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Note from the Author

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION, but as with most fiction, some of the things in it are true. Here’s a quick overview: 

Injection wells used in the hydro-fracking of oil are associated with earthquakes: True. However, these quakes are relatively small, and no major damage has been caused by them such as the damage described in this book.  

People in West Texas don’t know what Earl Grey tea is. False. Sorry. 

Allied forces conducted soil sampling on French beaches before the D-Day Invasion: True, except in the real mission, no American troops were involved.

Women pilots flew in the WASP (Women Airforce Service Pilots) program to ferry planes to men in combat, and they trained in Sweetwater, Texas: True, and you really should visit the WASP Museum there. It’s awesome. http://www.waspmuseum.org/index.html

These women were righteous and amazing: Also true.

Everything sounds better in a British accent: True, obviously. 
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“Okay, now I want you to lift up tall... breathe in... aaaand...lift up tall tall tall.”

I lifted up tall in my triangle pose. Or rather, as tall as I could, given that I am only of medium height and that I was also trying to keep one hand wrapped around my ankle. I shifted my feet on my yoga mat and tried to find my center of balance.  Where was that crazy thing?

I glanced over at Viv, her lean legs in bright pink and yellow tie-dyed leggings, her bare feet planted solidly on her own mat beside me.

I couldn't decide what was worse: the fact that I, a young, healthy woman in the prime of her life, was bad at yoga, or the fact that my best friend, Viv, who was somewhere in her eighth decade of life, was so good at it.

Sweat poured out of every cell of my body, and I felt like my face was about to catch fire. 

“Mmmm...this pose is a fantastic stress reliever,” the instructor purred. 

“Fantastic,” I grunted under my breath. My feet were sweaty and felt like they were going to shoot out from under me, sending me into involuntary splits. I struggled to keep them on the mat.

“Just relax and focus on your breath. In... and out. In... and out.”

I prayed for it to be over.

“Okay, now, one more breath. That's it. Relax into it.”

For the life of me, I could not understand how anyone could relax into this. I felt like my ribs were breaking. Was I supposed to feel like my ribs were breaking? This couldn't be right.

I ducked my head and looked at the other people in the class. No one else seemed to be on the verge of cardiac arrest. I must be doing it wrong.

I checked Viv again. She had never looked more serene.

“Okay, now we're going to go down to our mat, on our shins.”

I silently said a prayer of gratitude and dropped to my knees on the mat.

“We're going to go gently down to our mats,” the instructor said with a pointed look at me. “On our shins and then down to our forearms.”

I cringed, but did as I was told and tried not to imagine how wide my posterior must look to the row behind me. Note to self: always claim the back row in yoga – and everything else, if possible.

“Now, I want you to just relax your heart into your forearms—”

What? Relax my heart into my forearms? How did that...what?

“And breathe into your kidneys.”

I started to draw in a breath but stopped. Breathe into my kidneys?

I thought about that for a moment, then noticed that the rest of the class was moving on to a different position. I hadn't even figured out how to breathe into my kidneys yet! Wait!

Everyone else seemed to be lifting in that triangle thing, with their palms and feet on the floor, their booties in the air. I floundered around and finally got my hips up, rocking precariously back and forth before I caught my balance, spread my feet a little further apart, and then tried my best to maintain the pose. The backs of my thighs screamed. 

“If you want, you can bring your legs in a little bit closer to your body, and drop the backs of your feet closer to the ground for a deeper stretch.”

I was on the balls of my feet, and I felt like the stretch was quite deep enough, thank you. The blood was rushing to my head. My lungs felt buried under every other organ in my body. 

My head hung between my shoulders. I tilted it just a bit. Viv's bony feet were flat on the ground. She turned her head and smiled sweetly at me. 

I gave her a flat smile in return. “I will not forget this,” I promised her. 

After the class ended and I could summon the strength to stand, I rolled up my yoga mat and slung it over my shoulder. I could feel that my face was red as a clown nose and dripping sweat. Sweat rolled down my neck and the small of my back. I had been thoroughly disabused of my assumption that yoga was going to be relaxing and easy, kind of like stretching before you get out of bed.

Viv, on the other hand, looked positively dewy as she pulled her jacket on over her form-fitting yoga outfit. 

“This is going to get easier, right?” I mumbled as we followed the other students to the parking lot. 

“Oh, sure,” Viv said with a wave of her hand. “In a couple of weeks you'll really get the hang of it and love it.” She stretched her bony arms over her head and did a tree pose. 

“Mmmhmmm,” I said, because I was fairly sure that, even with my recent weight loss, my body would never be as limber and flexible as Viv's. It seemed patently unfair that she had that willowy, lithe body at 80-something years old while I was stuck with my basic fireplug structure. But it was what it was, and I didn't have enough energy left to do anything but accept it.

“I wonder why Tri-Patrice didn't make it.”

Tri-Patrice was my childhood friend Trisha, who had decided to change her name to Patrice when she became a high-falutin' anchor on the local NBC affiliate, KBST. I'd tried to make the change, but my mouth always said, “Tri-” before it remembered she was Patrice now. So, I gave up and went with it. To me, she was either Trisha or Tri-Patrice, and we'd both come to accept it. Much as I'd accepted my fireplug body.

I opened the passenger door on the Monster Carlo and tossed my yoga mat and gym bag inside. As soon as the bag hit the seat, my phone beeped. 

“Sorry,” I said. I took the phone out of the bag. “She just sent me a text. She probably got stuck at work.”

Trisha did the six and ten o'clock news, which was a pretty demanding job. To some people, it looked like she worked for an hour and a half every day, but I knew she put in some intense time at the station.

“Sorry, can't make it (obv). I think they found Peter. Not good.”

I flipped the phone around and showed Viv.

She peered at it, then said, “Crikey.”

“Crikey?”

“It's a word. I wonder what's not good.”

