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Prologue

Fertile, Minnesota

1956

The voices had been with Steve for as long as he could remember. They had been friendly at first. When he was a little kid, living with his divorced mother in a mobile home behind his grandfather’s house on a farm in Minnesota, the voices would tell him stories when it was time for him to take a nap or go to bed, and they’d still be there talking to him when he woke up.

His mother worked as a waitress at the little café in town. She’d be gone in the morning before Steve got out of bed, and she didn’t come home until almost suppertime, so most of the time he was stuck with his grandmother. In the fairy-tale books Steve’s mother read to him at bedtime, Cinderella had an evil stepmother, and so did Snow White. As for Stevie Roper? He had an evil step-grandmother. His mother’s real mother, Grandma Joanie, as Gramps called her, had died of breast cancer while his mom was still in grade school. Grandma Lucille, as Steve was taught to call her, was Gramps’s second wife.

Steve’s mother, Cynthia, and his father, Jackson Roper, had been high school sweethearts. When they learned they were pregnant, they married without either one of them graduating from high school. Grandma Lucille had despised Jackson the first time she saw him, and the fact that Cindy and Jackson “had to get married” hadn’t improved her opinion. Jackson had proved her right by running off with another woman when Steve was less than a year old.

At that point, Grandma Lucille had hit the roof, but Gramps had sprung into action. He had purchased a used mobile home and moved it to a pad on his farm so his daughter and fatherless grandson would have a place to live. Gramps was a good man. He took Steve in hand. He taught the boy how to drive a tractor and how to fish for bullheads in the small lake on his property. He taught him how to carve and how to build things with Tinkertoys and Lincoln Logs and how to fly a kite, and although Steve’s father never paid a dime’s worth of child support, Gramps never said a mean word about him.

Grandma Lucille, on the other hand, had plenty to say about Jackson Roper and about Steve too. As far as she was concerned, Jackson was a no-good, worthless punk. She was forever telling Steve that he was “the devil’s spawn.” If spawn were baby fish, did that mean Steve’s dad was also the devil?

Most of the other kids had mothers and grandmothers who wore housedresses or maybe capris. Not Grandma Lucille. Except for church on Sunday—which she never missed—she wore Oshkosh overalls and a pair of lace-up boots. That’s what she wore at home and that’s what she wore to the post office or grocery store. Kids at school, mostly the boys, teased Steve, saying that his grandmother wore GI boots. Unfortunately, it was undeniably true.

Grandma Lucille was old-school. She believed that children in general and Steve in particular should be seen but not heard. Nor did she subscribe to sparing the rod and spoiling the child. In that regard she preferred using a flyswatter rather than a rod. And she told him more than once that if he didn’t behave himself, she was going to snap his head right off.

Steve believed Grandma Lucille on that score. She raised chickens—not only for the eggs but also for food. She could snap a rooster’s neck and chop his head off in the blink of an eye.

What all that really meant was that whatever time Steve had to spend with her—from when the school bus dropped him off until his mother got home—was absolute hell. But then, as soon as Gramps came in or his mother got home, Grandma Lucille did a complete about-face. The mean looks and disparaging words vanished, and suddenly she was nothing but sweetness and light.

But all along, Steve’s voices kept talking. They told him stories about a magic owl named Hoot who watched over him day and night. The eagle he called King Kong also kept an eye on Steve and spoke to him from time to time, telling him things he needed to know. That’s how Steve learned that a dog named Charlie, who lived on a neighboring farm, was really a werewolf in disguise and not a bluetick hound. Some of the voices were smarter than others, and they bickered a lot among themselves, but the thing they all agreed on was that Grandma Lucille was a witch and had to go.

Grandma Lucille had told Steve often that he was dumb as a stump, but he was smart enough to know that if he was going to get rid of her, he had to make it happen without being caught.

Gramps’s place was an old-fashioned farmhouse with a fenced yard all around it. A sunporch had been tacked onto the front of the house, and a short set of six steps with banisters on either side led up from a concrete walkway to the front door.

One day, when Steve was eleven, knowing that Gramps was in town having his tractor fixed, instead of going directly into the house after getting home from school, he stopped by Gramps’s toolshed. Once inside, he opened Gramps’s tackle box, removed a spool of fishing line, and then used his pocketknife to cut off an appropriate length of fishing string. Back at the house, he secured both ends of the fishing line between the two topmost porch banisters at what he estimated to be ankle height.

Grandma Lucille didn’t like most animals—she especially didn’t like dogs—but she was fond of an outdoor cat who lived in their barn, one she referred to as Kitty. Once the string was fastened in place, Steve dashed into the house calling, “Grandma, Grandma, come quick. Kitty’s been hurt. I think a raccoon must’ve got him!”

“Where is he?”

“In the barn.”

Steve rushed back outside and down the steps, carefully clearing the fishing line on his way. Once on the ground, he turned back in time to see the top of Grandma Lucille’s boot catch on the fishing line. For a moment, she faltered, grabbing for the handrail, but she couldn’t catch herself. She tumbled headlong to the ground six steps below. She landed face down on the walkway and then lay there without moving. Steve stepped closer, staring at her long enough to see a pool of blood ooze out from under her head and onto the sidewalk. Before he did anything more, Steve hurried back to the steps, where he removed the fishing line and dropped it among the ashes in the bottom of Grandma Lucille’s burning barrel.

