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Prologue



 ALICE. Comefindme.

The faint but drawn-out words, wafting on the chill November air, drifted in through the open window of Alice Rogers aging Buick Skylark. Even though she didnt hear the taunting call or understand the words, the sound alone was loud enough to disturb her and rouse her from her Scotch-induced slumber. She woke up, shivered in the cold and blinked at the unremitting darkness that surrounded her. For a confusing, disorienting moment, Alice was afraid she had gone blind. She had no idea where she was or how she had come to be there. Fighting panic, her hands flailed out in search of clues. The first thing her trembling fingers encountered was the icy, smooth surface of the steering wheel. Next she ran her fingertips across the familiar worn plush of the Buicks upholstery.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Alice leaned back against the headrest. She was in the front seatthe front passenger seatof a car, her own car. She had fallen asleep there. Again. The best she could hope for was that maybe none of the neighbors had seen her. If they had, word was bound to get back to the kids. That was one thing Alice knew from bitter experience. Tombstone was full of gossips who were only too happy to carry tales.

Alice stayed where she was and rested for the better part of a minute, waiting for the momentary panic to subside, for the frantic beating of her heart to slow and steady. Hoping to get her bearings, she squinted through the darkness, trying to sort out some familiar landmark that would tell her where she was and how she had come to be there.

As dark as it is, she told herself, it must be almost morning. Where the hell am I?


Vaguely she remembered something about going to dinner at Susans house, but now she had no recollection of having driven the twenty-some miles from Tombstone out to Sierra Vista. She didnt remember coming back, either. But a taste for Scotch was one of the few things Alice and her grown daughter shared in common. And knowing how dinners with her daughter and son-in-law often turned out, not remembering every blow-by-blow was probably for the best. Alice had never held her son-in-law in very high regard. In her opinion Ross Jenkins was nothing but an arrogant jerk. The problem with drinking Scotch in his presence was that the booze might have loosened Alices tongue enough for her to come right out and tell him exactly what she thought of him.

Not good, Alice scolded herself. Not good at all. But then again, even if she had shot her mouth off, Alice realized it wouldnt be the first time she had infuriated her daughter and son-in-law. Most likely it wouldnt be the last, either. Beyond a certain point, that was all a mother could do for her childrenhang around long enough to drive them crazy.

Alice found she was calmer now. She still didnt know where she was or how she had come to be there, but for some reason the possibility of having yanked Ross Jenkins chain made her feel somewhat better.

Outside the open window, the chilled Sonora Desert was deathly silent. Into that silence came a sound that resembled the rattle of castanets. Several seconds passed before Alice realized that the noise was coming from inside her own head, from her upper and lower dentures clacking rhythmically against each other. The brisk November nighttime air had reached deep into Alices bones, leaving her whole body shivering and quaking.

Automatically, Alice reached for the button that operated the Buicks power windows, but when she pressed the switch, nothing happened. The window stayed wide open.

The key, stupid, Alice muttered aloud. You should know by now that the window wont work if the ignition keys turned off.

In the all-enveloping darkness, she reached out again. This time she aimed her searching fingers toward the steering column, groping for the key. But where her fingers should have closed around her dangling key chain, there was nothing at allnothing but air. The key was missing.

Damn! Alice exclaimed. It must have fallen out. How am I going to find it in the dark?

Holding the steering wheel for balance, Alice leaned down and ran her hands across the rubber-covered floorboard. She didnt find the keys. Instead, her hand shut around the neck of a bottlean almost empty bottle, from the feel of it. In the dark Alice couldnt read the label, but she didnt have to. Long acquaintance made the round shape instantly recognizable. Dewars, of course. The singular lack of booze in the nearly empty bottle went a long way toward explaining everything else.

Carefully, Alice checked the bottle lid to make sure it was screwed on securely. No sense in spilling whatever was left. Once the bottle was propped on the seat beside her, she bent down once more and resumed her search for the missing keys.

Alice, someone called. Wake up.

Wide awake now, she heard the voice distinctly. It seemed to be coming from right outside the car, from a distance of no more than a few feet.

Startled, Alice jerked upright and turned to look, but she saw no one. Still, the nearby presence of that unseen voice filled her with gratitude. That meant she wasnt alone out here in the desert after all. Someone else was here with her. Maybe whoever it was had taken the car keys.

I am awake, Alice called back. I just cant find the keys. If you could come help me find them

I cant, the person called back. You have to find me first. Youre it.

Straining to listen, Alice wondered what was wrong with that voice. The odd falsetto defied identification. She couldnt tell if the singsong voice belonged to a man or woman; to a child or grown-up. Perhaps it was a child pretending to be a grown-up, or maybe the other way around. Whoever it was, the familiar words tugged Alice out of her failing body and back to the world of her childhood. Come and find me, the words beckoned to her from across the years. Youre it.

A spark of memory flared briefly in Alices heart. Was it possible that the person calling to her from the darkness just outside the Buick was someone from that far-off time in her life when she was just a child? Through the haze of booze she realized that whoever it was had to be someone who had known Alice Monroe Rogers back then, when she was a little girl. Maybe it was one of Alices three sisters summoning her once again to an old-fashioned game of tag. Maybe it was time to resume a game of hide-and-seek that had gone unfinished for over seventy years.

As the youngest of Mary and Alfred Monroes seven children, being it had been little Alices lot in life. Being it had been her fateher curse for having been born the youngest, for being the baby. As such, she had borne the brunt of countless jokes and pranks. No doubt, she decided, this was more of the same.

The insistent voice called to her once again through a fog of memory. Alice. Are you coming or not? What are you, a fraidycat?

A wave of goose flesh swept over Alices body. The temperature in the car hovered in the upper thirties, but the sudden chill she felt had nothing to do with outside temperatures. Fraidycat! Like being perpetually it, that well-worn phrase came directly from her childhood, too. That was one of the terms her three older sisters had hurled in Alices direction to devil her. And it wasnt just her sisters, either. Alices brothers had called her that as well. Fraidycat! Fraidycat. Fraidycat.

