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Prologue




ROCKS RAINED down on him in a steady, deadly barrage, small ones at first; then, gradually, larger. In the beginning, he managed to crawl out of the way, dodging this way and that, scrabbling on his belly with his hands and arms wrapped around his head, protecting it.

Stop, he begged, his voice strangely muffled by the dirt and rocks beneath him. Please stop. I swear Ill never do it again. Never.

But still the brutal rocks kept falling. They smashed into his legs, his arms, the small of his back. He screamed in pain, in agony, but there was no escape, no place to hide.

The attack couldnt have lasted more than five minutes from beginning to end, but for himthe targetit seemed like forever. And it was, because when it was over, he lay partially buried and lifeless on the rock-strewn floor of the hole, with a ten-pound boulder crushing part of his skull.






    
 
One




HAROLD LAMM Patterson squinted through the rain-blurred windshield. Checking for traffic, he pulled his rattletrap International Scout through the gate of the Rocking P Ranch and onto the highway. Pouring rain made it hard to see. Part of the problem was his eyes. Ivy, his daughter, was constantly nagging him about that, and she was probably right. Thank God his ears still worked all right.

At eighty-four, even with his new, thick trifocals, the old peepers werent nearly as good as they used to be. But Harold figured the real problem was the damn wiper blades. The rubber was old, cracked, and frayed. The blades squawked across the windshield, barely making contact and leaving trails of muddy water on the dusty, bug-splattered glass.

In southern Arizona, it seemed like you never noticed that the wipers werent working until you needed them, and when you noticed, you were too busy driving blind to remember. The next time he went into A & A Auto Parts to drink coffee and shoot the breeze with the counterman, Gene Radovich, Harold still wouldnt remember, not if it wasnt raining at the time. It reminded him of the words in that old-time song Maana. No need to fix a leaky roof on such a sunny day? Same difference.

But that particular dayan unseasonably cold early-November morningit was raining like hell. A pelting winter storm had rolled into the Sonoran Desert from the Pacific, filling the normally dry creek beds and swathing the Mule Mountains in a dank gray blanket that was almost as chill as the pall around Harold Pattersons stubborn old heart.

His daughters personal-injury trial was due to start in Cochise County Superior Court first thing tomorrow morningWednesday at nine oclock. Unless he could figure out a way to stop it. Unless he could somehow bluff Holly into agreeing to talk to him. Unless he could work a deal and convince her to call it off.

He had tried to talk to her about it several times since she arrived in town. That ploy hadnt worked. That damn hotshot lawyer of hers had insisted that until Harold came to see her with his hat in his handto say nothing of a settlementit was a straight-out no go. His own daughter refused to see him, wouldnt even tell him where she was staying.

His own daughter. Just thinking about it caused Harolds gnarled, arthritic handshands that had wrung the necks of countless Sunday-dinner chickensto tighten into a similar death grip on the smooth surface of the worn steering wheel. Harold thought about Holly and her damn lawsuit the whole time he guided the wheezing yellow Scout over the rain-swept pavement of Highway 80, up the mountain pass locals called the Divide and then down the winding trail of Tombstone Canyon into Old Bisbee.

Holly had been a Fourth of July baby. He had wanted to call her LindaIndy for short in honor of Independence Day, but Emily wouldnt hear of it. She insisted that if she had daughters, they would be named after their grandmothers favorite Christmas carol, The Holly and the Ivy, regardless of whether or not they arrived any time near December 25. And Holly it was. Would she have been less prickly, Harold sometimes wondered, had she been given a different name?

Holly Patterson had entered the world sandwiched neatly between Bisbees traditional Independence Day Coaster Races and the annual Fourth of July parade down Tombstone Canyon. She was born in the Old Copper Queen Hospitalthe brick one up in Old Bisbee, not the new apricot-colored one down in Warren. It had been a hot, miserable morning. On that pre-air-conditioning summer day, the nurses had left the delivery-room windows wide open in hopes of capturing some faint hint of breeze. Emily had screamed her fool head off. For several hours running. To a poor, anxious, prospective father waiting outside, thats how it had seemed.

Harold remembered the whole morning as vividly as if it were yesterday. Left to his own devices in the waiting room, he had been propelled out of the hospital by his wifes agonized cries. But with the windows open, there was no escape from Emilys frantic shrieks. No one else in the downtown areaonlookers watching the races or waiting for the paradecould escape them, either. The relentless screams echoed off nearby hillsides and reverberated up and down the canyons. People lined up on the sidewalks kept asking each other what in the world were they doing to that poor woman, killing her or what?

