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Chapter 1

Gus Padillo tossed the packet of C-4 explosive from one hand to the other. He was bored and impatient, waiting for the early evening light to fade into darkness. The C-4 felt like the modeling clay he’d played with in elementary school. Now it was wrapped in plastic and fit nicely into the palm of his hand. Gus had enough experience now with the stuff to know that it wouldn’t explode on him. It needed those blasting caps attached to do that. He ground his teeth in irritation.

He was sitting in a pickup truck parked at the back edge of a convenience store’s paved lot. His truck was off the pavement in the bare dirt. To the north were several acres of barren desert. Almost no vegetation grew in the sandy soil. Even farther to the north he could see dim lights from a couple of houses that must be at least a half a mile away. The city of Tucson that he had just crossed in his truck was even farther beyond that. Behind the city lights were the mountain foothills where the old man lived. The urban glow penetrated the dusky early evening sky.

The parking lot behind the convenience store was dimly lit, unlike the front of the building which faced out to the interstate highway. In-Out Fast. That was the name of the convenience store and gas station, too. In the rear of the building, a weak, low-wattage, bare light pointed down to the ground exactly over where the back door opened. The door was used by employees to carry trash out to the dumpster twenty feet away.

Gus stopped breathing when he detected a movement at the door. He slumped down behind the steering wheel and stared as the door opened. One of the store’s workers, a tall, thin young man, stepped out and lit a cigarette. Beyond the light over the backdoor, shadows took over. Little light reached beyond that limited area. Usually the employees didn’t look beyond the light. They just dumped the trash in the dumpster and went back inside. Gus relaxed a little and watched the dude smoke. This cigarette smoker didn’t even look up. He never so much as glanced at Gus’s pickup. Five minutes later, the worker threw the stub on the concrete back step and ground it out with his shoe. He seemed lost in thought. Probably thinking about some bitch, Gus snorted to himself. The worker went back inside the store.

Gus looked over at the dark gray BMW parked off to the side away from the dumpster. The vehicle had been backed in so that the license plates were not visible. It was empty. This was the old man’s BMW. The old man was at the motel next door to the convenience store, banging some sweet young thing who he knew from his office.

Snickering to himself, Gus thought about that pretty blonde who had opened the motel door to the old man. Stupid bitch. Did she really believe the old man would disturb his life for her? Gus had known plenty of privileged white men like the old man. They had money and a certain amount of personal power that they liked to throw around. They figured they could have any woman they wanted for the least inconvenience possible. He’d followed the old man down from his foothills home in the Santa Catalina Mountains, down and across Tucson to this motel on the southern outskirts of the city. He knew what was going on in that motel room.

Gus was a Mexican-American man with a medium built and medium height. He was in his late twenties. He was clean-shaven, his dark hair long, and, at the moment, tied back behind his head. His family called him Gus, short for Augustín, but he preferred Diablo, a nickname given to him by the soldiers in his platoon. Diablo meant “devil” in Spanish.  His fellow soldiers called him that because they knew he was a risk taker, fearless, a man who always had your back, a man would not hesitate to kill another human being. They had seen him do just that repeatedly in Iraq. He liked to think of himself as El Diablo, The Devil.

His little pickup was nothing compared to the old man’s BMW. The pickup was old and beat up, a dark-blue color with rust spots on the body although he had to admit that it was reliable. The truck provided cover for him because the yardwork tools in the back made him look like a worker-for-hire, someone those pinche Anglos didn’t ever even bother noticing. And the truck was all he could afford. That was going to change, though. He was determined. One of these days and not too long from now, he was going to have enough money to drive whatever car he wanted. A flashy red sports car maybe. Yeah. Red. And fast. Very fast. He could have any woman he wanted then. He would go back to the old barrio in East LA and show his amigos how far he’d come. He’d be back in California where he belonged.

His eyes narrowed when he thought about the owner of the BMW. What a scumbag. The BMW guy, the old man, was well into middle age and sporting a tire around his middle. He had a shit load of money, and he was screwing two women, three if you counted his wife. He got everything he wanted. And he wanted more. Now he wants what I have, the young man growled to himself. Gus ground his teeth again.

