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            One

         
         One Friday morning in June, I was crouched in some mesquite bushes outside a suburban bedroom window, sweating in the sun,
            photostalking a middle-aged housewife named Tiffani Cortez, who was, at the moment, getting spectacularly banged by her much
            younger boyfriend. She had lizard-tanned skin, bleach-blond hair, and a Realtor’s license, and she had rented this cookie-cutter
            tract house in Sabino Canyon with cash up front for her extramarital activities.
         

         
         Her not-born-yesterday multimillionaire soon-to-be-ex-husband had figured this out. He wanted custody of their ritzy Catalina
            Foothills spread—and their two kids, George Jr. and Willow, as an extra twist of the knife. That’s where I came in.
         

         
         The boy toy seemed to be genuinely enjoying his own performance, plying his surreally sculpted body above hers like a dancer,
            swiveling his hips and tightening his butt cheeks and undulating his stomach, while Tiffani clutched the sheets and arched
            into a full-throated orgasm that rattled the windowpanes.
         

         
         Frankly, I was on her side: I had met George Cortez, a shlubby little weasel. I wasn’t here to have opinions, just earning
            a paycheck, but I made sure to shoot Tiffani from flattering angles.
         

         
         As I clicked on a few glowing close-ups of her postcoital face, my phone buzzed rhythmically in my hand. A text from my boss:
            Call me asap. I duckwalked out to the driveway, toddled to my car, and heaved myself into the baking-hot interior with a flashing awareness
            of the sordid absurdity of my line of work.
         

         
         My name is Justine Bailen, Jo for short. I’m a licensed private detective in the state of Arizona, and I work for the Taffet Detective Agency. Our offices are in a strip-mall storefront on Campbell, just north of the university. The agency’s owner, my boss and mentor, is Veronica “Ronnie” Taffet, a seasoned, locally renowned private eye. The entire outfit consists of four women: Ronnie, of course, and me, as well as Erin Yazzie, our third PI, and our so-called executive assistant, Madison Taffet. So you’d think it would be awesome to work at a small, all-female agency. And you would be mostly right. 

         
         But here I was, almost forty years old, hiding in shrubbery taking illicit sex photos of strangers. Hoo boy.

         
         As I drove out of the development, icy air from the dashboard vents blasting my face, I called Ronnie back.

         
         Her voice shredded my ear. “Jo!”

         
         I adore my boss, but she’s a piece of work. “What’s up?”

         
         “New case for you. Missing person. The family asked for you specifically.”

         
         I looked longingly at Charlie’s Drive-In Liquors as I streaked by. “Back in twenty.”

         
         I screeched into a spot in the parking lot and left the glacial climate of my car for the parched blast furnace of a typical
            spring afternoon in Tucson, then just as fast I entered the office, which the strip mall management keeps as frigid as an
            Arctic dawn. Everyone in Arizona has haywire internal thermostats because of this schizoid air-conditioned desert lifestyle.
            Madison was huddled at her desk in a denim jacket, whispering into her phone. She’s a pallid twentysomething whose favorite
            thing to do outside of work is to make TikTok videos of her pet rat. She’s astonishingly inefficient. She’s also Ronnie’s
            niece.
         

         
         Madison looked up as I came rushing in and gave me an unenthused half wave without stopping the flow of whatever she was saying into the phone. I scuttled fast into my dim, tiny, cluttered office, where I could hear Ronnie loud and clear through the shitty particleboard walls, telling some lowlife to go fuck himself. Or maybe she was cooing sweet nothings to her true love. Who could tell? She talked to everyone in that same raucous blat. Erin’s office was empty because she was on a stakeout all week up in Phoenix. As I emailed the photo files and my invoice to Madison to send to George Cortez, Tiffani’s cuckolded but now vindicated husband, I looked at all the end-of-week paperwork on my desk—reports to type up, expenses and time sheets, including some from the week before I’d been putting off. I had to do this myself because I could not trust Madison with the simplest receipt, or anything for that matter. 

         
         My desk phone rang, caller ID blocked. I picked up the handset. “Taffet Detective Agency, Jo Bailen speaking.”

         
         There was a whoosh, and then came a sound like a fire burning. Or maybe it was just static from a bad connection.

         
         “Hello?” I said.

         
         No response, just more crackling, so I hung up and stepped out into the short hallway and rapped on Ronnie’s just-ajar door,
            then stuck my head in. She was still on the phone.
         

         
         “I’ll call you back,” she shouted and abruptly hung up and motioned me in, shaking a scrap of Madison’s message at me. “This
            woman’s been missing two days. Her mother called, asked for you. She seems to think her daughter is in some kind of trouble,
            but who the fuck knows.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t she call the cops?” I plunked myself in the chair across from her desk.

         
         “She did,” Ronnie said, her raspy voice belying the vision of loveliness from which it emanated.

         
         Happily single and child-free, Ronnie’s a forty-six-year-old Long Island native who majored in communications at the U of A and took a liking to this town and never left. A workaholic, bourbon-drinking, chain-smoking, sunbathing junk-food addict, she’s also a freak of nature who should be a dried-up wrinkled handbag at this point. But her skin is radiant. She’s a bombshell according to even the most stringent standards of female perfection: a five-foot-seven package of ash-blond hair, symmetrical bronzed face with big blue eyes and rosebud mouth, firm pneumatic boobs, tiny waist, cute butt, and long, slender legs. Her feet are normal, and I have no reason to think her genitalia aren’t as well, but those are the only differences between her and Career Barbie that I can see. And then she opens that angel’s mouth and out comes the clamor of a buzz saw peppered with the filthiest words in the English language. “She says she’s talked to them several times, but they’re being fuckwads about it, as usual.” No one in our agency had any great respect for the cops of southern Arizona. “She says she wants to hire you in particular. Says she knows and trusts you.” 