When he returned to check on her, she still hadn’t moved. The pool of blood had widened by then, and he watched in fascination as it gradually spread across the paved walkway and seeped into the grass. That was when Steve realized this was a moment he would always remember. It was also when he spotted the gold band of her wedding ring blinking up at him in the afternoon sunlight. Pulling the damned thing off wasn’t easy, but finally it came loose. Then, after slipping the ring into the pocket of his jeans, Steve dashed up the stairs and into the house. He ran to the kitchen where he grabbed the receiver off the wall phone.

“Number please,” the operator said.

“I need help,” Steve said breathlessly.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s my grandma,” he said. “She must’ve fallen off the front steps. She’s hurt real bad and bleeding like crazy.”

“Is she breathing?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where are you?”

He gave her the address.

“What’s your name?”

“It’s Roper—Steve Roper.”

“All right,” the operator said. “I’m contacting the sheriff’s department right now. It was smart of you to call for help.”

Steve went back outside and rode his bike out to the county road so he could wave down the cops when they arrived twenty minutes later. A lone deputy showed up first followed by a speeding ambulance. The deputy checked Grandma Lucille’s wrist for a pulse and then shook his head at the arriving ambulance attendant. Then he stood up and walked over to Steve.

“I’m Deputy Dan Hogan with the Polk County Sheriff’s Department,” he said. “You’re the one who called it in?”

Steve nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“Steve Roper.”

“What happened?”

Steve shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. When I came home from school she was just lying there. Is she going to be okay?”

The deputy shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Steve.”

“You mean she’s dead?”

The deputy nodded.

Steve knew he couldn’t show what he was really feeling. That would give the game away. So he dropped heavily to the ground where he buried his face in his hands. “That’s awful,” he mumbled.

“Yes, it is,” the deputy said, pulling out a small notebook. “Who all lives here?”

“Grandpa and her live in the house. Mom and I live in the trailer out back.”

“Where are they now?”

“Mom’s still at work. She’s a waitress at the Country Inn in Fertile. Grandpa’s in town getting his tractor fixed. Grandma looks after me once school gets out until Mom gets home.”

“Your grandpa’s Orson Hawkins?”

Steve nodded.

“And the tractor’s being fixed where—Cooper’s Tractor Repair in Fertile?”

Steve nodded again.

Deputy Hogan closed his notebook. “Okay, Steve,” he said. “Why don’t you come have a seat in my patrol car while I see what I can do to get ahold of your folks.”

What happened after that was a flurry of activity. For a while, cops were all over the place. Detectives came, and so did the coroner. After that Deputy Hogan took Steve to the sheriff’s office in town where they had him tell his story again and again. Eventually they took his shoes away because they wanted to see if the soles matched the bloody footprints they had found in the kitchen.

Finally, Mom and Steve were able to go back to their mobile, but Gramps, after being questioned by the detective, had to stay in a motel in town for almost a week because his house was considered a crime scene. But much later, that first night, Steve’s mother came into his room to tell him good night.

“Are you sorry she’s gone?” Steve asked.

His mother sighed. “Not really,” she said. “I never liked her much, but I’d never say that to Gramps. She was good to him. Now go to sleep. I’m going outside to have a smoke.”

That had been one of Grandma Lucille’s rules—no smoking inside the house. Steve’s mother smoked like a fiend. Her brand was Lucky Strikes. Gramps smoked cigars—Montecristos. After supper in the evenings, the two of them would sit outside on the steps or, in the winter, on the sunporch to enjoy their smokes. And every year without fail, for Christmas, Steve’s mother had given Gramps a box of Montecristo cigars.

The year Steve turned five, Gramps had handed him one of his empty cigar boxes. “Every little boy should have one of these,” Gramps had said.

“How come?” Steve had asked.

“To hold your treasures,” Gramps had answered.

“What are treasures?”

“The things you want to keep forever.”

That’s exactly how Steve used it.

Sitting in the bottom drawer of his dresser, it held his pocketknife, the hook he used to catch his first fish, some marbles he’d won at school, a lucky rabbit’s foot, a Ten Commandments bookmark from bible school, and a feather taken after shooting his first-ever pheasant. That night, after his mother went outside to smoke her cigarette, Steve dug Grandma Lucille’s wedding ring out of his jeans, stuck it on the rabbit’s foot, and put them both in his cigar box.

On the day of Grandma Lucille’s funeral, Gramps was really upset because he suddenly noticed that her wedding ring had gone missing. When the cops gave him an envelope with her things in it and the ring wasn’t there, Gramps hit the roof. He blamed all kinds of people, from the ambulance attendant to the first deputy who had arrived on the scene.

“Just because they’re cops doesn’t make them saints,” he had growled.

At the funeral, one person after another stood up in the First Lutheran Church of Fertile and said what a wonderful, hardworking, God-fearing woman Grandma Lucille had been. Steve didn’t say a word. He just sat there, doing his best to look both sad and respectful.

After that things at home were challenging for a while. From what Steve was able to overhear, at first the cops seemed to think that Gramps had been responsible for Grandma Lucille’s death because she’d had some life insurance, and he was the only beneficiary. However, Mr. Cooper at the tractor repair shop gave Gramps an airtight alibi, saying he’d shown up with the tractor on a trailer bright and early that morning and had stayed there all day until the deputy called to say Gramps needed to come straight to the hospital.

Eventually Lucille Hawkins’s death was declared an accident. A few months later, the insurance money came through. Gramps used that to finish paying off the mortgage on his farm and began buying up some of his neighbors’ properties as well. After that, as far as Steve and his mother were concerned, everything changed for the better. Steve and his mom moved into the house to live with Gramps, while the new hired hand, brought in to help Gramps with the chores, ended up living in the mobile home.

