job. I had been feeding Vince chapters as fast as I could finish them to keep the hounds at bay, but he was not happy with me. I hoped I hadn’t pushed him too far this time.


  I could see that the garden tour was nearly over, so I tried to say what I wanted to say. But my mouth didn’t cooperate. I would need to work up to this. So Eddie and I just sat there silently, swinging back and forth, listening to the birds. I looked at Connor as he walked toward us, at his dark curls and boyish smile. He was sweet-tempered and thoughtful and always kind. I shuddered to think how I would feel if he were suddenly transformed into “a body,” laid to rest forever in the desert sand.


  After Connor and Vanessa sat down, Connor said to me, “Now that the garden is done, I know our deal is technically over and you can kick me out now. But I wondered if I could stay a bit longer, you know, until I get things together.” He smiled wide, looking like a bunny or puppy or some other adorable creature.


  Vanessa caught my eye as she lowered herself into a chair. We both raised our eyebrows.


  Eddie elbowed me in the ribs ever so subtly, and I thought I heard him snigger.


  I was still thinking of Pete and was therefore feeling sentimental and foolish. Plus, the margarita had kicked in. My mouth opened and I heard myself say, “You can stay.”


  “Yes!” Connor exclaimed and stuck his hand out for Vanessa to high-five.


  Our sister looked at his outstretched hand, then at me, her pretty face contorted in an effort not to laugh. She tapped Connor’s hand with her red nails and said to him, “Now that your hidden talents have been revealed, I have a whole yard that needs work and a couple of IOUs from you. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  Connor’s arm dropped like his ligaments had been severed. Vanessa would be a harder master than I was, and she had more IOUs. With effort, he nodded and squeaked, “I need another drink.” He downed the last of his beer and hurried inside as if pursued by wild dogs.


  When he was out of earshot, the three of us roared.


  Connor finally came back with a fresh beer, which I noticed was already half gone. He sat down gingerly and was careful not to meet Vanessa’s eyes.


  Vanessa, subtle as ever, asked Eddie, “Will Gabby stay in town now that Pete is gone?


  Eddie shrugged. “She said she isn’t sure.”


  Vanessa and I glanced at one another. The good news was that Eddie didn’t seem concerned that Gabby might leave Desert Rock. The bad news was that Gabby might not leave Desert Rock.


  Eddie seemed eager to change the subject and asked me, “So what will happen to Faith Thornton?”


  I shrugged. “I got her to confess to both murders out at the rifle range. Trent heard everything. She’ll go to prison for the rest of her life, I assume, or get the death penalty.”


  Connor asked, “Do you think Matthew knew that his wife was a killer?”


  “I think so.”


  “Will anything happen to him?” Connor wanted to know.


  “I don’t know. It’s not like he had proof that Faith killed two men, but I guess he should have gone to the authorities with his suspicions. That’s for Trent to work out.”


  Eddie said, “Slight change of subject. Where does the nuclear waste dump stand?”


  “It’s still too early to tell. Mayor Tyler hasn’t even submitted a formal proposal yet.”


  Connor spoke for all of us. “God, I hope it just goes away.”


  We sat quietly, thinking over the events of the last few weeks. Dappled sunlight danced in the yard as a mild wind sprang up. Somewhere a bumble bee buzzed.


  I looked over at Eddie. Who could blame Gabby for falling in love with him?


  I thought again of what I wanted to say to him, then jumped out of my chair muttering, “I need another margarita.”


  Vanessa waved me off. “Sit. I’ll get it, I need a refill myself. Connor, come with me, I want to talk to you about our deal.”


  Connor gulped, then followed Vanessa into the house like he was going to his death. Lacy joined them, probably hoping for more cheese cubes. I wasn’t fooled by Vanessa’s ploy. She didn’t need a refill or to talk to Connor—she wanted to leave Eddie and me alone together. What, did she think that we’d propose to one another right there on the patio swing an hour after attending a funeral? I rolled my eyes and smiled. She was too absurd.


  Eddie and I sat gently swinging. Our thighs touched, and I could feel his body heat through my capris. I breathed in his clean masculine scent, a combination of soap and aftershave and something dark and woody, primal. His presence was stimulation and salve, excitement and comfort. The man was incredibly important to me. Still, the words would not come.


  Eddie finally beat me to it. “Sam, I want to explain—”


  I shook my head. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”


  “But—”


  “Really. You don’t. But I owe you one. I acted like an ass and I—”


  “You were right,” he said simply.


  “But I . . .” my voice petered out. I found myself looking up into the trees, as though everything I felt and wanted to say were written there but in a language I did not understand.


  “I know,” Eddie said.


  We fell silent. I could smell the fresh earth of the garden, the sweet scent of flowers, the woody tang of cedar chips. Baby birds chirped in the trees, hungry and wanting. The sun was low enough in the sky that its rays slanted under the patio overhang, warming my skin.


  Gently, I leaned into Eddie, elbowed him gently. “We have a good thing going, don’t we?”


  “We do.”


  “I don’t want to mess it up.”


  “What makes you think it would get messed up?”


  “I count on us, Eddie. I don’t want us to change.”


  I heard him sigh. “Change isn’t always bad, Sam.”


  “But it can be.”


  “It’s not like you to be scared.”


  He was right. And yet there it was. “I know.”


  Eddie sat forward, stopped the swing, put his elbows on his knees. “Thank you for looking into Pete’s murder for me. I know you didn’t want to do it. It means a lot to me.”


  I leaned forward, too, and put my hand over his. “I would do anything for you, Eddie.”


  He looked at me, eyes probing. I felt in their shimmering depths a question that he would not ask because he knew deep down I would not answer.


  At least not today.
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