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Prologue

George Digby Lamont blinked but his vision
wouldn’t clear. Butterflies filled his chest, fluttering around his
heart with uncomfortable heaviness. He glanced at his wife, Ginnie,
who seemed lost in thought as she gazed out the passenger window of
their Land Rover.

Should he say anything? Pull over? Find an
emergency facility?

He returned his attention to the two-lane
highway and blinked several times in an effort to clear the blur in
front of him. Flat, empty, brown Kansas prairie spread under an
expansive Kansas blue sky. The January midday sun held no warmth.
He rubbed the front of his thick plaid long-sleeved shirt as the
discomfort in his chest increased. Sweat beaded his forehead and he
fumbled with the collar buttons to ease the sudden constriction
around his throat. He didn’t understand what was wrong. He’d felt
fine this morning when they started their trip to visit their
daughter Mattie in Colorado. And though in his sixties, he’d never
had heart-related problems.

He heard Ginnie moan and snapped his head in
her direction. Her color looked awful. His eyes widened with alarm
as she slumped over.

“Ginnie!” He tried to yell, but his voice
barely made it beyond his lips. The sudden blast of a truck horn
jerked his attention to the two-lane highway and he squinted,
frantically trying to clear his worsening vision. Rubber bands
wrapped tighter and tighter around his chest until he couldn’t
breathe. He caught a whiff of the sweet pickles he and his wife had
been eating, felt his head begin to spin, heard again the
thunderous, deafening blare of a truck horn.

Screeching tires, exploding glass, and
impacting steel ripped the afternoon air as the oncoming
eighteen-wheeler slammed head-on into the careening Land Rover.


Chapter One

I can’t believe this.

The thought became a boulder that took up
all the room in my head, then rolled slowly, painfully into my
chest and stomach. I gazed through the tinted glass of the long,
black limousine that belonged to the funeral company and wondered
how everything outside could be light and normal when everything
inside me was dark and strange.

The limousine crawled down Main Street in
Shawnee, the small Oklahoma town where my sister Angela and I had
spent our youth, where our parents had raised us with love,
gentleness, and joy. It seemed as though every car in town joined
the slow procession to the cemetery. Jeremiah, my husband of almost
seven years, slipped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close.
His warm, solid body enveloped mine, and I leaned into his black
leather jacket and wished he could lift the boulder away from my
heart. Angela, motionless within the folds of her knee-length black
wool coat, huddled against the opposite window. Long, thick,
chocolate brown hair hid her pale face. A glance down at her nails,
normally long and beautifully polished but now bitten to the quick,
told me she felt the same boulder in the pit of her stomach.

My only recollection of our parents’
graveside service was the January wind that lashed through my outer
protection and froze my inner boulder into a massive chunk of ice.
Even Preacher Pat’s Irish lilt and consoling words could not
penetrate the cold that engulfed me. Voices grated like nails on a
chalkboard as friends filed by, hugging me close and patting my
hands. The wind whipped my short black hair around my face, into my
normally clear, ocean green eyes, pushed me with invisible power
until I almost fell over. Jeremiah’s gentle hands steadied me, then
guided Angela and me back to the long, black car. Black, like the
void sucking me into a pit never to let me out again. Black tires
crunched along gravel until they reached thin black pavement, made
the slow procession through town, the end of the awful trip no
better than the beginning as we pulled up alongside the front
staircase of our parents’ estate.

As we drifted to a halt, a man wearing a
charcoal gray wool overcoat appeared from the endless line of
parked cars and strode to the left rear passenger door. He reached
for the handle when the limo doors unlocked, opened Angela’s door,
and leaned down.

“My poor, dear Angela, come with me.”
Avoiding eye contact with both Jeremiah and myself, he helped my
sister from the car. The collar of his heavy coat hid his face so I
didn’t get a clear look at him, but I felt Jeremiah tense. The
stranger wrapped a protective arm around my sister then slammed the
door shut. I watched through the tinted glass as he steered her
away and wondered how he had known which side Angela would be
on.

“Who was that?” I asked as we rose from the
car, feeling Jeremiah’s strong hands steady me when the wind
threatened to blow me over again.

“I think it prudent we find out.” The
curtness in his voice startled me, his black eyes narrowing on the
two figures ascending the broad steps that led to the front
entrance.

My husband, Jeremiah Black Bear Tyler, a
full-blood Southern Ute, stood slightly over six feet and had the
build of a distance runner. He rarely answered questions, listened
more than he talked. He did not use contractions, a characteristic
which made his personality seem formal.

Jeremiah slipped his arm around my shoulders
and pulled me close, protecting me as we climbed the stairs to the
house I had called home for most of my twenty-eight years.

William, the family butler since Angela and
I were old enough to walk, met us just inside the front entrance.
The aged, bent little man hugged me with surprising strength.
Flowers and potted plants crowded the large entryway, leaving only
a narrow path along the broad hardwood floor. An undulating body of
friends, colleagues, and strangers crowded the large room to our
left. I didn’t want to talk to any of them, so I stood there and
stared at the plants.