Peter Browning was a hotshot reporter on KBST. He was pretty high profile, even for a big fish in a small pond like Lubbock. He had a reputation for hard-hitting investigative interviews, like the one a few months prior about the collapse of an elementary school following an earthquake that might have been caused by fracking for oil in the area. Or something like that—to be honest, I hadn't paid much attention.  I knew there was a little girl who'd been crippled; Browning had gone after the guy who designed the building; and, not long after that the guy had been found dead. Browning was soon showing up in interviews with major networks as some kind of expert on damages caused by fracking-related earthquakes. 

Then a few days ago, he'd disappeared. Half the town had been out looking for him. His wife, a pretty young thing with an eight-months-pregnant belly, was on the news several times a day, pleading tearfully for information.

I think they found Peter. Not good.

“It could be anything,” I said. “Maybe they found him in Las Vegas, drunk out of his mind and blowing all his money on show girls.”

“I saw a story about a woman whose car had gone off a bridge, and she was trapped in the bottom of a ravine for three days before anyone found her. It could be something like that.”

“Exactly. Or maybe he got mixed up with the mob and he decided to go incognito—dyed his hair, grew a mustache, changed his name.”

“Clearly, we need more information. Let's go up to the station to see what Patrice knows.”

I wasn't surprised. Viv lived at Belle Court Retirement Home, and on Tuesday nights she usually found a reason to be gone because of Taco Tuesday. “You can't imagine what they consider a taco there,” she said once, and shuddered. “I'd rather eat my own hair.”

“I need to check with Tony first. He has Stump tonight.”

“You have shared custody of your dog now?”

“No,” I said, rolling my eyes at her and pulling on my own jacket now that the early-November chill was starting to hit my sweat. Viv knew about Stump's separation anxiety and why I could never leave her alone at our place in Trailertopia. “Frank is out of town and I didn't want to miss this class—which you promised would be fun –” I slapped her lightly on the arm with the back of my hand. “So, I took her over to Tony's.”

“Well, he might as well get used to her if you're all eventually going to be one big happy. Listen, there's no sense in taking two cars. Let's take yours.”

“Sure, but only if you'll drive.”

“Oh, okay,” Viv said, pretending (badly) to be a little put out by the idea. Viv was seriously envious of my 1974 Monte Carlo. Apparently forty-years-ago Viv had wanted a Monte Carlo like Sue Ellen Ewing drove on Dallas and had been deprived of that experience. She was the one who had talked me into buying the ancient metal monstrosity in the first place, and I expected any day now she was going to offer to buy it from me. She just had to come to grips with the idea that the Cadillac she bought around the same time I bought the Monster Carlo was a lemon, at over twenty times the price I'd paid for her dream car. She appeared to still be in the denial phase of her grieving process.

Viv pulled onto Clovis Highway and headed for the loop so we could make the trek to the complete other side of town quickly. I called Tony. “If it's okay with you, Viv and I are going to head over to Channel 11 to talk to Trisha. Apparently, something has turned up on that guy Peter Browning.”

“That might be what's on the news right now. They cut into America's Got Pizazz. Right now they're broadcasting from some place out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Really? Like, a crime scene?”

Viv looked at me, bug-eyed.

“Eyes on the road when you're driving my car,” I told her.

“They haven't said anything about a crime,” Tony said. “Just that the body of an adult male was found and the police department would have a press conference at nine.”

“Whoa.” I pulled the phone away and told Viv, “They found a male body somewhere outside of town and the PD is having a press conference at nine.”

Viv floored it.

“You can't tell where they're broadcasting from?”

“No, it looks like any road you'd see outside of town. Dirt road along a stripped cotton field. You're not going to try to find it, are you?”

“No,” I said with a laugh. I glanced over at Viv, who most definitely looked like she wanted to find it. “Maybe. Do you want me to come back?”

I was trying really hard to be considerate of the fact that I was a somewhat-married woman now and needed to take Tony's opinion into consideration from time to time.

He was silent for a moment. “No, Stump is fine and I doubt you can get into much trouble with all the news cameras and police around.”

I laughed and said to Viv, “Tony thinks we can't get into much trouble with the news cameras and police around.”

“Has he met us?”

I turned back to the phone. “I think you've just thrown down the gauntlet to Viv.”

Tony sighed. “Well, if you get arrested for interfering with a crime scene or creating a public nuisance or something, just let me know. Stump and I will come bail you out.”

“There's a reason I love you two,” I said happily. “We'll probably be no more than an hour.”

I ended the call and slid the phone into my gym bag.

“Oh, gag,” Viv said. “Look at you grinning like a fool.”

“You're just jealous because I'm a happily somewhat-married and you're not.” I called Tony's and my relationship somewhat-married because, although we were legally married, we'd only recently resumed our relationship after a ten-year hiatus. We hadn't yet made the leap to living together full time because cohabitation was a bit more than either of us was prepared to deal with at the moment. 

Viv rolled her eyes. “Believe me, I am not jealous of any married person, somewhat or otherwise. I've been there, done that, got a five-pack of t-shirts. And it just so happens that there is a new gentleman in my life.”

“Oooh, Viv,” I said. “Who?”

“I'm not even going to tell you.” 

I waited fifteen seconds.

“His name is Nigel and he is British. All those silly old widows up there are sniffing after him. I call them all The Gaggle. Like a bunch of geese.”

I knew she couldn't hold out long. “Nigel the Brit, huh? That sounds like a nice change.”

Two of Viv's late husbands had been stinking rich, having made their respective fortunes in oil and Dairy Queen franchises. One of them was nicknamed “Hoss.” They'd made it possible for her to live in the lap of the Belle Court Retirement Home luxury, but neither those two, nor the first three ex-husbands who had not been wealthy, were anything but red-blooded American. 

“He is charming, handsome, and sophisticated. And British.”

“You mentioned that.”

“I mean, he could be a lord or something.” 

“You don't say.”

“You should hear him speak. Last week at poetry night he read “Meeting at Night,” by Robert Browning. It was like being inside a scene from Downton Abbey.” She sighed.

I nodded. Yep. Every last one of those widows up there were sniffing after him.