Pacing up and down in the small patch of grassy park between the hospital and the building that housed the Phelps Dodge General Office, Harold had wondered the same thing himself. What were they doing to her? And when old Doc Winters finally slipped Emily the spinal that shut her up, Harold had despaired completely. As soon as she grew quiet, he was convinced it was over, that his wife was dead.

Of course, that wasnt the case at all. Emily was fine, and so was the baby. Men dont forget that kind of agony. Women do. Had it been up to him, one child was all they would have had. Ever.

Afterward, holding the beautiful baby in her arms, nursing her, Emily had smiled at him and told him Holly was worth it. Harold wasnt so sure. Not then, not ten years later when Ivy was born, and certainly not now.

Things change. The delivery room where both Holly and Ivy had been born now housed a Sunday-school classroom for the Presbyterian church across the street. A law firmthe biggest one in townnow occupied the lower floor space where the old dispensary and pharmacy had been located. In fact, Burton Kimball, who was Harolds nephew as well as his attorney, kept his offices there. And as for the waspish Holly? Harold shook his head and clenched his jaw. Once more the powerful fingers tightened their viselike grip on the Scouts loosey-goosey steering wheel.

Holly was Holly. Had it been in Harolds power to make her life different, certainly he would have. She had grown up tough, headstrong, and hard to handlea runaway while she was still in high school. Well, she was back in Bisbee now, staying God knows where. He had heard rumors about Holly and that friend of hers tooling around town in somebodys bright red Allant, lording it over whoever saw her. Harold wondered about the car. It might possibly be hers, but Harold doubted it.

If Holly had enough money to buy a car like that, why was she back home, trying to take his ranch away from him? No, if she wasnt dead broke, she had to be close to it. After thirty-four years with no letters, no phone calls, why else would she suddenly come back home to a place she despised? As a precocious sixteen-year-old, Holly had found life on the Rocking P worse than prison. What else but abject poverty could bring her home as a fifty-year-old demanding her fair share of the family fortunes?

Holly was Harolds firstborn daughter. If she had needed help and asked for it, he would have given it to her gladly, regardless of the heartaches and disagreements that might have gone before. But Hollys reappearance had come in the form of a legal attack, mounted by some big-time California attorney who expected Harold to just lie down and play dead. And the attack had been aimed, with pinpoint accuracy, at the one place in Harolds life where he was most vulnerable. And guilty.

Of course, he had denied Hollys allegations. And when the People magazine reporter had shown up at the Rocking P and told him she was doing an article on forgotten memories, Harold had tried to throw her off track without having to tell his side of the story. But the woman was one of those sharp-eyed, sharp-tongued little city women. He couldnt remember now exactly how it was she had phrased the critical question.

He may have mentally misplaced the exact text, but he recalled the reporters meaning well enough. He had wondered if that particular line of questioning had come directly from Holly or from that so-called hypnotherapist of hers, Amy Baxter. The assumption behind the question was the idea that since one daughter had been forced to run away from home in order to avoid sexual abuse, what about the daughter who didnt leave? Was Ivythe stay-at-home, old-maid daughtera willing participant?

The reporter had made a big deal about the fact that Harold and Ivy lived alone together on the Rocking P, as though that in itself was enough to raise suspicions. Harold had exercised incredible restraint in not throwing the woman bodily out of his house. It was no surprise that the resulting article had made Harold sound like some kind of sex-crazed monster whose incestuous relations with his daughters had no doubt ruined both their lives.

The usually even-tempered Ivy had been livid when the article came out, and she had blamed Holly for it. Ivy had wanted Harold to sue, wanted him to have Burton Kimball go after the magazine for defamation of character. Harold had his own good reasons for refusing, but when he did, there had been a huge blowup between him and Ivy. For weeks now, they had barely spoken, doing their chores together around the ranch, but with none of their customary camaraderie. By attempting not to fight with one daughter, Harold had inevitably quarreled with the other.

Determined to solve the problem with the least additional damage to everyone concerned, Harold had put all his hopes in what would happen once Holly came home for the trial. He had thought that somehow he would be able to get his two daughters together in the same room where he would finally, once and for all, put the past to rest. But that hadnt happened.