Naturally Steve never talked about what had happened with anyone—other than Hoot or King Kong, and occasionally with Casper, Steve’s very own friendly ghost. And although that was the first time Stephen Roper got away with murder, it certainly wasn’t the last.




Chapter 1

Bisbee, Arizona

Thursday, November 9, 2023

As Sheriff Joanna Brady pressed the ignition button on her Ford Interceptor, her husband, Butch Dixon, leaned in through her open window. “Do you have everything you need?”

“I do now, thanks,” she answered. As she’d headed for the garage, she had left her freshly cleaned dress uniform, still in its plastic bag, hanging on the doorknob in the laundry room. It would have been there still had Butch not spotted it and carried it to the car.

“Drive carefully,” Butch said, giving her a peck on the cheek, “and be sure to tell Jenny I’m proud as punch.”

“Will do,” Joanna said, putting the SUV in reverse. Butch was still there waving as the garage door slid shut behind her.

Leaving the ranch, she turned first onto High Lonesome Road and then Double Adobe Road before reaching Highway 80. Her office at the Cochise County Sheriff’s Department was just a few miles ahead. She had intended to drive straight by her office, but with the situation at the jail currently such a powder keg, at the last moment, she turned off, pulled into her reserved spot on the far side of the building, and stepped inside through her private entrance.

When she walked through her office and into the waiting room outside, Kristin Gregovich, her secretary, looked up in surprise. “What are you doing here?” she asked. “I thought you were on your way to Peoria.”

“I am,” Joanna replied, “but I wanted to stop by and see how things are.”

“All right so far as I can tell,” Kristin answered.

“Where’s Tom?”

Tom Hadlock was Joanna’s chief deputy.

“Where do you think?”

“The jail?” Joanna asked.

“Where else?” Kristin said with a sigh.

Aware that she was out of uniform, Joanna made her way through the series of security doors that led into the jail’s interior. Growing up, she’d loved watching reruns of the Andy Griffith show. When she’d first been elected sheriff, the Cochise County Jail resembled the one in Mayberry where even the town drunk had been treated like visiting royalty. Back then, the jail had been a bit on the casual side and generally filled with a collection of locally well-known but minor offenders—ones charged with DUIs, drunk and disorderly, domestic violence, speeding, driving without a license, etc.—who came and went on a regular basis. Those original frequent fliers had usually been held for a matter of days or weeks at the most.

Over time, all that had changed. Chaos along the Mexican border had brought a whole new world of criminal activity to Cochise County. Now, in terms of inmates, the county jail resembled a regular prison. Offenders who had been arrested for various kinds of smuggling and drug offenses and who were unable to post bail were having to be housed for months or even years while awaiting trial. That meant the jail was usually filled to capacity and beyond. In fact, the situation had become so precarious that several months earlier Joanna had been forced to make arrangements for all jail personnel to wear body cams while on duty.

Two months earlier, one of her patrol deputies had spotted a vehicle that had been cosmetically altered to resemble a UPS van speeding northbound on Central Highway just outside Elfrida. When the officer gave chase, the driver of the van had opened fire. The pursuing officer had radioed for help, but realizing he was mostly on his own, he had finally resorted to shooting out one of the rear tires of the speeding vehicle, causing the driver to lose control. The van had lurched off the highway, plowed into an irrigation ditch, and then rolled three times before coming to a stop.

The driver, who had been wearing a seat belt, walked away from the incident without a scratch and was taken into custody. Unfortunately none of the twenty-three illegal immigrants crammed into the back of the van had had seats, much less seat belts. Five of the passengers died at the scene. Four more later succumbed to their injuries. EMTs and law enforcement officers from all over the area, and even as far away as Lordsburg, New Mexico, had responded to the carnage. Joanna herself had shown up on the scene, doing her best to comfort the less seriously injured who, after being triaged, had to wait their turn while medics responded to those with life-threatening injuries.

The driver, one Antonio Rodriguez-Otero, an illegal immigrant with no valid driver’s license, was now being held in the Cochise County Jail, charged with nine counts of felony vehicular homicide, one count of assaulting a police officer, and one count of driving a stolen vehicle. Since he was an obvious flight risk, no bail had been offered, and he had waived his right to a speedy trial. In other words, there was no telling how long he would continue to languish in Joanna’s lockup before his court date.

Unfortunately, Antonio was anything but your ordinary, man-on-the-street kind of illegal immigrant. He was a hardened criminal and a full-fledged member of the Sinaloa Cartel, and someone who much preferred his own company to anyone else’s. Whenever he was allowed to mingle with the general population, he’d pull some stunt to land himself in solitary confinement. Two weeks ago, he had used a fork to attack another inmate standing in line in the mess hall.

With Mr. Rodriguez-Otero pretty much permanently ensconced in the jail’s only solitary-confinement cell, Joanna had been forced to embark on carving out spaces for two more solitary units from an area that had once held a total of ten inmates. The process of obtaining permits for electrical and plumbing for the jail remodel was a bureaucratic nightmare. Not only that, with overcrowding now that much worse, tempers among the inmates were at a boiling point.

After two near riots the week before, Joanna had finally asked the governor for help. Seven members of the Arizona National Guard had been dispatched to the Cochise County jail to help maintain order.

That morning Joanna found Tom Hadlock in the jail’s administration office where he was huddled with the new jail commander, Terry Gregovich. For years Terry, Kristin’s husband, had served as the department’s K-9 officer. Once his knees gave out and he could no longer keep up with his dog, Mojo, Joanna had brought both man and beast inside. With everything that was going on, having a jail commander with a trained K-9 assistant at his side seemed like a good idea.