Which of those voices was calling to her now? Alice wondered. Was it Jean, or Jessie, or Rosemary? Or could it be Thomas, William, or Jack? No, that wasnt possible. Rosemary was dead. Had been for years. So were William and Thomas. They had gone away to World War II and never returned. William had died at Guadalcanal and Thomas in a POW camp in Germany. Jack lived in an Alzheimers group home up in Cottonwood. According to Alices sister-in-law, Jack no longer remembered his own name, let alone those of his four sisters. Jean also lived in a nursing home, one over in Safford, near where her son and daughter-in-law had settled. She wasnt in much better shape than Jack was. Jessie, the old maid of the family, was eleven years older than Alice. At eighty-seven she still rived in Douglas in a roach-infested assisted-care facility only a few blocks from the rambling brick house on G Avenue where the seven Monroe kids had grown to adulthood.

Alice. Comefindme.

Thats who it has to be, Alice decided at once. Jessie. Jessie Monroe had always been a great one for practical jokes.

Reaching for the handle, Alice wrenched open the door. She almost spilled out onto the ground as the heavy door swung open, pulling her with it.

Jessie, Alice called back, once she righted herself. Is that you? Are you out here? Where are you?

Assuming that she and her invisible playmate were all alone in the vast desert, Alice blinked in astonishment when she lurched to her feet and found a great mass of people looming along the road on the far side of the broad, bulldozed drainage ditch that lined the black-topped ribbon of pavement. The ghostly crowd of onlookers stood tall, eerie, and silent, watching her expectantlywatching and listening.

Who are you? Alice demanded of the crowd, but no one responded. No one moved. No one spoke. It was as though they had all been rooted to the ground and struck dumb at the same time.

Whats the matter? Cat got your tongue? Alice asked. Still there was no response. Suit yourselves, then, she told them.

Reaching back inside the Buick, she dragged out the old, fraying sweater she kept there in case of emergencies. She put it on. Then, pretending the still silent crowd wasnt there, Alice cupped her hands around her mouth. Ready or not, she called to Jessie. Here I come.

Gamely, Alice Monroe Rogers set off across the desert, closing her mind to the cold, disregarding the darkness, and ignoring the loose pieces of rock and gravel that threatened to turn beneath her feet. It wasnt until she crossed the ditch that she discovered the ghostly shapes werent people after all. What she had taken for a crowd of silent men and women was actually a thick stand of cholla. The tall, spine-covered cactus branches reached out in all directions, grabbing at Alices clothing as she staggered past, snagging her skirt and tugging at the thread in her too-skimpy cotton sweater.

As she dodged between cacti, Alice came to a sudden puzzling realization. Jessies on a walker. What in Gods name is she doing out here in the middle of the desert? Susan and I must not be the only ones who are dipping into the Dewars. 


Panting with effort, Alice stopped and took stock. Jessie, come on out, she called. I give up. You win. Its too cold to play anymore, too cold and too dark. Come help me find the car keys so we can go home.

She stood still and listened. There was no answer, but there was somethinga rustling of some kind that came from almost directly behind her. Alice was just starting to turn around to check on the noise when whatever it was crashed into her from behind. Because of her half-turn, the full body blow that should have sent her face-first into the nearest cactus hit her from the side instead. She reeled under the jarring impact and then went tottering sideways. She screamed as needle-sharp spines plunged deep into her paper-thin flesh, then she fell.

The cactus was far taller than Alice, but it was also far more delicate. The brittle, spine-covered branches dropped some of their needles and then broke off as she plowed into them. Under her weight, one shallowly rooted trunk broke off at ground level and collapsed. That first towering plant keeled over, and an accompanying domino effect brought down several of its near neighbors. When the cacti came to rest, so did Alice. She found herself lying face-up, her body impaled on a thousand razor-sharp, three inch-long needles, each of which burned into her body with the appalling intensity of an individual bee sting.

For a moment she lay there in agony, so stunned by shock that she didnt dare move or breathe or even open her eyes. Locked in a pain-filled daze, she failed to notice the muffled sound of nearby footsteps. When they finally penetrated her consciousness, Alice realized someone was standing over her. Thats when she opened her eyes.

The awful pain remained but the terrible all-consuming darknessa darkness that had verged on blindness itselfwas gone. Overhead, beyond the shadow of whoever was standing above her, the sky blazed with the light of a thousand pinprick stars. It was still night, but the glowing starlight made it seem almost as bright as day.

My glasses, Alice realized at once. She had been wearing her glasses, the heavy-duty wraparound sunglasses Dr. Toon had given her after her cataract surgery. The act of falling had knocked the glasses away and turned the solid darkness to silvery light.

If the cholla hadnt hurt so damned much, Alice might have laughed aloud, but this was no time for joking around.

Jessie, Alice managed. Im hurt. Ive fallen in the cactus. Youve got to help me up, but be careful the cholla doesnt get you, too.

Thats when she noticed that the person towering over her wasnt on a walker. He or she was far too tall and too broad to be Alices sister Jessie. Not only that, the face was all wrong too. The features were distortedmashed together in a strange, monstrous way. Through the haze of pain Alice realized that the person leaning over her was wearing a stocking over his face.

When she spoke again, whatever booze might have once been in her system seemed long gone. Please help me, she begged. If youll just take my hand

At once a gloved hand reached out and took Alices, but instead of making an effort to lift the woman to her feet, the fingers clamped shut around her wrist, imprisoning it in a bruising, viselike grip. Roughly the gloved fingers peeled back the cuff of Alices worn sweater, exposing the bare skin of her forearm. Alice yelped in pain as the yarn in the sweater moved across the cactus barbs impaled in the other side of her arm, driving them farther into her flesh.

Stop, she commanded. Please dont try to move the sweater. It hurts too much. Just help me

That was when she saw the syringe for the first time. Somehow it materialized from nowhere, appearing in her captors other hand. His rubber-gloved fingers held it upright, ready to plunge it into the naked flesh of Alices captive wrist.

