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YESTERDAY

The woman was a rare beauty in that she knew nothing of her perfection. He’d watched her long enough to suspect as much, but only in meeting her had his instinct been proven true. She was modest and shy, and easily swayed. Perhaps she was insecure or not very bright. Maybe she was lonesome or confused about her place in this difficult world.

It didn’t matter, really.

She looked right, and that was all about the eyes.

Hers flashed as she came down the sidewalk, the sundress loose around her knees, but not inappropriate. He liked the way the dress shifted, and how neatly she moved her legs and arms. She was pale skinned and quiet. He’d have preferred her hair a little different, but that was okay.

It really was about the eyes.

They had to be clear and deep and unguarded, so he watched carefully to make sure nothing had changed in the few days since they’d agreed to meet. She looked about in an apologetic way, and from a distance he could sense the unhappiness born of bad boyfriends and a meaningless job. She hoped life would be more. He understood that in a way most men would not.

“Hello, Ramona.”

She shied unabashedly away now that they were so close to each other. Her lashes were dark on the curve of her cheek, her head angled so that he lost sight of her flawless jaw.

“I’m glad we decided to do this,” he said. “I think it will be an afternoon well spent.”

“Thank you for making the time.” She blushed, the eyes still downcast. “I know you’re busy.”

“The future matters for all of us, life and the living of it, career and family and personal satisfaction. It’s important to plan and think things through. There’s no need to do it alone, not in a town like this. We know each other here. We help each other. You’ll understand that once you live here longer. The people are nice. It’s not just me.”

She nodded, but he understood the deeper feelings. They’d met as if by accident, and she was wondering why she’d opened up so readily and to such a stranger. But that was his gift—his face and his gentle manner, the way they trusted. Some women needed that: the shoulder, the patience. Once they knew his interest was not romantic, it was easy. He was steady and kind. They thought him worldly.

“Are you ready, then?” He opened the car door, and for an instant she looked unsettled, her gaze lingering on cigarette burns and torn vinyl. “It’s a loaner,” he said. “I apologize, but my usual car needed service.”

She bit her bottom lip, muscles tightening in the back of one smooth calf. Stains marred the dash. The carpet was worn through.

She needed a push.

“We were supposed to do this tomorrow, remember? Late afternoon? Coffee and a chat?” A smile creased his face. “I would have had the other car if plans had stayed the same. But you needed to change the day. It was kind of last-minute, and we’re really doing this for you …”

He let the words trail off so she’d remember that she’d suggested the meeting and not the other way around. She nodded a final time because it made sense and because she didn’t want to look like the kind of person who cared about something as meaningless as a car, not when she was too broke to buy her own. “My mother’s coming in from Tennessee in the morning.” She glanced back at the apartment building, new lines at the corners of her mouth. “It was unexpected.”

“Yes.”

“And she’s my mom.”

“You told me. I know.” A little frustration was in his voice, a little impatience. He smiled to take out the sting, though the last thing he wanted was to be reminded of the girl’s hillbilly roots in some hillbilly town. “It’s my nephew’s car,” he said. “He’s in college.”

“That explains it, then.”

She meant the smell and the dirt; but she was laughing now, so he laughed, too. “Kids,” he said.

“Yeah, right.”

He made a mock bow and said something about chariots. She laughed, but he was no longer paying attention.

She was already in the car.

“I enjoy a Sunday.” She sat straight as he slid behind the wheel. “The stillness and the quiet. No expectations.” She smoothed the skirt and showed the eyes. “Don’t you love a Sunday?”

“Of course,” he said, but couldn’t care less. “Did you tell your mother we were meeting?”

“Not a chance,” the girl said. “There’d be a million questions. She’d say I was needy or irresponsible, that I should have called her instead.”

“Perhaps you underestimate her.”

“Not my mother, no.”

He nodded as if he understood her isolation. The mother was overbearing, the father distant or dead. He turned the key and liked the way she sat—back straight, both hands folded neatly in her lap. “The people who love us tend to see what they want to see, and not what we really are. Your mother should look more closely. I think she’d be pleasantly surprised.”

The comment made her happy.

He pulled away from the curb and talked enough to keep her that way. “What about your friends?” he asked. “The people you work with? Do they know?”

“Only that I’m meeting someone today, and that it’s personal.” She smiled and showed the warm, rich eyes that had drawn him in the first place. “They’re very curious.”

“I’m sure they are,” he said; and she smiled a second time.

It took a dozen minutes for her to ask the first meaningful question. “Wait a minute. I thought we were having coffee.”

“I’m taking you somewhere else first.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a surprise.’

She craned her neck as the city sank behind them. Fields and woods ran off in either direction. The empty road seemed to take new meaning as her fingers touched her throat, her cheek. “My friends will expect me back.”

“I thought you didn’t tell them.”

“Did I say that?”

He gave her a look, but didn’t respond. The sky outside was purple, the sun an orange push through the trees. They were far past the edge of town, an abandoned church settling quietly on a distant hill, its steeple broken as if by the weight of the darkening sky. “I love a ruined church,” he said.

“What?”

“Don’t you see it?”

He pointed, and she stared at the ancient stone, the twisted cross. “I don’t understand.”

She was worried; trying to convince herself everything was normal. He watched blackbirds settle on the ruins. A few minutes later, she asked him to take her home.

“I’m not feeling well.”

“We’re almost there.”

She was scared now—he could tell—frightened of his words and the church and the strange, flat whistle that hissed between his lips.

“You have very expressive eyes,” he said. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

“You’ll be fine.”

He turned the car onto a gravel road, the world defined by trees and dusk and the heat of her skin. When they passed an open gate in a rusted fence, the girl began to cry. It was quiet, at first, then less so.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

“Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

She cried harder, but didn’t move. The car rolled out of the trees and into a clearing choked with weeds and old equipment and bits of rusted metal. An empty silo rose, round and streaked, its pinnacle stained pink by the falling sun. At its base a small door gaped, the space beyond it black and still. She stared up at the silo and, when she looked back down, saw handcuffs in his hand.

“Put these on.”

He dropped the cuffs in her lap, and a warm, wet stain spread beneath them. He watched her stare desperately through the windows, looking for people or sunlight or reasons to hope.

“Pretend it’s not real,” he said.