“Hey, guys,” Joanna said, letting herself into the room. “How’s it going, Mojo?”

The dog thumped his tail but didn’t raise his head.

“You’ll notice she didn’t ask either of us how it’s going,” Tom grumbled to Terry.

“How is it going?”

“We made it through breakfast without any incidents,” Terry reported. “I guess that’s something.”

“How are the National Guard guys working out?” Joanna asked.

“Fairly well,” Terry said. “Two of them speak fluent Spanish, so that’s a help, and our regular guys who’ve been having to work double shifts really appreciate having a little breathing space.”

“What are you doing here?” Tom asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be on your way to Peoria for Jenny’s graduation?”

“I am,” Joanna replied. “I just wanted to stop by to see how things were.”

“For right now, we’ve got it covered. The construction crew is due any day to start digging the trenches for the new water and power lines. Listening to a jackhammer all day will probably put everybody’s teeth on edge.”

“In that case, I’m glad I won’t have to be here to listen to the racket. So I’ll head out then.”

“And I’ll come with you,” Tom said.

As they walked back through the security doors, Tom was shaking his head. “I remember when Jenny was just a cute little towheaded kid with her hair in braids. It seems impossible that she’s already old enough to be graduating from the police academy.”

“Time flies, Tom,” Joanna said. “I can barely believe it myself.”

“Tell her congrats from me,” Tom said. “It’s a crying shame she couldn’t come work here instead of signing up with Pima County.”

“Nepotism and all that,” Joanna told him with a smile. “Having her on the job here would never have worked.”

Minutes later, Joanna was back in the car and underway. On this bright November day, as she drove through the Mule Mountain Tunnel at the top of the Divide, she looked forward to the flash of bright blue sky that she knew would await her on the far side. On sunny days like this, it was always there, seemingly with a promise of good things to come. In this instance, with Jenny’s graduation ceremony scheduled for ten a.m. on Friday morning, good things really were in the offing.

Years earlier, the first time Joanna had made the two-hundred-mile trip from Bisbee to the Arizona Police Officer Academy in Peoria, northwest of Phoenix, things had been far different. As a recently widowed single mom who had just been elected sheriff, she’d had no idea that her stay at the academy would mark the beginning of a whole new life.

Now, with Jenny taking the same course, Joanna’s daughter was on track to become the fourth law enforcement officer in the family, following in the footsteps of her maternal grandfather, Cochise County Sheriff D.H. Lathrop; her father, Deputy Andrew Brady; and now her mother, Joanna, too. Although this wasn’t an outcome Joanna had ever expected, she was proud of it all the same. She was especially proud that, as an APOA graduate herself, she had not only been invited to speak at the graduation ceremony, she would also be there to pin Jenny’s badge on her brand-new Pima County Sheriff’s Department uniform.

Joanna had been driving for some time, and the miles had been rolling by, so she was on the bridge crossing the San Pedro in St. David when her thoughts stalled on the word graduation, because her graduation from APOA had been Joanna Brady’s one and only.

By the middle of the second semester of Joanna’s senior year at Bisbee High School, she was already a married woman with a baby bump that was becoming more obvious by the day. Late in April she had received a letter from the superintendent of schools, notifying her that “due to her delicate condition” she wouldn’t be allowed to participate in any of the high school ending ceremonies—class night, baccalaureate, or graduation.

Incensed, Joanna had wanted to fight the administration’s decision and had gone to her mother for help, insisting that nothing would show under her cap and gown anyway. Unsurprisingly, Eleanor Lathrop had sided with the superintendent of schools. As a consequence, Joanna’s high school career had ended with none of the customary rites of passage enjoyed by her classmates, and her diploma had come to her in the mail a week after everyone else received theirs.

As a result, when Jenny had graduated from Northern Arizona University a year and a half earlier, it had been cause for a joyous celebration. The entire family—Joanna, Butch, and Jenny’s half-siblings, Dennis and Sage—had all been in attendance at the J. Lawrence Walkup Skydome in Flagstaff to watch Jenny walk across the stage and receive her bachelor of science degree in criminology and criminal justice. After that she’d been offered a coveted yearlong paid internship with MMIV—the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Victims—Task Force based in Denver.

When it came time for her to apply for a job with the Pima County Sheriff’s Department, she’d already had a whole year of law enforcement experience under her belt. It also helped that, while still at NAU, she’d been instrumental in helping solve a long-cold homicide case that had originated in Tucson. All of which meant that, unlike her mother, Jennifer Ann Brady was coming into her law enforcement career with a running start.

Butch and Joanna had decided that Jenny’s graduation ceremony from APOA would be all about her. Not wanting Dennis and Sage to be a distraction, they had ruled out removing the younger kids from school for the occasion. That meant this trip was strictly a mother/daughter event. Tonight she and Jenny would have a quiet dinner together at the hotel. Tomorrow would be another story. By then it would be a full crowd. Jenny’s steady boyfriend, Nick Saunders, would be in attendance as would his mother and her new husband.

Originally Nick had planned to attend veterinary school in Washington State, but once his widowed mother had remarried and the couple had moved from Utah to Arizona, Nick had changed his mind. He was now in his second year of a three-year program at the University of Arizona in Tucson. After finishing her stint with MMIV in Denver, Jenny had focused her job search in Tucson, where she and Nick now shared an apartment. Since they weren’t even officially engaged, Joanna wasn’t exactly thrilled with that arrangement, but considering her own premarital track record, she kept her mouth shut.

