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RAINSTORM

As the casket of a young girl, aged sixteen, was lowered into the ground, her sister, through tearful eyes and a choked voice, sang “Amazing Grace.” Her brother stood awkwardly in a suit and tie, dry-eyed and stoic. Her parents sobbed and wept and clutched the loose earth, desperately trying to hang on to something physical. All four knew that there was no longer a silver lining to dark clouds, that life had unalterably changed and there was nothing anyone could do to ever make it whole again.


PROLOGUE

NO WONDER THE South lost the war.

No one could tolerate this kind of sweltering heat, with afternoon temperatures rising above the hundred mark and humidity off the scale—blistering and relentless. It was the kind of heat that charred the lungs and seared the skin. It burned his eyes and cracked his lips.

In the city, the people around him kept apologizing: telling him that it was a heat spell, that usually the humidity wasn’t this bad, and that it usually cooled down at night. But the night was just as hot, with radiant heat coming from the asphalt in shimmering waves. The road had been periodically illuminated as he drove to the woodlands, but once inside the miles of untamed terrain, it was black as tar. And sticky. From where he stood, drenched in sweat, he was miserable and tired and dealing with a multitude of bugs.

Mosquitoes, the palmetto bugs known to most as cockroaches, and the clouds of gnats. The forest hummed with bugs especially since he was near water. The insects were merciless: buzzing his ears, dive-bombing his nose and mouth. And the chiggers, clinging to his socks and trousers, smelling the salt and sweat, waiting for the hem of his pants to ride up or the tops of his socks to fall down to sink their teeth into his flesh.

Because of his heavy dress, his tools, and his knapsack, he was overloaded. He was having trouble breathing. He was having trouble moving. He had always been steady and meticulous. He had always been painstaking. This time, he was just plain sluggish.

Too bad because he wanted to relish the final phase of his handiwork. Tonight, if he was smart—and of course he was very smart—would be the last time he went digging.

Tonight should be the last time. Tonight needed to be the last time.

Except for the tedious niggling fact that despite his best efforts, things hadn’t worked out perfectly. And that preyed upon him more than the heat, humidity, or any of the carnivorous insects.

Sweat in his eyes, dripping off his nose. He was clothed head to toe, from shoe covers to his hat: a living sauna.

He plodded on.

Hunting for the right spot that was clear enough, close enough, and soft enough. Lugging the shovel over his shoulder, he had to squint hard to see the flashlight beam, giving him barely enough illumination in the smothering darkness. Using his ears, the sound of the river as his guide.

He was getting too old for this. After this, he would stop. He had to stop.

He paused, took a deep breath in and out. Put down his knapsack and opened the front pocket. He took out his measuring tape and cordoned off the spot—a perfect three-by-five. He’d go four feet deep, maybe more if the ground was soft enough. It would take him hours to get it right. It would take him all night. He would finish before daybreak.

Always finish before the sun came up.

He plunged the shovel into the ground. The crypt had to be precise.

He’d be back to fill it up.

For the last time.

Maybe.


CHAPTER 1

THEY WERE WHISPERING about him, this time to the new girl.

She had arrived at River Remez along with the New Mexican monsoons of summer. He had been out driving—running an errand for his mom—when he had noticed her with Chelsea and Shannon and Lisa Holloway walking down Arroyo Way. It had been four in the afternoon, the typical time for the mountain skies to open up, but the storm that day had been particularly strong. Blustery winds and blinding lightning strikes were followed by ear-shattering thunder, the distance between sight and sound growing shorter as millions of volts of electricity loomed dangerously close. The rains were flooding the sinewy roads and hillsides, red clay soil oozing from the mountains. It was coming down so fast that he had almost pulled over as pea-sized hailstones bounced off the windshield of the SUV. But the wipers were batting the hail away with rhythmic efficiency. 

The girls were soaked to the skin, dodging ice pellets, running with their T-shirts pulled over the tops of their heads, showing inches of tanned bare skin along the belt line. He was about to offer them a lift, but at the last moment they beelined under the portal of JD’s house.

Their hushed voices in the school’s lunchroom howled like a tempest. Not that he could hear them—they were too far away—but he knew what they were saying because it’s what everyone said. Shannon and Chelsea were talking in tandem.

“That’s Vicks over there sitting by himself.”

“He’s kinda weird. A lone wolf. Especially after his sister died.”

“Raped and murdered.”

“Strangled.”

“She was only sixteen.”

“Almost seventeen.”

As if her age mattered. But it was always the addendum because Ellen had almost been seventeen. The new girl would be shocked and scared. “Who did it?”

“Unsolved for over two years.”

“Lots of suspects, no one ever arrested.”

“Some people, at first, even thought that Vicks did it.”

The new girl’s eyes would get big. “Did he?”

“Nah, Vicks is just Vicks. Weird but harmless.”

“He rides his bike everywhere even though he can drive. It could be pouring outside and there’s Vicks pedaling his bike up the mountain.”

“You know how it is. Those nerdy math types.”

“He’s a genius in math.”

“Yeah, if you need help for your SATs, just put on a smile and he’s a sucker.”

Giggles all around.

Then suddenly the whispering would stop and they’d move on to gossiping about someone else.

His eyes moved back to his book, some ludicrous sci-fi thriller, but his concentration wasn’t there and his mind shifted into default mode: thinking about his sister … both sisters, but mainly Ellen. Ben was now older than his sister had been when she passed.

That day when his mom got the phone call, they’d been driving back from Albuquerque. At fourteen, he had maxed out in high school math and was taking college calculus at UNM in Albuquerque. The school year was days away from over. He was tired, grumpy, and hungry, and traffic was a bitch on I-25. Between rush hour and construction, the highway had become a parking lot. He’d been arguing with his mom when Dad’s call cut through the Bluetooth. The day: Wednesday. The time: ten after five.

“Do you know where Ellen is?” he asked.

“She isn’t home?” Mom waited a second. “She should have been home two hours ago.”

“She’s not home, Laura.” An awful pause. “How far away are you?”

“I don’t know …” Panic had seeped into her voice. “I guess about forty-five minutes.”

“Just get home. I’ll keep making phone calls.”

The ride home was unbearably long and silent.

Four hours later, the police were sitting on the living room couch. Detective Samuel Shanks did most of the talking. Back then, Ben had thought Shanks a big man: tall as well as hefty. Three years later, they were around the same height, although Shanks still outweighed him by fifty-plus pounds.

The detective spoke earnestly. He asked questions: Has she ever done this before? Any problems at home? At school? What about with her friends? With a boyfriend?

Ellen had no problems with anyone. Everybody loved her.

Ben’s younger sister, Haley, sat stone-faced with her best friend, Lilly. They were two little eleven-year-old sticks, huddled together. Finally, Mom noticed their terror. “Ben, take the girls outside.”

