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			To the memory of Clint Sherman: 
teacher; coach; referee; solid tennis player; friend

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			One

			I stepped atop the stone summit of Mount Tallac and gazed down at mile after mile of Lake Tahoe’s dreamy, cobalt-blue water. The largest alpine lake in North America, it stretches twenty-two miles north-south, a dozen miles east-west. The California-Nevada border runs approximately down its middle. Surrounded by evergreen forests at six thousand feet above sea level, Tahoe’s waters are icy year-round. 

			Wind flurries pushed me from behind. Ahead, water and sky seemed to converge in a heavenly middle distance. Struck by my insignificance, I thought of how astronauts refer to being overwhelmed by beauty when looking out at planet Earth. Another gust struck. I adjusted my footing so as not to risk tumbling down the rocky chest of the mountain. I experienced what people sometimes do when standing on rooftops or bridges: a momentary desire to jump. 

			I surveyed the view, seeking to memorize it. Wind blew my baseball cap off. It fluttered in space like a bird. I took this as a sign and did not watch its downward flight. I turned around and, ducking into the chilly wind, began descending the mountain. At the tree line, snow remained in shadowy pockets sunlight never reached. As I dropped in elevation, the trees became thicker, closer together. The trail reached the shore of diminutive Feather Lake. Its grasses were tawny. Trout rose to the surface, leaving bubbles that looked like silvery jewels.

			A man emerged from the forest. Head down, he watched his phone. He wore a blue Los Angeles Dodgers baseball cap. He didn’t take in my presence until I moved off the path to let him pass. 

			He looked up. “How many bars you get?” 

			“I didn’t bring my phone.”

			He looked to the small screen. “I can’t get decent reception. It’s frustrating as hell.”

			The man continued walking with his head down. Reflected on the lake’s surface were neighboring green treetops; the silvery bubbles speckled them. The man walked past the water, headed uphill. Had he even seen Feather Lake?

			An hour later, the trail ended at asphalt. Cathedral Road led to the large cabin my wife, Karen, and I rented at Fallen Leaf Lake, west of the highway that paralleled Lake Tahoe. No cars went by. The wind pushed clumps of brown pine needles along the road, end over end, like small tumbleweeds.

			Once indoors, I lit a fire of cedar kindling topped with Douglas fir, heated a lunch of steaming macaroni and cheese, and turned on my laptop. We’d moved in the first week of September, renting what Karen and I called The Lodge, with Karen to begin working as a supervising nurse at Barton Memorial Hospital on October first. I was slated to take the California medical board certification tests beginning on the eighth of October. With Karen visiting family back East, I studied, yes, but I also read local history and followed the local news. Warmed from food followed by ginger tea, I brought up the day’s edition of the Tahoe Daily Tribune. 

			The front page headline:

			FAMED SKIER FOUND DEAD

			Brett Boyd, renowned water skier who resided in the West Tahoe area, was found dead late Wednesday afternoon in his chalet-style cabin at the exclusive enclave Sky Lake Estates. South Lake Tahoe Police Sergeant Jim Stevens discovered Boyd’s body. Stevens responded to a call from Boyd’s estranged wife, the model Elise Jansen. Jansen had contacted the police after Boyd did not return phone calls or respond to text messages for forty-eight hours. 

			Though they were separated, Jansen told the police she and Boyd were in almost daily contact.

			Boyd was known to suffer from depression, sometimes accompanied by episodes of heavy drinking. Court records show two convictions for driving with a blood alcohol concentration above the legal limit.

			Elise Jansen declined a request from the Daily Tribune for an interview.

			Straight out of high school, Boyd was a consistent winner in slalom on the professional water skiing circuit. He set the world record three times. Four years ago, a torn hamstring sidelined him for six months. He returned to competition but never regained his previous level of success.

			Boyd retired from water skiing and moved full-time to the Sky Lake Estates cabin he and Jansen had purchased during his glory days. 