         
         Anxious parents of missing adult children are legion in our line of work. More times than not, the kids just don’t want their
            parents to know where they are. To be fair, it’s generally the same with the missing elderly parents of anxious adult children.
            And of course it’s our job to locate them anyway.
         

         
         I leaned over and took the slip from Ronnie. “Laura Gold,” I read out loud. My blood did something in my veins, chilled or
            curdled or both. “Holy shit. I know her. I know her daughter. From Delphi.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” said Ronnie. “Home sweet home. So how’d it go, the Cortez case?”

         
         The fact that Rose Delaney was missing and I was being hired by her mother to find her was taking up all my brain cells. I
            had to force myself to remember what case I’d just finished. “Madison has the photos. She should be sending them to George
            Cortez right now, although, of course, who knows.”
         

         
         Ronnie narrowed her eyes at this. She did not find my little digs about her niece’s work ethic amusing. Madison was the spoiled only child of her much-adored younger brother. Also, Ronnie has no sense of humor, not a shred, and zero tolerance for nuance or irony. She deals in facts and unequivocal truths. And she’s also an incredibly good detective. She taught me most of what I know. 

         
         “I hate custody cases,” she was saying now. “They’re so dirty. Who fucking cares who fucks who? What difference does it make?”

         
         “By the way, the boyfriend is stupidly hot.”

         
         “Good for her. She’s better off without that dickbag anyway.”

         
         “Agreed.”

         
         “Call the mother back. Get up there.”

         
         “I can’t. It’s not ethical. Rose was my childhood best friend. I grew up with these people.”

         
         “Ethical? Fuck that. You know this person, right? So you’ll have a better chance of finding her than a stranger.”

         
         “Rose has barely spoken to me since we were fourteen. She hates me.”

         
         Ronnie steamrolled me. “Anyway, I already took the case. So if you had weekend plans, now you don’t. Go find her.”

         
         I did, in fact, have weekend plans, a date I would now be canceling. “Roger that, Captain.”

         
         “Who’s Roger? I’m not a captain,” Ronnie said as her phone rang. “Hello? What? Who’s this? How the fuck should I know if Sniffy
            is depressed, Ma? I’m not a pet therapist. He probably needs prune juice.”
         

         
         I beat it out of the office and slid back into my hotbox of a car that had been baking in brutal direct sunlight and cranked down all the windows for the short drive to my apartment, a one-bedroom basic dump in a mid-twentieth-century stucco complex a few blocks from the office. Three separate buildings surround a swimming pool. The laundry room is next to the manager’s unit. I live on the third and top floor, which is reached by external staircases and outdoor walkways. My apartment is what’s called in real-estate lingo a one-bedroom efficiency, and what I call a litter box. Over the years I’ve lived here, I’ve never bothered to upgrade from the furniture I bought when I moved in, a minimalist mélange of IKEA, the local Sam Levitz Furniture warehouse, and Craigslist. My housekeeping skills are spotty, but luckily no one cares. It’s just me. 

         
         In the kitchenette, parched and ravenous, I chugged some cold iced tea straight out of the bottle, palmed a handful of roasted
            salted peanuts into my mouth, and, crunching away, went into my Spartan little bedroom and collected my go bag, which I keep
            packed with underwear and a toothbrush and a few other necessities, along with my two guns and ammo and PI tool kit: lock
            picks, binoculars, handcuffs, GPS tracker, digital scanner, and pepper spray for good luck and bear attacks. I usually stow
            my go bag in the back seat of my car, but I recently brought it inside to refresh the laundry and replace the toothpaste and
            tampons.
         

         
         In the bathroom, I peed and washed my hands and didn’t bother checking my reflection in the mirror; nothing of interest there.
            I’m pretty much one neutral unicolor—short auburn bed head, tawny skin courtesy of my Mexican father, cinnamon red–brown eyes—which
            is handy in the Southwest, because I’m basically the same color as the ground, just a lighter shade. I can blend into the
            background when I need to, also an advantage because I’m five foot nine and mostly muscle, not a small person, so I need all
            the camouflage help I can get.
         

         
         That night’s date, the one I had to cancel, was with a chick named Lissa Jordan I’d known since we’d worked together as chambermaids at a Miracle Mile motel in our early twenties. These days, she was a lawyer who specialized in environmental protection cases against developers and corporations. We were supposed to go out for tacos and a show at the Rock, some local band I’d never heard of. After the workweek I’d just had, nonstop scrambling around after no-goodniks and adulterers, I felt a hard desire for spicy food, strong booze, loud music, sweaty dancing, and kinetic sex. So I deeply regretted having to break this date, which had promised all of the above. Lissa was a hot little snack, sharp and funny, with a curved, foxy mouth I had been fantasizing about since that morning, watching Tiffani get stud-muffined. Lissa and I were friends with benefits, or as I called it, lovers with borders. Oh well.
         

         
         Another time 4 sure, she texted me back. So that was that.
         

         
         Standing by my front door, bag slung over my shoulder, having put it off as long as I could, feeling deeply uneasy about this,
            I called Laura Gold.
         

         
         “Justine,” she said, “thank God, I’m losing my mind.”

         
         “I go by Jo now. I heard Rose is missing.”

         
         “It’s been more than two days, maybe three by now. She left her car, all her stuff, her laptop—and she was supposed to come
            for dinner last night. It’s not like her to just forget or blow me off.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t worry yet,” I said. “That’s not long. She probably went off with a friend and forgot to tell you. I bet she’ll
            be back.”
         

         
         “Call it a motherly hunch,” said Laura, who was frankly one of the least maternal people I’d ever known, besides my own mother.
            “Ben said to call you. He hates it when I worry. But this time, he thinks I might be right to.”
         

         
         Ben was Rose’s half brother, the younger of Laura’s two sons with her second husband. I’d heard he was a junkie, and then
            he went to rehab and got clean. “My professional opinion is that she’ll turn up tomorrow or the next day. My services aren’t
            cheap, Laura. I really don’t want to waste your money. Can we give it till Monday?”
         