She put on the cuffs, the metal clinking like tiny bells. “Why are you doing this?”

It was the same question, but he didn’t blame her. He turned off the engine and listened to it tick in the stillness. It was hot in the clearing. The car smelled of urine, but he didn’t mind. “We were supposed to do this tomorrow.” He pushed a stun gun against her ribs and watched her twitch as he pulled the trigger. “I don’t need you till then.”


1

Gideon Strange opened his eyes to dark and heat and the sound of his father weeping. He held very still, though the sobbing was neither new nor unexpected. His father often ended up in the corner—huddled as if his son’s bedroom were the world’s last good place—and Gideon thought about asking why, after all these years, his father was still so sad and weak and broken. It would be a simple question, and if his father were any kind of man, he’d probably answer it. But Gideon knew what his father would say and so kept his head on the pillow and watched the dark corner until his father pulled himself up and crossed the room. For long minutes he stood silently, looking down; then he touched Gideon’s hair and tried to whisper himself strong, saying, Please, God, please, then asking strength from his long-dead wife, so that Please, God turned into Help me, Julia.

Gideon thought it was pitiful, the helplessness and tears, the shaking, dirty fingers. Holding still was the hardest part, not because his mother was dead and had no answer, but because Gideon knew that if he moved at all, his father might ask if he was awake or sad or equally lost. Then Gideon would have to tell the truth, not that he was any of those things, but that he was more lonesome inside than any boy his age should be. But his father didn’t speak again. He ran fingers through his son’s hair and stood perfectly still as if whatever strength he sought might magically find him. Gideon knew that would never happen. He’d seen pictures of his father before and had a few dim memories of a man who laughed and smiled and didn’t drink most every hour of every day. For years he’d thought that man might return, that it could still happen. But Gideon’s father wore his days like a faded suit, an empty man whose only passion rose from thoughts of his long-dead wife. He seemed alive enough then, but what use were flickers or hints?

The man touched his son’s hair a final time, then crossed the room and pulled the door shut. Gideon waited a minute before rolling out of bed, fully dressed. He was running on caffeine and adrenaline, trying hard to remember the last time he’d slept or dreamed or thought of anything else besides what it would take to kill a man.

Swallowing hard, he cracked the door, trying to ignore that his arms were skinny-white and his heart was running fast as a rabbit’s. He told himself that fourteen years was man enough, and that he didn’t need to be any older to pull a trigger. God wanted boys to become men, after all, and Gideon was only doing what his father would do if his father were man enough to do it. That meant killing and dying were part of God’s plan, too, and Gideon said as much in the dark of his mind, trying hard to convince the parts of him that shook and sweated and wanted to throw up.

Thirteen years had passed since his mother’s murder, then three weeks since Gideon had found his father’s small, black gun, and ten more days since he’d figured out a 2:00 a.m. train would carry him to the gray, square prison on the far side of the county. Gideon knew kids who’d hopped trains before. The key, they said, was to run fast and not think on how sharp and heavy those big, shiny wheels truly were. But Gideon worried he’d jump and miss and go under. He had nightmares about it every night, a flash of light and dark, then pain so true he woke with an ache in the bones of his legs. It was an awful image, even awake, so he pushed it down and cracked the door wide enough to see his father slumped in an old brown chair, a pillow squeezed to his chest as he stared at the broken television where Gideon had hidden the gun after he stole it from his father’s dresser drawer two nights ago. He realized now that he should have kept the gun in his room, but there was no better hiding place, he’d thought, than the dried-out guts of a busted-up television that hadn’t worked since he was five.

But how to get to the gun when his father sat right in front of it?

Gideon should have done it differently, but his thoughts ran crooked sometimes. He didn’t mean to be difficult. It just worked out that way, so that even the kind teachers suggested he think more about woodshop and metalworking than about the fancy words in all those great, heavy books. Standing in the dark, he thought maybe those teachers were right, after all, because without the gun he couldn’t shoot or protect himself or show God he had the will to do necessary things.

After a minute, he closed the door, thinking, Two o’clock train …

But the clock already said 1:21.

Then 1:30.

Checking the door again, he watched a bottle go up and down until his father slumped and the bottle slipped from his fingers. Gideon waited five more minutes, then crept to the living room and stepped over engine parts and other bottles, tripping once as a car rumbled past and splashed light through a gap in the curtains. When it was dark again, he knelt behind the television, slipped off the back, and pulled out a gun that was black and slick and heavier than he remembered. He cracked the cylinder, checked the bullets.

“Son?”

It was the small voice, the small man. Gideon stood and saw that his father was awake—a man-shaped hole in a stretch of stained upholstery. He seemed uncertain and afraid, and for a moment Gideon wanted to go back under the sheets. He could call everything off; pretend none of this had ever happened. It would be nice, he thought, not to kill a man. He could put the gun down and go back to bed. But he saw the halo of flowers in his father’s hands. They were dry and brittle now, but his mother, on her wedding day, had worn them like a crown in her hair. He looked at them, again—baby’s breath and white roses, all of it pale and brittle—then imagined how the room would look if a stranger were looking down from above: the man with dead flowers, the boy with the gun. Gideon wanted to explain the power of that image—to make his father understand that the boy had to do what the father would not. Instead he turned and ran. He heard his name again, but was already through the door, half falling as he leapt off the porch and hit the ground running, the gun warm now in his hand, the impact from hard concrete slamming up his shins as he ran half a block, then ducked through an old man’s yard and into thick woods that ran east with the creek, then up a big hill to where chain-link sagged and factories were rusted shut.

He fell against the fence as his father, far behind him, called his name over and over, his voice so loud it broke and cracked and finally failed. For a second, Gideon hesitated, but when a train whistled in the west, he pushed the gun under the fence and scrambled over the top, tearing skin as he did and banging both knees when he landed wrong in the overgrown parking lot on the other side.

The train’s whistle blew louder.

He didn’t have to do it.

No one had to die.

But that was the fear talking. His mother was dead, and her killer needed to pay. So he aimed for a gap between the burned-out furniture plant and the place that used to make thread but now had one whole side falling in. It was darker between the buildings, but even with loose bricks under his feet Gideon made it, without falling, to a hole in the fence near the big white oak in the far corner. There was light from a streetlamp and from a few low stars, but it disappeared as he belly-slid under the wire and plunged into a gully on the far side. The dirt was dry and loose going down. He slipped—scrabbling to keep the gun from falling out in the blackness—then splashed through a trickle of water and clambered up the other side to stand breathless in an alley of scrub that spread out from metal tracks that looked white against the dirt.