“Outside?” he said. It was dark.

“No, not outside.” Mom was flustered. “Call up Lilly’s parents and tell them to pick her up.” Then Mom changed her mind again. “Ask if Haley can stay over there.” And a third time. “No, just have them pick her up … Lilly.” Finally, she had lost it. “Just … go to your rooms right now. I need to think.”

Then Sam had asked to speak to their son privately. His father seemed confused. “Ben? Why?”

Shanks didn’t answer the question. “Just for a few minutes.”

Once in the privacy of his room, Ben felt numb. Shanks tried the sympathy approach. “I’m sorry this is happening to you. A lot of times, these things just work themselves out.”

Ben nodded, but he was dubious.

“You know, brothers are kind of protective of sisters, right?”

“Ellen’s older than me.”

“But she’s still your sister. I bet you notice things, being closer in age than your parents. Do you think your sister might be keeping something from your parents?”

“Like what?”

“You tell me.”

“Nothing to tell. Ellen doesn’t do drugs. She doesn’t have a secret boyfriend. She doesn’t have a secret life. I’m not making her perfect, but everyone loves her.” Ben locked eyes with the detective. “This isn’t like her. Something’s wrong.”

Shanks moved to his desk and picked up a picture. “Your friends, Ben?”

“Yeah.”

“This one over here.” He pointed. “He’s big for fourteen.”

“He’s fifteen.”

“Yeah?” A pause. “Being your friend, he must have known Ellen.”

Ben felt himself stiffen. He knew what this Shanks guy was implying. “No.”

“No what?”

“Just no.” End of private talk.

Lists were made—phone numbers and addresses of friends and acquantainces. Then Sam passed out cards with his cell number. It was dutifully entered into all of their contact lists. Within a day, Ben had committed it to memory. His former life ceased to exist. He was hurled into overdrive.

First was the passing-out-flyers phase: HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL?

Next was the endless-searches phase: on the hiking trails, in the mountains, and at the riverbeds, in neighboring towns to Albuquerque and beyond.

Mom calling Shanks ten times a day; Dad calling him twenty. Shanks became a household word—what he did, what he didn’t do, what he was doing. Shanks this and Shanks that.

“Ben, call up Shanks and tell him that she was seen on the Plaza in Taos.”

“Ben, call up Shanks and tell him there was a sighting of her at the caves in Carlsbad.”

“Ben, call up Shanks and tell him someone spotted her in Las Vegas.”

He called and reported the latest sighting to Shanks.

“New Mexico or Nevada?” Shanks asked.

Ben cupped the house-phone receiver. “Mom, was it Las Vegas, New Mexico, or Las Vegas, Nevada?”

She yanked the phone from his grip. “I’ll do it myself.”

Hundreds of calls along with hundreds of leads that went nowhere. Every weekend, Ben rode his bike to the mountains and searched, hiking on and off the trails until almost every square inch of the Sangre de Cristos had been trampled. Most of the time the searching became ritualistic, done without conscious thought. Always on his own, always alone. And then after Ellen was found—

“Hey, Vicks.”

Ben jerked his head up from his book. He’d been on the same page for the last five minutes. Back to the present. Exactly where he didn’t want to be. “JD.”

“You busy?” He sat down without asking.

Ben studied the guy. Over the summer, he had really grown into his quarterback status: six three and muscular as hell. Remez High was all about football and JD was the football god. He could pass, he could run, he could anticipate, he could fake, and he could score because JD was smart. He won a lot of games in his junior season. Senior year was here and everyone was waiting for the sweep. JD was being scouted by almost every major university. Not just scouted—wooed. JD was the BMOC with his brown feathered hair falling across his forehead, his cleft chin, his swagger, and his white-toothed smirk. JD’s favorite line was “After JC, it’s JD.” The guy wasn’t really a friend, but he wasn’t an enemy either.

Not that Ben had any enemies … or any real friends, for that matter.

Unless you considered Sam Shanks a friend.

“How’d your summer go?” he asked.

“’S’right. I saw a lot of suits going in and out of your house,” Ben told him.

“What can I say?”

“You make a decision?”

“Schools are like girls. So many options, so little time.”

“It’s a hard life but someone has to live it.”

“Exactly.” JD smiled with his white teeth. “I’m leaning toward Duke.”

“Good choice. Free ride?”

“All the way.”

“Sweet.”

“I still want to keep my options open for the Ivies. Most of them don’t give athletic scholarships, so I’ll need merit. Which means …” JD handed Ben two sheets of paper filled with calculus problems. “It’s for entrance to AP Calc. Twenty-four problems. Could you look them over?”

“You’re not supposed to get help on the entrance exam.” JD waited for a more favorable response. Ben said, “So you want me to cheat for you?”

JD said, “Hells yeah.” A pause. “Just look over my answers and say yes or no.”

Ben took the papers. Ninety-three seconds later, he said, “Look over eighteen and twenty-four. The rest are right.” He handed the test back. “Who’s teaching AP Calc this year?”

“Lowen.”

“He’s a good guy.”

“I’m just looking for the A for the first grading period. Then it’s party time.” A wide shark’s-tooth smile. “Are you TA-ing for him, Vicks?”

“For Lowen, yes, but not AP Calc. This year I’m doing regular calc and geometry.”

“Which regular calc?”

“Afternoon session.”

“Ro’s in that class. Say hi for me.”

“Ro?”

“The new girl who moved here in June.”

“The blonde.”

“So you’ve noticed her.” JD smirked.

Not many girls here were blond. Besides, she was exquisite—around five six with long hair and long legs. Big, round blue eyes. It would take a moron not to notice. Ben said, “So her name is Ro? Like the Greek letter?”

“R-O not R-H-O. No matter how you spell it, she’s on fire.” JD touched an imaginary flame and made a sizzling sound. “Hot! We’re an item.” He held out a twenty. “For your efforts.”

“Nuh-uh,” Ben said. “You’re not buying me off. Besides, I didn’t do anything.”

“Up to you.” JD pocketed the bill and left.

The bell rang. Ben got up and dumped his paper-bag lunch into the garbage and headed for his TA calc, where no doubt Ro—not the Greek letter—would be looking at him with a strange expression on her face.

TUCKED INTO THE front corner, Ben sat about five feet from the teacher’s desk, trying not to pay attention to the new girl. She, on the other hand, was brazen, clearly sizing him up. He wasn’t much to write home about: five ten, one-forty with pale brown eyes and dark curls that brushed his shoulders. He needed a haircut. His looks qualified him as boyish except when he didn’t shave. School prohibited facial hair and that meant that every other day he had to plow through a sizable amount of stubble.

Lowen came in and class began. The first week was review starting with Algebra 2. Ten minutes before the bell rang, Teach told everyone to close their books.