         
         “It’s worth it to me to know you’re looking for her.”

         
         “There are a couple of reputable investigators closer to Delphi I could recommend.”

         
         “No. Ben and I both agree you’re the best person for this. You know Rose.”

         
         “We haven’t seen each other in years.”

         
         “Well, at one time you knew her better than just about anybody. That has to count for something.”

         
         There was a silence on the line as I tried to find another excuse and came up empty. Ronnie had ordered me to take the case.

         
         And Laura wasn’t backing down. “Please, Justine. Something’s not right. I can feel it.”

         
         I caved. “Madison talked to you about our fee and retainer.” It was phrased as a statement, but this was optimistic.

         
         “Yes, and I gave her my credit card number. She said she’d email me an agreement to e-sign, but I don’t have it yet.”

         
         “I’ll send you our standard contract right now, hold on just one sec.” As I texted the file as an attachment to Laura’s phone
            number, I made a mental note to double-check the card number when I was back in the office. Madison had a highly annoying
            habit of muffing one digit. Exactly one. Not transposed, just flat-out wrong. It boggled the mind. She wasn’t dumb. I suspected
            she was doing it on purpose, to mess with us. “In addition to the agency’s hourly fee, we also charge for travel and expenses.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Laura said. “Are you free to come up this evening?”

         
         In no way, in any universe, did I want to touch this case, anywhere, with any length of pole. It freaked me out, because my
            history with Rose was messy and painful. But I had already agreed to take it. I couldn’t back out now. And maybe there was
            a part of me that was secretly excited to intrude on Rose’s life. At our core, we detectives are just nosy little fuckers.
         

         
         “Sure,” I said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

         
         “Thank you,” Laura breathed. “If anyone can find her it’s you.” She seemed to have no idea of the rich irony in this statement.

         
         “See you in about an hour,” I said, locking my door behind me.

         
         During the drive north, I put myself on autopilot, hardly aware of the traffic, the heat waves rising from the tarmac, the
            mountains hulking to my right.
         

         
         Admittedly, Laura was right, there was a lot that I knew about Rose, because she was my inseparable best friend for ten years, until she dumped me in ninth grade. She was born Catherine Rose Delaney in Trenton, New Jersey, the only child of Laura and James Delaney, born on June 14, 1982, exactly two months before me. She moved to Delphi, Arizona, with her mother at the age of four, which was when our friendship began. After we graduated from high school, she went to Evergreen College up in Washington State, then she moved back to southern Arizona to get her MFA in poetry at the U of A and stayed on, living in Tucson and working as an adjunct professor of creative writing and English comp at Saguaro Early College. This last part I knew through the Rancho grapevine. I had also learned that she was a published writer with two books of poetry, and that in her spare time, she fronted a supercool, hard-rocking all-female band called the Sisters of Percy. 

         
         But this was all incidental knowledge, little shards of fact gathered from the internet, mirror of all things, which only
            served to remind me how little I really knew about the real Rose Delaney, at least the adult version of her. And now my job
            was to locate her, whether she liked it or not. And she wouldn’t like it. Well, neither would I, for that matter. If I could
            find her remotely, without having to interact with her at all, that would be ideal. For the moment, I had to assume she was
            out there somewhere, having a lark. I knew Rose well, or at least I used to, and could easily imagine her heading off somewhere
            without telling anyone, jumping into a friend’s car for a few days in Mexico, or walking dreamily into the mountains with
            a notebook and pen and sleeping bag to commune with nature. Anything was possible. Rose was impulsive.
         

         
         To fuel my body for the unwanted task ahead, I stopped at In-N-Out for a rare and indulgent treat: a double-double cheeseburger Animal Style, an order of fresh, starchy fries, and an Arnold Palmer, which I mixed myself at the bank of soda nozzles. I took a red plastic stool at the counter by the plate-glass windows, dredging my fries in multiple little paper cups of ketchup and trying not to get any of it on my face or clothes. The mountains sat straight ahead, rising in my field of vision like living beings, grand and spiky. Their vivid colors were flattened by the harsh midday sunlight, their ridgelines etched like a sci-fi planet’s weird landscape against the deep blue sky. It felt like a cartoonishly grotesque incongruity to sit in this fifties-style diner looking out at what could easily be the surface of Mars. For more than fifteen hundred years, this land had belonged to the Hohokam, masters of the desert, who left behind evidence of a peaceful farming culture and a sophisticated irrigation system. In college, a few friends and I hiked the hard, ass-kicking Baby Jesus Ridge Trail to look at their petroglyphs in Sutherland Wash. It was all that remained of them now. Despite their ability to channel and husband water, they had been undone by drought in the end. They left because the water disappeared. In fact, “Hohokam” is a Piman word that means “exhausted,” “tired out,” something I very much sympathized with at the moment. 

         
         Back on the road, the taste of fresh grease and lemonade lingering on my tongue, I navigated northbound traffic past one new
            development after another. Sand-colored ranch houses proliferated through the desert like cancer cells, each containing a
            set of humans sucking up water and electricity and spewing out shit and trash. Just past the enormous megamall in Plato Valley,
            the road narrowed to four lanes through a couple of nondescript little towns. Then all this commerce and human presence gave
            way all at once to the lonesome high country. The highway abruptly halved itself into a narrow two-lane blacktop and ran due
            northeast, parallel to the jagged mountains on the right, through mostly empty desert, punctuated in the near distance by
            rock outcroppings and saguaro and ocotillo forests. A solitary Ford dealership loomed out of nowhere with its rows of shiny,
            steroidal pickup trucks. When I passed the state tourist information bureau, then the turnoff to the Ecosphere Museum, I was
            almost home.
         

         
         I felt a jolt of dread. Going back to the Rancho almost certainly meant seeing my mother. After my father’s sudden death in a car crash when I was little, my mother, not the most touchy-feely person to begin with, started treating me as a vestigial and traumatic reminder of the lost love of her life. My presence seemed to cause her nothing but pain, which caused me pain. As I got older, I accepted that the best I could achieve with my mother was a neutral pleasantness, the warm-and-fuzzy train having long ago left the station. I was already steeling myself against the disappointment in her face when she inevitably saw me. I vowed to put that moment off as long as I could. 