William’s shiny pink bald head nodded
towards the sea of colors. “Anna and I will see to these, Miss
Mattie. Don’t you worry.” He ducked his head from my stare, but not
before I saw the wetness on his face. He took our coats, and
Jeremiah coaxed me into the throng. Muted sounds of familiar music
whisked me away from the present torment, and the boulder lifted
just a little from my heart as I slid into a fog of memories.

My father, George Digby Lamont, born into
immense southern wealth, left the Lamont Alabama plantation to
pursue degrees in piano at the University of Oklahoma. He met my
mother, Virginia Marigold Tessence Campbell, on the Norman
university campus as she was working on her last doctoral piano
recital. Together they devoted their lives to university and
private teaching, local and regional performing, and raising and
loving Angela and me. Music echoed through this house throughout my
youth, continued after I married Jeremiah and we moved to Colorado.
It had been a wonderful, warm, welcoming, way of sharing their love
of life and music.

Gut-ripping truth forced itself back into my
thoughts. Mom and Dad were gone, and it was someone else’s music
that filled the house now, sounding tinny, contrived. It grated on
my ears, and I wanted them to stop it and leave. I wanted everyone
to stop whatever they were doing and leave. Mom and Dad, Grandpa
George, Uncle Bernard, all of them dead within the last three
years. Too much death, too many loving people taken away from me
too soon.

Bodies overflowed every room, engaged in a
muted cacophony of conversations and music. Waiters in OU colors of
crimson and cream maneuvered their way through the crowd, balancing
trays of wine and finger foods. Smiling (I hoped politely), I
acknowledged well-wishers and looked around for my sister. Jeremiah
and I entered the large dining room that adjoined the front room.
Renovated hardwood flooring contrasted warmly with deep green,
floor-to-ceiling drapes and tall, old-fashioned windows. Tall
ceilings added grandness, made the room seem spacious despite the
crowd. I caught sight of Angela and the stranger standing against
the opposite wall from where we stood. Jeremiah paused and I leaned
into him, then watched the stranger bend to place a kiss on the top
of my sister’s long, dark hair. He seemed about my height, which
neared five feet ten inches. He looked stocky, muscular rather than
fat, and his thin, dark, crudely cut hair threw his features out of
balance. Thick glasses made his eyes too small for the rest of his
clean-shaven, acne-scarred face. I didn’t like the way his eyes
shifted about, ignoring whoever was talking with him. The dark,
expensive, three-piece suit he wore appeared custom-tailored, but
for some reason I felt his attire did not match his personality.
Maybe it was the scarring on his face. As usual I was forming a
prejudice based on looks. My photographic nature, seeing everyone
through the viewfinder.

His head turned and our eyes met, then he
glanced away. I must have squared my shoulders because I felt
Jeremiah shift. Together, we wandered over in their direction.

“Jeremiah Tyler.” He sounded unusually curt.
My husband’s black crew cut accented his strong facial features,
while his black wool sweater and wool dress slacks made him seem
taller than he was and more than a little intimidating.

Jeremiah extended his right hand and I
glanced at him, trying to figure out whether his curtness was due
to the current circumstances or whether he might know this
stranger, who seemed more than casual friends with my sister. The
stranger hesitated, then gripped Jeremiah’s outstretched hand.

Jeremiah turned to me. “And this is my wife
and Angela’s sister, Mattie.”

I smiled and extended my hand, felt the
sweat on the man’s palm. His fingers barely touched mine before
breaking contact, and I wondered whether he was nervous. And if so,
whether Jeremiah was making him feel that way.

“Gary Tacque.” Gary smiled suddenly and slid
an arm around Angela’s shoulders, pulling her close, her black
designer suit, perfectly proportioned features, and model thinness
accentuated by his thick, compact stature. His small green eyes
darted my way, then back to Jeremiah. “Angela’s told me all about
you.”

“Your name seems familiar. Are you from this
area?” Jeremiah edged between the man and my sister, forcing Gary
to drop his arm. I took Angela’s hand and started to lead her away
when vice-like fingers gripped my shoulder.

“Just where…” Gary’s voice raked my already
raw nerves. He coughed, then started again. “Stay with us.” His
voice sounded like a demand, his fingers dug into my flesh despite
my heavy sweater. I shrugged irritably, and he let go.

“We’ll be back,” I threw over my
shoulder.

I led my sister to the music room located
across the hall. William had closed the doors to this room, so we
were alone when we entered. I shut the door against the noise and
the crowd, relished the ensuing silence, then turned towards
Angela. Her beautiful, expressive brown eyes looked empty and
lost.

“Let’s have it. Who is that guy, and where’d
you meet him?” Okay, maybe not the best way to ask about a new
boyfriend, but we had just buried our parents. I wanted her close,
not distracted by someone else.