“Let’s see who was really paying attention,” he said. “Everyone get out a sheet of paper and a pencil. Five points to the first one to solve the problem I put on the whiteboard.” When he was sure all textbooks were closed, Lowen wrote the problem and then turned to Ben. “Take over, Vicks. I’m grabbing a cup of coffee.” As soon as Lowen left, the noise level went up. Not that anyone was cheating, but talking was another thing.

Ben stood watch, which gave him an excellent chance to look the girl over. She was working like a devil, layers of honey-blond silk covering her face as she scribbled furiously. Within a minute, her hand shot up. He walked over to her, and wordlessly, she handed him her paper. He said, “Uh, you got Z, but you need all three variables.”

“Right.” She snatched the paper from his hands.

A moment later, it was Manny Martinez’s turn. Ben was checking his work just as Lowen came back. “We have a winner.”

“Very good, Mr. Martinez, you’re off to a fine start,” he said. “You can record it, Vicks.”

As he opened the grade book, Ben’s eyes scanned down the list—twenty names with a clean slate where scores would soon be posted. Quickly he looked for Ro’s last name but couldn’t even find her first name. But that was an easy fix because the only name he didn’t recognize was Dorothy Majors.

Then he got it. Dorothy as in Do-ro-thy. Just as Lowen was giving out the homework assignment, Ben felt his phone vibrating. Checking the text, he felt light-headed—his heart thumping as he tried to stave off panic. Catching Lowen’s eye, he pointed to his watch while making a walking motion with his two fingers. The teacher waved him off and he raced out of the classroom.

He made it to his locker as his chest seized up. He debated making a quick call to Shanks, but decided it was a bad idea. This conversation needed a face-to-face. Whatever the results, the day was shit.

Open the locker, get the books out, and get out of here.

“Hi.”

Ben whipped his head around while balancing an armful of books. “Oh, hi.”

“I just thought I’d introduce myself.” She held out her hand. “Ro Majors.”

“Uh … Ben Vicksburg.” He shuffled his books so his right hand was free to shake hers.

“Vicksburg? Like in the Civil War battle?”

“Yeah, somewhere in my background is Rebel blood.” More shuffling of books. “Way down there, though. My family’s been here for five generations.”

“Whoa. That’s a long time to be in one place. You must have a lot of relatives around.”

“Uh … sure. Not all in northern New Mexico.” He was trying to find his English lit notebook. It seemed to have disappeared. “I’ve got relatives here. I’ve got a lot in Albuquerque, some in Durango, some in Roswell.”

“The Roswell?”

“The Roswell.”

“Have they seen any aliens?”

“Only when they look in the mirror.”

She smiled and said, “Do you have those big family reunions?”

Man, she asked a lot of questions. “Uh, yeah, every year around August twelfth … which is Santa Clara feast day.” Voilà, he found the notebook. His mind wasn’t on the conversation, but for once he made an attempt to be polite. Probably because he liked looking at her face. “You were that close to the answer.”

“Yeah, just a little slow.”

“Maybe next time.”

“He gives those five-pointers a lot?”

“Every week.”

“Okay. I’ll have to move quicker. I’m not bad in math, but I am deliberate.”

“Math requires deliberation. Patience is a good thing.” He stacked the books he didn’t need back in the locker. Shanks’s text was still burning in his brain. He had to get out of there.

“… you’re done with calc?” She was still talking to him.

“Yeah, a long time ago. I’m kind of a math nerd.”

“So I’ve heard.” He stared at her and she blushed. She said, “Not the nerd part, just that you’re a math brain.”

“Right.” A pause. “JD says hello, by the way.”

“When did you see JD?”

“In the lunchroom.” He closed his locker with a thud. “Just after you left with Shannon and Chelsea … who were no doubt giving you the skinny on me as well as everyone else in this little school.”

“Four hundred isn’t small. At least by private school standards.”

“Ah, you’re from private stock?”

“Scarsdale, New York.”

“What brings you here?” Why was he still talking to her?

“Parents. Not my idea, believe me. Who wants to leave high school in their senior year?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty bad.”

“Beyond bad. It took me two weeks to talk to them again. This is like the polar opposite of New York. I bet you know, like, everyone in the school.”

“Just about.” Ben shrugged. “JD gleefully told me that you two are an item.”

“That is true.”

“He’s a lucky guy.” Ben forced a smile. “Nice meeting you, Ro.”

“Are you coming to the kickoff game next Friday night?”

“Don’t think so.” Ben made a not-so-subtle glance at his wristwatch.

“Are you in a hurry?”

“Kinda.”

“Sorry about all the questions. I’m a little nosy at times.”

“Nothing wrong with being curious. It’s just that I’ve got to meet …” A homicide detective. “Someone … it’s kinda important.”

“Then I won’t keep you.” She gave a nice smile, and waved.

Ben watched her walk away, her hips sashaying down the hall in a gait that said confidence. She and JD were well matched in that regard. Talking to her had momentarily calmed him down. As soon as she was gone, his heart started racing once again. He slipped his backpack onto his shoulder and jogged to his bike.

He was in too much of a hurry to even feel sorry for himself.


CHAPTER 2

THOUGH SMALL IN population, River Remez was spread out, bleeding into hundreds of miles of flat earth, mountains, and riverbank. Streets were stuck in between the natural features, which made the town beautiful but not terribly efficient. Roads stopped and started, and housing developments meant three homes on one street and ten on another. Some had river views, some were perched atop the ridges, and some were right outside the plaza, which wasn’t much more than a square block of green space surrounded by tourist shops and the Hyatt Hotel. The real town shopping was on Sierra Road, an ugly strip of asphalt that had whatever people needed: Walmart, Lowe’s, Albertsons, Gap, Starbucks, Trader Joe’s, strip malls, and movie theaters.

Like Santa Fe, River Remez’s saving grace was the architecture. Almost everything was low rise and adobe style, which gave the town a uniform appearance. Even the police station was fashioned from the same brown stucco. It sat alone, a one-story office building across the street from a Rite Aid drugstore.

The parking lot of RRPD was half empty and so was the bike rack. Ben was so frazzled when he arrived that he hopped off his bike and just laid it on the sidewalk. Then he went back and locked the wheel to the rack.

Even small towns have theft problems.

As usual, Maria was behind the desk. In her midthirties, she was short and stocky with bobbed dark hair and brown eyes. Her uniform was always perfectly pressed. “Hey, Vicks.”

“Detective Shanks is expecting me.” Ben took off his backpack and handed it to her for inspection. “He just sent me a text.”

Maria gave the insides of the rucksack a nominal glance and handed it back. “Go ahead.”

Inside the door, Ben was in the sprawl of the River Remez PD. It was a small police station in a small town that was an offshoot of a slightly larger town. Since there was only one building, uniforms and plainclothes detectives shared a common space. Shanks was the senior detective and had his own office in the back.