         
         It was nearly five o’clock when I hit Delphi, population 3,867, perched high in the foothills of Mount Lemmon. Delphi used
            to be a gold- and silver-mining town back in the Wild West days, but now it’s a sleepy, scruffy, semi-interesting mix of working-class
            families, artists, and retirees. Houses, most of them small midcentury cinderblock ranches, sprawl through the high foothills,
            tucked into hollows and perched on ridges through the desert. I turned off the highway onto Arizona Avenue and slowed down
            to an obedient forty-four miles per hour, the tacitly legal nine miles per hour over the speed limit, and crawled past the
            all-too-familiar Dollar Store across from the trailer park, the first of two Circle Ks, the Apache Motel with its cement teepees,
            Juan Carlos’s Mexican Restaurant, the Delphi Inn, a couple of churches. Nothing ever changed here.
         

         
         At the second Circle K, I took the right-hand turn onto Bella Luna Road. Two miles in, just past Tom and Celia Dixon’s rammed-earth farmhouse with its shrieking army of chickens and organic raised-bed vegetables, I pulled into the long, bumpy, heaving driveway that led to Rancho Bella Luna. It’s a former dude ranch that found a new life as an artists’ colony in the early 1970s, when a bunch of idealistic baby boomers, including my parents, bought it outright, pooling their savings and inheritances, scraping together whatever they could kick in, then staked out plots and refurbished outbuildings or built their own houses and art studios on the land. They were all getting old now, but most of them were still here, still going, my mother included, living on their savings and Social Security checks and whatever artwork they could sell. They did what they could to keep the place in working order, but upkeep had been sporadic and iffy for years. 

         
         For various reasons, mostly because I was pretty much estranged from my mother, I hadn’t been back here in almost a year.
            With a low-level hum of tension in my chest, I steered my ten-year-old Honda around the ruts and over the cattle guard, jouncing
            through the rough open courtyard, and parked below the dilapidated old ranch house that sat on a small bluff right above the
            parking lot. It had once been a grand home fit for entertaining robber barons and heiresses. There had been talk at the Rancho
            for years about fixing it up and turning it into a guesthouse, but by the looks of things, it still functioned as a place
            to store old furniture and cast-off junk.
         

         
         I emerged from the chill air of my car straight into the evening heat. The Rancho was laid out like a beehive, a tight cluster
            of adobe casitas and bungalows rising above the old main house on the flank of the broad hillside. As I passed my mother’s
            little house, a refurbished adobe casita in its own landscaped patch of desert, I thought I saw a curtain twitch and felt
            the cold laser beam of her gaze on me. I didn’t look directly at the window, just kept walking until her house was out of
            sight. As I went, I felt that old familiar pang of wistfulness. For so many years, I’d wished things could be different between
            us. But even if she’d shown any sign of wanting this too, which she hadn’t, I didn’t have the slightest clue how to bring
            it about.
         

         
         At the top of the hill, with the best view, but also the most exposure to the scouring winds, stood Laura and Leo Gold’s house, a modern architectural statement cantilevered over the wash on steel beams. I crossed the short, polished concrete bridge that spanned a shallow gully to the front door and rang the doorbell. Laura opened the door. She wore a pale-blue caftan made of some light, fluttery material. She looked even tinier and skinnier than the last time I’d seen her, as if Rose’s absence had shrunk her two full sizes. In the best of times, she was highly strung. Right now, she was vibrating at a frequency too high for humans to hear. 

         
         As she gestured me into the foyer, I hesitated briefly. I hadn’t set foot in this house since Rose and my best-friend breakup
            more than twenty-five years ago, in our freshman year of high school, and I wondered whether Laura had any clue that her missing
            daughter would have a fit if she knew I was here.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Laura led me past a Danish teak credenza into the living room. It was a rich, cultured space, all polished, poured-concrete
            floors and soaring ceiling and enormous fireplace, the kind of room you would associate with muted cool jazz on the stereo
            and old, expensive red wine. A wall of huge windows and glass sliding doors gave onto a stone-paved patio, and beyond, a view
            of the wild mountains stretching back into the sky.
         

         
         I was remembering the day Laura and Rose arrived at the Rancho, two exotic wanderers from the east, smelling of foreign lands and perfumes. I’d fallen in love with both of them at first sight. Rose and I were both four. Finally, a girl my own age to play with. I took Rose’s hand and showed her all my hiding places. We were an inseparable dyad, until we weren’t. Memories rose up like a flock of birds in my head. The slumber parties, Rose and me in sleeping bags down in the old Airstream by the horse stables, with a thermos of cocoa and our Ouija board. Our made-up world, Jag-Brolla, when we were eleven and into science fiction, with its own language and customs and history. That sort-of friend we had for a while when we were twelve, a glamorous girl our age named Natalie, who came in a camper van with her dad and a few other hippies, taught us to smoke cigarettes, and told us all about sex, and then was gone again just as suddenly. Spying on the grown-ups at Sunday open-studio parties. Getting our first periods at the same time, running to Patty, who happened to be Leo’s first wife and Laura’s best friend, for advice and equipment so we wouldn’t have to tell our mothers. 

         
         And most of all, I remembered the make-believe games we used to play, sometimes just the two of us, and sometimes letting
            Rose’s little brothers in on the fun: dress-up games imitating artsy ladies in old-time costumes we found in the attic of
            the ranch house, or running through the gulches, Native hunters tracking game, as swift and quiet as spies. Our favorite game
            was pretending we were outlaws, hiding back in the foothills in an old shack we told each other used to be Crazy Davy’s hideout.
         