He bent at the waist, cramping; but the train rounded a bend and blasted light up the hill.

It would have to slow, he thought.

But it didn’t.

It hit the hill like the hill was nothing. Three engines and a wall of metal, it blew past as if it could strip the air from his lungs. But more cars came onto the hill every second, and Gideon had a sense of it in the dark, of fifty cars and then another hundred, their weight dragging at the engines until he realized the train had slowed so much he could almost keep up. And that’s what he tried to do, running fast as the wheels sparked yellow and built a vacuum that sucked at the bones of his legs. He scrabbled at one car and then another, but the rungs were high and slick.

He risked a glance and saw the last cars racing up behind him, twenty maybe, and then less. If he missed the train, he missed the prison. His fingers stretched, but he fell and smeared skin from his face, then ran and reached and felt a rung in his hand as agony burst in his shoulder and his feet thumped across wooden ties before the car, at last, was a shell around him.

He’d made it. He was on the train that would carry him off to kill a man, and the truth of that pressed down in the dark. It wasn’t talk anymore, or waiting or planning.

The sun would rise in four hours.

The bullets would be real bullets.

But so what?

He sat in the blackness, determined as hilltops rose and fell and houses between them looked like stars. He thought of sleepless nights and hunger; and when the river glinted beneath him, he looked for the prison, seeing a bright light miles out across the valley floor. It raced closer, so he leaned out when the ground seemed flattest and least rocky. He looked for the strength to jump, but was still on the train as dirt flicked past and the prison sank like a ship in the dark. He was going to miss it, so he thought of his mother’s face instead, then stepped out and fell and hit the ground like a sack of rocks.

When he woke, it was still dark, and though the stars looked dimmer, he had enough light to limp along the tracks until he found a road that led to a cluster of brown buildings he’d seen once from the back of a moving car. He stepped beneath a black-lettered sign that said CONVICTS WELCOME and studied the two-windowed, cinder-block bar on the other side of it. His face was a blur in the glass. There were no people or traffic, and when he turned to look south, he saw how the prison rose up in the distance. He looked at it for long minutes before slipping into the alley beside the bar and putting his back against a Dumpster that smelled like chicken wings and cigarettes and piss. He wanted to feel pleased for making it this far, but the gun looked wrong in his lap. He tried watching the road, but there was nothing to watch, so he closed his eyes and thought of a picnic they’d had when he was very young. The picture taken that day was in a frame on his bedside table at home. He’d worn yellow pants with big buttons and thought he might remember how his father held him high and spun him in a circle. He held on to the idea of that childhood, then imagined what it would feel like to kill the man who took it away.

Hammer back.

Arm straight and steady.

He practiced in his head so he could do it right in person; but even in his mind, the gun shook and was silent. Gideon had imagined the same thing a thousand times on a thousand nights.

His father was not man enough.

He would not be man enough.

Pressing the barrel against his forehead, he prayed for strength, then walked through it again.

Hammer back.

Arm straight.

For an hour more he tried to steel himself, then threw up in the dark and hugged his ribs as if all heat in the world had been stolen, too.


EPILOGUE

Seven Months Later

The view from the desert hilltop was extraordinary. Mountains rose all around, as brown and splintered as old bone. The house was the same color, ninety-year-old adobe that blended like a tortoise into the saguaro and eucalyptus and paloverde. The walls were two feet thick, the floors Spanish tile. In back was a walled courtyard with a swimming pool. The front was all about the covered porch and long views and morning coffee. Elizabeth was on her second cup when Adrian stepped through the door to join her. He wore no shoes, and jeans that were faded nearly white. The scars were white against the tan, but so were his teeth. “Where’s Channing?”

He took the second rocking chair as Elizabeth pointed. Channing was a smudge on the valley floor, the horse beneath her dapple gray. They were picking their way along the arroyo that flooded when rains fell in the mountains to the north. Liz couldn’t see her face, but guessed she was smiling. That was the thing about the gray.

“How’s she doing?” Adrian asked.

“She’s strong.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“The therapy helps.”

Adrian glanced at the truck that sat, dusty, in the drive. Twice a week Elizabeth and Channing took it into town. They never discussed particulars with Adrian, but they both thought the therapist there was good. They were looser when they came back; the smiles came easier.

“You should go sometime,” Elizabeth said. “It helps to talk to someone.”

“I do that, already.”

“Eli doesn’t count.”

He smiled and sipped the coffee. She was wrong about Eli, but he didn’t expect her to understand. “And, how are you?” he asked.

“Same answer,” she said, but he knew better. She woke screaming at times, and he often found her outside at three in the morning. He never bothered her, but watched to make sure she was safe from coyote or mountain lion or the dreams that came with such fierce predictability. She’d find her way to the same place at the edge of the arroyo, a flat, narrow stone that held the heat of the day. She’d stand straight in a thin gown or under a blanket, and always she looked at the stars, thinking of her mother or Gideon or the horrors inflicted by her father. Adrian didn’t know and never asked. His job was to be there on the porch, to nod quietly as she returned to the house and trailed a finger across his shoulder as if to say thanks.

“Is today still the day?” he asked.

“I think it’s time. Don’t you?”

“Only if you’re ready.”

“I am.”

They sat in easy silence after that, the moment made comfortable by all the ones that had passed before it. They were good together in that easy way. Nobody pushed. Nobody took. But, something had changed in the past few weeks, and both of them felt it. An energy was there where none had been before, a spark if one’s skin brushed the other’s. They didn’t talk about it, yet—it was too small and fragile—but the time was coming and they both knew it.

She was healing.

They all were.

“Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” He waited until she looked his way. She was as tanned as he, her face leaner, the lines at her eyes a little deeper. “I can come with you.”

“Too dangerous, I think.” She brushed his hand. The lightest touch. “I’ll make sure we get back safe and sound.”

Her fingers moved away, but the charge lingered. “When will you leave?”

She kept her eyes on the girl. “When I finish this cup of coffee.”