			Wintering in the Tahoe Basin rather than water skiing in warmer climes, Boyd took up snow skiing. In April, he surprised contest organizers by accepting an invitation to the first Cal Ski/Ski competition, where promoters invited five professional snow skiers and five professional water skiers, seven men and three women, to compete in both sports. Broadcast on cable television, the organizers declared winner Bob La Porte the Golden State’s Greatest Skier.

			Boyd placed third in the competition. He was thirty-two years old. Sergeant Stevens is heading up the investigation into his passing.

			Without Karen’s good judgment to steady me, I was a mess. Brett, my age, dead? It didn’t seem possible. I’d never known anyone more alive. I grabbed a hooded sweatshirt from the back of a chair, went out to my brown Subaru Outback, drove to the highway, and headed north. Slits of light flashed like knives between tall pine and cedar trees. The flashing lights made me lightheaded. The morning’s clear sky had turned a gloomy purple. It was like driving into a bruise.

			Brett Boyd was dead. 

			A league rival for three seasons, a teammate on NorCal elite high school basketball teams in spring postseasons, Brett was the best player on Team Far North. We’d pushed each other on the court, drove over twisty country highways on Sundays to play intense games of one-on-one. In a kind of pilgrimage, I took a different country highway to see where Brett had spent his final days.

			The newspaper was correct. Sky Lake Estates was exclusive. Down by Lake Tahoe the homes were huge and sold for several millions. The cabins up at Sky Lake, however, were true family vacation homes rarely offered for sale. The road in was gated but the area wasn’t fenced. I parked, walked along the highway then cut through a field of prickly waist-high brush toward the baby blue, egg-shaped lake. I pulled on my sweatshirt hood to keep out the chilly wind. 

			The brush ended at powdery dirt that slanted downward, then became level at a sand volleyball court. Its net and metal poles had been removed and wouldn’t be in use again until next summer. Beyond the court were wood houses and a boxy structure with a second story that reminded me of an old fire station built to house one truck. Ahead was the water, stippled with whitecaps raised by an ever-increasing gale. The wind generated a whistling song that swept between tall pines set back from the far side of the lake. Along the near shore a trail led to Sky Falls, water plunging two hundred feet over granite. I’d hiked there a few times with friends while a student at Sacramento State. The place held fond memories—until that afternoon.

			Yellow police tape enveloped a cedar chalet with a lofty, steeped roof. Next to it, a detached garage, also cedar, also taped. Those were surely Brett’s. I’d had no idea he lived in the Tahoe area. I would have looked him up. Now I’d never see him again. 

			Remembering how Brett and I called each other brother during our teen years, I headed for the taped cabin. A battery-powered cart came from behind the small fire-station-like building and rolled toward me. The driver wore an oversized yellow windbreaker that rippled against the gale. Broad, wrap-around sunglasses blocked view of his eyes and prevented a clear view of his face. His skin shined. Thirty-five years old at most, he conveyed an aggressive bearing while steering the cart. 

			He yelled into the wind. “You there! Stop!”

			I stopped. 

			He pulled up with the nose of the cart aimed at me. “What are you doing here?”

			“Taking a walk along the lake.”

			He looked at my right hand, which is missing its two smallest fingers, the result of an accident ten years before. The middle finger is a stump too short to flip someone the bird. Out of habit, I slipped the half hand into a pocket. The man’s eyes followed it.

			He said, “You’re trespassing on private property.”

			The word SECURITY, in chunky black letters, ran down bright yellow nylon from below his shoulder to his wrist. The large windbreaker flapped loudly, like a ship’s flag on the open sea. The wind lifted his dark hair like a sail. He wore what appeared to be doe-skin gloves. 

			I said, “I used to hike here when I was in college. There’s a public easement for walking along the lake.”