Viv took the tall flyover about half a mile from Channel 11, and I looked out over the east side of town. Something a couple of miles east of the station caught my eye.

Red flashing lights. A lot of them.

“Viv, I think that might be what Tony was talking about. Don't look!” I said when she shifted her gaze—and the car—in the direction I was looking. “Just get off the flyover and head west.”

We headed out of town in the general direction of the lights, and immediately got turned around on the surface roads. We drove down dark dirt roads for a while, until I finally spotted the lights again.

Pulling up behind a long line of cars parked at the side of the road, Viv killed the motor and hopped out. Nothing got her jazzed up more than a possible crime scene. I slid out of the bench seat beside her, since my side of the car was hovering over high grass in a bar ditch. I figured all the rattlesnakes were probably hibernating by now, but why take that chance?

Viv and I joined the crowd behind the yellow caution tape. 

“What's going on?” Viv asked a guy standing beside her.

He shrugged. “I really don't know. I was just driving by and saw all the lights.” Although he wore jeans and an Eagle Construction t-shirt, something about him said “military” – close- cropped hair, hard body, poker posture. 

“They found a body,” a woman with a smoker's voice said. 

“Dead body,” someone else said, as if that level of specificity was called for.

“Murder?” I asked.

“Yeah,” “Of course,” and “Haven't said,” were the immediate replies. I figured the last one was the truth. People tended to immediately jump to the conclusion of murder when a body was found, but it could just as easily have been an accident, suicide, or even natural causes.

A small stand of mesquite trees about fifty yards down the road seemed to be where most of the activity was concentrated. The entire squadron of first responders was there—police, ambulances, fire trucks—and they had the vehicles parked and personnel standing in a way that made it difficult to see anything. 

After Viv and I had been there about ten minutes and learned nothing useful from the crowd, except for a rumor that the deceased probably was Peter Browning (but nobody knew for sure,)  a group of EMTs emerged from the trees carrying a body bag on a stretcher. They brought it to the back of the ambulance, which faced the other direction, and in the ensuing silence we heard the sound of the doors being shut.

The crowd remained silent and stepped out of the way so the police cars and ambulance could pass. In the stillness, the whir and pop of the news cameras and soft crunch of the tires on the dirt road was magnified. With headlights on, but flashing lights dark, they drove slowly through the somber crowd and toward town.

As they left, several of the reporters were setting up shots to report back to their respective stations.

“Vultures,” the military guy said. 

I started to point out that he, like the reporters, had been attracted to the sight of flashing red lights and yellow police tape, but unlike him, it was their job to be there. I didn't point that out because, frankly, he looked a bit scary. 

So instead I nodded and said, “Tell me about it.” Like a complete hypocrite.

His jaw clenched and he shook his head. “I don't know how they sleep at night. Love nothing better than to see someone's misery.”

“No doubt,” Viv said. “People treat them like they're bloody celebrities or something just because they're on TV. Hey, look! There's Misty Monahan!” She pointed to the young reporter that Tri-Patrice had hired last year. “Let's go talk to her. Maybe she'll interview us!”

“Why would she interview us? We don't know anything.”

Viv shrugged. “That never matters. All we have to do is be colorful, and we'll be a viral sensation before our heads hit the pillow tonight. I'll say something like, ‘Guuuurrrrl! My friend and me were driving down the loop and she was like, ‘Look at those lights!’ and I was like, ‘Whuuuut?’ and she was like, ‘Let's go check it out,' and I was all, 'I gotta go home and drink my prune juice, on account of my insides get locked down if I don't drink at least two glasses of prune juice a day, I mean it's like an abandoned factory in there, no output at all if you get my meanin’...”

I put a hand up to stop her. It was unseemly to be giggling immediately after a body bag had just passed us, and, besides, if I ever went viral, I didn't want it to be as Viv's prune juice-carrying sidekick. “What would Nigel think of that performance? Is he attracted to that kind of thing?”

“Oh, you're right,” she said, which surprised me. Viv must have it really bad if she considered altering her behavior in any way for the guy. “Let's see if we can get the scoop, though.”

The cameraman was setting up the shot, and Misty fluffed her hair and rolled her lips together, doing this thing with her hand that made me think she must be very keyed up. She held her hand at her side, about breast level, and shook it. Then she raised the other hand and shook her wrists out together, kind of the way a gymnast might do before tackling the uneven parallel bars. She blew through her lips, puffing them out over and over, and paced back in front in the small bit of dirt road she and the cameraman had staked out.

Except the cameraman wasn't a man, I realized as I got closer to them. A short, compactly-built girl with short, spiky hair was fiddling with the camera.

She hoisted it to her shoulder, put it to her eye, then pulled it away and looked at Misty. “Are you going to be able to do this?”

Misty took a deep breath. “No choice. Come on. Let's just get it done.”

The camera girl squared up and nodded slightly.

“Patrice and Tom, we are on the scene of a somber discovery in east Lubbock, where Lubbock police have recovered the body of—of –” She stopped, swallowed almost imperceptibly, then went on—” of an unidentified male. Now, two teenagers were riding around this area on dirt bikes this afternoon and discovered the body. As you just saw from that video, an ambulance just drove away –” She stopped and blinked a few times, looking blank, then she pulled it together. “Unfortunately, we don't have any other information at this time, but police will hold a news conference tonight at nine pm. Patrice and Tom, back to you.”

She continued to stare into the camera for five more seconds, her face somber and her eyes wan. The camera light flashed off.

Then Misty Monahan burst into tears.

Viv and I looked at each other and decided simultaneously to give Misty a pass. Viv was at least as awkward as I was in dealing with emotional people, if not more so.

“Let's go back to the station and talk to Trisha,” I suggested. “We probably have time to chat with her for a little while before we head over to the press conference.”

“You don't need to get home to the hubby?” Viv asked.

I didn't care for her tone. “You don't have to get back to Belle Court and make sure none of those floozies are taking off with Nigel the Brit?”