She sipped slowly, and Adrian watched her as she rocked in the old chair that had come with the house. She wore peacefulness as if it were a blanket she’d decided to wrap around her shoulders. Even now that couldn’t be easy, not with her father a monster and the story out there for everyone to see. Both had followed the news as events played out after the church. Dyer used two bloody fingerprints found on the dash of the old car to tie Reverend Black to the murdered women. They were Ramona Morgan’s prints, and reporters speculated she’d left them there after tearing skin trying to claw her way out of some dark and lonely place. Nothing yet tied him to the other victims, but there was little doubt, official or otherwise. Liz lost sleep, at times, thinking she should go back and fill in the blanks. But, nights like that were growing less frequent. What further insight could she offer? The victims would be just as gone. Their families would have the same person to blame.

Besides, her father was dead.

The story of the warden and his corrupt guards was the one that lingered. The fury over why they were dead in the church soon gave way to larger questions. What were they doing there? Why did they die? An old man came forward a few days later, an ex-con with an almost unbelievable story of how he’d been tortured, once, and how others had died hard deaths in the warden’s care. He was not the most credible person, though, and the story almost ended with him. But, two more convicts came forward, then a guard who’d seen things he should have talked about sooner. That was the crack that blew the story wide open.

Torture. Murder.

The attorney general had ordered a full review.

Charges still stood against Adrian, and he’d go down if the authorities ever found him. They stood against Liz, too, but no one was looking for her, and she had no plans to make a life anywhere but the desert. She liked the heat of it, she said, its emptiness and unchanging nature. Plus, Channing and Adrian were in the desert. No one said it out loud, but the words hung like a shimmer far out on the valley floor.

Family.

Future.

Adrian stood and leaned against the rail. He wanted her to see his face, so she’d think about it as she drove. “Will you be okay if he says no?”

“Gideon?” The look in her eyes was gentle, the smile easy and slow. “I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

Elizabeth took the truck and drove ten-hour stretches. Sunglasses covered her eyes. A white Stetson rode her head. She stayed in inexpensive motels, though money was not a problem. On the eighth hour of the third day, she crossed the county line and was back. Nothing had changed, but an ill wind pressed against her as if she were somehow different and every living creature in the county sensed it.

She drove the side streets, then went to her mother’s house, stopping first at the boarded-up church. The clapboards were dirty and peeling. Windows were broken, and someone had used black paint on the walls, spelling words such as killer and sinner and devil. Circling to the back, she found the parsonage little different than the church. Shattered glass. The same paint. The door was locked, but she took the tire iron from the truck and forced it. Inside, she found bare floors and dust and difficult memories. She stood for a while at the kitchen window, thinking of the last time she’d had a drink there with her mother. Had she known, then, the depth of her husband’s evil? Had she ever sensed it? Elizabeth wanted an answer and found it on the mantelpiece above the small fireplace in the empty living room. The envelope was yellowed and dry. The name Elizabeth was written in her mother’s hand.

Liz, my darling girl. I can’t imagine a daughter’s pain in learning such darkness dwelled in her father’s heart, or in knowing the death and suffering he’d caused so many for so many years. Please know I share your bewilderment. Your letters have been so helpful—life-affirming, actually—and it pains me that you live in some secret place to which I can neither respond, nor seek you out. I’ve never doubted your assurances, the promise that we would once again be together. But I can no longer live in this place. The hatred of your father overwhelms me, and I find myself bereft. I leave this letter in hopes you’ll discover it when you deem it safe, at last, to return. I’ve gone to stay with my old friend in the north. You’ve met her, the one from college. I won’t leave her name or address for obvious reasons, but trust you will seek me out, in time. I miss you so much, my lovely child. Please do not let this path lead you to self-doubt or your own dark place. Be strong and of good heart. I wait for you in patience and in love, your friend and trusting ally, your mother for all time.

Elizabeth read the note twice, then folded it with care. She’d ached for her mother, but in a way was relieved. As much as they loved each other, how could the horrors her father had wrought not thrive in whatever place they shared? Too many shared looks and memories, childhood and holidays, and a thousand different nights. They both needed to find their way first, some manner in which to meet each other’s eyes without drowning in the guilt of their long and mutual ignorance. The time would come, Elizabeth knew, but not soon and not easily. In the meantime, she’d write again and let her mother know she’d found the letter, and that time, at least, remained their friend.

Beckett came next, and the meeting would be hard. She’d spent long nights concocting theories of why he’d done the things he’d done. She had one or two, but theories weren’t answers, and she needed to understand so many things.

Parking near his house, she saw him on the porch in a wheelchair. He couldn’t walk anymore and wasn’t a cop. He taught criminology at the community college, and in the pictures she’d found online, he seemed well enough, though sad. She watched him for a long time, realizing as she did that, in spite of everything, she’d missed him. They’d been partners for four years, and he’d saved her life more than once. Was the wheelchair a large enough price for whatever mistakes he’d made? She didn’t know, yet, but planned to find out.

He didn’t move when he saw her. He didn’t smile, either. “Every day.” He nodded when he said it. “Every day I’ve waited for you to come.” His eyes were dark and troubled, his legs wasted beneath a quilt.

Elizabeth stepped onto the porch. “I’ve tried very hard not to hate you.”

“There’s that, at least.”

“Why’d you do it, Charlie?”

“I never thought anyone would die.” His eyes filled as he said it. “Please believe me when I say that.”

“I do. Now, help me understand. What did he have on you?”

“Elizabeth …”

“I want to know what leverage was so strong you’d put those children and me in danger. No bullshit, either, Charlie. You owe me the truth, at least.”

He sighed and watched the street. “If I do this, I’ll never repeat it again, not to you or anyone else.”

“You understand I can’t make the same promise.” Elizabeth couldn’t hide the way she felt. She was angry and frustrated.

Beckett seemed to accept that. “My wife is an educated woman. College degree. A master’s. She didn’t always cut hair.”

“Okay.”

“When she was young, she worked for the county.” Beckett smoothed the quilt. “Specifically, she worked for the comptroller.”

“She was a bookkeeper?”

“An accountant,” Beckett said. “Gideon’s father worked for the county, too. He was an assistant county manager, believe it or not. A different man before his wife died. Young, ambitious. He didn’t drink. Didn’t even smoke.”