			The far larger portion of Sky Lake Estates, down at Lake Tahoe, where tech moguls built mansions, had teams of private security. Curious to see the estates, I’d once started down a road that way and was sent back by men who did not smile when telling me to turn around. That didn’t fit the casual atmosphere I’d experienced at Sky Lake, where vacationers waved from porches, relaxed, everyone friendly. 

			The guy in the yellow windbreaker pointed to the lake. “See the trail marker over there? You’re on private property.”

			The man stood from the driver’s seat. Wind billowed the yellow windbreaker. A holstered pistol showed at the man’s right hip. “Get going. I mean it.”

			My pulse quickened. I said, “Have a nice day,” and walked to the lakeside path, fighting an urge to look behind me. 

			What was that about? I’d been looking at what I assumed was Brett’s chalet but hadn’t gotten close to the yellow caution tape. I figured the man with a pistol on his hip watched my route. The lake narrowed. The wind song grew even louder. Near the end of summer, the water of Sky Falls pattered quietly down boulders that showed stains from eons of melted snow slapping them. My mind circled back to wondering what caused the death of my boyhood friend. 

			I turned around, retraced my steps. As I approached the cabins, the cart popped around from behind one of them. It rolled up to the chalet I figured was Brett’s and halted, with the man positioned between me and the building. He leaned forward onto the steering wheel. 

			“You’ve had your walk. Now move along.”

			“Have a nice day.”

			“Just move along.”

			Back at The Lodge, I called Karen. I didn’t expect her to understand how upset I was. She grew up among people who jumped horses, took ballet and music lessons, and traveled the globe. It wouldn’t be fair to expect her to understand that this poor boondocks kid had exactly one thing of importance in all of his youth: competitive sports. The guys I played with—and against—were my tribe. Among all of them, the most meaningful connection had been with Brett Boyd.

			Karen listened to me recount reading about Brett, driving to Sky Lake to check it out, and what happened there. 

			She said, “That’s awful. I know how much you admired him. And thought about him, even after you lost contact.”

			“My fault. Totally my fault.”

			“Don’t focus on that. He knew about your hand, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So he had some understanding of why you broke off contact. Not only with him but with everyone.”

			My cheeks burned. Brett Boyd was dead.

			“That security guard pisses me off.”

			“Forget him. He’s just one of those people who enjoy pushing others around.”

			The conversation moved to the trek up Mt. Tallac. The incredible views of Lake Tahoe, the stone path above the tree line. Then Karen described the historic inn her family rented for its reunion. She poked fun at the claims in its brochure. We said our goodbyes. 

			Chomping on French bread and cheddar cheese, my mind replaying what happened at Sky Lake, the food didn’t go down easily. Though weary from the Mt. Tallac hike, five miles each way, followed by the walk at Sky Lake, I wasn’t able to relax. I could understand having someone keep an eye on Brett’s place, but the unnecessary hostility didn’t seem the work of a professional security guard. Why hadn’t the man identified himself? I lit another fire and walked in circles in a woodsy living room larger than the converted little barn I’d grown up in. I turned on my laptop with not a moment’s thought of reviewing for the state boards.

			There was no website for Sky Lake Estates, which was a haven for people who valued retreats undisturbed by the outside world. Throwing different words into searches, I came upon a LinkedIn profile of a Frank Baumer. Retired from a career with the Alameda County planning department—in the San Francisco Bay Area—his profile listed him as chair of the Sky Lake Estates Owners Association. After that, it didn’t take much sleuthing to find his phone number. 

			I sat with a pen and notebook and tapped the number. 

			A friendly male voice: “Frank Baumer.”

			I introduced myself, told him where I was living, and managed to add I was about to take the state exams for my medical license.

			“Congratulations. What’s the reason for your call?”

			I began recounting what happened at Sky Lake. Baumer politely interrupted. 

			“You sure you’re talking about Sky itself, not down at Tahoe? Those tech folks hire guys who can be aggressive.”

			I assured him I was talking about egg-shaped Sky Lake. 