Yes, tonight it would be just the two of them—Joanna and Jenny, mother and daughter. For that Sheriff Joanna Brady was extremely grateful.




Chapter 2

Peoria, Arizona

Thursday, November 9, 2023

Joanna had timed her arrival at the Hohokam Hotel so she’d pull up at the front entrance just in time for her three p.m. check-in. As she followed the GPS directions off I-17, she had been stunned by all the changes. At the time she’d attended APOA, the Hohokam had been the only high-rise game in town. That was no longer the case. Another hotel property covered the block where Butch Dixon’s Roundhouse Bar and Grill had once stood, because not only had her time at the academy marked the beginning of her long career in law enforcement, it had also been the start of her relationship with Butch.

Butch’s restaurant had been the nearest watering hole for APOA attendees. While there, she and Butch had met and hit it off. Later on Butch had used the proceeds from selling his restaurant to build the enviro-friendly hay-bale ranch house where they now lived, having left behind the old farmhouse-style home on High Lonesome Ranch where Andy, Joanna’s first husband, had grown up and where Joanna and Jenny had lived after his death. So for Joanna, in many ways, this trip meant revisiting memories from a time that had marked a huge turning point in her life.

Her dinner reservation with Jenny was set for six, so Joanna decided to use the time of relative quiet to work on the remarks she intended to deliver at the graduation ceremony. Many things had changed dramatically since her time at the APOA, and it was difficult to know where to start. Knowing she needed to speak from her heart rather than reading a prepared speech, Joanna spent the next couple of hours putting together a list of the topics she wanted to cover and then saving it in the Notes app on her phone:



How I got here

No Girls Allowed (LeAnn Jessup and me)

Hazing

Shoot/Don’t Shoot

Where we are now

First line of defense



By the time her thoughts were organized, Joanna hit the shower. While putting on her makeup, she couldn’t help but notice that, as time passed, she was beginning to resemble her mother more and more, except for her hair, that is. Joanna had always been a redhead, but now the red was sprinkled with gray—something Eleanor Lathrop Winfield would never have tolerated. The moment her roots began to show, she had been off to see Helen Barco for an emergency dye job. Joanna, on the other hand, regarded each gray sprig as a non-red badge of courage, and she wore all of them with pride.

Thinking she was early, Joanna headed down to the lobby at ten to six only to find Jenny already seated there, waiting. “It was the last day, so they let us go early,” she explained, after giving her mother a hug.

“On good behavior?” Joanna asked.

“I guess,” Jenny agreed.

Joanna asked for a quiet table, so the hostess escorted them to the far side of the restaurant where they had a view of the sparsely populated pool. Once snowbirds arrived in force after Thanksgiving, no doubt the pool would be fully occupied at this time of day.

“You won again,” Jenny observed once they were seated. “Congrats.”

“Thanks,” Joanna said. “Since I was running unopposed except for a nutcase from Kansas Settlement who launched a write-in campaign, winning was pretty much a foregone conclusion.”

“No election night celebration?”

“Yes, but only a small one. You have to thank the volunteers, but when it comes to election night parties, there’s nothing to top the one where Sage decided to make her initial appearance smack in the middle of it.”

“Speaking of my little sister, how was her pizza party?”

“Small but good,” Joanna replied. “Last year she wanted to invite her whole class. Thank heaven, this year it was five girls only, Sage included, but I’m afraid the whole thing was a bit of a letdown.”

“How come?”

“Because she wants to be a barrel racer just like her big sister, and she was hoping for a horse,” Joanna admitted. “She says that since Dennis has Kiddo, she should have a horse of her own, at least one that isn’t blind, but Butch and I talked it over and decided eight is still a bit young.”

When Jenny turned ten, Kiddo, Jenny’s first barrel-racing horse, had been a birthday gift to her from her grandparents, Jim Bob and Eva Lou Brady. Once Maggie, Jenny’s new ride, had entered the picture, Kiddo had been passed along to Dennis while Sage was forced to make do with Spot, a blind mare the family had rescued years earlier.

“What if I gave her Maggie?” Jenny asked.

Maggie had been Jenny’s mount throughout her college barrel-racing career. After graduating from NAU and knowing she’d be in Denver for a yearlong internship with MMIV, Jenny had passed Maggie along to Equine Helpers, a horse therapy organization in Flagstaff that was located at the same ranch facility where she’d boarded Maggie all four years.

Joanna was taken aback. “You’re willing to give her up? Are you sure?”

Jenny nodded. “When Nick discovered that he couldn’t handle participating in rodeos and going to vet school at the same time, he did the same thing with Dexter. Dex and Maggie are stablemates at Equine Helpers now, but I’m sure they’d let us take them back. After all, Bisbee is a lot closer to Tucson than Flagstaff is, and if both Dexter and Maggie were at High Lonesome, maybe Nick and I could come down and go riding together sometimes too.”

“You’re serious then?” Joanna asked.

Jenny nodded. “I can’t do it for Sage’s birthday, though. I already promised her a late birthday shopping trip in Tucson once I get back home.”

“She’ll love going shopping with you,” Joanna said. “Trying to do that with both Dennis and Sage in tow is like mixing oil and water. It never works. But if you and Nick want Dexter and Maggie to stay with us, I’m sure it will be fine with Butch and me.”

“Let’s think about Christmas then,” Jenny said. “Nick will have some time off then, and he could probably go up to Flag and trailer both horses down to Bisbee.”

“You’re sure he won’t mind?”

“Not at all,” Jenny said. “He misses his Dex as much as I miss Maggie.”