Angela avoided eye contact. “He’s a friend.”
She seemed really out of it. I leaned in and squinted at her
eyes.

“Come on, Angela, you can come up with more
than that.”

Angela stared at me, and I wondered whether
she had taken some sort of tranquilizer. Not that I blamed her, but
the idea of her current state irked me. Angela was four years my
junior, had graduated with a Masters in Sociology, and was now a
social worker at the community hospital in Norman. At twenty-four
she was quiet, an excellent listener, and understood other people’s
problems with soothing empathy. But on a normal day she was naïve
to the point of clueless when it came to reading people. Her
current state made her even more vulnerable. Being a
photojournalist and four years older, I had more experience, had
been exposed to the baser side of life. I knew her blind eye would
be worse than usual, and I wanted to protect her.

“Gary Tacque.” She looked at me.

“Well, yeah. He told me that. I want to know
who he is.”

She relented. “He’s a representative for a
drug company. I can’t remember the name right off.”

“Where’d you meet him?” My voice sounded as
curt as Jeremiah’s. I’d better quit sounding so critical. Emotions
were running amok already.

Angela looked away and shrugged her
shoulders. “At the hospital. He’s very nice. He doesn’t have many
friends because of the way his face looks.”

“You mean nobody knows who he is, which
means he may have secrets worth knowing about.” I blurted, then
clamped my lips shut. Sounding accusatory wasn’t going to get me
very far.

The questions, however, rattled out by
themselves. “So, where’s he from? Does he have any family? How long
has he worked for the drug company?”

Angela’s chin jutted and her mouth tightened
into a thin line. “Mattie, knock off the inquisition, okay? He’s a
nice man, and he’s been at my side ever since that awful call from
the State Patrol last summer about Uncle Bernard.”

Our Uncle Bernard, Dad’s brother and only
sibling, had died in a car crash while driving back to Alabama
after spending July Fourth weekend with us.

I leaned against the closed door and tried
to back off. “I want to know how involved you are with him, that’s
all. I am your sister, and it’s just the two of us now.” Mom had
been an only child.

Angela stepped away, opening space between
us. “You’re acting like you’re the boss now. Since when is my life
suddenly your business?”

I straightened from the door. “Since we
buried Mom and Dad,” I answered, trying to control a sudden burst
of irritation. “You’re exceptional at sensing other people’s
troubles, but you don’t have a clue how to recognize when someone’s
pulling one over on you.” Damn it. I shouldn’t have said
that. I opened my mouth to apologize.

“Mind your own business and leave me alone.”
Angela spun away and tried to step around me to get to the
door.

I shifted, blocking her attempt. “Angela,
wait. Please. I’m sorry.”

I reached for her, but she turned with such
an angry expression that I dropped my hands. Her present demeanor
was unlike her. Well, so was mine. I crossed the room to one of two
seven foot Steinway grand pianos located near a set of massive
French double doors.

I sank down onto the bench Dad had used for
years and remembered the childhood piano lessons I had fought. Why
had I been so insistent about not learning something my father
cared so passionately about? Why had I refused to follow in his
footsteps?

Angela laid a hand on the doorknob and threw
a look over her shoulder. Possibly she saw the pain and confusion
in my face, because instead of opening the door, she turned and
drifted over to the other piano and sat down. I watched her lift
the lid covering the keys. A slow, single melody line drifted from
strings hidden under the massive lid of the seven-foot grand.

“I’m sorry.” I repeated, feeling like I was
apologizing to my father as much as I was trying to defuse things
with my sister. “I just want to know who this guy is. It’s…you and
me now. I…I guess I got mad because he didn’t bother to introduce
himself at the car.” My gaze dropped to the exquisite Persian rug
that carpeted most of the floor. The soft pile had provided
cushioning whenever the two of us slept under the instruments. We
had been young, small, innocent.

The wandering melody broke off. “Do you
remember how we used to camp out underneath these?” Angela’s voice
broke into my thoughts. “It was so cool, lying under there whenever
Dad was practicing. Or when the two of them were in here working on
a program. I wonder how they ever got anything done, the way we
giggled and carried on.”

“I wish you had pursued your music.” I
looked up at her, wishing with a fresh wave of despair that I
hadn’t been so stubborn about lessons. “I loved listening to you
play, too.” She and Dad had worked on two-piano works together
during her years in high school. She had been offered full
scholarships by several universities, and partial scholarships from
two conservatories.

“After I saw how much the therapists helped
Jeremiah’s brother, I wanted to try to help people instead.” And
because of her decision Angela had stopped playing altogether,
grown her nails out, and started dressing like a New York fashion
model.

Jeremiah’s younger brother, David Mud Rain
Tyler, had Down’s Syndrome. He only answered to Mud Rain, had
recently turned fourteen. When I first met Jeremiah eight years
ago, Mud Rain had been six years old, non-verbal and difficult to
control. Jeremiah had taken him off the Reservation and tried
several centers that focused on kids with special needs.