“I wonder what was going on with Misty Monahan,” Viv said, by way of changing the subject.

I shrugged. “Dead body is a bit upsetting. And Peter Browning was a co-worker, maybe even a friend, if it really was him.”

“Did her reaction seem weird to you?”

“Ummm, no. For the general public, a co-worker turning up dead would warrant a few tears.”

“Yes, but she was working so hard to hide it.”

“She was trying to be professional.”

Viv shook her head. “Maybe. But I have an inkling it was something more than that.”

“What's an inkling? Do they hurt?”

Ignoring me, she said, “Let's go back to the station and see if we can get some inside information from Patrice.”

Things were crazy at the station, so nobody paid Viv and me any mind as we wound our way through the bustle. Besides, we'd been up there enough times that everyone knew we were there to see Tri-Patrice, and they left us alone.

I expected to find her in the big middle of things like she always was, but she was in her office with her feet propped on a stool made from a couple of stacked boxes.

“Look at you taking it easy,” Viv said as we barged in.

“Doctor's orders,” Trisha said. She leaned back in her chair, her hands folded over her stomach. 

“You look pale,” I said. “I didn't realize you were sick.”

“I'm not.” She smiled this big smile and said, “I'm pregnant.”

“Oooh!” Viv clapped her hands. “A baby! That's jolly good news! Brilliant!”

“Seriously? That's fantastic!” I jumped up and maneuvered the box stool to lean over her and give her a one-armed hug.

She remained seated and one-arm hugged me back. “Thanks. We're very excited.”

She didn't look very excited, though. I put together the entire picture then. The stool, her absence from the bustle of the newsroom. “Are you doing okay?”

“I feel pretty good, actually. But the doctors are concerned about my blood pressure. I'm only ten weeks along, and I wouldn't have told anyone except I've been ordered to light duty.”

“I wondered why that other guy was doing the ten o'clock broadcast,” Viv said.

“Yeah,” I said faintly. I didn't want Trisha to know I was a complete lightweight and rarely stayed up until ten. When I did, it wasn't to watch the news.

“I'm down to six o'clock only, and when I'm not on the air I'm in here with my feet propped up.”

Someone came in and said something in news-ese to Trisha, who answered in the same unintelligible language. He left.

“Anyway. Did you go out to the scene?”

“We did,” Viv said. “They didn't say much. Just a male body.”

Trisha frowned. “They're still notifying next of kin.”

A look passed between us. “It's him, though?” I asked.

“I can't say. But...yeah.” 

“We won't say anything,” Viv said.

“I know. I just...” She shook her head and turned a pen over and over in her hand. She tapped it on her desk and set it aside, then picked it up again. “Poor Bitsy. I feel so awful for her. She's pregnant too, you know.”

Of course we knew. Browning had been missing for the past three days, and Bitsy Browning was all over the news, her tearful face pleading for information, for help. Her little basketball belly was a media darling in its own right. 

I assumed Trisha got her news directly from someone in the police department. She had a reputation for being professional and circumspect when it was appropriate.

“Did you get any other information? What happened to him?”

She shook her head. “No, my source just gave me the heads up because he knew Peter worked here.”

“We saw Misty Monahan out at the scene. She was a bloody mess.”

Trisha jerked. “What?!”

“She means she was upset,” I clarified. “Viv, careful how you wield your newfound Britishness.”

“I simply meant that she looked horrible,” Viv said with an eye roll. “You Yanks misinterpret everything.”

“Well, it is horrible,” Trisha said. “I'm proud of her for being able to make it through the report.”

The door opened and a different guy said something to Trisha, equally as mysterious as the last guy. Trisha gave a few orders and the guy left.

“Everyone is tiptoeing around me like I'm a live grenade,” she said. 

“I would take advantage of it if I were you. Maybe use it as an opportunity to tell people what you've always wanted to say and were too polite to,” Viv said.

Trisha laughed. “That could be fun, but no. I want a career to come back to. And no matter what anyone says about respect and accommodation for professional women, this at-risk pregnancy business is not helping my career one bit. Not that I care, at this point, but I know I will eventually.”

The door opened again, and another guy stuck his head in. “You ready?”

“Just about,” Trisha said. She nodded in our direction. “You remember Salem.”

Oh, jeez. It was Scott, Trisha's husband. 

I saw him stiffen just as I did. He turned slowly to face me.

“Salem,” he said with a reserved nod. 

“Hello, Scott,” I answered, equally reserved. Scott and I had a history that neither of us wanted to revisit, even for a second. “This is Viv,” I said as soon as I could, to deflect attention.

Viv jumped up and shook his hand. “Congratulations on the pregnancy. Jolly good show!”

“Ummm...thanks.” He turned back to Trisha. “You need to go.”

Trisha smiled and stood with a groan. “I'm fine. I've had my feet up the entire time.” She put her feet down and stood slowly. “I am guarded like the Hope diamond these days,” she said with a warm smile at Scott. “Normally I'd be home on the sofa by now being waited on hand and foot, but I needed to stay for a while tonight, considering everything going on.”

“We'll get out of your hair.” I popped out of my chair, relieved when Scott backed out of the doorway and let me pass. 

As we crossed through the newsroom, Viv said—entirely too loudly— “Is he the one you didn't sleep with?” 

“Shhh!” I hissed. Viv being my best friend and all, I had told her of the time I had been drunk and thought I'd spent the night in my best friend's fiance's bed. Well, I actually had spent the night in his bed, but nothing of a...conjugal nature...had happened. 

Still, Trisha had thought it had, and I still felt guilty about it. This was the first time I'd seen Scott since then, and it felt tremendously awkward. “As a matter of fact,” I said, “there are quite a few guys I didn't sleep with.”  

I didn't even bother with the pretense of offering Viv the chance to drive. I climbed into the passenger seat and pulled out my phone. “Windy, call Tony.”

The command app on my phone was called Windy, and she was voiced by the phone developer's aunt from Sundown, Texas. Windy with an “I” from Sundown. If you ever wondered what West Texas was like, that sums it up right there. 