Their waiter showed up just then. They both ordered filet mignons with baked potatoes and crispy Brussels sprouts, accompanied by single glasses of merlot.

Once they were alone again, Joanna steered the conversation back to Jenny’s APOA experience. “How’s it been?” she asked.

Jenny paused before she answered. “Not a walk in the park,” she said finally.

“Hazing?” Joanna asked.

“Some,” Jenny agreed with a nod. “How did you know?”

“Been there, done that,” Joanna replied. “When I was here, there were only two women in our class. I had already been elected sheriff, and LeAnn Jessup was an unapologetic lesbian. That made us both fair game.”

Jenny frowned. “I seem to remember LeAnn. Wasn’t she hurt somehow in all that mess? Whatever happened to her?”

Joanna found it interesting that Jenny had focused on what had happened to LeAnn without mentioning the fact that, as part of “all that mess,” Jenny and one of her friends had been locked away in an abandoned bomb shelter while Joanna had engaged in a fatal shoot-out with their would-be kidnapper. Since Jenny hadn’t made reference to that, neither did Joanna.

“At the time I met her, LeAnn was a new hire with the Arizona Department of Public Safety. Eventually she joined the FBI. The last I heard, she was still in DC working as a criminal profiler.”

“So you both made it through.”

“Yes, we did,” Joanna agreed. Then, after a pause, she asked, “What kind of hazing?”

Jennifer sighed and her expression darkened. “There are a couple of other guys from Pima County in the class. They got everybody to call me CJ, short for Calamity Jenn.”

“Calamity Jenn?” Joanna repeated. “How come?”

“It’s a play on Calamity Jane because of all my years in rodeo, but they also spread the rumor that I was underqualified and only got hired because of my personal connection to Dan Pardee, a close family friend of Sheriff Fellows. They passed that one along to anyone who would listen.”

“Sounds somewhat familiar,” Joanna said. “Try being here as a trainee when you’ve already been elected sheriff but you have zero law enforcement experience.”

“No fun?” Jenny asked.

“Pretty much, but as far as your being underqualified? I’d guess that, after your year of internship with MMIV, the reality is the exact opposite.”

“I learned so much there that it’s amazing,” Jenny said. “Forensics, collecting and handling evidence, DNA profiling, you name it, but I was also incredibly miserable. I cried my eyes out almost every night. If Nick hadn’t talked me down out of my tree time after time, I wouldn’t have lasted a month.”

Joanna was dumbfounded. “That doesn’t sound like you. I’ve never known you to be miserable for even a single day much less for a whole year. How come? What happened?”

“I was the only Anglo,” Jenny answered. “I never knew what it’s like to be a minority, but now I do. Everybody else was Indigenous, and I wasn’t. Anna Rae Green was great. She couldn’t have been nicer. And whenever Dan Pardee was around, he was like a breath of fresh air, but most of the people I interacted with on a daily basis—the lab techs, the clerks, the secretaries? They seemed to resent me and made me feel like an unwelcome interloper.”

“Which only goes to show that prejudice works in both directions,” Joanna observed. “But you know what? I’m guessing having that kind of experience in your background is going to serve you in good stead as a law enforcement officer, especially when you’re dealing with people who’ve had that same kind of treatment at the hands of people who look like you.”

“Maybe,” Jenny said, after a moment. “I hope so.”

Their food came. The room was filling up with other APOA attendees who were celebrating graduation with their families before the fact rather than after.

“Given all that,” Joanna said eventually, “you’re probably not thrilled at the idea that I’m tomorrow’s guest speaker.”

“That’s not a problem,” Jenny said. “Aside from the guys from Pima County, I probably won’t run into any of my other classmates ever again.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Joanna told her. “Once you’re a full-fledged member of the thin blue line, you’ll discover that world is a lot smaller than you think.”

After that their conversation moved to less stressful topics—about Nick and Jenny’s relatively new apartment on River Road and making tentative plans for the upcoming holidays, which would have to be built around Jenny’s schedule. As a newly hired deputy, it was unlikely she’d have much time off when it came to the actual holidays themselves.

Once dinner was over and as they were leaving the dining room, Joanna noticed that on their way, Jenny went to the trouble of introducing her to some of her fellow students while bypassing others.

Back in her room, Joanna called Butch to check in, before turning on the TV set to watch that evening’s episodes of Law and Order. When it was time to plug her phone into the charger, she did a quick search on Google. Then she added one more item to the outline notes for her speech: Calamity Jane.

Joanna awakened the next morning with a terrible case of nerves. Over the years, she had delivered countless campaign speeches, so she was no stranger to public speaking. The thing is, for each election, the speeches stressed that year’s particular hot button, and once she’d given it a time or two, she’d pretty much had the words memorized. This was different. Graduating from the APOA was the beginning of what might well be a lifetime commitment for some of these trainees, and she wanted her words to be memorable.

Her own APOA graduation certainly had been, but for all the wrong reasons. Two weeks before the end of the session, the class’s lead instructor, Dave Thompson, had been murdered, and LeAnn Jessup had been gravely injured, so much so that she’d had to complete her training at a later time. Consequently, what should have been a joyous graduation had been more of a subdued memorial service than anything else.

Joanna was determined this one would be different.

At twenty after nine, Joanna reported to the new APOA campus. The old one had looked like what it was—a former religious facility. The new one resembled a newly built junior college campus. As she pulled into a visitor parking place, Leonard Wilson, a former FBI agent and the facility’s new director, rolled up in his motorized wheelchair to greet her.

“Welcome, Sheriff Brady,” he said. “I’m guessing this place isn’t quite the same as the one you attended.”