As Ben passed desk after desk, he was greeted by name.

“Hi, Vicks.”

“Hey, Vicks.”

“What’s cooking, Vicks?”

“Hey, Vicks.”

Everyone avoided eye contact. Not good.

Ben knocked on Shanks’s door and then went in. Sam was on the phone but he motioned to take a seat. He also refused to make eye contact.

Shit. Really not good.

Sam hadn’t aged all that much in three years, but every year there was added strain on his face. White temples that had once been black, bags under the gray eyes, more creases every time they talked—most of the wrinkles put on his face by Ellen’s murder, the only homicide in the district within the last ten years. Shanks was a big man and his shirts always seemed to strain across his chest. His usual dress was a white shirt, a tie—blue, black, or red—dark slacks, and scuffed oxford shoes.

He got off the phone and spun his chair. When he didn’t talk right away, Ben said, “It’s not the Demon.”

“Vicks—”

“It is the Demon?” When Shanks paused, Ben said, “It’s not him. I know it’s not him. Just tell me, for God’s sake.”

“It’s not the Demon aka Billy Ray Barnes.” Shanks could barely contain his emotions—a mixture of disappointment, sadness, and fury. “I’m sorry.” Ben didn’t speak. “His DNA didn’t match …” An awkward pause. “What we found on your sister. Now it could be that he was working with someone else with your sister—”

“Her name is Ellen, and that’s ridiculous.”

“Sorry. Of course her name is Ellen. And don’t dismiss it so out of hand. We haven’t even begun to scratch the surface with Billy Ray Barnes. It’s still a possibility.”

“He didn’t kill Ellen,” Ben told him. “What about Katie Doogan?”

Shanks groaned out loud. “What about her?”

“Did her name come up with the Albuquerque PD?”

“Of course her name came up.”

“So, Albuquerque thinks that Billy Ray shithead murdered Katie Doogan?”

“Possibly, but without a body, we can’t make any assumptions.”

“I’ll make an assumption. He didn’t kill her either.”

“Ben—”

“He didn’t kill Katie and he didn’t kill Ellen. But the same person who murdered Ellen also murdered Katie. I’m going on record, telling you this right now, right here, and I don’t care what the Albuquerque PD or the FBI or the CIA or VICON or any other initialed suit has to say.”

Shanks said, “I know that you’re upset.”

“I’m not upset. I’m just mad that I got sucked into believing what I knew wasn’t true.”

“There are differences,” Shanks said. “Maybe I should have seen it coming. Ellen’s case happened way farther north of where Barnes worked. So it makes sense that he didn’t murd—”

“That’s not what you said at the time, Sam.”

“Ben—”

“You sat right there and I sat right here, where we are right now. And when the whole Demon/Billy Ray Barnes story broke, you told me that you and everyone else were ninety-nine percent sure that the Demon murdered Ellen, and I said to you, ‘No, you’re wrong,’ and then you said to me, ‘Ben, it looks like it’s over.’ And I said to you, ‘I hope it’s over, but I don’t think it’s over.’ And then you said to me, ‘Ben, there’s no sense in prolonging this whole thing if it’s over,’ a statement that I found very offensive—”

“I apologize—”

“And then I told you I have no stake in being right or wrong. Just that I know what makes sense and what doesn’t make sense. And this didn’t make sense!”

“You know, Ben, I almost didn’t tell you because I knew this was going to happen.”

“What was going to happen?”

“That you would say ‘I told you so,’ and frankly I didn’t want to hear it because now I still have a three-year-old open murder case that I’m absolutely sick about. So I apologize to you if I don’t have time for your gloating.”

“I’m not gloating! I wish to God I was wrong. But I knew I wasn’t.”

“Fine, Vicks. Go to the academy and I’ll be the first one to recommend you for homicide detail. You’re plainly smarter than anyone else on the force or in the state police.”

“I’m gonna go home now.”

“Sit.” Shanks put his hand on the kid’s arm. His eyes were wet. “I’m sorry, Ben. I’m sorry I can’t do better. And I’m sorry I didn’t do better. I meant it when I said you’re smarter than me and everyone else. That’s just a plain fact. No disrespect meant.”

Ben looked away. “He didn’t do Katie Doogan either.”

“Let’s look at it logically,” Shanks said. “Unlike Ellen, Katie lived in Albuquerque. That was Barnes territory. APD has him on four murders down south.”

“I don’t care what other murders he did. He didn’t kill Katie Doogan. And when they find the body, you’ll see that I’m right.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because Barnes’s other victims were older women—”

“One was nineteen.”

“My sister and Katie were sixteen. Besides, the nineteen-year-old was hooking. The Demon’s victims were prostitutes or transients or women who were skunk-drunk and made terrible decisions. That wasn’t my sister, that wasn’t Katie.”

“Psychos can be opportunistic—”

“Barnes worked at night, both Ellen and Katie were abducted during the day.”

“Vicks—”

“And the way the other bodies were positioned … that wasn’t my sister.”

“Your sister wasn’t staged.”

“That’s exactly it, Shanks. She wasn’t staged. She was dumped in a grave, and a deep grave. Someone planned it out. It took a while to dig a hole that deep. It was not like the Demon, who really was opportunistic. None of the Demon girls were buried. They were dumped but not buried.”

Ben stood and started pacing in the small office.

“I know not all killings by the same murderer are identical. Sometimes killers change depending on the situation. But Ellen’s was clearly planned. Stalked. I just know it. I’m a math head, Shanks. I see patterns, and Ellen’s didn’t fit the Demon. Not to mention that physical resemblance between my sister and Katie—same age, same height, dark hair, dark complexion for Caucasians: Katie’s Black Irish and Ellen had more Indian in her than either Haley or myself. And when you find Katie’s body, you’ll see I’m right.”

“Sit down, Vicks, you’re making me nervous.” Ben stopped pacing and finally sat. Shanks said, “I’m listening very carefully to what you’re saying. And like always, if you have any ideas, I’m open.”

Ben threw back his head and exhaled. “God, I’m tired.”

“I know you are.”

Then he sat up. “Did you tell my parents yet?”

“My next phone call.”

“It’s going to be horrible at home. Reliving it all over.”

Shanks softened his voice. “What can I do for you now, Vicks? Want to go out for coffee?”

“No.” Ben looked up. “No, thanks … but if you want to do something for me, let me see the file.”

“No.”

“Why not? Because you’re not feeling kindly toward me?”

“Vicks, c’mon. I see you more than I do my own daughters.”

“Much to your chagrin.”

“If I didn’t like you, I’d tune you out. But I do like you. I’d adopt you if you didn’t have two wonderful parents. I care about your welfare. Why do you keep torturing yourself?”

“It’s what I need to do.”