“I remember he was working with Adrian and Francis.”

“A quarter million dollars were missing from the county treasury. He was helping Adrian and Francis figure it out. They were close. Another week and they’d have found her.”

Elizabeth saw it, then. “Your wife.”

“I couldn’t let her go to prison. She had a problem then, but not anymore. Gambling in secret. Stupid stuff that caught her out. She’s not a bad person. You know her. You have to believe that.”

“She was stealing funds, and Adrian was close to figuring it out.”

“I just wanted him distracted. That’s it. I thought the beer can would make him look sloppy, make people doubt. It was just a distraction. Liz, please …”

But, she had to walk away, down the porch and back. “You planted evidence in a murder case. You implicated another cop.”

“I didn’t know about the scratches or the DNA match. I didn’t think Adrian would go to prison. When the match came back, I thought he was guilty, that I’d actually helped.”

“You didn’t.”

“I know that.”

“We could have caught the real killer—”

“I thought we had the real killer! Don’t you see the horrible truth of it? I thought I’d done this selfish thing and gotten lucky. I thought it was providence.”

Elizabeth stared out at the street, feeling the weight of it. The can led to Adrian, then to the blood sample and the DNA match. It led to his conviction, his torture, and all the evil the warden had brought into Elizabeth’s life. “Without the can we might have caught my father thirteen years ago. Lauren Lester, Ramona Morgan, Adrian’s wife. They might all have lived. Eleven women, Charlie. We could have stopped it.”

“Maybe.”

“Is that what you tell yourself so you can sleep at night?”

“I’d apologize a thousand times if I thought it would help.”

But Elizabeth didn’t want to hear his apologies or explanations. It was all so clear. A stupid crime and a simple misdirection, prison and pointless death, ripples on some foreign shore. “Tell me about the warden.”

“We were friends before I knew what kind of man he was. I got drunk once and told him what happened. My wife, the beer can. He’s held the truth over me ever since.”

“What did he want?”

“Adrian’s location. He wanted that, and he wanted you to stay clear. That’s it. That’s all.”

“Until he tortured Gideon and killed my father.”

“Liz—”

“The innocent people in that motel room.”

Beckett looked down. He had no words.

“Does your wife know?”

“None of it. She can’t. It would kill her.”

Elizabeth leaned against the porch rail, crossed her arms.

“What are you going to do?” Beckett asked.

“About you? That’s Adrian’s decision.”

“Liz, listen …”

She didn’t plan to listen. The anger was too intense. It was all so stupid and needless and destructive. She felt the love for Charlie down deep, but like a shadow on her heart. Her father should have been stopped years ago. Those women should be alive, and Adrian should never have gone to prison. What excuse was there? What path to forgiveness?

She was about to leave without another word, to turn on her heel and never look back, but she saw Charlie’s wife in the open door, Carol, who’d started it all.

“Hello, Liz.” She stepped onto the porch, a soft, round woman with warm eyes and a broad, rich smile. “I’m so happy to see you.”

“Are you?”

Elizabeth felt the stiffness and the cold, but Carol seemed oblivious. She swept across the porch, wrapped her arms around Elizabeth, and pulled her into all that softness. “You poor thing. What you’ve suffered, my God. You poor, sweet, unfortunate thing.” Elizabeth kept her guard up, but Carol’s affection was unstoppable. “Charlie told me you saved his life, that he’d have died without you. Thank you for that, for my husband’s life.”

She stepped back, and Elizabeth wondered at the lie Charlie had told. There was such love between him and Carol, and maybe that’s why he’d done it, so Elizabeth would be part of that, too. She didn’t know, and looking at Carol’s broad, beaming face, she didn’t really care. The past was past, and she was moving on.

“You should know,” Elizabeth said, “that Charlie would do anything for you.” She held Carol’s eyes. “Anything at all. That’s how much he loves you.”

Carol beamed even more, and that was Elizabeth’s final gift, not of forgiveness but silence, the chance for one good thing to remain when she left.

“Good-bye, Charlie.” She stepped off the porch and left them there. “I’m sorry about the wheelchair.”

“Liz—”

“Take care of each other.”

“Liz, wait.”

But Elizabeth didn’t wait. She walked away and took a final look from the truck. Beckett was in the chair and unmoving, his hands spread on the quilt as his wife leaned close and smiled and kissed his cheek. What would Adrian do with what she’d learned about Beckett’s betrayal and Carol’s original sin? She didn’t know for sure, but a stillness had been in Adrian these last weeks, a keenness to lift his arm and let life break like a current around him. Like her, he cared more for the future than the past, more for hope than anger.

She thought Charlie would be okay.

Starting the truck, she worked it past the abandoned plants, and down the long hill on the bad side of town. She followed the creek and found Gideon’s home as abandoned and broken as the one she’d left behind the clapboarded church. A foreclosure notice was nailed to the frame, but it seemed the bank didn’t care too much for the house. The door stood open. Dead leaves stirred on the threshold. Elizabeth sat for a long time and worried for the boy. Without her, the house was all he had: the sad, small house and the sad, small father. Turning across the broken road, she went to the fourth place on her list and found Faircloth on the front porch of his grand old home. He was draped in blankets and safeguarded by a round-faced nurse with a sunny disposition. “Are you here to see Mr. Jones? How lovely.” She bustled across the porch and met Elizabeth at the top step. “He gets so few visitors.”

Elizabeth followed her to Faircloth’s side. His mouth and left eye drooped. At his right hand was a table with pen and paper, and an old-fashioned with a straw that was curved and damp and as red as the cherry in the bottom of the glass. “He can’t speak,” the nurse said, “but he’s in there all the same.”

Elizabeth took a seat and studied the old man. He was thinner and older, but the eyes were still bright. His hand shook as he wrote. “So happy.”

“I’m happy, too, Faircloth. So very happy to see you.”

“But dangerous,” he wrote.

She took his curled left hand and held it in both of hers. “I’m being careful. I promise. Our mutual friend is fine, too. He’s far away and safe. Channing is with us.”

Faircloth began to rock minutely. Tears brightened the seams of his face. “Give love,” he wrote.

“That’s why I’m here. We have room for you, too. We have space and time and money for nurses. Come back with me.” His head moved as if he were shaking it. “It would be no inconvenience. We’ve talked about it for months.”