“Gettin' him now, honey,” Windy said. The icon was a little cloud with wavy trails that stirred in a digital breeze while she worked. The phone rang.

“Is Stump doing okay?” I asked Tony.

“She's great,” he said. “She's parked beside me in the recliner and hasn't budged since you left.”

“Good.” Thankfully, Stump seemed to have taken to Tony. When she was comfortable, Stump was basically a slug covered with fur. She rarely moved unless it was to get her belly into better position for rubbing. When she was uncomfortable, she screamed a loud unholy-sounding cry and destroyed things. And she was highly uncomfortable whenever I left her home alone, which was why I had to find babysitters for her. There was precious little in my trailer house in Trailertopia, and I couldn't afford to replace what I did have. It was an immense relief that Stump was comfortable with Tony, as long as he was comfortable with her. “Do you mind if I stay out a while longer and go to the press conference with Viv?”

“Daddy, can I play with my friend?” Viv mocked as she pulled out of the Channel 11 parking lot.

I swatted the seat beside her. “It's common courtesy,” I insisted.

“No problem,” Tony said. “Like I said, she hasn't moved all night. Just stay out of trouble.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep getting shot at.”

“At being the operative word,” I said. “We will be the very image of carefulness,” I promised. 

Bobby Sloan, one of Lubbock PD's homicide detectives, was in the press conference room talking to some other cop-looking people when Viv and I came in. I nodded to him as we took our seats. 

He rolled his eyes.

After he'd wrapped up his conversation, he strolled over to us. “Since when did you two become media? Oh wait, I know. You've started your own YouTube channel.”

Viv pointed at him. “That's a smashing idea, actually. I know because I had it myself earlier today.”

“No, it's not,” I said. “Don't encourage her.”

Bobby put one booted foot on the chair in front of me, leaning on his knee. “You're going to be disappointed this time. Nothing to see here but a guy who apparently wanted out.”

“Out? Of what?”

Bobby shrugged. 

So, suicide? “Why are they holding a press conference for that?”

“Maybe this isn't such a sad day for the PD, considering all the grief Peter Browning had given you guys this year.” Viv arched an eyebrow.

“Come on.” Bobby frowned. “He wasn't a favorite, but nobody around is happy to have him dead.”

“No?” Viv motioned with her head toward the back of the room where a group of uniformed officers were gathered, talking and grinning. 

Bobby's frown deepened. “We decided to make the statement because a few thousand people have been looking for the guy, and we thought it best that they know they can stop.” He straightened and dropped his foot. “Stay out of trouble, Salem.” He clapped a hand down on my shoulder as he walked away.

I tried very hard to be unaffected by that hand on my shoulder. I was a somewhat-married woman, after all, and I was most definitely in love with my husband. But Bobby Sloan...well, I'd had a crush on him since the fourth grade, and he was still ridiculously handsome. Old habits die hard. 

He joined the group at the back of the room and said something low. All the smiles immediately vanished, and the officers—all of them looking suddenly like middle schoolers playing dress up—became a silent, respectful group. 

The room filled quickly, the mood again somber as it had been at the side of that dirt road. Almost everyone in the room knew Peter Browning, and the ones who didn't know him knew of him. 

The new police chief stepped up to the microphone, looking nervous. He was the most boyish-looking grown man I think I'd ever seen—tow-headed, good-natured features, easy smile. I thought he was likely the same age as Bobby, and I wondered briefly if Bobby had been disappointed he wasn't picked for the position. I had heard he'd been in the running. 

Chief Patterson cleared his throat. He looked at the cameras and started.

“This afternoon at around 4:00, two juveniles in east Lubbock were riding motorbikes west of the Lubbock city limits and found the remains of a deceased male. They immediately contacted their parents, who called police. The remains have been tentatively identified as 29-year-old Peter James Browning of Lubbock.”

A hushed murmur went through the crowd, and I glanced around to see if Misty Monahan was one of them. I saw that Channel 11 was represented by another young reporter, though, a new guy I didn't recognize.

“Tentatively identified,” Viv murmured. “What does that mean?”

“They're covering their butts,” I said. “They wouldn't have said this much if they weren't positive it was him.”

“Police secured the scene and gathered evidence from the surrounding area. The remains have been taken to the Lubbock County Medical Examiner's office, where they will be analyzed to determine cause of death.” He looked up, straight at the cameras. “At this time,” he said firmly, “we are collecting and analyzing evidence. We do not have a cause of death and we will not speculate.”

Five or six hands shot up, and reporters started shouting questions.

The chief pointed at one of them.

“You say you won't speculate on cause of death. But can you say if you suspect anyone else of being involved in his death?”

The chief chewed his lip. “I can say that we have no suspects, no persons of interest at this time.”

Viv and I looked at each other. I heard whispers of “suicide” from the small crowd.
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Nigel the Brit
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Back at Tony's, I entered the house without knocking. He rose from his chair in front of the news and came to greet me. Stump kept her seat.

The sight of him made my breath catch, as it always did. Broad shoulders, warm brown eyes, nice smile. Check that—not nice. A dazzling, dreamy smile. 

I sat on the sofa and he joined me. “I saw the press conference. So it's definitely him.”

Stump, annoyed that Tony had moved from the recliner, grumbled, wobbled to the edge of the chair, and dropped to the floor with a thump. She stumbled over to us and backed up so I could pick her up.

“It was definitely him.”

“That's too bad. They sure didn't give a lot of information at the press conference. What happened?” 

“Who knows? Viv was going to pump her source at the Medical Examiner's office to see what she could find out.” I stretched my legs out in front of me, a trifle concerned that my hamstrings seemed sore. Didn't soreness usually hit the next day? “Oh, guess what?” I said, remembering. “Viv has a new love interest. A British guy at Belle Court named Nigel.”

“Nigel?”

“I know, right? I mean, that's the most British name I think I've ever heard. Viv is besotted. I think she's actually trying to convert herself to British. Tonight she said crikey, smashing, and she said jolly good, like, three times.”