         
         Rose had an amazing imagination. She was ringleader and director of all our games. The magic she created for all us kids was
            all-consuming, powerful. Whatever we were pretending at any given time felt more real to us than our so-called real lives.
            Whole afternoons passed, deep in Rose’s made-up worlds. It was all I could do to shake myself back to reality in time to go
            home for dinner, not that my mother would have noticed or cared if I stayed out all night. I stumbled home anyway, dazed through
            the darkening desert, as if I were waking from a vivid dream.
         

         
         Rose had always had as complicated a relationship with her mother as I did with mine, just as fraught and chilly. Laura Gold was the Rancho’s movie star. I knew her glamorous story by heart, had internalized it as a kid. She grew up in Southern California and at sixteen was discovered by a talent scout and became a Hollywood starlet with a series of ingenue roles. I had watched a few of her movies. She was a gorgeous sylph with genuine talent, but she chucked the whole thing at twenty (“that town is so superficial, and oh, the awful men”) and went east. In New York, she joined an avant-garde dance company that performed in underground theaters and toured Eastern Europe and India, then married Jimmy Delaney, a Jersey boy from an Irish crime-syndicate family, settled with him in Trenton, and gave birth to a daughter. She eventually got antsy being a mob wife, with nothing to do all day but get her hair done and redecorate the den, so she left Jimmy and headed back out west with four-year-old Rose, to turf up at this scruffy artists’ commune in Delphi, Arizona. She bought into the collective; stole the Rancho’s doctor away from his wife, Patty, and married him; built this house with him; gave birth to their sons, Jason and Ben; became a sculptor by sheer force of will and a surprising gift for three-dimensional abstraction; and here she still was. 

         
         Now, her hands trembled in midair. Her small face was all vivid eyes and wide, mobile mouth, and otherwise a pale oval of
            fine clay she molded at will into a series of expressions. She stood hovering like a nervous hummingbird by the shallow steps
            that led up to the open kitchen-dining room. “Would you like red or white wine?”
         

         
         “I forgot how stunning these views are.”

         
         “We designed the house around them, of course.”

         
         “Red, please.”

         
         She flitted back into the kitchen, and I wandered around, glad for the chance to be alone. Displayed on the walls and shelves
            was a lot of local artwork, Laura’s own carved stone sculptures, a few of my mother’s startlingly, incongruously sensual drawings,
            an abstract steel cactus by Pablo, Solo’s ceramic bowls, a portrait of Laura signed by Patty, a photograph by Giselle, five
            of Suzie’s odd little figures. Leo Gold loved art; his role at Bella Luna was to support his wife and her cohort and collect
            their work. On the bookshelves was a preponderance of historical nonfiction with a heavy emphasis on World War II, along with
            a wide-ranging assortment of novels and poetry collections. A cabinet held a stereo with a record player and a collection
            of CDs and albums, jazz and classical. Two facing long, white couches and a couple of metal and chrome low-slung armchairs
            and several Moroccan poufs were arranged on a large rug around the fireplace.
         

         
         I’d always loved this house. After my father died, when it was just my mother and me alone together in our incompatible grief, I spent as much time as I could over here, not only because Rose was my best friend, but also because a real family lived here, three siblings, two parents, a noisy, fun whirl of squabbles and dinners and shoes in the foyer. Luckily, Rose seemed to love having me here, in fact, she never wanted me to leave. She and I leaned on each other so much as kids, two lonesome girls stuck in the high desert, both of us with distant mothers, missing beloved fathers, intractable singular personalities. 

         
         Laura handed me a wineglass. Her hand trembled. I had to grab it from her to keep her from dropping it. “Please, sit down.”
            She landed on the edge of an enormous Eames lounge chair, alighting like a dancer, with her legs tucked to the side, spine
            erect. “Thank you so much for coming on such short notice.”
         

         
         I plunked myself on one of the hard modern couches.

         
         “I wanted to tell you one thing before you see Leo.” She looked down at her own glass of white wine. “He has dementia. We
            just found out a few weeks ago, so maybe you didn’t know.”
         

         
         This was the worst imaginable news. The population of Rancho Bella Luna is like a fleet of rebuilt, stripped-down, Mad Max
            diesel-punk vehicles, rattling over the sand, churning through the rocks. Everyone carries heavy loads of accrued experiences,
            weathering the years—high-tech machinery swapped in for worn-out joints, titanium bars holding splintered bones together,
            kidney and liver transplants, heart stents and pacemakers, along with all the tumors and malignant growths dug off their skin,
            cut out of their bodies, excised from their brains. They’ve undergone invasive surgeries, regimes of dialysis, chemotherapy,
            and radiation. Some of them have limps from childhood polio. Women have scars where their breasts used to be. They joke a
            lot about spare parts and jerry-rigged chassis. But the one thing that’s never funny around here is dementia, that’s the great
            terror. Not breaking your back, not cancer. The old people I know all carry their brains inside their skulls like fragile
            cargo.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know. Is it Alzheimer’s?”

         
         “That’s what they think. Anyway, so there’s that. And now Rose. I’m just beside myself right now.”

         
         “You said she was due over here for dinner last night?”

         
         “Yes. She would never not come without calling to let me know. That’s when I first knew there was something wrong. I called the cops at midnight
            last night after she didn’t show up, and I’ve tried calling her phone a dozen times since then, but it goes straight to voicemail
            every time.”
         

         
         I could imagine their reaction: She’s been gone two days? Seriously? But I kept my face impassive. “What did the cops say?”

         
         “They came by this morning, but only to tell me they can’t open an official case until she’s been missing for at least seventy-two
            hours. That’s when I decided to call you. No one has seen Rose since Wednesday morning. It’s Friday evening now! What if she’s
            been kidnapped, what if she’s lying hurt somewhere? Seventy-two hours could be too long! Is that true, that rule?” She peered
            at me.
         

         
         As Laura knew, I used to be a cop, but I didn’t want to get into what the local police should or should not have been doing.
            “You mentioned that Rose left her things here. Can I take a look at them?”
         