“I’ll say,” Joanna said. “It’s totally different.”

“By the way,” he added. “That daughter of yours is one sharp cookie. You must be very proud.”

“I am that,” she said. “Thank you.”

“And thank you for agreeing to be our guest speaker today. Let’s get you over to the gym for a quick mic check before the doors open at nine thirty.”

Once the sound check was over, Joanna and Wilson remained on the podium as guests began arriving. Those included a collection of police chiefs and sheriffs, including Pima County Sheriff Brian Fellows, who were all in attendance to swear in and pin badges on their newly graduated recruits. When Nick Saunders, his mother, and her new husband turned up and settled in the fifth row back, Joanna sent them a tiny wave.

Finally, at ten o’clock sharp, the cadets themselves filed into the room. All were dressed in the uniforms of their prospective agencies. Once inside, the cadets were seated in the two front rows. Since they were arranged alphabetically, Jennifer Ann Brady was number two in line. That first glimpse of Jenny decked out in her Pima County Sheriff’s Department uniform took Joanna’s breath away.

The program began with an invocation delivered by the chaplain for Phoenix PD and the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance. After that, Director Leonard Wilson, serving as master of ceremonies, introduced Joanna, letting the people in the room know that not only was she the sheriff of Cochise County, she was also an APOA alum and the mother of one of the current graduates. Joanna stepped forward with her phone in hand and the Notes page showing. After placing the phone on the lectern in front of her, she began.

“This isn’t exactly a homecoming for me, because back when I attended APOA, the campus was in a different location. As far as I can tell, this facility is a major step up from the old one, but it’s not just the location that’s different.

“My path here was somewhat different from the one most of you are following. By the time I arrived at the APOA and despite the fact that I had zero law enforcement training in my background, I had already been elected sheriff in Cochise County. At the time of my first husband’s untimely death, he was a deputy sheriff running for office against his then boss whose department was later found to have been riddled with corruption. After Andy was shot to death on his way home from work, some of the people in town launched a write-in campaign to have me elected in his stead. Once that happened and my election was certified, the board of supervisors appointed me to serve out the remainder of my predecessor’s term without waiting until January when I would normally have been sworn into office.

“Because I’d had no law enforcement prior to the election, it didn’t take long for me to mess up. While pursuing a homicide suspect on foot, I made a serious mistake and committed one of law enforcement’s ten most fatal errors, the one often referred to as Tombstone Courage, aka failure to call for backup. My case of Tombstone Courage wasn’t fatal, but within days of learning that tough lesson, I sent myself to APOA so I could be properly trained.

“By studying the two front rows, I can see that out of a class of fifty recruits, a full dozen of you are female. Congrats on that. When I was here, the total number of women was two. I’m incredibly proud to say that one of today’s twelve female graduates happens to be my daughter, Jennifer, known to some of you as Calamity Jenn.”

At that point, several grins and knowing nods appeared on faces in the two front rows. “I happen to know a little about hazing,” Joanna continued. “I suspect that moniker, a takeoff on Calamity Jane, probably wasn’t meant to be a compliment, but in actual fact it is. The real Calamity Jane, a sharpshooting frontier woman who insisted on wearing men’s clothing, was born Martha Jane Canary. At age fourteen, after the deaths of both her parents, she singlehandedly raised her five younger siblings. And, although she eventually gained fame and fortune while traveling with Wild Bill Hickok’s Wild West Show, she was well known throughout her life for her kindness and compassion.

“As for how I happen to know about hazing? Turns out there was a certain amount of that back when I was here too. Not surprisingly, a lot of it was aimed at the two women who had seemingly ventured into no-girls-allowed territory. By the way, LeAnn Jessup, my sole female classmate, started out working for the Arizona Department of Public Safety, but she’s spent most of her career with the FBI and is currently living in Washington, DC, where she’s one of their criminal profilers.

“But getting back to hazing. I’m assuming you’ve all been through Shoot/Don’t Shoot scenarios, correct?”

That question, too, was answered with knowing nods from everyone in the front two rows and from a number of uniform-wearing members of the general audience as well.

“In my case, on the very first day of class, the director singled me out by calling me up to the front of the room and handing me a revolver—a very heavy one as I recall. I was advised that it was loaded with blanks and then directed to stand in front of a black-and-white TV monitor. I was told that during the course of the upcoming video, I would need to make a decision about whether or not to pull the trigger.

“When the video began, the camera was at chest level on an officer pursuing an armed fleeing offender down a residential street. Suddenly the suspect veered off the sidewalk, through a gate, and up a paved walkway to a front porch where he forced his way inside the residence. Moments after the door to the house slammed shut behind him, it opened again. At that point, both the camera and I were located at the far end of the walkway, but when I caught sight of the weapon in his hand, I realized the gunman was coming back out. Knowing I’d never be able to hit his arm from that distance, I waited with my finger on the trigger, hoping for a body shot, and thank God for that. When the suspect actually stepped out onto the porch, he was holding a baby—a toddler actually—cradled in his left arm. If my revolver had been loaded with real bullets instead of blanks, and if I had pulled the trigger in that moment, the child would have died.

“All these years later, I still have nightmares about that. On those occasions when my dream self makes the wrong decision and the baby dies, I wake up shaking. Over time I’ve learned to not bother trying to go back to sleep after revisiting that scenario. It doesn’t work.

“Unfortunately that situation is one some of you may encounter during the course of your careers in law enforcement—the critical decision to pull the trigger or not pull the trigger, and I pray that if and when one of those incidents comes to pass, each of you will make the right decision.