“What you need to do is be a teenager, Ben. Chase girls, drink vodka, smoke a little weed … God, I can’t believe I’m saying this.”

“I want to look at the file.”

“Just sit back and close your eyes. I’m sure you know it by heart.”

“I like to read it. I like to see the print because every time I see it, I see something different—not necessarily new but different. That’s what I do. I’m relentless so you don’t have to be.”

“Now who’s insulting who? You know Ellen has been my priority one since that day.”

“You said I was gloating.”

“You’re right. That was terrible. I’m very sorry.”

“And I’m sorry for maligning your diligence. But I still want to see the file.”

The usual pause before Shanks would cave. He was, above all, a good guy. He said, “I’ll pull it, but first you need to get me some coffee.”

“Done.”

Shanks handed him two mugs. “Get yourself some coffee too. As long as you’re going to hang around, we might as well make it official. Happy birthday.”

Ben’s birthday had been almost a month ago on July 31—same as Harry Potter. He had turned that nothing age of seventeen. Shanks had taken the time to remember. “Thank you.” He managed a small smile. “Thanks a lot.”

“Stop staring and get me coffee. I’m losing my caffeine high and you’re making it worse. And make a fresh pot.”

After being the errand boy, Ben was finally rewarded with his sister’s files: boxes of them, well worn and dog-eared, his sister’s homicide recorded in notes, pictures, and futility. There were some words that were always the hardest to digest: manually strangled and sexually assaulted.

His sister—his flesh and blood—broken down into organs, flesh, and bones by the autopsy report, the pictures taken postmortem. Snapshots were also taken at the grave although the body was unrecognizable as Ellen. In any big city, there would have been no way Ben could have gotten access to privileged material. But this was River Remez—a small town.

He read until his eyes gave out and it was clear that Shanks was waiting to go home. Slowly, he returned the files he had read back to the boxes. Shanks stowed them away and got up. “You need a lift?”

“I have my bike.”

“I have a bike rack. It’s getting dark.”

“There’s enough sunlight to get me home. But thanks.” Ben paused. “Did you tell my parents?”

“I called your mom. You were too busy reading to notice that I left the room.”

“That sounds like me.” The two of them walked outside. The sun was still above the horizon, but not by much. Ben sighed. “Okay, then.”

“Ben, I’d be happy to come over and talk to her in person.”

“Don’t put yourself through it. I know my mom. She’ll just hole up in her bedroom.”

“What about your sister?”

“I’ll take care of her. She’ll be functioning in a few days. I’ll see you next time.”

“What next time?”

“C’mon, Sam. You know me. Until he’s caught, there is always a next time.”

“Ben, you’ve got to stop.”

“Is he gonna stop, Sam?” When Shanks didn’t answer, Ben said, “I’ll stop when you know without a doubt whatsoever that he’ll stop. Until then, it’s business as usual.”


CHAPTER 3

USUALLY THE FAMILY ate at seven, but Ben knew that tonight would be different. Haley and Lilly were sitting at the dinner table. They had either finished the meal or hadn’t even started. His sister was twirling strands of curly auburn hair with her forefinger.

“Did you ladies eat?” Ben asked.

It was Lilly who answered. “No.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“Working late,” Haley said.

“Where’s Mom?”

Haley pointed to the kitchen.

Mom was at the stovetop, stir-frying vegetables. Next to the stove were cubes of cooked cold chicken on a paper plate. She was wearing a black apron and an expression to match. Her graying brown hair was pinned back, and her face was bathed in steam.

Ben knew he had to say something. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

She didn’t answer.

“I know how hard this must be—”

“Ben …” She turned around and her eyes were dry. “I’m not feeling my best. Would you mind taking over?”

“Of course.”

She put the pan down and retreated to the bedroom. His mom slept a lot. On weekends, it was rare to see her up before ten. He finished up cooking, added the chicken cubes, and then dumped the stir-fry onto three plates. Not very appetizing but it was hot and fresh. He took it back into the dining room with knives, forks, and napkins. Water was already at the table.

“Here we go.”

All of them started nibbling, but no one was really eating. Haley continued to twirl her hair, her gold eyes focusing on a distant spot. Lilly, with her dark eyes and smooth mocha complexion, chewed the same bit of chicken for five minutes.

After a half hour, Ben said, “Well, I see how well my culinary skills went over. Anyone up for ice cream?”

Haley shook her head. Tears formed in her eyes. “Gonna take more than a sundae to make it go away.” She got up and headed to her bedroom. Lilly looked in the direction of Haley’s bedroom, then looked at Ben.

“Go, hon,” he told her.

“You need help cleaning up?”

“I’m fine. Go.”

Lilly got up and went to comfort her best friend. After the kitchen had been cleaned and everything had been put away, Ben went to his room and lay down in darkness. His head throbbed and his bones felt sore. He tried not to think, but the images came anyway and he was too tired to fight them. He fell asleep still in his clothes. His slumber was fitful. The next morning his head was on fire and his T-shirt was soaked in sweat. He stripped and showered, but still felt like garbage. He took three Advil, donned a clean shirt, a clean pair of jeans, and sneakers without holes. He needed a shave, but couldn’t muster the energy.

Again, there were Lilly and Haley at the dining room table. Lilly had obviously slept over, probably because no one had offered to take her home. But she slept over a lot; the house was her second home.

“Hi, ladies.” Ben looked around. “Where’s Mom?”

“She’s still sleeping.” Haley regarded her brother. “You don’t look well.”

“It was a hard night.”

“No, you really don’t look well.” She got up and felt her brother’s forehead. “You’re burning up for real. Go back to bed. I’ll wake Mom up.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“He left early. He wasn’t in a social mood.”

Ben loved his parents dearly, but he didn’t always respect them, both of them checking out when times got tough. They were needed now and they had become background noise.

“Mom will take us. Just take care of yourself.”

His sister was right. He crawled back into bed.

His dreams were bathed in a fog of memories and delirium. Not Ellen this time, but Katie Doogan. The sixteen-year-old had disappeared three months before Ellen’s body had been found, nine months after her abduction. He had thought that with his sister missing, he had hit the nadir of his existence.

He was wrong.

He had lived through the whole thing again, this time with enough knowledge to know what was in store for the family. His mother and father had fallen apart again, leaving Haley and him without supervision and guidance a second time.

In solidarity, Ben and his family attended the candlelight vigils during the first two weeks of Katie’s disappearance. They dared not introduce themselves right away, lest they automatically link their current situation with Katie’s family’s. Because at first there is always that hope. But by the third vigil, it was clear that the Doogans knew who the Vicksburgs were. Margot came up to Ben’s mother, Laura, and without speaking, the two of them hugged. Dad and Alan Doogan hugged as well. There were two other Doogan children: Bryan was seventeen and Kevin was thirteen. Eventually Ben noticed Bryan staring at him and nodded, thinking to himself: Buddy, your hell is only beginning.