Reluctantly, I silently admitted that Angela
had been the one who made the difference. Mud Rain responded to her
gentle firmness with astounding progress. I admired her for
choosing to work with kids with special needs, but the selfish side
of me wished she had pursued her musical talent.

“But you’re so good,” I said, trying to
bridge the uncharacteristic gap that yawned between us. “Can’t you
find time to pick it up again?”

Angela’s mouth turned downward. “Quit trying
to make everything my fault. I’m tired of you thinking you’re
always right.”

I frowned, realized my expression matched
hers, tried to work the corners of my mouth upward, but they
quivered instead. We used to email each other daily. Thinking back
on things, I realized our communication had dropped off since Uncle
Bernard’s death last summer. Angela and I used to talk about
anything (and I do mean anything).

“Nobody makes a good first impression with
you, Mattie. You’re too busy looking at them the way they would
look through a camera lens. In case you forget, I didn’t like
Jeremiah when you brought him home the first time.” Her abrupt
change in subject jerked me back to my bluntness about the new man
in her life.

She stood and wandered over to where I sat.
Leaning her elbows on the closed lid of Dad’s piano, she began
tracing imaginary patterns with the bitten end of a fingernail. “I
didn’t like him because I knew he was moving and you were going to
go with him.”

I glanced away to hide the tears that stung
my eyes. Yeah, I remembered that conversation. When a job
opportunity opened in Colorado Springs instead of somewhere in
Oklahoma, we cried together over how Life was ripping our world
apart.

I turned back to her and tried to smile.
“Okay, maybe I’m jumping to conclusions. But honestly, he acted
sort of rude when he met you at the car.”

Her damp chocolate brown eyes focused on her
moving finger. “You’re not interested in getting to know him.”

I leaned on the closed lid of the keyboard
and pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes. “C’mon, Angela.
That’s ridiculous. Jeremiah and I walked over to meet the two of
you, didn’t we?”

“You’re just reacting to what you see. Just
because he doesn’t have a GQ face doesn’t mean he’s not a nice
guy.”

I raised my head and stared at her. “Is that
what you really think?”

She avoided eye contact. “You’re not trying
to get to know him at all.”

I felt like two separate conversations were
going on. “Angela, you can’t seriously be thinking that.”

Her finger stopped and she straightened.
“You’re just jealous because I’ve finally found someone besides you
to be close to. That’s why you don’t like Gary.”

I stood, my legs knocking against the heavy
bench. “Hey, I just want to know more about him. Excuse me for
being interested,” I retorted.

“He’s good company. We get along. Like Mom
and Dad do…did.” Angela released a long, ragged sigh.

“Angela, you’re not even listening to me!” I
threw up my hands and turned my back on her. Through the glass of
the French doors thrashing branches bent and swayed as invisible,
gale-force fingers dragged at them. Tears stung my eyes, trickled
down my cheeks. Maybe my reaction had to do with the fact the man
had been seeing my sister for a while, and this was the first I had
heard about it.

“So why haven’t you called or emailed me
about him?” I didn’t turn around, didn’t want Angela to see how
upset I was.

When she answered her voice sounded shaky.
“You’re always busy, and Gary is always around when I think about
calling, and we get distracted doing something else. I’m away from
my computer most of the day now. It would help if we could text.”
She stopped. I knew what she was going to say next.

“Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not buying another
expensive phone to lose or get dropped in a puddle. I’m behind the
wheel most of the day anyway.”

“I was going to have you meet him over
Christmas, but you didn’t make it down.”

Guilt poked me in the chest. She didn’t have
to bring that up. I rubbed my face with my hands, stared out the
window again. Low clouds looking like Marley’s ghosts raced across
the late afternoon sky.

“Did you get the job?” Angela asked from
behind me.

“No. Jason got it.” Not only had I not come
down to see family for Christmas, but the job opening I had been
hoping to get with the photo shoot had not gone my way.

“You could’ve emailed me about him. My
computer is always with me,” I threw over my shoulder.

Angela didn’t offer any comment.

“What…” I trailed off, balking at having to
use past tense. “What…did…Mom and Dad think of Gary?”

A long silence followed before Angela
replied. “He…hadn’t actually met Mom or Dad yet.”

Alarm bells began ringing in my head, and I
whipped around. Too late I realized I was scowling.

Angela glared back. “What? He’s always busy,
and I moved to an apartment in Norman so I could be closer to the
hospital. Sometimes I don’t get off work until late. I haven’t been
living with Mom and Dad since last summer. Whenever I drive up to
Shawnee to say hi, I always ask him to come along. He’s tried to
come up after his appointments, but they run too late.”