Gus thought back over the interaction he’d had with the old man’s wife a week or so earlier. He’d just finished banging her when she told him that somehow the old man found out about Gus’s plan and his stash. Gus had been hoarding chemicals for a while now to start making the stuff. The original stash was a lucky find, left behind by a drug dealer who had left the state, then got arrested in Texas and shipped off to prison. Gus added to the stash by carrying out a couple of thefts from local pharmacies. That was too dangerous, though, so he quit doing that. He couldn’t afford to get caught stealing stuff. His next move was to make a contact that would bring the stuff across the border in small amounts. He paid for whatever amount he could afford. He kept his stash in cardboard boxes marked as “old clothing” in a locked storage unit in mid-town Tucson.

Now the old man knew about the stash, and he knew what the chemicals would be used for. He wanted in on the action. He wants me to share my profits, Gus thought with considerable outrage. The old man has everything, does nothing, and yet he thinks he should get a cut. No fucking way.

But how had the old man found out about the stash? This bothered him a lot. If the old man found out, then someone else might know, too. Did that bitch Gus was screwing tell the old man? After all, she was the old man’s wife. Could she have told her husband about the stash? He considered the idea.

Nah, the young man said to himself. She was on his side. She got him that old RV so he could set up it up as a mobile lab to make the stuff. She had that empty house way out on the east side half-way up that desert mountain with no close neighbors. That’s where he parked the RV and started his operation. He moved the RV infrequently so it wouldn’t attract attention coming and going. He was sure that she wouldn’t tell anyone because she wanted in on the action herself. She said she knew a ton of middle-aged ladies like herself who would want what he had to sell.

“They will like it because it keeps them from feeling hungry. They’ll use it as a weight-loss drug.” She laughed when she said that.

She said she wanted some money from the sales, but mostly, she wanted him, El Diablo. She was what they called a “cougar.” She liked younger men. She was older, not as old as the old man, and she was still good-looking. Somewhere in her mid-forties, Gus figured. It made her feel desirable to have a younger lover. She liked sucking his dick, too. Who could complain about that? Not me, he laughed to himself. They had been banging each other for almost six months. They started not long after he did some yardwork and home repairs for her. He was desperate for cash back then. He needed money to make it back to California. But screwing her gave him an opening to making a lot more money. He’d stick around just long enough to do the two big jobs and to sell some stuff. Then he was outta here.

If the old man can have his action on the side, so can I, Gus thought. The old man would be furious if he found out that his wife was banging some other dude. What a dumb ass.

Now, though, things had gotten serious. The old man knew about the stash in the storage unit, though it was unlikely that he knew about the Mexican supplier or about the lab in the RV or the fact that Gus was screwing the old man’s wife. Yeah, things were serious now. It was time to take the old man out. Remove him from the scene. That way he couldn’t cause any trouble. And that’s what his wife wanted. She wanted hubby to be eliminated. She was willing to pay, too.

Gus judged the dusky light was finally low enough to get started. He also figured the old man had his pants off now. He wouldn’t be thinking about what was happening to his car out behind the motel. Gus pulled a black knit cap over his head, opened his pickup door and slipped out. He had previously disabled the interior light, and that, plus his cap and dark clothing, made him difficult to see.

He approached the BMW first from the rear. He moved around to the passenger side, keeping low to the ground. He knelt down close to the driver’s side door and pulled some duct tape and a box cutter from his pack. He cut off a couple of long strips of tape then reached under the car. He removed the C-4 explosive packet and armed it with blasting caps from his pocket. The plan was to attach the C-4 under the driver’s seat. He taped the C-4 securely to the frame. He cut off two more strips and attached them to make sure the C-4 wouldn’t get jiggled off. The explosives weighed a little less than two pounds. Not big. Not heavy. Not much. Just enough to do the job, enough to make a huge explosion and to take out the old man.

Gus crawled backwards toward the rear of the BMW, then stopped and looked under the car. He used a pencil flashlight to make sure nothing was visible. Then he turned off the flashlight and closed his eyes. His imagination took over. He’d seen explosions many times when the insurgents’ bombs went off. He remembered well the first time he’d smelled cordite after an explosion.