         
         “Well, not here, here. They’re over at the Triangle A. She has been staying in their visiting artists’ casita this month, doing a residency.
            She also rents a house down in Tucson.”
         

         
         “When was the last time you saw her?”

         
         “Last week. She came over briefly to borrow a pair of hiking boots. We wear the same shoe size.”

         
         “She was going hiking?”

         
         “I’m not sure. She didn’t say what she needed them for. But I assume so.”

         
         “Does Rose live with anyone down in Tucson?”

         
         “Her friend Mickey, who hasn’t heard a word from Rose since Rose came up here. Apparently they were fighting.”

         
         “Is it a love relationship?”

         
         Laura looked consternated. “I don’t think so. Mickey is a woman. I mean, she goes by they and them pronouns, but she’s . . . female? I think? And Rose likes men, as far as I know. So probably not. They are very close, I do know that. Gosh, I don’t know, Justine. I feel like I don’t know anything at all about my daughter right now.” 

         
         “How has she seemed to you lately?”

         
         “She has been having some troubles lately. Besides fighting with her roommate. She lost her job.” Laura’s face was bone white
            and gaunt with strain. I was increasingly curious about the source of the intensity of her anxiety. Back when I was her daughter’s
            best friend, she’d always seemed somewhat remote from our childhood world, mysterious, a glamorous cipher, and I was in awe
            of her mythic coolness and romantic complexity. This was the first time I’d ever had a reason to feel compassion for her,
            ever seen her as entirely human. “Also, she’s been suffering after a romantic breakup . . . well, she didn’t confide any of
            this in me,” she added, as if this pained her to admit. “Ben told me yesterday, when I called him to let him know Rose went
            missing. He was really worried that she might have done something to”—her nostrils flared—“hurt herself. I can’t believe she
            would, but Ben knows his sister better than I do. It was his idea to call you after the cops came this morning.”
         

         
         Aha. So that would explain the urgency. “Who were the cops who came?”

         
         “Eddie Gomez and Tyler Bridgewater.”

         
         At the sound of Tyler’s name, I gave an involuntary start. Tyler was my high school sweetheart, the boy Rose had decided I’d
            stolen from her, the reason our friendship ended so painfully and abruptly. “Have you talked to anyone at the Triangle A about
            where they think Rose might have gone?”
         

         
         “A little,” Laura said, clasping her own elbows and hugging her arms to herself as if she were cold. “I spoke to Angela, she’s
            the caretaker over there. She has no idea, she says.”
         

         
         The front door opened and closed, and I stood up to greet the two young men who walked in. It took me a second to recognize these tall, strange new versions of Jason and Ben Gold. I hadn’t seen them since they were kids. Girls are women-in-waiting, but boys metamorphose from small, sweet-smelling, soprano-voiced pip-squeaks with adorably vulnerable necks into hairy, large, deep-voiced adults. Jason and Ben had both inherited their dad’s broad-shouldered, medium-tall build. Jason was angular and slim, with a narrow face and a neat, corporate haircut and Warby Parker glasses. When he was little, he looked like a cute little chipmunk. As a grown-up, his rodent features looked too small for his face, as if they hadn’t grown along with it. He had a pinched little mouth, close-set eyes, and his nose was roughly the size and shape of one of those little hard-rubber doorstops, affixed vertically to his face. His hairline was beginning to recede. 

         
         Ben was stockier, softer, his features broader than his brother’s. He sported a wild half-fro of curly brown hair, and the
            lower half of his face was peppered with dark stubble that scratched my cheek as he gave me a hug.
         

         
         “Hey, Ben.”

         
         “How are you, Jo?”

         
         “Okay. It’s been awhile. You grew up.”

         
         He grinned. “Only on the outside.”

         
         Jason’s phone rang. “I have to take this,” he said, striding from the room without acknowledging me. 

         
         “My big brother the wheeler-dealer,” said Ben. “His new pet project is an old-age home.”

         
         “Ben! It’s an eldercare facility,” said Laura. “And it’s exactly what we old fogeys need right now. He’s doing a great thing
            for the Rancho.”
         

         
         Jason’s voice boomed somewhere off in the house, loud and officious. Ben caught my eye, and I had a flash of the impish, shaggy-haired kid he used to be. Laura leapt up and levitated up the steps to the kitchen. Leo Gold emerged from the hallway and fixed me with a blank look, as if he had no clue who I was. I was shocked by his appearance. He was fairly well along on the declining end of the male metamorphic timeline. Back when he was younger, he had been a vital, imposing man, with a large head of wiry salt-and-pepper curls, a barrel chest, and strong arms. Now he looked like a straw broom, bald and rickety and skinny, as if his brain’s deterioration had caused him to shed and wither. His eyes looked fixed in their sockets, so he had to turn his head to aim his gaze directly at whatever he wanted to examine. He was seventy-eight, but so was the organic farmer across the road, and so was my old friend Solo, and those two dudes were still doing physical work, still stringing coherent sentences together, still flush and hardy. 

         
         It was sad to see him like this.

         
         “How are you, Leo? I’m Jo Bailen. I haven’t seen you in a long time.”

         
         “Well, I’m just fine, how are you,” he said in a reedy voice, higher than I remembered.

         
         I sat down again. Laura reappeared with a tray and gestured to Leo, pointing at a chair across from me, raising her voice
            and enunciating as if he were deaf as well as demented. “Come, dear. Sit over there.”
         

         
         Ben seated himself at the other end of the couch I was sitting on. Jason walked back in, pocketing his phone, wearing the
            smug look of a guy who had just closed a deal. “That was Chad. He said everything with Sunset Shadows is on track and we just
            need one more signature and it’s done.”
         

         
         “That’s wonderful, Jason,” said Laura. She was fussing with the contents of the tray, handing Jason an opened bottle of beer,
            a can of seltzer to Ben, and a small glass of what appeared to be prune juice to Leo. The tray now held only two small dishes
            of olives and peanuts, which everyone ignored.
         