“You didn’t tell me you had moved. Neither
did Mom and Dad.” I stopped. Belatedly I realized I had been short
on the phone with my parents since Christmas. I hadn’t wanted to
hear their ready acceptance and support of my failure to get the
position.

Angela’s expression bordered on hostile. “My
computer crashed after I got into the apartment. I haven’t gotten
it fixed yet. Gary said I must’ve downloaded a virus from the
Internet when I was setting it up.”

“You could’ve called me, damn it.” I ignored
inner warnings and let emotions take control. “Or did he keep you
too busy to do that, either?”

“You know what? You’re being really bitchy
about all of this. I’ve been busy. Gary’s been busy. Don’t get on
my case for not calling you, when you’re the
one who couldn’t spare enough time to come home for
Christmas.”

The music room door swung open and Gary’s
head popped around the edge. I opened my mouth to tell him to butt
out, stalled when I tried to think of a different way of putting
it, and lost the opportunity altogether.

“Angela, there you are, sweet pea. I’ve been
worried about you.” He stepped into the room. An inexplicable sense
of protectiveness washed over me, and I stepped in front of my
sister.

“What could you possibly be worried about?
She’s here with me, in our house.” My voice echoed, sharp and
uninviting, around the acoustically live room.

“A lot has happened since you last saw your
sister. I’ve been with her. I know how all of this is affecting
her.” He sounded so patronizing I wondered how on earth my sister
could possibly be attracted to the man.

Angela walked over to stand beside him. Her
action seemed like a choice of sides. Disconcerting, to say the
least.

“Nice talking with you.” The tone of her
voice said otherwise. I stared in numbed silence as she and Gary
disappeared around the door, the polished cherry wood barrier
swinging shut with a disturbingly metaphorical click.


Chapter Two

Six months later.

Tuesday morning, the third week of June, I
was exiting the ladies room on the second floor of the Colorado
Springs newspaper building when all hell broke loose.

“Mattie! Get moving! We’ve got a nut going
crazy over at the south mall!” Jason Matthew’s voice cut over the
din. Reporters and photographers crowded towards the doors to the
stairwells, crash bars clanking like a railcar on tracks. I darted
to my cubicle, located across from Jason’s, but he was already
gone. The second floor office space housed cubicles around the
perimeter of a circular Command Center, where senior editors and
copyists did their work, and where the police scanners were. I ran
into the CC to find out what Jason was talking about.

“…repeat, shots fired…”

My ears tuned out the rest as two words rang
in my head.

Shots fired.

I glanced around the now empty newsroom,
then towards the door that led to the stairs. My camera equipment
waited in my car. Photos from a crisis like this could launch me
into a full-time position. I told my feet to get moving.

After five agonizing seconds, I moved not to
the stairs but over to the other scanner located in the opposite
end of the Command Center. Its frequency picked up county sheriff
traffic. The radio squawked.

“…multi-vehicle accident with injuries at
exit…”

“Tyler!”

I swung to face the Editor-in-Chief, Mel
something. His last name was impossible to pronounce, and I could
never remember it.

“What’s that about a TC?” His voice rang
like a baseball umpire across the room. He must have been on break.
He also had ears like a bat.

“I’ll check it out.” And I was out the door
and down the stairs before he could reply.

Multi-vehicle carnage caused by a jackknifed
semi littered the southbound highway just north of the city. I’m
sure Mel would be calling in more reporters to cover the mess, but
for now I was the only newsperson on scene, arriving with the first
wave of rescue teams. Leaving my equipment in the car, I began
running among the mangled metal, checking vehicles, the small
groups of victims that were forming here and there, relaying urgent
messages. Units from Monument, Larkspur, and even Castle Rock
arrived. Miraculously, there were no fatalities, but several were
critically injured. Screaming sirens mixed with the chaotic,
thumping blades of Flight for Life helicopters. Several hours
passed before I got a few shots of twisted metal, IV bags and
tubing, stretchers, intensely concentrated first responders, and
flashing light bars.

I didn’t make it back to the office until
long after dark. I found Jason sitting in his cubicle, staring at
the computer screen, his thick dark hair disheveled, his jeans and
short-sleeved blue shirt looking like they’d been left in the
middle of Academy Boulevard. Sharp contrast to his normally overly
neat, almost OCD habits. Jason was in his early twenties and
already possessed abilities far beyond what I struggled to obtain
through two college degrees.

I rolled my chair over next to his and sat
down. “I heard about the thirteen dead shoppers at the mall.”
Stains covered my jeans and my short-sleeved red shirt.

Jason glanced at my clothes, then at me. “I
didn’t see you at the scene.”

“I ended up covering the accident on
I-twenty-five.” I looked away because I didn’t want his astute eyes
to see what I had not said.

Jason’s attention flickered back to his
computer screen and he brushed the back of his hand over his eyes.
His screen saver, a picture of an enormous solitary red rock
against a brilliant wash of green foliage and blue sky, represented
one of his shots from Garden of the Gods Park on the west side of
the city.