At first, whenever Bryan was home from college, he and Ben searched together. Sometimes in the mountains. Sometimes on riverbanks. They went down south and hunted through the endless stretches of emptiness that encompass the flatlands of southern New Mexico. Their personalities were completely different. It was obvious that Bryan coped with his tension by talking compulsively. Ben remained quiet and methodical. The endless chatter became elevator music, something in the background that Ben ignored except for the occasional “yeah” or “uh-huh.” The months of Katie’s disappearance stretched to a year, and beyond.

Ben stayed in bed for two days running, thoughts weaving in and out of nightmares. By the third day, his fever had broken. He was weak but well enough to drag himself out of bed and into the world.

“Keep moving” was his motto. Otherwise, he’d curl up and die.

Arriving at school, he realized he hadn’t done homework for three days. Not that it would affect his grades, but he hated being irresponsible even with an excuse. He opened his locker, took out his homework notebook, and frantically searched for past assignments. Nothing was written down. Normally that wasn’t a problem because his memory would carry him along. But the last few days had thrown him off balance. He spotted Ro, who was in his lit class. She was talking to Chelsea and Shannon, the three of them gossiping like little magpies. Both Chelsea and Shannon were cute girls. Chelsea had curls, dimples, and a nice smile. Shannon was lithe and even-featured. But Ro was so damn polished-looking that she put them to shame. She also seemed perpetually cheerful. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he pegged her for a middle child.

Once he had been a middle child.

“Hey, Ro,” Ben called out. The three girls turned around. “Do you have the lit homework?”

Her expression was one of surprise. “You mean the five-page essay comparing A Tale of Two Cities with Thomas Paine’s ‘Common Sense’?”

“Oh shit! That’s right. Thanks.”

“Where’ve you been?” she asked him.

“I had a bug, but I’m okay.”

Chelsea said, “You didn’t do the essay?”

“She assigned it to us the first day,” Shannon said. “You know how Jackson is with essays.”

Ro stepped in. “You want to see mine?”

“No, no. I read the material. In my feverish state, I forgot about the essay.”

“I’m sure she’ll give you an extra day.”

“I hope she doesn’t,” Shannon said. “The curve will be better.”

There was nothing to say to that. Ben walked away, figuring he’d knock the essay out during recess. When the morning bell rang for the break, he balled himself into a corner, flipped open his laptop, and wrote furiously. Fifteen minutes later, it was done—spell-checked, the grammar proper, and somewhat, if not entirely, cohesive in thought. He ran to the computer lab to print it out.

A minute before the bell rang, Ben sat down and plopped his essay on the desk for Jackson to collect. As Ro walked by, she picked up the paper without asking. She went through the first page and then looked up. “When did you write this?”

“During break.”

She put down the assignment and went to her seat up front.

Class passed by slooooowly. Finally, it was lunch. Ben didn’t hate school, but now that he was a senior, Remez High had nothing more to offer. He found an empty corner table, took out a book, and tried to zone out, getting his mind off school and death.

Ro came over. “Can I sit down?”

“Uh … sure.” He knew his face was red. God, it was embarrassing … getting moony over someone else’s girl. “Do you need something?”

She sat. “Your paper … or what I read of it … was pretty brilliant.”

Ben laughed softly. “See, I have an unfair advantage over you. I’ve had Jackson before and I know how to write to her taste.”

“It was a good paper, Vicks. Just say thank you. Did you make your important meeting?”

“Pardon?”

“A couple of days ago when I introduced myself. You said you had an important meeting with a mysterious someone.” A pause. “Or was that just an excuse to end the conversation?”

“No, no. I did have a meeting.”

“College interview or something?”

“Uh, no, nothing like that. Sure I can’t do anything for you?”

“You can correct my math homework.”

Aha. Finally, the real reason. “Sure. Let me see—”

“I’m kidding, Vicks.” A brief smile. “I just came over to say hi. Although if you’re dying to correct my homework—”

“Let’s see it.”

She rummaged through her backpack and handed him her homework. Ben said, “Number three and number twelve.” He gave it back to her.

“Thanks.” Awkward silence. Ro said, “Um, I’ve heard you don’t do school spirit, but I’m throwing this out anyway. It would be nice if you came to the kickoff game.”

Ben frowned. “Why?”

“Because it’s important for the school to get a good turnout—” She stopped herself. “Actually, it’s a personal invitation from JD. I’m coming as an emissary.”

“Well, if I had the slightest notion to come, that just killed it.”

“Look, Vicks. I know you guys aren’t best friends, but he doesn’t dislike you.”

“Nor do I dislike him.”

“He said thanks for the help. He made AP Calc. So he’s asking you to come.”

“No, you’re asking me to come.”

“He thinks I might hold more sway.” When Ben didn’t answer, she tried another tactic. “What about your sister? Correct me if I’m wrong, Vicks, but didn’t she just start River Remez High?”

“How do you know my sister?”

“Don’t be paranoid. She happens to be in my brother’s class. He said she was real friendly. In my mind, that immediately put her at odds with you. Just because you’re a wet blanket doesn’t mean you can’t do something nice for her.”

“You really know how to charm a guy.”

“My charm would be lost on you.” Ro was begging. “Come to the game. It’ll be fun.”

“It won’t be fun, but …” He paused. “I suppose it wouldn’t kill me to take Haley. That means I also have to take Lilly—that’s her best friend.”

“Best friends are important.” She gently slugged his shoulder. “C’mon! Get yourself out of your comfort zone.”

“My comfort zone doesn’t exist.” Ben frowned again. “If I do come and if I have a rotten time—as I suspect I will—you will have to shoulder the blame.”

“Okay with me. I have strong shoulders, Vicks.” She smiled. “You know, making that pyramid with the girls and everything.”

“You made cheerleader?”

“I made the first cut. I realize it’s probably a little lowbrow for your taste, but superficialities are important to me.” When he laughed, Ro said, “I’m serious. If I played myself in a movie, I’d hate me. I’m really not a mean girl, but I am kinda shallow.”

“You can’t be shallow if you admit you’re shallow. That shows depth.”

“You’re adding attributes where there are none. That’s why JD and I are so well matched … that and we’re possibly the most gorgeous people on earth.”

“One of you is.”

She didn’t even blush. She stood up. “If you come and if I make cheerleader, you can look up my dress when I cartwheel.”

Ben burst into laughter. “Who are you?”

“I know what guys are thinking. I’m just out with it.” She gave him the stink eye. “C’mon. It won’t kill you to go just this once.”

“I will give the idea, although initially abhorrent, some thought.”

“Do that. Get your mind off elevated thoughts and put it in the gutter where it belongs.”