         
         Laura arranged herself again on the Eames chair, sitting sideways, right on the edge, as if she were about to leap up again. 

         
         I palmed some peanuts. “What’s Sunset Shadows?”

         
         Jason looked directly at me for maybe the first time since I’d arrived. His expression was flinty. I felt hostility coming
            off him like smoke from dry ice.
         

         
         “It’s his planned community,” said Ben. “My brother and a couple of his college broski friends are trying to quote-unquote
            ‘buy’ a hundred-acre plot of Rancho land for literally one hundred dollars so they can go and develop some crappy, cookie-cutter
            complex of ‘senior condos’ and in return all the residents of Bella Luna get to ‘age in place’ or some shit. Did I get that
            right, Jase?”
         

         
         “No,” said Jason, sitting next to his father. “And also go fuck yourself.”

         
         “Justine is not here to talk about Sunset Shadows,” said Laura. On that large chair, dwarfed by the men in her family, she
            looked tiny and fragile. I couldn’t help suspecting that this pleased her. “She’s here to talk about Rose.”
         

         
         “Sure, Mom,” said Jason. “Let’s talk about Rose.” He cocked his head and stared at me, arms crossed. I was not a fan of this
            titan-of-industry adult version of Jason, who used to be a good kid, quiet, a little shy. How had he turned into such a douche?
         

         
         “All right,” I said. “But just out of curiosity, what does your sister think about Sunset Shadows?”

         
         “She thinks it’s evil,” answered Ben. He was clearly relishing having me as an ally in what appeared to be an ongoing, lifelong
            fraternal battle. “And a tragedy. If she were here right now, she’d be outraged. She has been, all along.”
         

         
         “Rose is fine with it,” said Jason, not taking the bait. “And she’s not missing.”

         
         “Jason,” said Laura, “you don’t know that. It’s not like her not to come for dinner, not even a call . . .”

         
         Jason bared his teeth in a cold smile. “She probably just flaked off somewhere and forgot to turn on her phone.”

         
         “She never turns off her phone,” said Ben. “She’s always on it, every second.”

         
         Both brothers looked at me as if I were the arbiter here. Jason’s close-set eyes were narrowed behind his expensive glasses,
            whose lenses I would have bet anything were nonprescription. Ben leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, and I felt
            him willing me to share his sense of urgency. The airy, high-ceilinged room felt as if it were shrinking, drained of oxygen
            by these two contentious brothers.
         

         
         “Well,” I said with a glance of apology at Ben, whose side I wanted to be on, “she hasn’t been gone very long. The logical
            starting assumption is that she decided to go somewhere without telling anyone. The majority of missing-person cases don’t
            involve foul play.”
         

         
         There was an odd, terse silence. Jason looked smug, Ben started to say something, thought better of it, and clammed up, and
            Laura gazed at me helplessly. Leo looked around at us as if we were all strangers speaking a foreign language.
         

         
         “That said,” I went on, feeling uncomfortable and off-kilter and way too personally involved in all this, “if any of you can
            think of anyone who might want to harm Rose in any way, enemies, rivals, anything at all, I am all ears.” No one said anything,
            but the silence bristled. I tried again. “Laura mentioned some trouble in her life. She had a recent breakup? She lost her
            teaching job?”
         

         
         “Yeah, she got shit-canned for faking Navajo heritage,” said Jason.

         
         I stared at him, not sure I’d heard him correctly. “I’m sorry, what?”
         

         
         “I just can’t believe she would do that,” Laura said. “I don’t understand it.”

         
         “That was smart, if you ask me,” Leo barked with a canny gleam in his eye, as if the clouds in his brain had parted briefly.

         
         Jason snorted. “Not smart. How stupid can you be? She should have picked Penobscot or Seneca, something far away and harder to prove. You know? She’s from the East Coast, originally. Who would have questioned that? But faking being Navajo in Arizona, that’s just asking for it.” 

         
         “In Rose’s defense, she’s always been empathetic to the plight of minorities and the oppressed,” said Laura.

         
         “Um, no she hasn’t,” said Ben.

         
         “She’s so full of shit,” said Jason, snorting again.

         
         The brothers exchanged a rare split second of shared mirth.

         
         “Lately I got the feeling she was starting to believe it herself,” said Ben. “She was pretty convincing. Last winter, I went
            to a talk she gave on collective cultural trauma. I almost believed her when she started referring to the Navajo as ‘my forebears.’
            And I’m her brother.”
         

         
         “Half brother,” said Jason. “Hey, maybe Dad secretly has some rare Jewish Navajo blood in him.”

         
         “Jew-vajo,” Ben said.

         
         “That makes no sense,” said Laura. “Leo’s not her father.”

         
         “Where the hell is Rose?” Leo asked loudly, looking around the room at his wife and sons. “Why is she always late?”

         
         “She’s missing, Dad,” said Ben in a patient voice. “That’s why Jo is here. She’s going to find her.”

         
         I stood up, feeling antsy. Rose’s family had nothing more to tell me about her, at least not now, at least not as a group.
            Maybe one-on-one with each of them I’d have more luck. “Thanks, Laura,” I said. “I’ll talk to Angela first thing tomorrow
            morning and go from there. I’ll be in touch with you all.”
         

         
         “I’ll walk you out,” said Ben. At the door, he held out a pack of American Spirits. “Do you have a minute before you go?”

         
         “You still smoke actual, real cigarettes?”

         
         “I’m in recovery from booze and drugs, not nicotine. And I hate vaping.”

         
         Lighting up, we strolled over the ridge and sat side by side on a big rock under a nearly full moon. It was dark already, and the sky bristled with stars, the desert splashed with bright cold light. I nudged Ben’s shoulder with my own. “How are you? I heard through the Rancho grapevine that you were having some tough times. Are you okay now?” 