Then he began making the explosions happen himself. A loud bang, a concussive wave emanating outward, then a huge flame of fire shooting straight up into the air. First there was the explosion, the silence that followed, then the screams and the chaos. He liked everything about it. He especially liked detonating the bomb using a cell phone. He was far enough away from the explosion that witnesses rarely even looked in his direction. But he was close enough that he could enjoy the entire spectacle. Most of all he liked the anticipation. He especially liked those two or three seconds when the person first got into the car. He dialed the number, the bomb went off, and the world changed forever. They were all terrorists so they deserved it. His commanding officer never found out what Gus was doing. Or maybe he didn’t care.

Yeah, Gus liked the bombs. He liked being in control.

What did they expect? They were the ones who taught him how to disarm and dispose of highly explosive munitions. There were plenty of those in Iraq and Afghanistan. He stayed busy with the disarmament and disposal aspect of his job on every tour of duty, five in all. They even gave him a badge, Explosive Ordnance Disposal Technician. He didn’t realize at the time, but he really got off on disarming those IEDs. They could blow up any second. His life was in danger. But he was good at disarming the bombs. He never accidentally set one off.

The Army also taught him how to construct the explosive devices, not just take them apart. He knew how to make several different kinds of explosives in different sizes for different uses. They didn’t think about how he could use those skills when he got out of the Army.  Later when they found out what a good shot he was, they moved him into a sniper position. That was easy, picking off those insurgents or anyone else who got his attention. He knew he’d killed innocent people, but he didn’t care. He never believed they were innocent anyway, even the young ones. They were all trying to kill him. He got there first.

When he was discharged from the Army, he felt lost. The stress, no, the thrill of disarming explosives and of being a sniper, made so-called normal life unbearably boring. When he returned to the States, he felt dead. He sat around and drank and snorted coke and zoned out. Then he saw a movie about a paid assassin. The idea of being an assassin woke him up and made him feel alive. He felt that thrill again just remembering.

Now Gus had a new line of work. He decided to hire himself out as a hit man, a paid assassin. It made him feel powerful to have that kind of control over life and death. But this time, the job wasn’t just for pay. It was so he could feel safe, too. So he could get back to California with some money in his pocket. The old man had to go.

Gus had two jobs on tap. He’d been hired to kill two men in Tucson. One of them was the old man. He knew he would have to be extra careful. Take one out with a high-powered rifle. And blow the old man to smithereens. He knew it was dangerous. Two kills in the same town and worse, sticking around to do the drug deal, was risky. And exciting, too. Make money, get plenty of pussy, and watch two old farts die. Yes, he would have to be extra careful. He figured he’d head for California in only a couple of months. He’d get lost in LA then. The cops will never find me, Gus said to himself. Never.





Chapter 2

Letty Valdez stared at an open email on the screen of her office computer. The content of the email was from a potential new client wanting her to find a missing person. The email wasn’t addressed to her personally. The opening line read, “Dear Private Investigator.” She wondered how many other investigators had received the same email message.

The words on the screen said, “Our family needs help in locating my brother Kenny Wilson. Kenny is an Afghanistan War veteran who served honorably in the U.S. Army. He returned to the U.S. and was discharged from the Army approximately eight months ago. He stayed at my parents’ home in Maryland for a few weeks after his discharge. It became apparent to all family members that Kenny had become deeply troubled. Whereas he had been an outgoing young man who enjoyed sports and social activities prior to his Army service, he was withdrawn and distant from his family and former friends after returning from Afghanistan. Also we believe he had acquired a drug habit.”

Letty shook her head. Kenny Wilson’s story was all too familiar to her. He appeared to be another casualty of the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, no doubt suffering from what had become known as “combat stress injuries,” or more commonly, “PTSD,” short for “post-traumatic stress disorder.” Letty knew all about that. She was a former U.S. Army medic who had served in Iraq. She knew first-hand what “combat stress” meant. She knew what PTSD meant. She could still hear the sounds of an IED exploding and the smell of cordite in the air. She remembered the blood spraying from severed arteries. Nightmares from her Iraq War experiences haunted her nights all too frequently. She figured the bad dreams would always be there. She couldn’t forget what she’d seen.