“Sounds like she's got it bad.” He lifted my legs up into his lap and leaned close to me. 

I winced as his hand closed around my calf.

He pulled away. “I told you, I don't care if you haven't shaved.”

“It's not that this time. It's just that my muscles are already kind of sore from the yoga. I thought yoga was supposed to make muscles feel better.”

“You'll probably feel better tomorrow.” He massaged my calf gently. 

I leaned my head back against the sofa and closed my eyes. “That feels very nice.” 

He murmured and massaged a little more. 

Very nice indeed...

After a few minutes, I said, “What does crikey mean, anyway? I thought it was that weird game they play with the flat bats, but it didn't make sense, given the context.”

“I think it's like...dang.” He laughed and leaned over me, his face close to mine and drew the word out. “Daaang.” He kissed me. 

“Crikey,” I said, when I could breathe again.

“I'd like for you to spend the night,” he whispered, his forehead to mine, his brown eyes deep and dark.

“I could spend the night,” I whispered. This would be the first time I'd actually spent the entire night at his place. It felt...momentous. Which was scary. “I'd need to be home early so I could get ready for work.”

“Nope,” he said. “Last time I was at your place, I wrote down the name of every beauty and personal hygiene product I could find, so you now have a matching set of everything here. Plus, I had Flo order some of those scrub outfits you wear to work. So you're good to go.”

I snuggled into the crook of his arm. “Well, dang,” I said, kissing him. “I can't think of a single reason to say no.”

“Which was my plan all along.”

Later, as we lay spooned together, our heads on one pillow, Tony said softly into my ear, “I'm glad Viv has a new boyfriend. Maybe now she'll settle down and you two can quit chasing after people with guns.”

I was silent, unsure what to say.

“She can be like we are and not need the thrill of chasing after bad guys anymore.”

“Mmmmm,” I said. I had to admit, tonight had been pretty thrilling and a lot more fun in general than having a gun pointed at me.

“You don't sound convinced,” Tony said, lowering his head to kiss my shoulder.

“It's just that I'm not sure this guy is as into Viv as she is into him. She didn't mention anything except that he was charming and fascinating and talked with a British accent.”

“You could play matchmaker. Get them together. Then maybe he can get her to take up canasta or something. Then I can quit worrying that you two are going to end up dead in a back alley somewhere.”

I rolled over and kissed him. “I don't even know what canasta is, but it's probably no guarantee that we won't still end up dead in a back alley somewhere.”

He brushed a thumb over my lower lip. A smile played on his lips, but it was a sad smile. “I'm serious, Salem,” he whispered. “We're just getting back on track, you and me. The thought of something happening to you now is just....” He kissed my forehead, then brought his gaze back down to mine. “Doesn't it sound like one of those heartbreaking, ironic stories? The soldier killed on the last day of his tour of duty? The couple in the plane crash, taking the dream trip they saved for all their lives?”

I swallowed and didn't answer, the thoughts in my head spinning too fast to choose just one. I wanted to joke. “It would have made a much better story if I had died when your aunt tried to kill me,” but I couldn't because now was clearly not the time. And these analogies he was making—our separation like a soldier surviving a tour of duty in a war zone. Our reunion like a dream trip we'd saved for. It all made a hard lump in my throat that I couldn't speak around.

I kissed him and snuggled into the crook of his shoulder. I wanted to assure him, but I didn't know what to say. I could definitely say that every single time a gun had been pointed at me—without exception—it had not been my idea. 

I could understand how Tony would like for that to stop, though. It seemed reasonable to expect that your wife—who groomed dogs for a living and had no real reason to go chasing down killers—would not be repeatedly held at gunpoint.

Still. Viv, playing canasta? I couldn't imagine it.

––––––––
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I WOKE TO STUMP WHINING to be let out. I slid out from under Tony's arm and hurried to let her out the back door, wearing nothing but one of Tony's t-shirts. It was still full dark out, the early morning air chilly on my bare legs. 

I went into the kitchen and pushed the start button on the coffee maker, doing my best not to wake Tony. I was touched that he'd set everything up for me to spend the night, but also a little freaked out. Okay, a lot freaked out. 

In my colorful past (aka: when I was drinking every day), a freak-out would have me searching for things to support my freaked-out-edness. Like now, when I felt uncomfortable and uneasy in Tony's house, I would look for all the reasons I didn't belong there. Wonder of wonders, that kind of thinking led me into one conflict after another.

Now when I felt uneasy, I dug out my Bible. At the moment, though, my Bible was back in the tiny spare bedroom in my place in Trailertopia.

The truth was, I often woke up feeling out of sorts. Overwhelmed by the day ahead. Sometimes even depressed before I started the day. But over the past year and a half, I'd created a routine of a morning prayer time and devotional reading. God spoke to me through those readings. Every day, there was something in what I read that either spoke to something I was experiencing already, or that came up as I went through the day. My devotional and my candle were also back in Trailertopia, but it was a safe bet that Tony had a Bible I could read.

While the coffee brewed, I let Stump back in and grabbed a throw off the back of the sofa. I wrapped up in it and studied Tony's bookshelves. Six Bibles, actually, plus commentaries and a bunch of books about the Bible. I pulled out a Bible marked New International Version, poured a cup of coffee, and curled up in the corner of the sofa by the lamp and let it fall open. Bible roulette. Whatever verse I landed on would be the one I read today. 

Romans 12:4 

For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.

I contemplated that for a while. I knew the Apostle Paul probably meant his analogy to be a comfort. We all have our part to play. Everyone has a job and heaven on earth is when we all do our job. That's probably very encouraging if you know what your job is.

In my more cynical times, I've honestly felt like my job was to screw things up. There is purpose in every pain, right? Some way for God to be glorified no matter what we're going through? There was a time when I believed that my purpose was for things to go wrong so that others could look at me and be thankful for what went right. I didn't even realize that's what I believed until I had a conversation with Les, my AA sponsor, about this very passage.