For the entire week since Holly had been back home in Bisbee, she had insisted that all contact be conducted on a lawyer-to-lawyer basis. Harold hadnt been allowed access to her by telephone, and no one would tell him where she was staying. Well, that was changing today. He had figured out a way to make it happen, a way to bring her around.

Harold was coming to town with what, on the surface, would appear to be an enticing carrot. He was prepared to offer Holly the ultimate prizetotal capitulation. Everything she wanted. For someone like Holly, that should prove irresistible, but there was a stick as well. And when it came to those two things, both carrot and stick, what he had to say would not be discussed on a lawyer-to-lawyer basis. Those were privateto be discussed with his daughters alone. No one else. Once and for all time, he would finally tell both of them the truth.

Surely, once they both knew the truth, he might be able to find some common ground, some avenue for reconciliation. Once he came up with the plan, he had allowed himself to hope it would work. Perhaps if Holly knew all of it, shed call off the trial and her hired attack dogs. Harold Patterson could imagine nothing worse than having to endure the humiliation of a public trial. He could imagine how it would feel to sit in one of those overheated Cochise County courtrooms. The place would be packed with friends and neighbors, people who had known him all his life. He would have to sit there and be stripped bare; would be forced to listen while his daughter recounted the exact nature of his alleged crimes and the horrible things he had supposedly done to her.

The possibility that Holly might really remember caused Harold to squirm on the Scouts sway-backed front seat. Just thinking about it set off a severe ache that started in Harolds breastbone, spread across both shoulders, and arched down his tense forearms. What if she really did remember? What then?

Harold remembered hearing someone say that the truth would set you free. Could it do that for him? Harold doubted it. In this case, truth seemed like some kind of evil genie. Harold worried that once he rubbed the bottled past and set the genie loose in the world, things would never be the same. Telling the truth meant that long-made promises would have to be broken, that the lives of innocent people would be forever changed. But then, innocent people were always being hurt. That was the way the world worked.
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WEARING ONLY her bathrobe and with a towel wrapped around her wet hair, Joanna Brady stood in the kitchen doorway observing her daughter, Jenny. The nine-year-old was halfheartedly trailing a spoon through the cold, partially eaten contents of her cereal bowl.

I thought you said you wanted oatmeal, Joanna snapped irritably. If you dont, fine. Give it to the dogs, but stop playing with it.

The words were barely out of her mouth before Joanna wished she could take them back. Jennifer was eating next to nothing these days, giving her mother yet another cause for worry, something else to add to Joannas own considerable pain.

Im sorry, Joanna apologized quickly, trying to make light of it. I sound just like Grandma Lathrop, dont I?

And it was true. Those were exactly the kinds of things Eleanor Lathrop would have saidhad said, in fact, especially when she herself was hurting. Criticism had always been Eleanors trump card, but why did Joanna have to replay those old tapes now, with her own daughter, when all she really wanted to do was take Jenny in her arms, hold her, and comfort her? Instead of harping, Joanna needed to share her own hurt with Jenny. After all, Joanna Lathrop Brady understood all too well how it felt for a daughter to lose a father. The very same thing had happened to her.

But the pain of being a newly made widow somehow got in the way of consoling her daughter, the newly made orphan.

Joanna had always prided herself on the special relationship she shared with Jenny, but in the six short weeks since a drug-cartel hit man had gunned down Joannas husband, Cochise County sheriffs deputy Andrew Brady, an unfamiliar wall of silence and misunderstanding seemed to have grown up in the Brady household. The once open give-and-take between mother and daughter was now full of uneasy silences punctuated by angry words and occasional bouts of tears.

Without glancing at Joanna, Jenny took her bowl and slipped wordlessly out of the breakfast nook, heading for the back porch. Always interested in a handout, both dogsthe recently adopted Tigger, a comical-looking golden retriever/pit bull mix, and Sadie, a rangy bluetick houndsprang from their usual resting places near the door and rushed to follow.

Joanna removed the towel and shook her red hair loose. She was pouring herself a cup of coffee when Jenny returned to the kitchen sink to rinse her bowl. The childs troubled blue eyes were downcast; she seemed near tears. Long after all trace of food was gone, Jenny continued to rinse her dish. Joanna resisted the urge to tell her to turn off the faucet and not waste water. Once again she attempted to put things right.

Im sorry to be so impatient, she said. The election is today. I guess Im nervous and in a hurry. We need to leave here early enough so I can vote on the way to work.