The email went on. “Kenny disappeared one day last September. He left behind a note telling us that he was going to find friends from his platoon with whom he had served. He mentioned in particular a fellow soldier named Rigo. Kenny told us that Rigo lived in Arizona. My brother left his cell phone number in the note, and said he would text us. After he left, he did text our mother but only a handful of times. Then by November, he went silent. We haven’t heard from Kenny since, and he doesn’t respond to us when we call or text. We don’t know if he made it to Arizona or if he found his friend. I hope you can help us find Kenny and tell us that he is alive and well. If your services are available to find a missing person, please call me.” The email was signed, “Stan Wilson, Kenny’s brother.” Wilson’s phone number was included in the email.

Letty figured that she had been contacted because of the last paragraph in the email about the connection to Arizona. She guessed that this email went out to every private investigator in the state.

At first Letty hesitated. After some thought, she decided to go ahead. The Army medic in her wanted to help out a fellow vet. She called Stan Wilson and reached him on the second ring. Their conversation was brief. Letty asked for a photo of Kenny. She told him that she would send him a list of needed information that would help her find the missing man. These details included personal data such as birth date and place, military service ID number, dates of military service, where and when he entered and left service, and any other available information. She also asked for any information about the friend Rigo, but Stan Wilson knew nothing more than the name. To Letty, Rigo sounded like a nickname or maybe a shortened form of a longer name like Federigo or Rodrigo.  No last name. Or maybe Rigo was his last name.

Stan Wilson expressed gratitude and the promise of any help he could provide.

Toward the end of their conversation, Letty said, “Mr. Wilson, if I find your brother, I will give him your contact information and your mother’s contact information. I will ask him to call or text you. I will not give you his actual location, though. Private investigators don’t typically give clients the location of a missing person. We don’t really know what the client’s intentions might be. For example the client may be an abusive husband looking for a wife who fled his control. I hope you understand and accept this as part of our agreement.”

“I understand, Miss Valdez. Another investigator in Phoenix told me the same thing. Right now, it would be a great relief to just know that Kenny is alive. He’ll have to decide for himself if he wants to come home or if he even wants us in his life.”

Toward the end of the conversation, they came to financial terms for Letty’s investigatory services. She emailed him the list of information that would help her. In return, she received Kenny Wilson’s photo and as much information as his brother had on hand. She stared at the photo. He was young, twenty-five years old, about five feet ten, average build, brown hair, and with a sad look on his face. There were shadows under his brown eyes. She transferred the photo to her mobile phone so she could show it to anyone who might have information.

Now Letty found herself staring at the email wondering what she had gotten herself into. Some of her jobs as a private investigator were fun, like solving a puzzle. Others were fairly routine, such as serving papers that required a person to show up in court, or doing due diligence research for a client involved in a business investment. Occasionally a job turned out to be dangerous. Letty didn’t like the dangerous jobs at all. She did not think that someone trying to beat her up or shoot at her was exciting or challenging. But sometimes that couldn’t be avoided.

Finding a missing veteran, one who had already been identified as having some serious psychological issues, made Letty feel somewhat uncomfortable. She knew that most, or at least many, veterans came home okay. They readjusted to civilian life with no serious problems. But up to twenty percent of them could not make that adjustment because the wounds of war came home with them. She had deep empathy for these soldiers. Yet Letty knew in her heart that she was vulnerable herself and vulnerable to their suffering.

Combat stress affected vets in different ways. For some, alcohol and drugs provided temporary relief. For others, guns and a willingness to use them was a personal solution. Some of them were flat-out dangerous. She had no idea what she would find if she were able to track down Kenny Wilson.

Letty decided to start by contacting local veterans groups to see if, by chance, Kenny Wilson had registered with any of them. She searched for a while and came up with nothing.

The front door to her office opened and Letty looked up.

“Tío, what a nice surprise.”