			Baumer chuckled politely. “That’s impossible. A fellow named Randy Zim spends the summer there. He takes care of a little of everything. Flat tires, engines that won’t start, splitting firewood. And plumbing. Those old places are one plumbing challenge after another. Zim’s retired from the trade, in his sixties. He’d never act like the man you describe.”

			“I’d put the guy at early to middle thirties.” 

			Again, a genial chuckle. “We’ve done this for years. Zim arrives the second Saturday in May. He gets the grounds ready for Memorial Weekend, our annual opening. He stays on the week after Labor Day, closing up everything. He locks the main gate. Calls me and says, ‘See you in May.’”

			“Then this wasn’t Randy Zim.”

			Baumer said, “If he forgot something and came back to button it up, it’s possible he could be there today. Who else would be riding around in the cart?”

			“I don’t know. But this guy had a gun on his right hip, and he was nowhere close to his sixties.”

			Baumer cleared his throat. “I don’t know anything about you or what you say. I’m a hundred and fifty miles away, so I’m going to give you a number to call. A sergeant with South Lake Tahoe police. You have a pen?”

			“Of course.”

			Baumer recited a phone number for Sergeant Stevens, the man the newspaper cited as heading the police department’s inquiry into Brett’s death. Baumer added, “Jim grew up in South Tahoe. He knows everybody. I’ll call him at home. I’ll let him know you’ll contact him on his cell first thing in the morning. Agreed?”

			“Will do. One more thing. What have you heard about Brett Boyd?”

			“I hope it’s not another drunk driving. You need to be able to drive out once in a while if you’re going to winter up there.”

			I said, “Brett was found dead yesterday afternoon at his place.”

			Baumer barked into the phone. “Don’t you screw with me. Brett’s a friend. He’s got problems. He drinks too much. Probably other stuff. But if this is some kind of sick joke, I have your number. I’ll report it as harassment.”

			“Mr. Baumer, this is not something I’d joke about. I knew Brett well when we were kids. We were basketball buddies from different small towns way up north.”

			Baumer’s voice lowered. “Wait a second.” He sounded bewildered. He breathed into the phone. “Did you say your name is Jeff Taylor?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll be damned. There’s a photograph in Brett’s living room. He had it blown up huge. It’s a high school basketball team. Everyone’s name is printed below them. When I pop in to see him, and he’s liquored up, Brett spends more time talking about high school basketball than being a world-champion water skier. He says that’s when sports were still fun. I let him go on because, you know, he’s alone so much. I’ve probably heard the name Jeff Taylor ten times. You’re saying that’s you?”

			“Want me to name the other guys in the picture?” 

			Baumer said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to call Jim Stevens.” 

		

	
		
			Two

			Housed in a low building with walls of brown rock, the South Lake Tahoe Police Department was a block away from the city’s bustling commercial district. To the east, on the Nevada side of the border, lofty casinos lined Highway 50. I’d left the soft azure world of Lake Tahoe serenity. 

			Inside the police department, all was cool efficiency. I produced my driver’s license, which was scanned, then set wallet, belt, keys, and phone in a plastic tray that passed through a metal detector. A deputy led me to an office Stevens shared with one woman and one man. All three wore crisp dark blue police uniforms and faced computer screens. 

			The guy who led me announced, “A man here to see you, Sergeant. Says he talked to you earlier. Says he’s expected.”

			Stevens stood. He had a gray buzz cut and looked to be chasing forty years old. He opened the top drawer of a metal desk and extracted a key ring that barely fit in his right front pocket. He shut the drawer, walked around the desk, and offered a hand. “Jim Stevens.” 

			“Jeff Taylor.”

			We shook. He gave my hand a double take. 