Alices son, Clete, was a diabetic and had been for years. As a consequence, Alice was no stranger to syringes and needles. She knew them as distributors of the life-sustaining insulin that had kept her son alive, and as devices that had delivered the pain-killing drugs that had helped ease her husband through his final illness. At first she thought the person standing over her was trying to help her, that the needle held some kind of painkiller that would somehow counteract the poison pumping into her body from the cholla needles. Maybe he was giving her something that would combat the mind-numbing pain.

The metal part of the needle flashed briefly in the starlight and then she felt the sharp jab in her wrist. Thank you, she murmured. Im sure that will help. Now, if youll just help me up.

Instead, the man produced another needle and shoved that one into her arm as well.

What if this isnt a painkiller at all? Alice wondered. What if its something else, like poison, maybe? What if hes trying to kill me? 


What are you doing? she asked. Her tongue seemed to grow thick in her mouth. She had a hard time forming the words, but by then he had pulled yet a third syringe out of his pocket. She struggled and tried to yank her arm free, but even the smallest movement ground hundreds of cholla spines deeper into her back, legs, and arms. Once again the needle of a loaded syringe plunged into her arm.

Stop! Alice commanded, but this time the word came out as little more than an unrecognizable gurgle. She moaned in agony.

Be still, Alice! he growled. The falsetto was gone now. It was definitely a mans voice, but whose? It sounded familiar, but Alices pain-fogged brain couldnt make the connection.

Who are you? she tried to say. What do you want? But the words were so slurred that they sounded like gibberish, even to her.

In reply, the man dropped her wrist. Alice lay still and watched him through a confusing, misty haze as he pocketed the third syringe and gathered up the other two from where they had fallen to the ground beside her. He stuffed them into his coat pocket as well. As he turned to walk away, Alice felt a small object land on her abdomen and then roll off onto the ground.

At that moment, what was happening seemed to be of little concern to her. The body lying on the cold, hard ground might have been someone elses rather than her own. There was no getting away. Alice had no strength or breath left to scream or cry out for help. There was nothing to do but submit and hope that eventually the pain would stop.

Her tormentor walked away, and after that, time seemed to dissolve as well. The world spun out of control. Despite the cold, sweat popped out all over Alices body. The sudden unaccountable dampness of her skin made her feel that much colder. Even so, she somehow remembered that something had fallen on hersomething small and hard that had rolled off her body and onto the ground.

Unable to turn her head without driving the cholla needles deeper into her flesh, she patted the earth next to her until her groping fingers closed around something small and smooth. It was a bottle, a tiny glass bottle.

She knew what the tiny vial was without even lookingknew what it must have contained and what the inevitable result would be. The cholla needles were nothing compared to the hurt and betrayal that flooded through her in that awful moment of realization. Grasping the bottle in her fist, she closed her eyes and let the tears come. Hours later, when Alice Rogers finally stopped breathing, the little glass vial was still clutched tightly in her dying fist.





One

EASING THE porch swing back and forth, thirty-year-old Sheriff Joanna Brady closed her green eyes and let the warmth of an early-November Sunday afternoon caress her body. Nearby, on the top step, sat Joannas best friend and pastor, the Reverend Marianne Maculyea of Canyon United Methodist Church. Without speaking for minutes at a time, the two women watched their respective childrenJoannas eleven-year-old Jennifer and Mariannes three-year-old Ruthat play.

Both sets of mothers and daughters were studies in contrast. Joannas red hair was cut short in what Helen Barco at Helenes Salon of Hair and Beauty called a figure-skater cut. On this Sunday afternoon, Mariannes long dark hair was pulled back in a serviceable ponytail. Jennys fair, blue-eyed face was surrounded by a halo of tow-headed white hair while Ruths shiny black pageboy gleamed in the warm autumn sun.

The last week in October, a surprisingly fierce cold snap had visited southeastern Arizona, bringing with it a frigid rain that had threatened to drown out most of Bisbees Halloween trick-or-treating. Two days later, when bright sunlight reemerged, the cottonwood, apple, and peach trees on High Lonesome Ranch seemed to have changed colors overnight. In the sunny days and crisp nights since, dying leaves had drifted from their branches and had fallen to earth, carpeting the yard in a thick mantle of gold, red, rust, and brown.

For little Ruth, recently rescued from life in a desolate Chinese orphanage, the crackly, multicolored leaves were a source of incredible wonder and delight. Together the two girls raked great mounds of leaves into piles, then dived into them with a chorus of shrieks alternating with giggles.

For a while both of Jennys dogsSadie, a bluetick hound, and Tigger, a comical-looking half pit bull/half golden retrieverhad joined in. When Sadie tired of the game, she retreated to the relative quiet of the porch along with Joanna and Marianne. With a sigh, the dog lay down on the top step and placed her smooth, floppy-eared head in Mariannes lap. Tigger, however, continued to throw himself into the festivities with all the antic energy of a born clown.

On Jennys command to stay, the dog, quivering with eager anticipation, would lie perfectly still and allow himself to be covered with a mound of leaves. When Jenny shouted okay, the dog would erupt from the leaves, tuck his tail between his legs, and then race around the yard as though pursued by a pack of ravenous coyotes.

Each time the game was repeated, Ruth clapped her hands in childish delight. Again, Jenny, she crowed. Do again!

Watching the simple game and enjoying the gales of gleeful laughter, Joanna Brady found herself nodding and smiling. She was about to comment on the beautiful afternoon and on the two girls unrestrained joy. When she looked in Mariannes direction, however, she saw a single tear snake its way down her friends solemn face. Seeing that tear, Joanna opted for silence. For the space of another minute or so, neither woman said a word while Mariannes hand absently stroked Sadies soft, velvety muzzle.

What is it, Mari? Joanna asked finally. The question wasnt really necessary because Joanna knew exactly what the problem was. In August, Mariannes other newly adopted daughterEsther, Ruths twin sisterhad died of complications following heart-transplant surgery. It seemed certain to Joanna that watching two little girls at play on this warm, jewel-clear afternoon had reopened Mariannes aching wound.