“Hey.” I leaned forward and gently nudged
his elbow. “What’s on your mind?”

Instead of answering, Jason moved his hand
to the mouse. With a click, a close-up image appeared. The stark
brutality of the scene made my blood run cold.

A police officer knelt beside a woman’s body
just outside the entrance of a Bed & Bath storefront. Blood
pooled on the floor around him. His left elbow balanced on his
knee, both hands aimed his handgun on a target beyond the frame.
The expression on the officer’s face spoke volumes.

I cleared my voice and said with difficulty,
“Did you use your four hundred?” I hoped so, because that would
mean Jason had been further away than the shot implied. Still, he
had somehow gotten into the building during the crisis.

Jason nodded.

“Hell of a picture.” I looked at him. He
stared back, his clear blue eyes hard.

“Helluva price, Mattie.” He turned his
attention back to the picture. “I watched her go down. There was
chaos all around me, gunshots coming from everywhere, shouting,
women screaming, police yelling, some of them I think were yelling
at me. And with all of that going on, I focused on getting a
fucking picture.” He wiped the back of his hand across his face
again. “I didn’t think about what I saw. I didn’t think I had just
seen this woman die. I didn’t think of the danger I put myself in,
or whether I was screwing things up for the police trying to get a
handle on the situation. All I thought about was getting the
picture.” He turned to me, his face wet despite the fact that his
voice was steady as a rock. “What kind of person does that make
me?”

I didn’t know what to say.

~ * ~

Jeremiah’s schedule at the National Weather
Service Forecast Office in Boulder (“Boulder FO,” for short)
altered between days and nights, as did all the lead forecasters.
He was currently finishing up a nightshift rotation, which meant we
basically didn’t see each other because of our opposing sleep
schedules. I kept busy with follow up stories on the mall massacre,
traffic accidents, and some flash flooding in Manitou Springs due
to the Waldo Canyon burn scar from a recent, massive wildfire.
Saturday morning I finally got a break from work and was rummaging
through some photo albums in the spare bedroom when someone rapped
sharply on our apartment door. Jeremiah was catching a few hours’
sleep. Worried the noise might wake him, I hurried over and opened
the door without checking the peephole first. I froze, felt my
mouth fall open, and blinked several times in disbelief.

“Hello.” Gary Tacque, now my very unwelcome
brother-in-law, spread his lips in more of a leer than a smile. I
tried to smile back. What I really wanted to do was slam the door
in his face.

Gary and Angela eloped two weeks after the
funeral. You better believe I over-reacted, but damn it, Angela was
the only family I had now. There were no grandparents, uncles,
aunts, or cousins. At the time I was so mad I didn’t care whether I
ever saw or spoke to her again. Colorado Springs is a full day’s
drive from Norman, Oklahoma. The distance cemented the
communication breach caused by our argument after the funeral and
her elopement.

With effort, I focused my attention back to
the man standing on my doorstep, watched his eyes take in the sight
of me in an old Oklahoma Sooners T-shirt and a pair of running
shorts. I wanted to hit him. Instead, I stepped aside.

“Jeremiah’s asleep, so please keep your
voice down.” I closed the door and worked hard to keep my voice
civil. “What are you doing here?”

His small green eyes, made smaller by the
thickness of his glasses, stared intently at me. His disheveled
white polo shirt and jeans suggested he had been awake most of the
night.

“Is Angela with you?” I asked, not waiting
for him to reply to my first question.

“Naw, I came up for a business trip.” He
walked over to our brown cloth couch and sank into the thick
cushions. Photographs I had done of Garden of the Gods, Pikes Peak,
and the Manitou Incline, hung in frames on the walls. A small
fireplace occupied one corner, and several valuable pieces of
American Indian artwork and carvings from the Southern Ute
Reservation occupied the mantel.

“Where’s that ass—sorry, I mean that husband
of yours?”

His blatant abrasiveness contrasted sharply
with his overly sweet disposition towards my sister, another reason
why I did not like the man. “He’s asleep, Gary, like I told you. If
you can’t be civil, then there’s the door.” I dropped the pretense.
“What do you want?”

“Just stopped by to say hello.” He looked
around. Jeremiah and I lived in a ground floor apartment containing
two bedrooms, two baths, a sitting room, and a small kitchen. I
took a seat in an old gold velvet cane chair I had picked up at a
yard sale, curled my legs underneath me, and wondered why Gary was
sitting in my living room. Suspicion shot up and started making
snide remarks in my ear. I wouldn’t be exactly upset about finding
out things weren’t working out between the two of them.

“What sort of business trip?” I prompted,
not really caring but trying to find a way to get him to tell me
how Angela was doing.

“I got sent up here for a drug rep
conference at the Broadmoor.”

That would be the famous hotel located at
the base of Cheyenne Mountain. My eyebrows rose. “How was your
flight?” He looked like hell, and I wondered whether it had been a
last-minute trip.