Her Uncle Miguel Valdez stood in the outer doorway. Letty joined him in the nearly-empty front reception room of her tiny office. She gave her uncle an affectionate hug. She noticed that behind Miguel’s substantial girth, there was a young man standing there. Letty didn’t recognize him. He appeared to be in his early twenties, slender and smallish in stature, maybe five feet six inches tall. From his brown skin and dark eyes, he was Mexican-American like Tío Miguel and like Letty’s father.

“Come on into my office and have a seat,” Letty said. “What brings you to Tucson?”

She pulled out two additional chairs. The three of them nearly filled the second room where Letty had her desk, a computer, and a filing cabinet. When she had two visitors, the room was full. Her rented office space also had a small closet-like storeroom and a tiny bathroom in addition to the outer reception room and Letty’s interior office. She was sure that her office had to be one of the smallest in Tucson, but she thought it was perfect for her. The rent was cheap, and the view of the Santa Catalina Mountains to the north from her office window was worth a million dollars.

“We’re here on business,” Uncle Miguel said seriously. “I hope you can help.”

“I’ll try my best.”

Letty really loved her Tío Miguel. He was the brother of Letty’s father Ernesto, called Neto by everyone in the family. Tío Miguel had always been very kind to Letty, especially after her father disappeared when she was a child. Neto showed up eventually in Los Angeles. He was a veteran like Letty. Severe PTSD was a constant in his life. In her father’s case, the war was Vietnam. Letty’s father just couldn’t manage life as a husband and father or in a regular job. She had forgiven him long ago because she knew exactly what Neto Valdez had experienced in war.

“This is Francisco. He’s the nephew of my ex-wife’s cousin,” Miguel gestured to the young man at his side.

Letty smiled to herself. The Mexican side of her family was big, and the relationships complex. She had trouble keeping up with everyone. She had never met this young man.

“You can call me Frankie.”

“Okay. Frankie it is.”

Frankie was dressed casually and wore a dark-colored Fedora hat with a narrow brim. Letty couldn’t help but notice that Frankie had many tattoos visible on his body. She guessed that there were more under his clothing. His earlobes were stretched out slightly to hold small silver rings, maybe a half of an inch wide with a hole in the ear lobe the width of the inner ring. Letty’s brother Will had told her that the practice was called “gauging.” Letty didn’t understand all this poking and inking and stretching. It all looked painful. After all the injuries and death she’d seen in Iraq when she was a medic there, she just didn’t understand why anyone would hurt themselves voluntarily. She didn’t really know what to think of Frankie based on his appearance. She had to admit she hadn’t seen any sign of a smart-ass attitude that some people often thought went with his age and the tattoos. She wondered why Uncle Miguel brought him along.

She looked at her uncle.

“Frankie’s brother has disappeared. We’d like to see if you can help find him. We think he may be in Tucson.”

Letty nodded, thinking that it was unusual to be asked to find two missing people on the same day. “What’s his name?”

“Alfonso Miranda, but we call him Al.”

“Tell me about this disappearance. Where was Al before he disappeared? When did he disappear? And what makes you think he’s in Tucson?”

Tío Miguel sat back and let Frankie take over the conversation.

“We live in Ambos Nogales. Al was staying with me.”

“Which side of the border?”

“Both. I mean I live on the U.S. side, but we have family on both sides. My brother and I were born in the U.S. side so we’re both American citizens. My mom moved back Nogales, Sonora, to take care of her parents who are really old.”

“What do you do in Nogales?”

“I work full time at a grocery store, mainly stocking shelves and doing inventory, plus I do some office computer work. Also I take a class every semester at Cochise College at the Nogales Center. I’m learning computer stuff. I like computers.”

Letty nodded.

“I hope to transfer to the University of Arizona someday,” Frankie added. He sounded defiant, as if he were resisting the notion that such a dream was impossible for him to achieve.

Smart, ambitious, hard-working, and poor, Letty thought to herself. She felt immediate empathy for this young man.

“I’m living with a couple of friends in Nogales, Arizona. My brother showed up three months ago. He just got out of the Army. He had multiple deployments to Afghanistan. Like at least four times he went over there.”