He looked at the pad. His hand moved. “Lived here. Die here.”

“There’s no need for you to be alone.”

He wrote again. “Pretty nurse. Soft hands.” Elizabeth looked up from the pad and saw the smile in his eyes. “Belvedere?” he wrote.

“Faircloth …”

“I’ll get it.” The nurse stood. “He asks me all the time, this time of day. But I’m not much for alcohol or forward men.”

Faircloth wrote, “Tease.” The nurse kissed his forehead, then went inside to fix Elizabeth’s drink. When she was gone, he wrote, “Gideon?”

“That’s part of the reason I’m here.”

He wrote an address, then, “Foster.”

“Foster parents.”

“Not good.” The light left his eyes.

Elizabeth squeezed again. “I’ll find him. I’ll make it right.”

The nurse returned and handed Elizabeth the drink. “I’m going to start dinner. Will you sit with him for a while?”

“There’s nothing I’d rather do.” She waited for the nurse to leave, then lifted the old-fashioned so Faircloth could take a sip.

“You and Adrian?” he wrote.

“He’s a strong man, and healing. I think we’re doing well.”

“How well?”

She saw the twinkle that time and took the question exactly as Faircloth meant it. “The next man I kiss will be forever. Adrian knows that.”

“So kiss him.”

“Soon, I think.” She lifted her glass and sat beside the old man.

“Happy,” he wrote. “Will die happy.”

Elizabeth found Gideon in a neighborhood park three houses down from the one his foster parents owned. He was alone on a swing, and she watched from beneath the brim of her hat. None of the other kids called out or looked at him. He sat still on the plastic seat, his sneakers scuffing in the dirt. She watched for a long time as if her own heart beat in the emptiness of that park.

He never looked up.

He barely moved.

Even when her shadow stretched across his feet, his interest was perfunctory. That changed when he looked up and the hat came off.

“Hello, Gideon.”

He didn’t say a word, but came off the swing in a tangle of limbs. His face was hard and hot as he squeezed her.

She felt tears through her shirt. “Are you okay?”

He squeezed harder, and Elizabeth checked the park for parents or cops. No one looked at them twice. “Let’s take a walk.” She caught his hand, and he fell in beside her. “You’ve grown.” He smeared a forearm across his face, and she knew he was embarrassed. “Are they feeding you well?”

“I guess.”

It was a start. She squeezed his hand. “How’s your father?”

“Homeless. Still drunk.”

“I’m sorry, Gideon. I would fix him if I could.”

“It’s been seven months.” He pulled his hand free. “You said you would come for me.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I wanted you to have a chance.”

“To do what?”

“Decide.” She sat on a bench. She wanted his hands again, but they were shoved deep in his pockets. “I’m here, now.”

His eyes were bloodshot and bright, but different, too. Older. More guarded. Behind him, the sun was setting. “Decide what?”

“If you wanted to stay here or come with me. It’s a big decision. I wanted you to be ready for it.”

He looked down the street. “I was in the hospital for three weeks.”

“I know.”

“Everyone I had was dead or gone. My father only visited once.” Anger. Shiny eyes.

“People were looking for us. Police. FBI. They may still be looking.”

He weighed her words, and she hated the distance between them.

“Do you like your foster parents?”

“Your father is the one that did it.” He wiped his nose again, intent. “In the church. He killed my mother.”

“I know, sweetheart.”

“What if I’d killed Mr. Wall?”

“You didn’t.”

The boy looked down the street, and Elizabeth realized he was looking at his foster parents’ house. “He lives with you now, doesn’t he?”

“He does, yes.”

“Does he hate me?”

“Of course not.”

“Is he nice?”

“Yes, he’s nice. He’s also smart and patient and knows everything about horses and cattle and the desert. He loved your mother very much. I think he’ll love you, too.”

“If I come?”

“If you come, yes.” He stared at the dirt. “That’s my truck.” She pointed. “It’s a three-day drive. Just you and me.”

He looked at the truck. It was dusty and travel-streaked. “What about my stuff? You know …?”

“I’ll let your foster parents know you’re safe. Your father, too, if you like. People might look for you, but we can handle that, if need be. As for your stuff, we’ll get new stuff. Clothes. Toys. A new name if you want it. Channing is with us, too. She hopes you’ll come.”

He looked at the house again, and at the near-empty park. “Is it nice where you live?”

“Very.”

He tried to be tough, to be grown up about it. But, his face crumpled as she watched. “I’ve really missed you.” He leaned into her.

She hugged him until it was time to stop. “Are you ready?”

He nodded.

“Can you tell me which way is west?”

He pointed at the yellow sky.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Very.”

The drive back was slower, gentler; and they talked a lot as she drove, about cactus and tarantulas and a dapple-gray mare with a brother for sale two valleys south. The days were warm for March, and long; and the boy stared often through the window. Elizabeth wondered at his thoughts and guessed they were of a father he might never see, and of a girl who might just make a sister. He grew quieter as the green fell away, and rivers dwindled. But, there was nothing wrong with silence, and he was wise to know as much so young. So, she left him to the fullness of his thoughts and led him into the desert. It was another day, another life, and family waited beyond the mountain.
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CHAPTER ONE

Michael woke reaching for the gun he no longer kept by the bed. His fingers slid over bare wood, and he sat, instantly awake, his skin slick with sweat and the memory of ice. There was no movement in the apartment, no sounds beyond those of the city. The woman beside him rustled in the warm tangle of their sheets, and her hand found the hard curve of his shoulder. “You okay, sweetheart?”

Weak light filtered through the curtains, the open window, and he kept his body turned so she could not see the boy that lingered in his eyes, the stain of hurt so deep she had yet to find it. “Bad dream, baby.” His fingers found the swell of her hip. “Go back to sleep.”

“You sure?” The pillow muffled her voice.

“Of course.”

“I love you,” she said, and was gone.

Michael watched her fade, and then put his feet on the floor. He touched old scars left by frostbite, the dead places on his palms and at the tips of three fingers. He rubbed his hands together, and then tilted them in the light. The palms were broad, the fingers long and tapered.

A pianist’s fingers, Elena often said.

Thick and scarred. He would shake his head.