Joanna Brady herself was no stranger to the grieving process. The death of her husband, Andy, had thrown her own life into a personal hell of pain and loss. She understood how a perfect moment in a gemlike day could darken and then be dashed to pieces by the sudden realization that someone else was missing from the picture, that a certain loved one wasnt present to share that special moment. At times like these, the perfection of the present would fade to a muddy gray, shrouded behind an impenetrable fog of hurt. Watching one daughter at play, Marianne had no doubt been stricken by a terrible longing for the other child, one who wasnt there and never would be again.

Convinced that she knew exactly what was going on with Marianne, Joanna was confused when, after another minute or so, she heard her friends clipped response. Im going to quit, Marianne said.

At first Joanna didnt make the connection. Quit what? she asked.

The ministry, Marianne replied. Im going to resign effective immediately.

Somehow Joanna managed to stifle her gasp of dismay. Surely you dont mean that! she said at last.

I do, Marianne said determinedly. Ive never meant anything more in my life. My letter of resignation is all written. Its sitting in the computer waiting to be printed. Theres a church council meeting on Wednesday evening. Ill probably turn it in then.

Stunned, Joanna fell silent. Through the turmoil following Andys death, Marianne Maculyea and her husband, Jeff Daniels, had been never-failing sources of comfort and support. With their help and encouragement, Joanna had slowly battled her way back to emotional stability. They had walked her through months of painful grievingthrough the inevitable stages of denial and angeruntil she had at last achieved a measure of acceptance.

That summer, when tragedy had visited her friends in the form of Esthers death, Joanna had done her best to return the favor. She had strived to provide the same kind of understanding and strength for them that they had given her. Now, Joanna realized that her efforts had fallen short. She must not have done enough. Why else would Marianne be sitting on the front porch, basking in the warm afternoon sunlight, and drowning in despair?

Whats going on? Joanna asked softly. Its not like you to just give up.

Mariannes gray eyes darkened with a film of tears. Its the Thanksgiving sermon, she answered. Because of bulletin deadlines, Im always working two weeks ahead. Ive been trying for days to think of something meaningful to say, but I cant do it. Im not the least bit thankful right now, Joanna. Im outraged. If Marliss Shackleford tells me one more time how lucky we are to still have Ruth, Im liable to punch the womans lights out.

Marliss was a busybody columnist for the local paper and one of Mariannes parishioners besides. She wasnt one of Joannas favorite people, either. In fact, when it came to Marliss, Joanna had long since given up turning the other cheek. It might do the woman a world of good, she said.

Marianne favored Joanna with a wan smile and then looked off in the other direction, all the while continuing to stroke Sadies unmoving head. In times of crisis Joanna herself had drawn comfort from the dogs uncomplaining, stolid presence, but she wondered if, given the present circumstances, merely petting a dog offered enough solace.

Mariannes continuing crisis of faith was something the two friends had discussed often in the months since Esthers death. Joanna had assumed that over time things would get better for Marianne, just as they had for her. But clearly the situation for Marianne wasnt improving. Rather than pulling out of her morass, Marianne seemed to be sinking deeper and deeper.

Struggling to find something useful to say, Joanna rose from the porch swing and raked a few more leaves into the small bonfire where a collection of foil-wrapped potatoes was roasting. Raking leaves and baking potatoes in an autumn bonfire was something Andrew Roy Brady had done first with his father, Jim Bob, and later with his daughter, Jenny. With Andy gone, this was one of the small family traditions Joanna had been determined to carry on. She had worried that reviving that old custom might bring up too many memories for both mother and daughter. Instead, Jenny had thrown herself wholeheartedly into playing with Ruth and Tigger, while Joanna was too caught up in Mariannes heartache to remember her own.

What can I say that wont make things worse? Joanna wondered, as she leaned the rake against the fence and returned to her spot on the porch swing. Or would I be better off just keeping quiet?


But keeping quiet wasnt part of Joanna Bradys genetic makeup. She was far too much her own mothers daughter. Have you talked to Jeff about this? Joanna asked as she resumed her place.

Mariannes eyes flashed with sudden anger. Her reply was sharp, aggrieved. Of course I have, she snapped. He thinks I should have my head examined.

Any other time, such a comment might have been nothing more than a light-hearted quip. Here it was no laughing matter. What do you think? Joanna asked.

I already told you what I think, Marianne replied. If I dont have anything of value to contribute, I should quit. I can type. I can probably get a regular job. Somebody around here must need a secretary or receptionist.

Joanna closed her eyes. In her minds eye she visualized the Marianne of old standing behind the pulpit preaching. Before Esthers death, and comfortable in her faith, Mariannes face used to glow with certitude as she delivered her sermons. There had been an inner joy about her that had backlit everything she said. For months now, though, that glow had been absent. Joanna doubted she was the only one who realized that her friend was simply going through the motions, but even Joanna had never considered the possibility that Mariannes inner glow might have dimmed for good.

Have you thought about seeing a doctor? Joanna asked.

A doctor? Marianne sneered impatiently. See there? Youve jumped to the same conclusion Jeff has. You think I should see a shrink.

I didnt say shrink, Joanna corrected. And I didnt mean shrink, either. I saw what happened today at lunch. You hardly ate anything at all. You pushed the food around on your plate until enough time had passed for the meal to be over. The only food that actually left your plate was what you gave Ruth. Youre not eating properly, and you look like youre melting away to nothing. Youve got deep, dark circles under your eyes.

I wasnt hungry, Marianne cut in. Food makes me sick these days. I can barely stand to look at it, much less swallow it.

And Ill bet youre not sleeping properly, either, Joanna continued doggedly. You know yourself that eating and sleeping disturbances are standard symptoms of griefgrief and depression both. Youre depressed, Mari. You need help. Go see a doctor.

And what good will that do? Marianne demanded. All hell do is plug me full of antidepressantsdose me with some kind of chemical joy juice. Take two of these and then wait for a sermon to pop up on the computer screen?

Not necessarily, Joanna replied. But seriously, Mari, maybe theres something else wrongsomething physicalthats causing all this.