			Six feet tall, wearing rectangular, black-framed glasses, Stevens was no-nonsense. He scooped a patrolman’s cap off the metal desk and motioned for me to go first. He carried the hat as we walked. “Frank Baumer sounded worried last night. Tell me about it on the way.” At the doorway, Stevens looked back to his colleagues. “We’ll be at Sky. Shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

			Before he flipped on his cap, I caught sight of a gray cowlick that wound a tight spiral where other guys might have a left-side part. His eyes were hazel and questioning. Thin for a police officer, Stevens didn’t speak as we walked to a white patrol car. Once seatbelts clicked, he backed around half a circle. Stevens pulled onto a short road that took us to the highway.

			He said, “About yesterday.”

			His eyes did not stray from the road. The rest of him didn’t move, either; he looked like a statue behind the wheel. I recounted going to Sky Lake. Stevens didn’t speak again until I said the guy in a yellow windbreaker had a gun on his hip.

			“You’re sure it was a gun? Not something clipped to, like, a tool belt?”

			“It wasn’t a garden trowel. I can tell you that. It wasn’t a big pistol like a forty-five, or a little twenty-two popper.”

			Stevens said, “Do you know a lot about firearms?”

			“Enough to know the difference between a pistol and a garden trowel.”

			“Fair enough. Continue.”

			I told him about the rest of my time at Sky Lake. Stevens didn’t say another word until after he pulled left across the highway onto an unmarked dirt road and stopped at an iron pole that blocked our way. Drooping from the end of the pole was a short rope with a knotted loop at its end. 

			Stevens labored to free the thick key ring from his pocket. It contained perhaps twenty keys. They clanked as he handed them to me. His thumb and forefinger pinched a large one. 

			“It opens forward. Put the rope around that red post.”

			I took the keys and got out of the car. The unsophisticated setup fit the informal atmosphere of the small summer community at Sky Lake. Stevens poked his head out of the driver’s window. 

			“Leave it open. Nobody’ll be coming.” 

			I climbed back in the car. We bounced on a road that rose up, then leveled, heading past the first summer houses. Looking across the lake, I saw pattering Sky Falls, and white granite running straight up and over the mountain. At my pointing, Stevens stopped in front of the two-story building the cart first came from behind. We got out. Doors shut. The sounds echoed, followed by silence. I wondered how living alone out there all winter—much of it when the dirt road would not be passable—how had that affected Brett? I remembered him as the life of any party, not a recluse like Frank Baumer described.

			I returned the keys to Stevens. He shook the ring, found the one he wanted. He unlocked the door to the building and swung it inward. Stevens stepped inside onto the cement. He popped open an electrical panel, engaged the breakers, then flipped on the lights.

			Downstairs was a garage/workshop. At its back end, a wide door had a broad handle that opened outwards. Tools were spaced evenly along the side walls. A window, shuttered outside by hooked-on boards, faced the lake and cabins. Adjacent to the window was a plywood counter. The concrete floor was clean enough to play shuffleboard on. Between us and the back door sat a battery-powered cart.

			I stepped to the cart. “This is it.” 

			Stevens went to the cart, looked at the driver’s chair, then looked at the back bench seat. He examined the key that engaged the battery. He shrugged.

			I took a small flashlight from the front pocket of my jeans and shined it into every shadow. Down around the pedal that powered the cart were a few brown leaves and dust. 

			I handed the flashlight to Stevens, pointed to the leaves. “What do you think? Every other inch in here is spotless.”

			“That’s not exactly what anybody would call a mess.”

			“Just noting.”

			Stevens said, “Frank described you as a young doctor.”

			“Going to be. I used to be a private snoop.”

			A slight nod. “Let’s go upstairs.”

			The room was smaller than expected, with a slanted roof making the side walls not more than six feet high. Its windows had wood shutters that closed from the outside and latched to the window frames. In the room were a bed and dresser, a small square table with an unplugged reading lamp, and an unplugged space heater stored in a corner. A homemade counter housed a fancy-looking hotplate and a microwave oven. Under the counter was a little refrigerator. On the dresser was a row of paperback books between copper bookends. Everything was neat as an army barracks awaiting inspection. The bathroom sink and shower stall shined.