His green eyes narrowed and he glanced away.
“I offered to save the company the cost of a plane ticket and drove
up instead.”

“And Angela didn’t want to come along?” I
made no effort to hide the suspicion in my voice.

He shifted uncomfortably. “No. Actually, she
doesn’t want anything to do with you, not after the way you acted
when we told you our news.”

I squirmed in my chair, then stood and
strode into our tiny kitchen. Being in the same room with the man
was proving more challenging by the minute. I turned and faced him
from behind the breakfast counter.

“I’ve left several messages trying to
apologize. I don’t remember Angela ever being the type of person to
carry a grudge.” Tears filled my eyes. We had been inseparable,
until Gary had come along. I wondered for the millionth time
whether my reaction was because he had usurped my position as
Angela’s guardian, friend, and confidant. After all, now that she
had a husband, Angela would confide in him rather than call me. I
tried to convince myself our communication breach was due to
distance and busy schedules.

“How long will you be in town?” I almost
choked on my effort to remain civil.

“Most of the weekend.” He stood, ambled over
to the counter, set his muscular, stocky frame down on one of the
metal barstools. I regretted coming into the kitchen because I’d
backed myself into playing hostess after all. I looked at the clock
on the microwave. Ten-thirty, which seemed too early to offer
something for lunch.

“Have you had breakfast?”

“Coffee will do.” He looked around the
apartment again. I pulled out instant coffee and a cup.

“Mind if I look around?” Without waiting for
an answer, he popped off the stool and started down the short hall
towards the bedrooms. Shocked, I hurried after him, but didn’t
close the gap between us in time to prevent him from poking his
head in the spare bedroom, which was cluttered and not ready for
guest inspection. I thought he was done, but he swung to the second
bedroom, opened the door and stepped inside. Furious, I followed
him, putting my finger to my lips because Jeremiah was asleep. Gary
ignored me and looked in the closet, then the bathroom. He came out
and shut the door again with a soft click.

“I would think you guys would be in a house
after seven years,” he remarked, making no effort to keep his voice
down.

“Just what the hell do you think you’re
doing?” I hissed.

“Going anywhere today?” he asked as I
stalked to the living room.

If he wasn’t going to answer any of my
questions, then by God, I wasn’t going to answer any of his.
Standing in the center of the living room, I spun around to face
him. “What’s Angela doing while you’re on this business trip?”

“Hanging around the house.” He was being
vague on purpose. He stepped around me towards the door. “Well, I
need to get over to the hotel and clean up. The first meeting
starts in an hour. Tell your husband he should find something
better than some dead-end nightshift job.”

My hands curled into rigid fists. I waited
outside while he climbed into his empty, expensive red truck. As
soon as he was out of the parking lot I ducked back inside and made
a beeline for the phone on the kitchen counter, punched in Angela’s
home number. Gary’s voice answered with the familiar message.

At times like this, I really despise caller
ID.

“Hey, Angela, pick up if you’re home,” I
demanded into the answering machine. “Gary just stopped by.”

Nothing.

I tried her cell but got her voicemail.
Exasperated beyond reason I shuffled over to the brown couch.
Except for Mom and Dad’s estate lawyer, I hadn’t talked with anyone
in Oklahoma since the funeral, although Jeremiah kept in daily
contact with Becky and Bill Parsons, the family who was watching
Mud Rain until we had arrangements finished for the care he would
need here. Maybe I should call Becky and say hello, and ask whether
she or her husband Bill had seen or talked to Angela lately. I
dialed their home number, but got an out-of-order signal. Wondering
if Norman was having weather problems, I tried Becky’s cell but got
her voicemail. I hate talking to machines so I didn’t leave a
message. I tossed the handset towards the opposite end of the
couch, then sat and stared into space.

Jeremiah came yawning out of the bedroom
shortly after one.

“Did you get enough sleep?” I asked from the
couch, where I had been looking at a photo album of Angela with
Mom, Dad, and me at her graduate degree celebration party last
year.

For an answer, he came over, lifted the
album from my lap and dropped it onto the carpet beside a box of
loose pictures. Then he lowered himself onto the couch, pinning me
firmly beneath him. His intentions were pretty unmistakable from
the feel of things. He smelled faintly of Irish Spring and hot
water. His black eyes glinted.

“I guess we’re not driving to Limon today?”
I tried to breathe under his weight.

For an answer, he lowered his head and
nuzzled my throat, his short, thick black crewcut brushing along my
jaw line.

A long time later I was still pinned into
the couch and had not the least inclination to change things.
Jeremiah rolled against the back cushions, the lean sinew of his
arms and chest prominent.

“Who was here earlier?”

“Gary stopped by.” I felt his muscles tense
like a finely honed bow.

“Here?” His hand idly massaged my abdomen,
then drifted up to my breast. I started melting all over again. My
eyes closed, and I purred under his gentle strength.