Come on, Joanna. Give me a break. Dont you see? Its not physical at all. Im not a hypocrite. Ive spent my whole life first believing and then preaching that life is eternal. Now that Esthers gone, I dont feel that anymore. I feel empty. Theres nothing left of that hope but a huge black hole and everythingmy whole lifeis collapsing into it. I dont know what to do about it. If Im not capable of living my beliefs in my own life, what business do I have passing them along to anyone else?

Maybe thats what the sermon should be about, Joanna suggested.

About what?

About being thankful for the black hole, Joanna said. The people down frontthe ones sitting out there in the pewsprobably think theyre the only ones whove ever felt that way. A sermon like that coming from you would show them theyre not alone.

Before Marianne had a chance to reply, a telephone rang inside the house. Joanna hurried to answer it. Hello.

Sheriff Brady? an unfamiliar male voice asked.

With only a few seconds of emotional buffer between her private life and her public one, Joanna switched gears. This is Sheriff Brady, she replied. Whos this, and what can I do for you?

Whats the deal with this Frank Montoya guy? her gruff caller continued. Is he some kind of a dim bulb, or what?

Chief Deputy for Administration Frank Montoya, along with Chief Deputy for Operations, Richard Voland, were Joannas primary aides-de-camp in running the Cochise County Sheriffs Department. Both men had initially opposed Joannas candidacy for the office of sheriff, but once the election was over, both had assumed important roles in her administration.

Listening intently, Joanna couldnt quite place the voice, although she was sure she had heard it before. Chief Deputy Montoya is anything but a dim bulb, she replied. Hes a dedicated and talented police officer. Whos asking?

Mayor Rogers, the man replied. Mayor Cletus Rogers of Tombstone.

Joanna sighed, took a seat, and prepared herself for the worst. In the aftermath of a bitterly divisive city recall effort, Clete Rogers had been the successful write-in candidate for mayor during a special election the previous July. A restaurateur with all the diplomacy of a mountain goat, Clete Rogers had assumed mayoral duties in the Town Too Tough to Die. Once sworn into office, he had immediately set about consolidating his power base by firing anyone who disagreed with him. One of the first victims of his displeasure had been Dennis Granger, formerly the towns chief marshal.

Rogers had planned to fire Granger and replace him with a cronysomebody who would be more to his liking. Granger, however, refused to go quietly. After turning in his badge and city-owned weapons, he had filed a million-dollar wrongful-dismissal lawsuit. With litigation still pending, both sides were forbidden from discussing the matter in public. In the meantime, the Tombstone city attorney had advised Mayor Rogers that he had best not fill the marshals vacancy since, legally, the vacancy did not yet exist. Which was how Sheriff Joanna Brady and her department had been drawn into the fray.

Mayor Rogers had asked the county supervisors to allow the sheriffs department to assume control of the towns four remaining marshals. The job was more supervisory than anything elsea matter of assigning and coordinating the officers left to do the actual work.

In the Cochise County Sheriffs Department, Chief Deputy for Administration Frank Montoya was Joannas right-hand man, but before signing on with the county, he had served as marshal for the city of Willcox. Montoyas background and experience made him the logical choice to take on the Tombstone assignment. He had been thereworking out of city hall, staying in a motel, and with the city of Tombstone paying his salaryfor the better part of two months. But as litigation threatened to drag on and on, both Frank and Joanna were beginning to wonder if hed ever return to his office at the Cochise County Justice Complex outside Bisbee. Not only that, from what Joanna had heard, Mayor Rogers didnt seem to appreciate Franks performance as marshal any more than he had Dennis Grangers.

Whats the problem now? Joanna asked.

Ill tell you what the problem is, Rogers returned. My sister Susan is the problem. She came into my place of business just before noon and started a disturbance. Frank Montoya was sitting right there eating his lunch when it happened. He didnt raise a finger.

What kind of disturbance? Joanna asked.

Do you remember the Smothers Brothers? Rogers asked.

The Smothers Brothers? Joanna asked dubiously. Who are they?

Thats right, Rogers snorted. Youre probably too young. Years ago, in the sixties, they were a comedy team. Used to have a great show called The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. I loved it. Some of their best routines were all about how their mother liked the other one best. Believe me, when it comes to that, Susan could have given those guys lessons.

Youre saying the argument was about your mother, then? Joanna asked.

Thats how it started, and things went downhill from there. It ended up with Susan grabbing a tablecloth and pulling a whole tables worth of glasses, dishes, and silverware onto the floor. Broke two plates, one mug, three water glasses, and four wineglasses. Thats more breakage than we usually have in a month. Make that a year. Those wineglasses especially are damned expensive. And what did your pal Montoya do about it? Ill tell you what he didnothing! Not a damned thing!

Is your sister still there?

No. Montoya did do that much, I guess, Rogers admitted grudgingly. He talked her into going outside, but he should have arrested her, by God! For disturbing the peace, if nothing else, for trespassing, or even for assault. With all that glass flying around, its a wonder somebody didnt get hurt. If not one of my customers, then one of my workers. It was right in the middle of the Sunday after church rush, too. The place was packed.

And this incident was all about your mother? Joanna asked.

About her boyfriend, really. Farley Adams. Im sure Mothers mentioned him to Susan the same as she has to me, but now that it looks like things might turn serious, Susans all pissed off that I havent done something to stop it.

I take it your sister disapproves of the boyfriend? Joanna observed.

Our mother is something of a free spirit, Rogers said. But my sister is an uptight middle-class prude with delusions of grandeur. She cant stand the idea that our mother still has some feminine juices flowing. Im sure shed like to think of Mother as a shriveled old prune. The fact that the old girls still capable of sowing wild oats drives Susan wild.

So what exactly caused the fuss? Joanna asked.

I suggested Susan mind her own business. I also hinted that maybe she should try reading Lady Chatterleys Lover. Thats when she went ballistic on me and started breaking up my restaurant.

Joanna felt as though important parts of the story were missing. Why did that upset your sister so?