			“This is where Zim lives during summer?”

			This garnered a major nod of perhaps two inches.

			Stevens said, “Let’s go to Brett’s. Frank asked me to check out a picture you claim to be in. Of a basketball team. I’ve seen it but never really looked.”

			“That’s how I knew Brett.”

			Stevens probably wondered how I’d played basketball with the freakish hand. He gestured for me to head down the stairs. Stevens turned off the lights, disengaged the breakers, and click-closed the metal panel. We went outside. Stevens checked to confirm the door locked. He rummaged through the horde of keys as we walked toward shiny yellow police tape. Our footsteps crunched sand on the volleyball court. A squirrel glanced our way, hesitated, and raced off. We went to the back of Brett’s chalet. Stevens casually tore away yellow police tape crossing the back door. He slid a key into the lock. 

			I said, “That’s a boatload of keys.”

			“Before Brett started staying winters, no one was here from mid-September to mid-May. Several of the owners wanted somebody to have access to their cabins in case of an emergency.”

			Stevens turned on the lights. It felt peculiar, especially under the circumstances, to step into Brett’s home. Piled everywhere were magazines, maps, and guidebooks. A mound of dirty dishes rose precariously above the edge of the kitchen sink. A woodstove was encircled by wood splinters and bark chips. Photographs hung at odd angles on cedar walls. 

			The house smelled of lengthy neglect.

			Stevens said, “Keep your hands in your pockets. That way, you won’t touch anything. The print team was here, but they may need to come back. We haven’t gotten results. The toxicology report won’t be completed till at least Monday. As of now, we don’t have a cause of death. The place sits in limbo till we do. Over there,” he said, “is the picture Baumer wants me to look at.” 

			My eyes caught the enlarged photograph. I’d once had a smaller copy. Lined up on a basketball court, we were tall kids from small towns from the far north of California who beat elite clubs up and down the state. Names magical to me were written in black ink below each player: David Brown; Bob Koury; Brett in number eleven and me next to him wearing number fifteen; Gary Patterson; Tom Vercelli; Marc Reisfelt; Steve Wilhite; Ralph Nilssen; Mike Madrid. Everyone but Brett went on to play in college. The photograph drew me, tunnel-like, into years of triumph before my hand was wrecked working the night shift the summer after graduating from college during the Sacramento Valley tomato harvest.

			Tilting his head, Stevens stepped to the picture. “That’s definitely you. You had a little more hair, but it’s you.”

			I said, “Those are some of the best people I’ve ever known. Over time, I lost touch with them.”

			Stevens surprised me. He put a hand on my shoulder. “One thing I’ve learned is it doesn’t get easier.”

			“Losing people?”

			“That does get easier. What doesn’t is feeling the passage of time.” He let go of my shoulder. “You can take a last look. Hands in pockets. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			I wandered inside. I wasn’t really looking for anything. Mostly what I saw brought to mind the same word: chaos.

			I glanced at the damnable hand. I wished Karen were there. She’d straighten the ship. She always did. Going back through the chalet, my eyes caught something glinting among the clutter on the dining table. It stuck out because, unlike everything else, it looked new. A small white box, about six inches by eight inches, with the lid gone, contained a silver-plated belt buckle resting on white tissue paper. I leaned over to see and reached out, nearly forgetting the order not to touch anything. The belt buckle had a rectangular box etched onto it. Stamped above the box: Think Outside Of The… It was simple yet classy. It looked expensive and was unquestionably new.

			Stevens came inside and turned off the lights. He held a roll of shiny yellow tape with Police Line Do Not Cross printed on it. He locked the back door and wrapped tape around the backside of the cabin.

			I said, “You fingerprinted the house and, I assume, Brett’s garage. What about the other garage? I swear that’s the cart the guy was in. How about if you check it for fingerprints?”

			Stevens scowled. Like a lot of people who live their whole lives in the mountains, his face looked older than the rest of him. The dry air and high-altitude sun tended to make for leathery skin. 