“He said he was in town for a drug rep
conference at the Broadmoor. He looked like he’d been driving all
night,” I finally managed to tell him.

“Odd.”

I heaved a contented sigh, then opened my
eyes when Jeremiah groaned and lifted himself off the couch. He
pulled on the boxer shorts he had slept in, then padded over to the
sliding glass doors and peered through the closed curtains. I
pulled the afghan from the back of the couch and snuggled
underneath its warmth.

“Lots of CBs.” He was referring to the
cumulonimbus clouds that created thunderheads. He turned back
around. “We should stay here. By the looks of the Peak, we may get
some local activity.”

I mumbled an agreement as my eyes drifted
closed, thoughts floating in pleasant nothingness, muscles so
relaxed I didn’t think I could stand up. My stomach gave a faint
growl. Jeremiah’s long, strong body dropped back down upon mine,
and I grunted under his weight.

“Or, we could ignore the weather,” he
breathed against my ear.

I tried to push him off and got efficiently
immobilized beneath the blanket.

“I’m hungry…for some food,” I
protested when he pressed against me. He chuckled, then
relinquished and rolled onto the floor.

“Okay. Let me call Becky and say hello to
Mud Rain.”

I rolled onto my side and listened to the
one-sided conversation while he sat on one of the kitchen
barstools. When he finished, he set the handset down on the
counter.

“Oklahoma is in the epicenter of a major
storm system. Lucky I got through.” He moved back to the couch and
sat down, pinning my legs beneath his muscular thighs. “Becky said
they started therapeutic riding lessons with Mud Rain. She sees a
marked improvement in his coordination and verbal skills.”

I met his eyes. “Are you having second
thoughts about moving him out here?”

Jeremiah broke eye contact and stared at the
curtains glowing with afternoon sunshine. “He seems to have
adjusted well to living with the Parsons.” He glanced at me. I
caught a glint of mischief in his eyes and knew he was no longer
thinking about his brother. He slid a hand beneath the blanket to
my left knee and squeezed, then inched his way along my thigh.

“Stop it,” I giggled, trying to pull my legs
from beneath him.

His fingers paused. “Gary said he was here
for a conference?” He asked, throwing me with his sudden change in
subject.

“Yeah. He just showed up.” I squirmed. “He
wouldn’t tell me what Angela was doing, or why he didn’t bring her
along.”

“When did his flight arrive?”

I gave up trying to get him off my legs.
“According to him, he drove up.”

“He drove?” Jeremiah’s question held the
same skepticism I had felt.

“Yeah. I asked him why he hadn’t flown up.
He mumbled something about saving the company money.” I squirmed
again. “Would you please move?”

Jeremiah stood. I glanced at his profile,
saw concentration etched into his strong features and high
cheekbones.

“You’re thinking the same thing I am,” I
said. “That he was lying about why he drove all the way up
here.”

“Perhaps we should catch a flight to Will
Rogers and check on Angela.”

Jeremiah’s comment made me sit up. I looked
around for my T-shirt and shorts, put them on. “What are you
thinking?” I stood close to him. Using both hands, I shoved my
short black hair out of my eyes so I could see his expression
better. My husband worked long hours, devoted his free time to
weather jaunts with me and trips to the Southern Ute Reservation in
the southwest corner of the state. That he would consider a sudden
trip to Norman meant something. I just wasn’t sure what.

Jeremiah looked away. “You phoned Angela
after he left?”

“I tried. No answer, as usual.” Uneasiness
crept around me. “You’re sounding like Angela might be in some kind
of trouble.”

He swung his eyes to me. “Why this sudden
visit from Gary?”

“I don’t know. There’s no reason why I
shouldn’t believe Gary’s explanation for his visit.” I paused. But
I didn’t believe my brother-in-law’s story.

“His behavior does not follow his
stripe.”

Occasionally, Jeremiah’s verbal economy
borders on the obtuse.

“You’re not helping, you know. Tell me what
you’re thinking.” I reached a hand out and grasped his arm.
“Please.”

Jeremiah gave me a long, searching stare,
then broke eye contact and shrugged.

“C’mon, Jeremiah. Something’s got you
worried. What is it?” I pressed against him, trying to trap him
into telling me what was on his mind. “Tell me what’s got you
worried.”

Instead of answering, Jeremiah moved away
and peered through the curtains again. “Come here. Look at the
updraft on those anvils.”

I frowned. “You’re changing the
subject.”

His expression remained unreadable. “Yes, I
am.”

And I knew from experience Jeremiah would
not relent. So I stepped beside him and looked through the sliding
glass door. The sky had towering cumulonimbus piles that flattened
out















tmp_1c49201dae9a1ab698474798b0eaaaf6_srbGjd_html_m5832085a.jpg
WOLFSINGER
|

PUBLI CATIC ONS





cover.jpg
Glrrad Eye

. N

Sy Godirlany