         
         “Yeah. I’ve been an addict since I was a teenager.” He said this with the rote assurance of someone who regularly announced
            this in front of a roomful of people. “Now I’m in every twelve-step program in existence. I have eighteen months clean and
            sober. It’s been an uphill journey.”
         

         
         “Good for you.”

         
         “I’m in school too. Getting my degree in social work. I want to mentor troubled teenagers, maybe run a group house with my
            girlfriend, Savannah. We’re pretty serious. She’s studying theater at ASU, so I’ve been living up in Phoenix.”
         

         
         “Is she sober too?”

         
         “Yup, she got into drugs hard and early, got sober at eighteen. I met her in NA, actually. She was a child actor, like a freaking
            prodigy with voice parodies. She started out doing local radio commercials, voice-overs and stuff. After she gets her degree,
            she plans to move to Hollywood and get into TV.”
         

         
         “An actress, huh.”

         
         “I know. Classic Oedipal shit, right? Actually, I was an actor for a while, too. I got some parts in local theater, but that
            lifestyle is too conducive to using. Too emotionally intense.”
         

         
         “How long have you and Savannah been together?”

         
         “Six months. She’s twenty-one.” He added with a spark of defensiveness, “But she’s a grown-up.”

         
         “Do she and your mom get along?”

         
         He looked sheepish. “They haven’t met yet.”

         
         “In half a year of dating?”

         
         “We’ve been too busy to . . . Anyway, I was planning on bringing Savannah down here to introduce her to everyone tonight. But then with Rose disappearing and all, it didn’t feel like the right time. Maybe tomorrow.” 

         
         I got out my phone. “Before I forget, what’s Rose’s cell phone number?”

         
         As he read me the digits from his own phone, I punched them in and tried to find a more comfortable seat on the rock. Rose
            and I used to sit here as kids. I was smaller back then. “What else can you tell me? You and Rose are close, right?”
         

         
         “We are. I talk to her almost every day. Sometimes it’s just to check in. She’s been good about helping me stay clean. And
            by good, I mean in my face. Tough love. I need it.”
         

         
         “How did she seem to you lately?”

         
         “She’s been kind of a mess.”

         
         “How so? Your mother mentioned relationship problems, in addition to losing her job.”

         
         “Well, there’s something else. Something I haven’t told anyone. I wanted to talk to you about it in private.”

         
         I looked around at the vast, empty night—no eavesdroppers anywhere. “What’s that?”

         
         “Rose has been talking a lot about you recently. You and Tyler Bridgewater. Like, obsessively. She claims you ruined her life.
            Both of you. Some kind of high school drama–type shit. She blames it for all her problems, literally.”
         

         
         I was amazed at how much this accusation still simultaneously hurt and outraged me. “Seriously?”

         
         “I wish I were kidding, but I’m not. What exactly happened between you two? I know her side of the story, which I’m sure is
            totally delusional and blown way out of proportion.”
         

         
         “Which is?”

         
         “That you stole Tyler Bridgewater away from her. She talks about it like it was this epic betrayal of biblical proportions.
            The original sin.”
         

         
         “Oh God. We were fourteen. High school freshmen. I went on a date with a boy she secretly liked, which according to her broke the girl code, which wasn’t fair, because I had no idea she liked him, because she never told me, even though I was her best friend, and then suddenly we were enemies. I mean, if she’d just told me that she had such a big crush on him, of course I would have stayed away forever, but I had no clue. I offered to cancel the date and never speak to him again. But for her, the damage was done. She said she’d never forgive me. It was so crazy I actually thought maybe she’d secretly hated me all along and was looking for a reason to lash out.” 

         
         “Wow,” said Ben. “Women really know how to fuck with your head, don’t they?” He crushed his cigarette butt under his sneaker
            and pocketed it.
         

         
         “Tell me about it,” I said. I took a deep final drag of my cigarette and stomped it out under the heel of my boot and picked
            it up. Ben held out his hand for the butt automatically, like a soccer mom collecting gum wrappers. “It was good seeing you
            again. Call me anytime, night or day.”
         

         
         I headed down the moonlit path. As I passed my mother’s little house, I glanced at her front window and saw lights on behind
            closed curtains. For a moment, I considered knocking on her door, but she hated to be dropped in on, and I wasn’t feeling
            confident enough at the moment to face her irritated, impatient expression when she saw her daughter unexpectedly on her doorstep.
            I was frankly yearning for a warm hug right now, and my mother’s hugs were forced rather than heartfelt. She hugged me because
            you were supposed to hug your daughter, but she didn’t seem to like it.
         

         
         So I continued on to the main courtyard, got into my car, and shut myself inside. I drove up the rutted driveway slowly, my
            headlights picking out a pair of glowing eyes off in the rocks, the glint of a beer can.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         The nearby Apache Motel was the easiest solution. The alternative was to drive back down to Tucson tonight and then drive
            back up here again first thing tomorrow morning, which seemed like a lot of trouble. Exchanging minimal grunts with the stumpy,
            balding gender-indeterminate garden gnome behind the counter, I handed over my credit card and ID and filled out a form and
            in return got my cards back along with an old-timey room key, a long brass-toothed jobbie on a triangular plastic fob with
            the room number stamped on it. I was in Teepee #3. All the other teepees were empty. I shuffled along and unlocked the particleboard
            door set into the slanted concrete wall and went in and flicked on the overhead light and looked around at my new palace:
            stiff chintz drapes, stained orange carpet, rust marks in the bathroom sink, an overall smell of harsh disinfectant with a
            moldy underbelly, but on the whole, clean enough for my low standards. I flopped on the red-white-and-black polyester Navajo-patterned
            bedspread, flesh-eating microbes and residual bodily fluids be damned, and stared up at the ceiling.
         

         
         Ben had brought it all back, the bewildering psychodrama of being Rose’s best friend one minute and then her worst enemy the next. For the rest of high school, after accusing me of betraying her, Rose turned a group of girls against me and went around with her coterie, her coven, giving me black looks. I covertly, wistfully, enviously watched her with her new
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