The hands of an artist …

She liked to say things like that, the talk of an optimist and dreamer. Michael flexed his fingers, and heard the sound of her words in his head, the lilt of her accent, and for that instant he felt ashamed. Many things had come through the use of his hands, but creation was not one of them. He stood and rolled his shoulders as New York solidified around him: Elena’s apartment, the smell of recent rain on hot pavement. He pulled on jeans and glanced at the open window. Night was a dark hand on the city, its skin not yet veined with gray. He looked down on Elena’s face and found it pale in the gloom, soft and creased with sleep. She lay unmoving in the bed they shared, her shoulder warm when he laid two fingers on it. Outside, the city grew as dark and still as it ever got, the quiet pause at the bottom of a breath. He moved hair from her face, and at her temple saw the thread of her life, steady and strong. He wanted to touch that pulse, to assure himself of its strength and endurance. An old man was dying, and when he was dead, they would come for Michael; and they would come for her, to make Michael hurt. Elena knew none of this, neither the things of which he was capable nor the danger he’d brought to her door; but Michael would go to hell to keep her safe.

Go to hell.

Come back burning.

That was truth. That was real.

He studied her face in the dim light, the smooth skin and full, parted lips, the black hair that ran in waves to her shoulder then broke like surf. She shifted in her sleep, and Michael felt a moment’s bleakness stir, a familiar certainty that it would get worse before it got better. Since he was a boy, violence had trailed him like a scent. Now, it had found her, too. For an instant, he thought again that he should leave her, just take his problems and disappear. He’d tried before, of course, not one time but a hundred. Yet, with each failed attempt, the certainty had only grown stronger.

He could not live without her.

He could make it work.

Michael dragged fingers through his hair, and wondered again how it had come to this place. How had things gone so sour so fast?

Moving to the window, he flicked the curtain enough to see down into the alley. The car was still there, black and low in the far shadows. Distant lamplight starred the windshield so that he could not see past the glass, but he knew at least one of the men who sat inside. His presence was a threat, and it angered Michael beyond words. He’d made his bargain with the old man, and expected the deal to be honored. Words still mattered to Michael.

Promises.

Rules of conduct.

He looked a last time at Elena, then eased two silenced forty-fives from the place he kept them hidden. They were cool to the touch, familiar in his hands. He checked the loads and a frown bent his face as he turned from the woman he loved. He was supposed to be beyond this, supposed to be free. He thought once more of the man in the black car.

Eight days ago they’d been brothers.

Michael was at the door and almost out when Elena said his name. He paused for a moment, then lay the guns down and slipped back into the bedroom. She’d shifted onto her back and one arm was half-raised. “Michael …”

The name was a smile on her lips, and he wondered if she was dreaming. She shifted and a warm-bed smell rose in the room. It carried the scent of her skin and of clean hair. It was the smell of home and the future, the promise of a different life. Michael hesitated, then took her hand as she said, “Come back to bed.”

He looked into the kitchen, where he’d left the guns next to a can of yellow paint. Her voice had come as a whisper, and he knew that if he left, she would ride the slope back into sleep and not remember. He could slip outside and do the thing he did well. Killing them would likely escalate matters, and others would certainly take their place; but maybe the message would serve its purpose.

And maybe not.

His gaze traveled from Elena to the window. The night outside was just as black, its skin stretched tight. The car was still there, as it had been the night before and the night before that. They would not move against him until the old man died, but they wanted to rattle him. They wanted to push, and every part of Michael wanted to push back. He took a slow breath and thought of the man he desired to be. Elena was here, beside him, and violence had no place in the world they wished to make. But he was a realist first, so that when her fingers flexed on his, his thoughts were not just of hope, but of retribution and deterrence. An old poem rose in his mind.

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood …

Michael stood at a crossroad, and it all came down to choice. Go back to bed or pick up the guns. Elena or the alley. The future or the past.

Elena squeezed his hand again. “Love me, baby,” she said, and that’s what he chose.

Life over death.

The road less traveled.

The New York dawn came scorching hot. The guns were hidden and Elena still slept. Michael sat with his feet on the windowsill and stared down into the empty alleyway. They’d left at around five, backed from the alley and sounded a single blow of their horn as the sightlines collapsed. If their goal had been to wake or scare him, they’d failed miserably. He’d been out of the bed since three and felt great. Michael studied his fingertips, where flecks of yellow paint stained them.

“What are you smiling at, gorgeous?” Her voice surprised him and he turned. Elena sat up in bed, languorous, and pushed long, black hair from her face. The sheet fell to her waist and Michael put his feet on the floor, embarrassed to be caught in a moment of such open joy.

“Just thinking of something,” he said.

“Of me?”

“Of course.”

“Liar.”

She was smiling, skin still creased. Her back arched as she stretched, her small hands fisted white. “You want coffee?” Michael asked.

She fell back against the pillows, made a contented sound, and said, “You are a magnificent creature.”

“Give me a minute.” In the kitchen, Michael poured warm milk in a mug, then coffee. Half and half, the way she liked it. Café au lait. Very French. When he came back, he found her in one of his shirts, sleeves rolled loosely on her narrow arms. He handed her the coffee. “Good dreams?”

She nodded and a glint sparked in her eyes. “One in particular seemed very real.”

“Did it?”

She sank into the bed and made the same contented noise. “One of these days I’m actually going to wake up before you.”

Michael sat on the edge of the bed and put a hand on the arch of her foot. “Sure you will, baby.” Elena was a late sleeper, and Michael rarely managed more than five hours a night. Her climbing from bed before him was a near impossibility. He watched her sip coffee, and reminded himself to notice the small things about her: the clear polish she preferred on her nails, the length of her legs, the tiny scar on her cheek that was her skin’s only imperfection. She had black eyebrows, eyes that were brown but could look like honey in a certain light. She was lithe and strong, a beautiful woman in every respect, but that’s not what Michael admired most. Elena took joy in the most insignificant things: how it felt to slip between cool sheets or taste new foods, the moment’s anticipation each time she opened the door to step outside. She had faith that each moment would be finer than the last. She believed that people were good, which made her a dash of color in a world blown white.

She sipped again, and Michael saw the exact moment she noticed the paint on his hands. A small crease appeared between her brows. The cup came away from her lips. “Did you paint it already?”