Have you read Lady Chatterleys Lover? Rogers asked pointedly. The randy caretaker and all that?

Youre saying the boyfriend, this Mr. Adams, started out as your mothers employee then, as a gardener or something?

Right, as her handyman, but hes graduated to something else, evidently. According to Susan, the two of them drove up to Laughlin, Nevada, a couple of weeks ago and stayed for three whole days. I doubt they had separate rooms. And I doubt they spent the whole time playing slot machines or blackjack, either.

All right, Joanna said. So your sister disapproved of your mothers choice of friends, but how did that cause trouble between the two of you?

Susan evidently found out about the Laughlin trip just last night. Mother went out to Sierra Vista to have dinner with Susan and her husband and told them all about it. Rubbed their noses in it, was the way Susan put it. She asked me if I had known our mother was drifting in that direction, and why hadnt I done something to stop it. I told her it was none of my business, any more than it was hers.

Wheres your sister now?

Not in jail, where she should be. Montoya told her to go home and cool off.

And your mother?

At home, as far as I know. I havent talked to her today so far, but she usually comes by for dinner later on in the afternoon. Thats one of the disadvantages of being in the restaurant business. Some of your relatives give up cooking completely. As far as Mother is concerned, though, its the least I can do.

In the course of the conversation, Clete Rogers sounded as though he had cooled off some. He had needed to vent.

So things are pretty well under control at the moment, is that correct? Joanna asked.

Well, yes. I suppose so.

Are you interested in filing any charges?

Oh, all right. Probably not. If Mother found out, it would only upset her, wouldnt it?

Most likely.

Ill just let it go, then. But you tell Montoya to give Susan the word. Have him tell her that shes not to come around here again. That from now on the Grubsteak is totally off limits.

It might be best if you told her yourself instead of dragging Deputy Montoya into it, Joanna inserted smoothly. Better yet, you might consider having your attorney go to court and obtain a restraining order. That way, if Susan comes anywhere near your home or your place of business, either one, then therell be grounds for officers to arrest her. That will go for your town marshals and for my deputies, both. Itll give everyone a legal basis for removing her.

Okay, Clete Rogers said, sounding mollified. Ill think about it. Sounds like good advice, but right now, Ive got to go. My cashier is waving that she needs something. Ill let you know about the restraining order later on.

When he put down the receiver, Joanna sat for some time listening to the dial tone. Nobody had told her how much the job of sheriff had to do with public relations. After half a minute or so, she punched the speed-dial code for the department. When Lisa Howard, the weekend desk clerk answered, Joanna asked to be put through to Dispatch. Tica Romero took the call.

Afternoon, Sheriff Brady. What can I do for you?

What do you hear from Deputy Montoya?

Not much. Things must be pretty quiet over in Tombstone this weekend.

Not totally quiet, Joanna countered. Try to raise Frank on the radio and ask him to give me a call at home. Tell him Ive had a call from Hizzoner Mayor Rogers.

Will do, Tica said.

Is there anything else going on? Joanna asked.

Nothing out of the ordinary, Tica told her.

Good, Joanna said. Lets hope it stays that way.

When Tica dropped off, Joanna returned the phone to its cradle. Then, thinking better of it, she picked up the receiver, stuffed it into the pocket of her jeans, and took it with her when she returned to the porch.

Who was it? Marianne asked. Butch and Jeff?

Butch was Butch Dixon. Over Joanna Bradys initial objections, he had meandered into her life and, invited or not, assumed the role of boyfriend. While attending police academy courses in the Phoenix area, Joanna had happened into Butchs Roundhouse Bar and Grill up in Peoria. The two of them had hit it off. Joanna had enjoyed Butchs company when he was around, but she hadnt exactly encouraged the relationship.

Concerned about public reaction as well as Jennys feelings and her own, Joanna had thought it far too soon after Andys death for her to become involved with anyone. Had it been left up to her, she would have relegated Butch to a back burner and let him stay there. He, however, had taken matters into his own hands. When the opportunity presented itself, he had sold out his business holdings in Peoria and moved to Bisbee. Once settled into his new digs in Bisbees Saginaw neighborhood, he had gone to work on his lifelong ambition of writing a novel. He had also set himself the task of being useful to Joanna, and to her friends as well.

A bad case of writers block and a mutual interest in old cars had drawn him into an easy friendship with Jeff Daniels and his business, Auto Rehab. The two men had joined forces to recondition a 56 Chevrolet Bel Air. Working together, they had bought the car for a song and then refurbished it on speculation. The previous afternoon the two men had gone off to Scottsdale together, towing their pride and joy behind Jeffs International and hoping to unload the Bel Air for a modest profit at one of Scottsdales collector car auctions.

The fact that Jeff and Butch were both out of town was one of the reasons Joanna had invited Marianne and Ruth out to High Lonesome Ranch that Sunday after church. She had thought waiting for the menfolk together would be more fun than waiting separately.

It was work, Joanna said, in answer to Mariannes query.

Is something wrong? Marianne asked. Are you going to have to go in to the department?

I doubt it. It sounds as though everything is under control, although Frank Montoya will probably be giving me a call in a little while.

By then Ruth had tired of the leaf game and clambered up onto the porch, displacing Sadies long-eared head from Mariannes lap. The child lay there, struggling to keep her eyes open while a worn-out and panting Tigger flopped down in the grass nearby. Jenny, both elbows planted on the ground, lay beside him. She looked up at her mother.

I hope he doesnt call, Jenny said with a pout. You never used to have to work on Sundays. Now you almost always do.

Weve been over this before many times, Jenny, Joanna said. The kind of job I have now doesnt come with set nine-to-five hours.

Unconvinced, Jenny tossed her blond hair. Still pouting, the child turned to Marianne. What about you? she asked.

What about me? Marianne returned.

Dont you hate it that you have to work on Sundays?

For the first time all day a seemingly genuine smile spread across Marianne Maculyeas haggard face. I never have minded, she said, but I must confess, I never thought about it quite that way.