			He said, “Without evidence, we can’t take the time. We can’t keep up as it is. You wouldn’t believe the number of cars that get stolen down by the casinos. They all have to be printed when they turn up.”

			“What about the guy who accosted me?”

			“Number one, in a similar building down by Tahoe, the Sky Lake Estates Owners Association keeps two carts exactly like the one up here. Number two, the billionaires there, they want to hire the best. They end up getting people like ex-Navy SEALs. These guys are trained to fight lions. Here they get puppies. Teenagers trying to sneak a dinghy on the lake with a six-pack. Guarantee you, this guy was driving around looking for a situation to poke his nose in. A clue is the oversized sunglasses. They all wear ’em. It’s a power thing. They can see you, but you can’t see them.” 

			“Whoever it was, he got off on intimidating me. Why else let the gun show?”

			We reached the white patrol car. In that near silence, the shutting of doors sounded like slams. 

			Stevens said, “Did he mention Brett by name?”

			“No.”

			That provoked a nod, which I took to mean Stevens thought he’d made a point. He started the engine, then made a U-turn. His eyes stayed on the road. I locked the gate behind us. 

			Halfway to the police station, Stevens said, “Brett and his ex—they’re not legally divorced—talked Sunday night. Then no further communication. Where were you all day Monday and Tuesday?” 

			“What are you implying?”

			“It’s a straightforward question. What brought you to Sky Lake?”

			I tried to keep my voice calm. “I’ve been reviewing medical cases ten hours a day for the state exams. I was going stir-crazy. So yesterday morning I hiked Mt. Tallac. When I got back, I wasn’t ready to start studying. I poked around on my laptop, saw an article about Brett’s death. I came to see where he lived.”

			We didn’t speak the rest of the way to the police department. We got out and shook hands. I drove to Fallen Leaf Lake. I prepped for the state boards. Outside, blue jays squawked. They hopped across the porch railing in search of bread scraps. Their demands would not be denied. By the time I finally got them to shut up, the jays had devoured all the bread in the house, and I was crying. 

			I hadn’t cried since childhood. I hadn’t allowed it. This protected me from truths. Brett’s death got mixed in with not meeting my father until two months before he died, a father whose very existence was never acknowledged by my mom. A father who turned out to be a fine man, and I hadn’t had him in my life until his time was short.

			Finally, after a decade, I let loose, wailing over the damage to my right hand. Until then, I hadn’t had the courage to feel the depth of losing what had allowed me to overcome a childhood spent off the grid in a converted barn. That hand had paid my way through college. It had given me years of joy on basketball courts all over the West… which brought my careening emotions back to Brett Boyd. 

			We’d kept in touch while I played at Sacramento State and Brett toured the world competing in water ski tournaments. We saw each other during winter holidays. After my hand got trashed, I cut communications with everyone. I developed a bunker mentality, seeing no one other than who was necessary while working for Sherman Investigations, the place I’d landed when Clint, the owner, took me on after I couldn’t face going to medical school with half a hand. I became accustomed to living a shadowy sort of life, not just snooping on people, but becoming well versed in online worlds where almost anything desired could eventually be uncovered. 

			By then Brett was a celebrity, a young guy flying high. He finally gave up trying to make contact.

			It was at about that time I saw an article in Sports Illustrated titled “Wild Man Boyd.” It described Brett’s escapades on the water ski circuit. I’d thought about checking in, to make sure he wasn’t out of control. I knew how quickly life can go south. But I’d been too immersed in my personal pity party to simply text my friend and suggest he slow down, and ask if he wanted to talk. I’d screwed up by not reaching out. We may not be our brother’s keeper, but at times we sure as hell should try to help. 
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he niche of the Jeff Taylor books is a kind of California rural noir, .
luring the reader out of big cities and into the sights and sounds of
slower-tempo places. These never lack danger.”

—Nicholas Thurkettle, writer/filmmaker
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