CHAPTER 4

IF BEN HAD read the files a hundred times, Shanks had read them a thousand. Even now, after it had been confirmed that Ellen Vicksburg’s body had no traces of the Demon’s DNA on it, Shanks couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d missed something—more like years of missing something. One goddamn homicide in ten years and Shanks was as impotent as a capon.

The kid kept harping on Katie Doogan. Maybe it was time for Shanks to take a second look at that case. He was about to pick up the phone to call down to Albuquerque when the kid decided to make an appearance. Ben was standing at the open door. “Need some coffee?”

Shanks handed the teen two mugs—his mug and the kid’s birthday present. While Ben was gone, Shanks looked over the cases on his desk. There were plenty of burglaries to justify his salary. Two fresh ones: a break-in at the liquor store and a break-in at the discount electronics store. Both places had video surveillance. Shanks had caught a break.

The kid came back ten minutes later with two fresh cups. Shanks said, “What took you so long?”

“Got roped into being the coffee boy for the squad room.” Ben sat down. “At least I’m good for something.”

“You’ve lost weight.”

“I’ve been sick.”

“You need some calories.” The kid was reed thin. Shanks checked his watch. It was almost five. “What are you doing for dinner?”

“Thanks, but I have to go home.”

“Understood. How are your parents?”

“Coping.” Ben sipped his coffee. “I was kinda a jerk to you a few days ago.”

“You were kinda under stress. I meant it when I said you’re smarter than anyone else.” When the kid didn’t answer, Shanks leaned forward. “Vicks, tell me—in your opinion—what am I missing?”

The boy looked at him. “I was going to ask you the same question.”

“Okay.” Shanks closed his burglary files and took out a notepad. “If Ellen’s murder was a stranger one-off, I’m never going to solve anything. He kills, he’s done, and he’s gone. If it’s a serial killing, we’re both overlooking someone. You lived with your sister. You were there, bud. Anyone tweak your antenna?”

“No one you haven’t talked to.”

“What about Timmy—the boy who had a crush on Ellen? Do we know what he’s up to?”

“He’s a student at Missoula. He was in Montana when Katie Doogan was abducted.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Yes. I checked.”

“And you don’t like any of Ellen’s friends for suspects?”

“No.”

“What about your friends?”

“I don’t have friends.”

“You did back then. Kind of protective of them, as I recall. Maybe now that you have some distance, you might feel differently.”

“It wasn’t any of them. Besides, didn’t you get DNA off them?”

“No. They were minors. State labs are always backed up, and I would have needed a good reason to process their DNA. Do you think I should reinterview any of them?”

“None of them did it. I’m positive.”

“Do you think it was a stranger abduction?”

“Yes.”

“And this same guy abducted Katie Doogan?”

“Most likely, yes. Things match: the age, the physical similarity, the way they were abducted. This guy knew what he was doing, at least with Ellen. Like I said a million times before, a grave that deep takes time to dig. If it’s the same guy, Katie’s body is going to be found in a deep grave near water.”

“So we’re back to a serial killer.”

“Yeah.” Ben was quiet.

Shanks said, “What’s on your mind, Vicks?”

The kid sighed. “I blew it, Sam. I really did miss something. It came to me in a dream. I feel like an idiot.”

“If you missed it, I missed it too, which makes me a double idiot.” Sam sipped coffee. “Tell me.”

“Ellen was abducted on June twenty-second. That’s a day away from the summer solstice.”

Shanks stared at him for a moment. “You’re right. Katie Doogan was abducted in the wintertime. There was snow on the ground.”

“Up here in the mountains there was snow on the ground, but not in Albuquerque. According to the calendar, it was spring. Near the vernal equinox—March twenty-first. The summer solstice is usually on June twentieth or the twenty-first. Me, being a stickler for dates, didn’t even think about those dates. Then I read the chart and we talked about Katie Doogan and I thought a little bit more. And then it hit me.”

Shanks buried his head in his hands. “I’ll check it out. See if we have other homicides that take place on these … earth days.” A sigh. “Trouble is we might pull up quite a few incidents on those days, Ben. The dates are ripe for satanic rituals.”

“Right.” The kid threw his head back. “I didn’t think of that.”

“So … what do you think about the murder being done by a satanic cult?”

“If it was a cult, it wasn’t your typical teenage satanic ritual. My sister’s grave was way too neat and organized for a bunch of tweaking adolescents. But that doesn’t change what I told you. I think the murderer liked those dates—earth days as you call them.”

Shanks nodded. “I’ll post a bulletin and send it out to other police departments. See if anything comes in.”

“Thank you.”

Shanks eyed him suspiciously. “Do you have anything else to tell me?”

“No,” Ben said. Too quickly. “If I come up with anything else that looks good, I’ll let you know.”

“What do you mean if you come up with anything else?”

The kid stood up. “I don’t want to waste your time. I tell you things I think are important. Thanks for taking me seriously.”

“Ben, I always take you seriously.”

“I aggravate you.”

“And that’s proof that I take you seriously. It would be much easier if I could blow you off.” Shanks eyed him. “Where are you going next year?”

“Going?”

“For college?”

“Oh. Probably UNM. Maybe St. John’s.”

“The college where you read the classics?”

“I do know how to read.”

“Don’t you have, like, a perfect grade point average? Why aren’t you thinking about other schools like the big ones?”

“Not interested.”

“Ben, it’s a big world. Experience it. If you don’t like what you see, you can always come back.”

He stood up. “I’d better get going.”

Shanks stood as well. “Eat something.”

“Going home for dinner right now.”

When the teen held out his hand, Shanks drew him into a bear hug. The kid resisted, and then melted. “Keep that great brain working in fine order, okay?”

“Sometimes I wish I could turn it off,” Ben told him.

“It can be done, kiddo. That’s why God invented streaming.”

AT DINNER THAT night, Ben witnessed a cheerless meal for the thousandth time. He could set his watch to it: twenty minutes for gulping down the food that no one really tasted. Though Mom always offered, no one ever wanted dessert. Afterward everyone retreated to their own private spaces. After he polished off his homework, Ben began his real work in earnest—checking the current police cases, specifically homicide cases, that were available online. He’d enter in facts and figures, trying to make sense out of meaningless deaths. Sometimes he was able to hack into actual files, sorting through postmortem photographs, witnessing gray faces and expressionless eyes. That he missed those earth dates, as Shanks had called them, for so long ate at him like battery acid. It gave him a little insight into the frustrations of a detective.

At around eleven, Ben closed his laptop. He had no desire to go to a high school football game, but there were other people in his life. He went to Haley’s room and knocked on the door.

“It’s open.”

Haley was on the computer. She looked so young and vulnerable, wearing Santa Claus pajamas and with fuzzy slippers on her feet. She had pulled her curls into a ponytail. Ben said, “What are you looking at?”