Two



AS THE sun sank behind the Mule Mountains, a sudden chill settled over the porch. Raking the steaming, foil-wrapped potatoes out of the remaining embers, Joanna announced it was time to move the party inside. One by one, the fully cooked spuds were divested of blackened foil and scooped onto dinner plates where they were smothered with butter, sour cream, and chopped green onions and joined by thick slices of freshly baked meatloaf. After hours of play, the two girls were famished. Joanna, too, was surprisingly hungry. Once again, however, Marianne Maculyea pushed food around on her plate and made only the slightest pretense of eating it.

Dinner was over, the table cleared, and dishes mostly in the dishwasher before the telephone rang again. Joanna had left the cordless phone sitting by her place at the dining room table. Jenny raced to answer it before her mother could dry her hands.

Its for you, Jenny announced, carrying the handset into the kitchen. Its Butch. I already told him were saving him a potato and some meatloaf.

Does that mean Jeff and I are invited out to the ranch when we get home? Butch Dixon asked when Joanna came on the line.

Sure, Joanna said.

Anything besides potatoes and meatloaf on the menu? Butch asked.

Knowing his slyly stated question had nothing at all to do with food, Joanna ducked her face away from Marianne and Jenny in order to conceal the crimson blush that swept up her neck and face. Her best line of defense was to ignore his remark altogether.

Where are you? she asked.

Tucson, he said. Were making a pit stop, getting gas, and grabbing some coffee.

When do you expect to be home?

Not much later than an hour and a half.

Where are they? Marianne asked from across the room.

Joanna held the phone away from her mouth. In Tucson, she answered. Getting gas.

Marianne nodded. Have Butch tell Jeff that Ruth and I will meet him at home. If we dont go home until after he gets here, itll be too late for Ruth to have a bath before bedtime. Tell him well bring his dinner home and he can eat it there.

Did you hear that? Joanna asked Butch.

Got it, he said. Ill have Jeff drop me off at my place so I can pick up my car. Ill be out at the ranch as soon as I can. See you then.

Be careful, Joanna said. The warning was out of her mouth before she could stop it. No matter how hard she tried, Joanna could never quite forget that she had failed to say those cautioning words to Andy as he left home on the morning he diedthe morning he went off to work never to return. With Butch those once unspoken words were never far from her lips or her heart.

Dont worry about Jeff and me, Butch replied. Neither of us is big on taking chances.

By the time Joanna put down the phone, Marianne was already gathering her stack of traveling-mother equipmenta diaper bag, an old briefcase packed with toys and books, as well as a purse. She loaded the collection into the backseat of her venerable VW bug. When it came time to strap Ruth into her car seat, the weary child turned suddenly cranky. She fought the seat belt and was screaming at the top of her lungs as they headed down the road for the seven-mile trip back uptown to the Canyon United Methodist parsonage in Old Bisbee. As Ruths earsplitting wail receded into the distance, Joanna felt a sudden wave of gratitude that Jenny had grown far beyond the unreasoning tantrums of toddlerhood.

Come on, Jenny, Joanna said. Funs over. Time to do the chores.

Six days a week Clayton Rhodes, Joannas octogenarian neighbor, took care of the animal husbandry duties on High Lonesome Ranch. Sunday was Claytons one day off.

For the next half hour Jenny and Joanna worked together, feeding and watering the High Lonesomes menagerie of animals. There was KiddoJennys quarter horse gelding; four head of cattle; two dogs; and half a dozen noisy, squawking chickens. The flock of birds had started out as cute and cuddly, living decorations for in-town childrens Easter baskets, but once the chicks sprouted feathers and stopped being cute, they had all been discarded. The animal control officer who had convinced Joanna to take the first one knew when he had found a soft touch. He soon brought her several more, and she took those as well.

Joanna Brady found something life-affirming and grounding in watching animals munch their oats and hay. On Sundays when she had time to do her own chores, she found that performing those menial tasks gave her respite from the day-to-day pressures of running her department. Not only that, sharing those mundane duties with Jenny made Joanna feel that she was keeping faith with Andythat she was continuing to raise their daughter in the way they had both intended.

Is Marianne all right? Jenny asked once the feeding frenzy was over. Mother and daughter were standing outside Kiddos stall, and Jenny was reaching through the wooden slats to scratch the big sorrels smoothly muscled shoulder.

Why do you ask that? Joanna returned.

No fair, Jenny pointed out. Remember, youre not supposed to answer a question with a question. If I cant, you cant.

Joanna laughed. Thats fair enough, I guess. And no, Mariannes not all right.

Whats wrong with her? Is she still sad about Esther?

Joanna nodded. I think thats it, she said.

Jenny considered that answer for some time before she spoke again. When somebody dies, it takes a long time to get better, doesnt it?

Joanna reached over and ran her fingers through Jennys tangle of blond hair. Yes, it does, she agreed. But then, you and I both know something about that, dont we?

Jenny nodded. I guess we do, she said.

Back in the house and putting things to rights, Joanna was dimly annoyed by the fact that so much time had passed without Frank Montoyas returning her call. In fact, it wasnt until well after dark and after Jenny had scooted off to the bathroom for her evening bath when the telephone finally rang.

What took you so long? Joanna asked when she heard her chief deputys voice on the line.

Its hunting season, so naturally weve got spooked deer everywhere, Frank replied. Right after you called, a big buck put himself through the windshield of a motor home just outside the Tombstone city limits. The Department of Public Safety officer who responded to the incident needed some help, and I happened to be handy. Sorry about that.

What about the accident? Joanna asked. Not a fatality, I hope.

It was fatal for the deer, Montoya answered. The people in the motor home both got hit by flying glass. The seat belt did a pretty good job of bruising the womans collarbone, but other than that, I think she and her husband will both be fine. What was it you wanted?

To know whats going on with Clete Rogers.

Frank sighed. Thats another whole can of worms. Im just now getting ready to file the missing persons report.

What missing persons report? Joanna demanded.

On Cletes motherAlice Rogers.

Shes missing?