“So your brother showed up one day three months ago?”

“Yeah. He didn’t want to stay with our mom. He told me once he didn’t want her to see how screwed up he is.”

“And is he? Screwed up?”

“Yeah, basically. He’s not like he used to be. He used to laugh and joke a lot. He liked sports, the Mexican baseball teams especially. But now, he’s different. Al was very withdrawn all the time he was staying with me. He hardly talked at all. Like he was seriously depressed. He just sat around and drank. Alcohol, I mean. He was drunk most of the three months he was there. He had bad dreams, too. He’d wake up shaking and crying in the night. He told me once that he wasn’t good for anything anymore, and he might as well go back to Afghanistan and die there.”

Letty shook her head. Sounded familiar. “Then he disappeared?”

“Yeah, sort of. He told me a couple of weeks ago that he had a ride to Tucson. He told me that a friend he met when he was in the Army was coming to meet him. Al said he was going a day early and camping out at one of the homeless camps. He wanted to make sure he was in Tucson early so he’d be there when his friend arrived. One day I came home and he wasn’t there. I haven’t heard from him since then. I tried calling him several times, but he never answers his phone. My mom is really worried so I decided to see if I could find him. Tío Miguel offered to help.”

“What do you think, Letty?” Tío Miguel asked. “Is this the kind of thing you do?

“Yes. Sometimes I get missing persons cases.” She turned again to Frankie. “Do you have any names of the friends or fellow vets? Or anything to go on?”

“Nope. I don’t know about the homeless camps. I guess there are vets staying there.” Frankie frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m not much help.”

“Unfortunately there are several homeless camps here in Tucson, and there are a fair number of homeless vets, too, so we may have to do a search for him. Let’s contact some of veteran assistance groups here in Tucson first and see if anyone has heard from him. If we don’t find him at one of their shelters, we’ll go to the camps and ask around. There are several camps in various places around town with all kinds of people, not just vets. The good weather here draws them in. Maybe someone might have met your brother or know someone who knows him.”

Miguel stood. “So Letty, you’ll take care of this?  I need to get back home and attend to business.” He turned to Frankie.

“You have some place to stay in Tucson?”

“Yeah, there are a couple of guys I went to high school with who live in Tucson now. I’ve already called them. They will put me up for a few days. My boss gave me some days off from my job. He’s a vet, too, so he was sympathetic.”

Letty stood. “Thanks, Tío. Frankie and I will start working on this now.”

Frankie turned a dark shade of red and smiled. He looked both embarrassed and pleased.

“I want to help, Miss Valdez, but I don’t know much.”

“You can start by calling me Letty. You probably know more than you think. Let’s get started.”


***


Letty made a short list of veteran groups. Then she started calling. After four calls, she turned to Frankie and said, “No one has heard of Al. You keep the list in case it might be helpful to you at some point.” She handed it to Frankie. “So let’s try a different approach. Let me make a call first.”

Letty called her little brother Will who was at home from school already. Will and his girlfriend Clarice were both college students and enthusiastic bicyclists. They lived with Letty, along with their family’s two dogs, in Letty’s mid-town Tucson home.

Will answered immediately.

“Hey, Big Sister. What’s up?”

“Will, I need to visit some homeless camps looking for a vet. You and Clarice are always riding on your bikes around town. Do you have any locations you can give me for current encampments? They closed down Camp Bravo that was there for a long time south of downtown. Seems like now the camps are always moving from one place to another.”

Letty was silent as she scribbled with a pen on a small notepad.

“Good, good. One of them is not too far from here. Thanks so much. If you think of any more, let me know.”

Letty led Frankie to her Nissan pickup in the parking lot outside her office.

“There’s an encampment just a little south of here.” She paused. “Frankie, you should know that just this morning I agreed to help find another veteran. So we’ll be looking for two guys.”

Frankie nodded.

“I really appreciate this, Letty.”

“No problem. After all, we are in the same family — sort of.” She smiled. “I guess by marriage, not by blood, right?”

“Yeah,” Frankie said. “It’s hard to keep track with such a big extended family.”