She tried to sound angry but failed, and as he shrugged an answer to the question he could not keep the smile from touching every part of his face. She’d envisioned them painting it together—laughter, spilled paint—but Michael couldn’t help it. “Too excited,” he said, and thought of the fresh yellow paint on the walls of the tiny room down the hall. They called it a second bedroom, but it was not much larger than a walk-in closet. A high, narrow window was paned with rippled glass. Afternoon light would make the yellow glow like gold.

She put the coffee down and pushed back against the bare wall behind her. Her knees tented the sheet, and she said, “Come back to bed. I’ll make you breakfast.”

“Too late.” Michael rose and went back into the kitchen. He had flowers in a small vase. The fruit was already cut, juice poured. He added fresh pastry and carried in the tray.

“Breakfast in bed?”

Michael hesitated, almost overwhelmed. “Happy Mother’s Day,” he finally managed.

“It’s not …” She paused, and then got it.

Yesterday, she’d told him she was pregnant.

Eleven weeks.

They stayed in bed for most of the morning—reading, talking—then Michael walked Elena to work in time to get ready for the lunch crowd. She wore a small black dress that accented her tan skin and dark eyes. In heels, she stood five-seven and moved like a dancer, so elegant that beside her Michael looked angular and rough, out of place in jeans, heavy boots, and a worn T-shirt. But this was how Elena knew him: rough and poor, an interrupted student still hoping for a way back to school.

That was the lie that started everything.

They’d met seven months ago on a corner near NYU. Dressed to blend in and carrying heavy, Michael was on a job and had no business talking to pretty women, but when the wind took her scarf, he caught it on instinct and gave it back with a flourish that surprised him. Even now, he had no idea where it came from, that sudden lightness, but she laughed at the moment, and when he asked, she gave him her name.

Carmen Elena Del Portal.

Call me Elena.

She’d said it with amusement on her lips and a fire in her eyes. He remembered dry fingers and frank appraisal in her glance, an accent that bordered on Spanish. She’d tucked an unruly strand of hair behind her right ear and waited with a reckless smile for Michael to offer his name in return. He almost left, but did not. It was the warmth in her, the utter lack of fear or doubt. So, at two fifteen on a Tuesday, against everything he’d ever been taught, Michael gave her his name.

His real one.

The scarf was silk, and very light to land with such force on two lives. It led to coffee, then more, until emotion came in its wildness, and the coming found him unprepared. Now here he was, in love with a woman who thought she knew him, but did not. Michael was trying to change, but killing was easy. And quitting was hard.

Halfway to work, she took his hand. “Boy or girl?”

“What?” It was the kind of thing normal people asked, and Michael was dumbfounded by the question. He stopped walking, so that people veered around them. She tilted her head.

“Do you hope it’s a boy or a girl?”

Her eyes shone with the kind of contentment he’d only read about in books; and looking at her then was like looking at her on the first day they’d met, only more so. The air held the same blue charge, the same sense of light and purpose. When Michael spoke, the words came from the deepest part of him. “Will you marry me?”

She laughed. “Just like that?”

“Yes.”

She put a palm on Michael’s cheek, and the laughter dwindled. “No, Michael. I won’t marry you.”

“Because?”

“Because you’re asking me for the wrong reasons. And because we have time.” She kissed him. “Lots of time.”

That’s where she was wrong.

Elena worked as the hostess for an expensive restaurant called Chez Pascal. She was beautiful, spoke three languages, and at her request, the owner had hired Michael, eight days ago, to wash dishes. Michael told her that he’d lost his other job, that he needed to fill the days before he found a new one or the student loan finally came through, but there was no other job, no student loan, just two more lies in a sea of thousands. But Michael needed to be there, for while no one would dare touch him while the old man breathed, Elena was under no such protection. They’d kill her for the fun of it.

Two blocks from the restaurant, Michael said, “Have you told your family?”

“That I’m pregnant?”

“Yes.”

“No.” Emotion colored her voice—sadness and something dark. Michael knew that Elena had family in Spain, but she rarely spoke of them. She had no photographs, no letters. Someone had called once, but Elena hung up when Michael gave her the phone; the next day, she changed the number. Michael never pushed for answers, not about family or the past. They walked in silence for several minutes. A block later, she took his hand. “Kiss me,” she said, and Michael did. When it was done, Elena said, “You’re my family.”

At the restaurant door, a blue awning offered narrow shade. Michael was slightly in front, so he saw the damage to the door in time to turn Elena before she saw it, too. But even with his back to the door, the image stayed in his mind: splintered wood, shards of white that rose from the mahogany stain. The grouping was head-high and tight, four bullet holes in a three-inch circle, and Michael could see how it went down. A black car at the curb, gun silenced. From Elena’s apartment, the drive was less than six minutes, so it probably happened just after five this morning. Empty streets. Nobody around. Small caliber, Michael guessed, something light and accurate. A twenty-two, maybe a twenty-five. He leaned against the door and felt splinters through his shirt, a cold rage behind his eyes. He took Elena’s hand and said, “If I asked you to move away from New York, would you do it?”

“My job is here. Our lives …”

“If I had to go,” he tried again, “would you come with me?”

“This is our home. This is where I want to raise our child …” She stopped, and understanding moved in her face. “Lots of people raise babies in the city …”

She knew of his distrust for the city, and he looked away because the weight of lies was becoming too much. He could stay here and risk the war that was coming, or he could share the truth and lose her. “Listen,” he said, “I’m going to be late today. Tell Paul for me.” Paul owned the restaurant. He parked in the alley, and had probably not seen the door.

“You’re not coming in?”

“I can’t right now.”

“I got you this job, Michael.” A spark of rare anger.

Michael showed the palm of his hand, and said, “May I have your keys?”

Unhappy, she gave him the set Paul let her use. He opened the restaurant door and held it for her. “Where are you going?” she asked.

Her face was upturned and still angry. Michael wanted to touch her cheek and say that he would kill or die to keep her safe. That he would burn the city down. “I’ll be back,” he told her. “Just stay in the restaurant.”

“You’re being very mysterious.”

“I have to do something,” he replied. “For the baby.”

“Really?”

He placed his hand on the plane of her stomach and pictured the many violent ways this day could end. “Really,” he said.

And that was truth.
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