Evidently. According to the family, she drove to Sierra Vista yesterday afternoon to have dinner with her daughter and son-in-law, Susan and Ross Jenkins. Ross owns Fort Apache Motors, the Chrysler dealership on Fry Boulevard. According to the daughter, Alice left their place around eight-thirty, but she never made it home. At least, thats the way it looks so far. And if that wasnt bad enough, there was also a problem earlier at noontime between Susan Jenkins and her brother.

Joanna cut in. I know about that. Mayor Rogers himself called to give me a full report.

Frank Montoya groaned. Which was probably none too complimentary regarding yours truly.

Right. Clete couldnt understand why you didnt arrest her. Ive been wondering about that myself. If the woman was doing property damage, why didnt you?

Because they were both out of line, Frank Montoya replied. I dont suppose Clete mentioned that.

No.

No surprises there, Montoya continued. Ive worked with the man long enough to know that when it comes to points of view, he has only onehis. I can also tell you that Clete Rogers doesnt exactly exude sweetness and light. By the time brother and sister finished bitching one another out in the middle of the restaurant, I had two choices. I could either arrest them both or let them off the hook. It was a judgment call, Joanna. Considering the current political climate, I chose the latter. I sent Susan Jenkins on her way. Told her to go home and cool off. She didnt, however. Instead, she went over to her mothers house looking for her. My guess is she planned to raise a little more hell, except her mother wasnt home. The Sunday paper was still on the porch.

Afraid her mother might be sick or something, Susan let herself inside. She had a key. Once there, she found the place looked like it had been ransacked. Instead of calling us, she climbed right back into her car and drove out to Gleeson and proceeded to raise more hell, this time with Farley Adams.

Her mothers boyfriend, Joanna supplied.

Right, Frank responded, although thats not what Susan Jenkins called him. Scumbag, for one. Gold digger, for another, along with a few other choice expressions that shouldnt be repeated in mixed company. I tell you, that womans a piece of work!

You were there?

For part of it. He told her to leavehe lives in a mobile home parked at Alice Rogers mining claim on Outlaw Mountain. When Susan refused to leave, he called for reinforcements. After what happened at the restaurant earlier, I didnt waste any time getting there. She was still raising holy hell with the man when I drove up. Thats when she told me her mother was missing. I asked Susan if she suspected foul play, and the woman fell all apart on me. She went to pieceshyperventilating and the whole nine yards. I ended up having to call her husband to come drive her home. The thing that really corks me is that Clete Rogers is probably right on this oneI should have arrested her to begin with.

Where is she now?

Back home in Sierra Vista. Once I unloaded her, I went back to Tombstone and checked out the mothers house myself. And shes right. It looks as though the mother has disappeared, all right. At least she didnt come home overnight. Her cars gone. Somebody has ripped through the old womans house and torn it to pieces, although theres no way to tell what, if anything, is missing.

Did you have a chance to talk to the boyfriend? Joanna asked.

A little. Not that much because, like I said, I had my hands full with this Jenkins woman. Then, after that, I was helping with the car wreck.

What did Farley Adams have to say? Joanna asked.

He claims the last time he saw Alice was when she came out to his place yesterday morning. According to him, she planned on leaving home early in the afternoon because she had some errands to run in Sierra Vista before she was due at the Jenkins place for dinner. Adams claims he hasnt seen or heard from her since. He says that he wasnt particularly concerned about thatabout not seeing her earlier this morningbecause he expected to see her later. They were supposed to have dinner together tonight.

What time did you say Alice left her daughters house last night?

About eight-thirty. Susan says she usually takes the Charleston Road back and forth to Tombstone.

Charleston Road, named after a long-gone mining town near the San Pedro River, was a short cut from Sierra Vista to Tombstone. It was a ribbon of cracked, curvy, up-and-down pavement. Because it crossed the San Pedro River, Charleston Road had its own share of meandering animals that sometimes came to grief with speeding vehicles.

Had Alice Rogers been drinking? Joanna asked.

Some. According to the daughter, they had drinks before dinner and wine with the meal.

Theres not much nighttime traffic on Charleston Road, Joanna said. Is it possible she hit a cow or a deer? Maybe she ran off the road somewhere between Sierra Vista and Tombstone. Her car may be out of sight in a ditch or a wash. Maybe thats why no one has spotted her.

I already thought of that, Frank said. I contacted Patrol and told them to have a deputy take a run out that way to see if he can find her. Just to be on the safe side, I also plan on filing a missing persons report. I dont want to give His Honor the Mayor anything else to complain about.

Good thinking, Frank, Joanna said. And good job, too, although Im not sure its going to help much. Clete Rogers is the kind of man who would complain if he was hanged with a new rope.

Thanks, Chief. Always glad to be of service.

She put down the phone just as a pajama-clad Jenny emerged from the bathroom. Was that Butch? she asked.

No. It was Frank Montoya calling about work. Did you want it to be Butch?

For months now, Joanna Brady had watched from the sidelines, observing her daughters reaction to Butch Dixons increasing presence in their lives. It was a concern for Joanna, one she approached with more than a little misapprehension. She was glad Jenny seemed to like the man, but she was worried that if Butch walked away from a long-term relationship with Joanna, Jenny would end up suffering yet another devastating loss.

So far, though, things seemed to be all right. Butch Dixon was the kind of man who had been born to be a father. Since he had no children of his own, he had thrown himself into an affectionate, easy kind of relationship with Jenny. Seemingly effortlessly, he had assumed the role of a beloved uncle.

And why shouldnt Jenny adore him? Joanna wondered. Butch was fun. He took every opportunity to spoil the child. Still, Joanna niggled away at the idea that under the placid surface of their friendship something else was at work. Jennys adoration went only so far. Much as she seemed to like the man, she maintained a certain distance as well. Maybe Jenny, like her mother, couldnt bear the risk of having her heart broken once again.

Jenny shrugged and studied her toes. I guess I wanted it to be him, she admitted.

Well, Butch is on his way, but he probably wont be here until after you go to bed.

Oh, Jenny said.

Joanna waited to see if Jenny
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