“Milquetoast is coming to Sandia in February. Tickets go on sale Friday at midnight.”

“Do tell.” Silence. Ben said, “If you bag them, would you like a ride?”

“Yes.” Haley jumped up and kissed his cheek. “Can you take—”

“Yes, I can take Lilly too.”

“You’re the best.”

“Nonsense. I am nothing but an Uber, but that’s what big brothers do.” He paused. “Speaking about big brothers, would you like me to take you and Lilly to the kickoff game on Friday?”

“O! M! G! That would be amazing! I wanted to go but was afraid to ask you because I know how you feel about football.”

“Not all football, just high school football, specifically my high school.”

“You’re weird, but wonderful. Lilly was working up the courage to ask her mom if she could go. You know how protective her mom is. But if you go, she’ll be cool with that. Just don’t hang around once we get there.”

“Okay, now I’m getting a little insulted.”

She kissed his cheek. “I’m going to call Lilly now. You can leave. Thanks, Vicks.”

“It’s Ben.”

“I know your name. No one calls you Ben. Why is that?”

“I really don’t know. Lots of guys are called by their last name. I guess ‘Vicksburg’ is too long. ‘Benjamin Vicksburg’ is way too long. Every time I fill in my name for a standardized test, I run out of little boxes. Mom must have been on crack. I heard you made friends with the new kid.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“From the new girl, Ro. She’s a friendly person like you are. What’s the kid’s name?”

“Griffen … he’s actually okay.”

“Cute?” When Haley didn’t answer, Ben said, “His sister’s cute.”

“No, she’s gorgeous. You two are friends, then?”

“Haley, I do not have friends. You know that.”

“I know.” A pause. “Don’t you ever get lonely?”

“Sure, but lonely isn’t the same as solitude.” He looked at her cat clock with its swinging tail. “You should go to bed.”

“I’m old enough to determine my bedtime.”

“Yes, you are. But you’re still too young to drive. In a few years, that’ll all be gone and I’ll no longer serve any purpose for you. I’ll just be that weird math guy who lives in his head.”

BEN WAS IN somewhat of a good mood, which, in and of itself, was unsettling. He walked up to Ro, who was at her locker, and tried out a smile. It was a strange sensation. “You talked me into it. I am bringing the girls to the kickoff game.”

“Great.” Her own smile was forced.

He said, “Or is that not a good idea?”

“No, it’s great that you’re coming.”

She was clearly bothered. He said, “Are you pissed or something?”

“You’re gonna think it’s silly.” Ben waited. She said, “They just posted the spots on cheerleading for this year. I made it. Varsity.”

“Wow. I know that’s fiercely competitive. Congratulations.”

She said, “I didn’t make captain.”

“Okay.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”

“See, that’s why I didn’t want to tell you.” She stomped off.

“What’d I …?” He had to jog a few steps to catch up with her. “I said sorry.”

“You think I’m acting like a spoiled brat.” She stopped walking and clamped her fingers on to his arm. “Don’t deny it. If you deny it, I’ll know you’re a first-class phony like I am and I’ll never speak to you again.”

“You’re not a phony.”

“Of course I’m a phony. I am the premier phony. I went up to Shannon and congratulated her like I was all excited and happy and all I could think was, How did this happen? I did, like, way better than she did.” Her eyes welled up with tears.

Ben was stunned. Even living with Haley, he had absolutely no understanding of girls. “Jeez, Ro.”

“See! That’s the ‘you’re a spoiled brat’ look. Don’t deny it.”

Again, she stomped off. Ben followed her. “It’s just that you come in here like gangbusters, snagging the alpha dog. You make the varsity squad, which is unheard of for a newcomer. What I’m really thinking is, how about a little deference for the homegirls, you know?”

“I can’t help the way I feel. Oh God, that’s Shannon. Don’t say anything.”

“I’ll catch up with you later,” he said.

But again Ro grabbed his arm with a firm grip. “Hey, Shannon. Congrats.”

“Thanks. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“You can talk in front of Vicks. It’s just Vicks.”

“Plain old Vicks,” he said.

Ro nudged him. “What is it?”

“I just don’t want you to be upset.”

“Me?” Ro pointed to herself. “Why would I be upset?”

“Because you were obviously better than I was and the only reason I made captain is because, like, I live here. I mean, you live here too, but you just came to the school. I got the spot because I … you know.”

“You did great. You deserve it.”

“No, I don’t. I wasn’t half as good as you. I do have eyes.”

“Look, we’re a team—”

“There’s no ‘I’ in team,” Ben said.

Ro elbowed him again. “C’mon. Stop talking nonsense. You deserve it, Shannon. Honestly.”

“No, I don’t. But thanks for saying that.” She was still reticent. “So you don’t think JD is mad?”

“No. Why should he be mad?”

“Because you’re his girlfriend and all …”

Said wistfully, Ben noted. Shannon used to be JD’s girlfriend. When Ro came, she was relegated to Ron Weekly—a first-class jerk—and the number two spot. But if she harbored any ill will toward Ro, she was masking it well.

Ro said, “I’m sure JD doesn’t care at all.”

“Okay. Good.” Shannon smiled. “Practice every day after school. We’ve got four days before Friday’s game.”

“I’ll be there.” Ro saluted. “I’ve got a few things to work out with Vicks. See ya.”

“See ya.” Shannon cartwheeled down the hallway then jogged away.

Ro zeroed in on Ben. “Don’t say anything, okay. Just listen. I know what I am. I’m competitive, but I also want to be popular. Why is that important to me? I have no idea, but it is. I’m a mass of insecurities.”

Ben started to say something, but instead just laughed. “You’re nothing if not honest.”

She shrugged. “I like talking to you.”

“That won’t get you far in the popularity department.”

“You know, I’ve got everyone’s ear here. You’re not as low down on the food chain as you’d like to play yourself.”

“I’m not a freak, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Well, kind of a freak. You’re not on Facebook or Instagram or Reddit.”

“You looked me up?”

“I wanted to friend you.”

“Yeah … I don’t do social media.”

“You’re so busy that you don’t have a minute to catch up with friends?”

He smiled, but said nothing, thinking to himself: What friends?

She smiled back. “Want to watch me at practice after school?”

“I can’t. I have to take Haley and Lilly to Santa Clara Pueblo today. It’s Lilly’s grandfather’s birthday and there’s a big communal celebration.”

“Lilly’s Native American? She looks Chinese.”

“She is half Chinese, half Santa Clara. Both of her parents are senior scientists and work at Los Alamos. The Tafoyas live in River Remez, but Dr. Tafoya has an ancestral home there. I mean, the homes aren’t ancestral but the land is. You can come if you want … to the celebration. It should still be going on way after practice.”

“Where is the Santa Clara pueblo?”

“Thirty-eight miles
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