Les was confident that his part of the body of Christ was to be a hug for those who were down. He didn't care how a person came to be down, either. In fact, if it was a self-inflicted downing, he was even more the hugger. “When your life has gone off the rails because of something out of your control—a crime committed against you, a serious illness, a natural disaster—there are lots of people willing to step in and help you out. When you've done it to yourself, you're on your own. Everyone wants to let you stew in your own juices for a while. And I get that. But I was off the rails one time, from choices I made, and someone reached out to me. It made all the difference. Now that's my job. To reach out to those no one else wants to touch.”

He'd done that for me. And it made all the difference.

He'd laughed when I said I thought perhaps I was born to be a cautionary tale. 

“I think God has bigger plans for you than that, Salem. It's good to learn from your mistakes, and it's good to share what you've learned with others. But there's more to your purpose than just to be the example of what not to do.”

I hadn't even wanted to admit it to him, because it was just silly, but part of me had secretly come to hope maybe my gift was solving crimes. No, I wasn't great at it. And, no, I wasn't the least bit qualified. But since Viv and I had started hanging around together, we did seem to have a knack for asking the right questions and insinuating ourselves into situations where we ferreted out the truth. 

Viv had no qualms about it. After we had solved the murder of Tony's former girlfriend—a murder he'd been suspected of committing—she’d had PI business cards printed up for us. Horrible things with dangling handcuffs and lipstick font that read “Discreet Investigations” across the top. Those horrible cards made it look like we might be in the business of providing something both immoral and, perhaps, painful as well. I was mortified every time she pulled one of those awful cards out of her pocket. I didn't think we were actual private detectives. I didn't particularly like chasing down bad guys, and I definitely didn't care for being on the receiving end of a gun. 

But I did like helping people. I liked solving problems. I liked being useful.

If it is serving, then serve.

Did this count as service? Surely it did. Did that mean this particular service was my gift, given according to the grace given me? 

I lay down, resting my head against the arm of the sofa and remembering what Tony had said last night. He assumed that Viv was just bored and that I was only going along with her because I had nothing better to do. But we both had better things to do now. So it made sense that—Peter Browning's suspicious death or not—we would steer clear of trouble now.

It shouldn't have made me sad. Probably I just felt sad because it was early in the morning and I was out of my comfort zone. It wasn't the idea that I couldn't go chasing after trouble with Viv anymore. That would be silly.

But...what was my gift? If it wasn't being a living, breathing, cautionary tale, and it wasn't chasing down bad guys, what was it? 

Stump chose that moment to root her nose under my hand, and she scootched and flopped around until I could rub her fat belly. Maybe my purpose was to love Stump. There were worse fates, I decided. 

I heard Tony stir in his room. He went to the bathroom, then walked slowly down the hallway, stopping near the entryway. He stood, motionless, not saying anything for so long that I started to wonder if he was sleep walking.

“I hope we didn't wake you,” I said from the sofa.

He jumped, whirling on me with bug eyes.

I couldn't help but giggle. I rose and walked to him, still carrying the throw around me. I wrapped it and my arms around his shoulders. “I'm sorry,” I said. 

“Well, I'm awake now,” he murmured into my hair, snuggling under the blanket with me. His heart was thudding a bit.

“I started the coffee.” I pulled away and poured two cups, carrying one to him. He still looked shell shocked, and it dawned on me why he'd jumped when I spoke.

He thought I'd left. He woke and found me and Stump gone from the bedroom and assumed I'd left while he was asleep. Despite all the trouble he'd gone through to get me to stay.

I would have liked to react with righteous indignation, but the fact was, I had left him before. I'd left him and he had no reason—other than my word, which, historically speaking, wasn't worth much—that I wouldn't leave again.

All I could do was put down my cup and wrap myself around him again. I could tell him a million times that I was different now. I could tell myself that, too. But neither one of us were going to believe it without proof. 

I kissed the side of his neck and laid my head against his shoulder. “I need to get in the shower,” I said.

“Me, too.”

“I'll hurry.”

“We could save time. Shower together.”

“You,” I stood on tiptoe and kissed his forehead, “are so practical.”

I had to admit, it was nice staying at Tony's house instead of my trailer. For one thing, everything worked. When I turned the hot water knob in the shower, hot water came out. At my trailer, I had learned the complicated sequences of turning the knob to exactly 17 minutes past the hour—not fifteen, not twenty—and then tilting the wobbly knob forward to get almost enough hot water to wash my hair and shave both legs before icy spray started shooting out. 

Plus, Tony was there. Tony, who had looked to see what kind of shampoo I used and bought the exact brand for me to use in his shower. Tony, who made sure I had healthy stuff to eat and even stocked the freezer with special Fat Fighters frozen breakfast sandwiches and fresh fruit. 

I remembered what he'd said the night before, about me and Viv no longer chasing bad guys, and in the light of day, it sounded like a highly sensible idea. I could have all this. A nice, normal life. Why would I go chasing after trouble? Surely Viv and I could find something else to do.

I poured a cup of coffee and filled up Tony's cup. He sat at the bar, reading the newspaper. “Help me think of something Viv and I can do together that's not chasing bad guys,” I said. “I really don't think she's the canasta type, but I want to think of something to keep her busy.”

“How about this?” He folded the paper over and slid it to me, tapping an announcement surrounded by a thick border.

Volunteers needed at Lubbock Arboretum. No gardening experience necessary—you provide the muscles, we'll show you what to do with them.

“Gardening,” I said. “Wow.” 

“Yeah, it could be great. My aunt always has a garden, and she grows the best tomatoes you've ever tasted. How cool would it be to have dinner picked from our very own garden?”

“I'm fairly sure I have a black thumb,” I said. 

“It's okay.” He nodded toward the paper. “They'll show you what to do. And since it's fall, there's no real growing involved. This is probably all about cleaning out the beds, getting things prepared for the next growing season.”