“I rely on Tío Miguel to keep everything straight.”

“Me, too.”

She drove south on Alvernon Way, turned back to the east and onto a dirt road. She followed the road as far as she could until it became too uneven and filled with ruts. They entered a large undeveloped stretch of desert surrounded by six-lane roads, houses, and businesses.

Letty and Frankie took off on foot. They crossed a gravel-filled culvert with concrete walls and walked across the open, cactus-dotted landscape toward a large grove of mesquite trees. Letty could see several campsites scattered under the spreading and leafy branches of the trees. There were tents and old lawn chairs and various pieces of junk that the homeless people collected to help them survive. The encampment was fairly large and looked like it had been there for a while.

A couple of men and a woman came out when they saw Letty and Frankie coming toward them.

“Hi,” Letty said, smiling. “I’m Letty, and this is Frankie. I’m a veteran from the Iraq War, and we’re looking for a couple of guys. Both are Army veterans like me.” She hoped that by introducing herself as a vet, she could turn away any concern that she might be a cop. If they were vets, too, there would be a connection. She pulled out her smart phone and pulled up the first photo.

One of the men, roughly dressed and with a gray beard, said, “Let’s see.”

Letty handed the phone to the man. First, she showed him a photo of Al Miranda given to her earlier by Frankie. Kenny Wilson’s photo was next.

The older man shook his head. He passed the phone to the others. They also shook their heads no.

“Sorry. We haven’t seen them,” the woman said. She, too, was older, probably nearly sixty, and had most of her teeth missing.

“Is there anyone else here who might know them? Especially any vets from Iraq or Afghanistan?

“Not right now. There are a couple of guys that served, but they both have a temporary construction job this week.”

“Okay. I guess we’ll try some other place. Thanks a lot.”

Letty and Frankie returned to her pickup.

“How do you know if they are telling the truth or not?” Frankie asked.

“I don’t for sure. But law enforcement officers and psychologists say that you can often tell because there are giveaways when people lie.”

“Like what?”

“The person who is lying will pause before they answer you. They’ll often look away. I mean, not look you in the eyes or even look at your face. Sometimes they will cough or clear their throat or make some other kind of distracting sound. If they do answer, they are often vague and don’t have details. Or they will talk a lot and say nothing relevant. Sometimes they come back with a question to distract from your original question. Oftentimes they just look anxious, like they’ve been caught stealing cookies from the cookie jar. There are lots of ways to tell. These people we just met didn’t show any of those signs. They didn’t seem to be hostile toward us at all. They seemed very open and showed no signs of avoiding the question. I watched their eyes when they looked at the photos. There was no sign of recognition on any of their faces. I think they don’t know anything.”

Frankie nodded. “Wow,” he said. “That’s useful information.”

“Why? Do you suspect people are lying to you?”

“Yeah. My girlfriend.” He frowned.

“Uh-oh,” Letty said.

They were both quiet as they returned to Letty’s pickup truck. They headed northwest to the next encampment.





Chapter 3

The drive to the next encampment took about twenty minutes.

On the way, Letty asked Frankie if he knew much about veterans and PTSD.

“Not that much. Just what I see on the news. Most of them are okay. I know some of them come home with depression and start doing drugs or drinking. A few of them are violent. I think it’s because the military makes them go too many times.”

“Yes, I agree with that.”

“How many times did you go?” Frankie glanced at her sideways.

“Two deployments. All together I was there for nearly two years. That was too much for me. I was a mess when I came home. No drugs or alcohol. I just stopped talking.” Letty had a half-smile, half-grimace on her face. “I guess that’s not such a bad thing. Most people talk too much anyway. In my case, I went out and lived with my grandmother on the reservation for a few months. She said I was spirit sick. She didn’t bother me at all or force me to talk about what I’d seen. She said the desert would bring me back into balance. Things got better for me after I stayed with my grandma.”

“Oh, I forgot. Your mother is Tohono O’odham, right?”

“Yes, and my dad is Tío Miguel’s brother. My dad had his own problems with PTSD from Vietnam. Tío Miguel was really more of a father to me than my
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