“In our family, Jennifer is actually third-generation law enforcement. Her grandfather, my father—D.H. Lathrop—served as the sheriff of Cochise County long before I was elected. Andrew Brady, Jenny’s late father, was a deputy sheriff in that same jurisdiction, before being killed in the line of duty. Now I’m the sheriff. However, the situation on the ground has changed drastically since my father’s day.

“Back then and even at the beginning of my years in office, the Cochise County Jail was populated by short-timers—nonviolent offenders who were incarcerated there for a matter of days or weeks rather than for months or years. But that’s not how things are now. Often we’re forced to deal with violent offenders who, with no way to be bonded out, have to be held in our facility for extended periods of time while awaiting trial.

“The most dangerous inmate currently housed in the Cochise County Jail, my jail, is a human trafficker who crashed a speeding vehicle loaded with twenty-three undocumented individuals. Nine of the twenty-three perished—five at the scene and four more after being transported by EMS. The offender is now being held without bond while awaiting trial on nine counts of felony vehicular homicide. Having waived his right to a speedy trial, there’s no telling how long he’ll be there. The problem is, he’s also a violent member of the Sinaloa Cartel and poses a constant danger not only to my jail personnel, but also to his fellow inmates.

“Still, human trafficking is only a small part of the problems that currently plague us. We all know about the death and destruction being visited on grieving families all over the country by drug addictions due to the uncountable doses of fentanyl and heroin that are currently pouring into our country. This may not be a traditional war zone, but it’s a war zone nonetheless. By raising your hand and swearing to serve and protect in any given jurisdiction in the state of Arizona, you’ll also be putting yourself on the front line of that war zone—the thin blue line that is now this country’s first line of defense.

“So thank you for being here today. Thank you for stepping up and agreeing to do this necessary, incredibly challenging but also incredibly rewarding job. And today, please accept both my congratulations along with my profound gratitude to each and every one of you. Well done!”

Finished, Joanna picked up her phone and then returned to her chair to a round of enthusiastic applause. After that, Wilson rolled his chair forward. One at a time, he began calling the official representatives of the various agencies to come forward where they individually swore in that jurisdiction’s graduates. After each new officer repeated his or her oath of office, shiny new badges were pinned on the chests of their impeccably pressed uniforms.

When Pima County Sheriff Brian Fellows wheeled his own chair up the ramp onto the podium, he and Leonard Wilson exchanged small nods of acknowledgment. Then, taking his place center stage, Sheriff Fellows motioned for Joanna to join him. She stood at attention while Jenny and two other recruits, including a guy named Rory Adcock, were called to the podium to swear their oaths of office. When it came time to pin on her daughter’s badge, Joanna’s hands trembled so hard that she barely managed to fasten it. Although she did her best to put on a brave front, as she returned to her seat, she found herself wiping away tears. She tried to pretend she’d just gotten a speck of dust in her eye, but she doubted anyone in the room was fooled.

Like many others gathered there that day, Joanna Brady was now the parent of a rookie police officer. Soon her own beloved child’s life would be on the line right along with everyone else’s.




Chapter 3

Fertile, Minnesota

1958–1961

Once Steve and his mother moved in with Gramps, a miracle happened. From first grade on, Steve was an excellent reader—always in the blue bird reading group rather than red or yellow. When Gramps saw the A+s in reading on Steve’s report cards, he didn’t seem at all surprised.

“You must take after your grandma Joan,” Gramps said. “That woman never had a spare moment when she didn’t have her nose buried in a book.”

As far as Steve knew, Grandma Lucille never read anything—not even the newspaper. A few months after moving into Gramps’s house, when Steve went up to the attic to bring down the Christmas decorations, he discovered a large box filled with books—twenty or so. At dinner that night, after lugging the decorations downstairs, he asked about the books.

“Those belonged to your grandma Joan,” Gramps explained. “When Grandma Lucille moved in, she didn’t approve of having them in the living room, so she boxed ’em up and stored them in the attic.”

“Would it be okay if I brought them down to read them?” Steve asked.

“Sure,” Gramps said. “Why not? All they’re doing now is sitting around in the attic gathering dust.”

Once Steve carried the box downstairs, he found a treasure trove of twenty-six books in all—a dozen Ellery Queens, thirteen Agatha Christies, and a thick one called The Complete Compendium of Sherlock Holmes. On the inside cover of each book, Steve found an inscription that said either Merry Christmas or Happy Birthday to Joanie, Love, Ori. Gramps’s first name was Orson, and that’s what most people called him, including Grandma Lucille, but for Grandma Joan, he’d been Ori, and she’d been Joanie. Reading those inscriptions made Steve feel as though he’d just uncovered a long-hidden family secret.

Of course, Steve read more than just the inscriptions. Using a flashlight under his bedding at night, before Christmas vacation was over, Steve had raced through them all. When school started up again, he did an oral book report on Murder in the Calais Coach. Miss Beach, his seventh-grade teacher, gave him an A, but she took Steve aside and quietly explained the correct pronunciation of Hercule Poirot’s last name.

With all the books, though, and especially with the Sherlock Holmes stories, Steve concentrated on the details, poring over the tiny mistakes killers made that ended up giving them away and helping them get caught. As someone who had gotten away with murder once, not getting caught was Steve’s first priority.

As far as he could tell, most killers were caught because they murdered people they knew—lovers, spouses, family members, or business associates. That meant that, in order to solve the crime, all the investigators had to do was go through the victim’s circle of acquaintances to find the murderer. Given that, it didn’t take long for Steve to realize that he
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