That sounded like something even I couldn't mess up. And he had wanted me to stay badly enough that he replicated everything he could find and even bought me breakfast sandwiches so I would have something to eat before work. It's hard not to fall completely in love with a gesture like that.

“I'll put it to Viv today. And I'll see what I can do to encourage this thing with Nigel the Brit. Maybe by this time next year we'll all be playing canasta over a plate of sliced tomatoes and cucumbers that Viv and I grew ourselves.”

Each member belongs to all the others.

As I groomed dogs at my job at Flo's Bow-Wow Barbers, that verse kept running through my head. I had to admit, I didn't care for it. I didn't like to think of myself as being obligated to anyone else—and certainly not to everyone else. To be honest, the Apostle Paul and I don't always get along.  

That didn't mean that I necessarily thought he was wrong. He did, after all, write half the New Testament. That had to give him some credibility right there. I just didn't like it. The truth was, though, that everything we did affected those around us. I had learned that lesson a million hard ways when I was drinking. No one lived in a vacuum. 

It was a slow day at Flo's, and one of the great things about working there was that we didn't have to stay until closing time. If we got done with our dogs, we could leave. So when I realized I was going to be through with work by two o'clock, I decided to use whatever gifts I had to help Viv.

“Windy, call Viv.”

Viv didn't even say hello. She must have seen it was me, because she answered with, “What time are you getting off?”

“I'll be done in about fifteen minutes,” I said.

“Ooooh, that's perfect! Come straight over. I have a job for you.”

“Does this involve Nigel?”

“It does! I had a fantastic idea but I need someone to help me play it out.” She hung up.

I frowned at the phone. She needed someone to help play it out? What mortifying scene was she getting me into? I swept up and cleaned my tools, thinking that this could help pay back some of the shampoo and breakfast sandwiches Tony had bought. 

That was a thought I immediately checked, though. Tony would never owe me. I would forever be in Tony's debt. I decided that while I was helping Viv capture Nigel the Brit, I would also bring up the volunteer thing at the arboretum. It was the least I could do. 

When Stump and I got to Viv's apartment at Belle Court, she was in a tizzy. She had written out a scene for us to act out as Nigel walked by.

Although my part was crucial, I wasn't exactly playing Lady Macbeth. Viv rushed us to one of Belle Court's numerous hallways and positioned me and Stump, then stood back and surveyed the effect.

“Bend your knee a little.”

I bent my knee.

“No, the other one. More. No, not that much.”

“What look are you going for here? Tell me that, and I can bring my own interpretation.”

“We're just two friends engaged in casual conversation. Do you remember your line?” She checked her lipstick in the mirror that hung above a huge flower arrangement on the hall table. We were in one of the many byzantine hallways in Belle Court’s main building, where an alcove held two floral print wingback chairs for a chance to sit and watch the world go by.

“But Winston Churchill was Prime Minister during World War II,” I stated. Again. I mentally tried to force my body into the stance of someone engaged in casual conversation about World War II. 

“You're not selling it,” Viv said. She leaned forward and ran a thumbnail along her lip to edge away a stray lipstick smear. “Say it like you're honestly confused.”

I was honestly confused. I wanted to help Viv, but I couldn't believe she was working so hard to get this guy's attention. She had, after all, already had as many husbands as Elizabeth Taylor. Wasn't that enough? I hefted Stump to my other side, trying to be supportive but also trying to figure out what the urgency was. “What do you hope is going to happen? What is it about this guy that has you working so hard to impress him?”

“I'm not working that hard,” Viv said. She turned and stood on tiptoe, checking her butt out in the mirror. “I'm just...he's...” She stopped and frowned. “He's British.”

“And?”

“And it's so cool. You need to hear him talk—Oh! Here he comes!”

I turned to look down the hall.

“Don't look! For crying out loud!” She whirled around and visibly tried to catch her breath.

I could hear Nigel's group—consisting of himself and what sounded like four or five “old widder women” as G-Ma called them—coming down the hall toward us. Viv took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, then held a hand up to me in a wait-for-my-signal gesture.

The women were all talking at once, though. I could see why Viv had named them The Gaggle. It was bizarrely like a group of tweens walking through the mall. One of the ladies was Anne, one of my favorite people at Belle Court. Privately I thought of her as Apple Annie because of her round red cheeks. She was every sweet little old lady you've ever seen—Mrs. Santa Claus, the lady who owned Tweety Bird, etc.

Behind Anne was Imogene, a gruff old bear of a woman who was like the opposite of Apple Annie. My nickname for her was Intimidating Imogene. I never knew if I had somehow, at some point, managed to disappoint Imogene without knowing it, or if she just went through life looking like that, but every time I saw her I felt like slinking away with my tail between my legs.  

“Shut up, Anne,” Viv hissed through her lips. “For once in your life, just shut up!”

They were on us, then, and the moment was about to be lost. With a frown, Viv signaled to me and whispered, “Loud!”

“But Winston Churchill was the Prime Minister during World War II,” I shouted.

“Oh, Salem! Hahahahaha!” Viv threw her head back and laughed hugely. She slapped her leg. She checked the mirror to see if the group passing behind her had noticed. “That's all anyone remembers. The good ol' British Bulldog! But he became Prime Minister halfway through the war. Neville Chamberlain was Prime Minister when war broke out—” She started as if she'd just realize we weren't alone in the hallway. “Well, hello there, Nigel.” She smiled brilliantly. Then her mouth went flat. “Ladies.”

The snub was lost on Anne. She stood at Nigel's side, smiling her cherubic smile. “You should join us at the pool, Viv. We're about to do water aerobics.” She reached out and rubbed Stump's ears with her soft little-old-lady fingers. “Right, Nigel? Viv would enjoy water aerobics, don't you think?”

“That's right,” Nigel said. “The more the merrier.”

I had to admit, for an old guy he was kind of hot. His silver hair swept back from his high forehead. He had the requisite old man bushy eyebrows, but they were still somewhat dark. He sported a mustache and a very narrow goatee, both darker like his eyebrows
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