Jenny turned from the sink to face her mother. Are you going to vote for yourself? she asked.

Vote for myself? Of course. Why do you ask?

Jenny dropped her eyes and shrugged. I dunno. I guess I thought a good sport always votes for the other guy. In games and stuff.

Joanna stepped over to Jenny, held her by the shoulders for a moment, then lifted the childs chin and looked directly into her eyes.

This is something I have to do, Jenny, Joanna said. For us and for your dad. It isnt a game. What if I didnt vote for myself and then ended up losing by a single vote? It wouldnt make sense for me to vote for one of my opponents, now would it?

I guess not, Jenny mumbled, then dodged out of her mothers grasp. Ive got to go get dressed.

As Jenny darted away, Joanna blinked back tears of her own. How could it still be less than two months since Andy died? It seemed much longer, more like a lifetime. How could her entire world have been turned so upside down in so short a time? Ostensibly, not that much had changed. They still lived in the same home, the same cozy Sears bungalow she and Andy had purchased from his parents years earlier. But the house was no longer the same place. Without Andys presence, it was far too quiet, and so was Jenny.

The cheerful, laughing, loving child who had eagerly marched off to tackle third grade the first of Septemberwas no more. Two months later she had been transformed into a subdued, pale husk of her former self. She had turned into a somber miniature adult, living her life inside a hard, brittle shell.

Joannas heart ached with sympathy. She understood what was happening with her daughter, but why did their mutual grief separate them rather than draw them together?

Shaking her head, Joanna retreated to her own room to dress. She stood dispiritedly in front of the closet doora closet from which she had not yet found the heart to banish all trace of Andys clothes. With Andys scent still lingering around her, she tried to decide what she should wear. What was the proper mode of dress for her today? There was no manual of suitable behavior for a sheriffs candidate who was also a recent widow. Not only that, the question of what to wear touched on all the deeper questions as well. Why was she running for office in the first place? Why was she putting herself through all this? Why was she putting Jenny through this?

It had seemed like a good idea at the time, back during and just after Andys funeral when peoples feelings were running high. Friends, neighbors, and even complete strangers from all over the county had urged her to run, encouraged her to take Andys place on the ballot. Back then, even Jennifer had wanted her to do it. And when Joanna had reluctantly agreed, one of the reasons she had done so was the belief that running for office would be something she and Jenny would do togetherwould work toward togethera shared goal that would unite them and help occupy both their time and energy. She had thought it would give them a needed focus and would keep their lives from being constantly centered on Andys death.

But it hadnt worked out that way. Not at all. In fact, as the campaign had heated up, it had become a bone of contention. Jenny had lost interest in the election process almost immediately. She had dragged her feet every step of the way, constantly creating logistical roadblocks of childish whimpering and whining rather than helping.

As for Joanna, even though she had worked hard on both her fathers and Andys separate campaigns for sheriff, in both cases she had been part of the campaigna cog in the wheel, a member of the teamnot the candidate. Doing it all on her own, without Andy there to backstop her, she had found overwhelming.

As the candidate, she had been forced to juggle all the time commitments of electioneeringthe civic meetings, speeches, and doorbellingthat couldnt be delegated to anyone else. Nor could she delegate the complexities of her life as a newly single parent or the demands of a job that was now a sole source of income rather than a shared one. The only good thing about all this was that sometimes when she fell into bed at night, she was too worn out to toss and turn.

At last Joanna chose two hangers and pulled them down from the clothes rod. One hanger held a winter-gray blazer made of a medium-weight wool. On the other was a pearl-gray blouse. She was in the process of laying out the clothes on the bed when the phone rang. Dropping what she was doing, Joanna hurried to answer.

Hello, Eleanor Lathrop said to her daughter. How are we holding up this morning?

Not very well, Joanna thought. She said, Fine, Mother. How are you?

What are you going to wear today?

Funny you should ask, Joanna answered. I was standing here in my underwear wondering that very thing.

Well, wear something nice, Eleanor ordered. I was just watching the news from Tucson. They were talking about you, about how youre the only woman candidate for sheriff in the whole state. They said that if youre elected, youll be breaking new ground. They plan on sending a television crew down here to cover it live.

At the word television, Joanna sank onto the bed. To cover me? she managed.

What about that new gray blazer of yours and that light gray blouse? Eleanor continued. Those would be good. And speaking of which, what are you doing after work?

After work?

I already checked with Helen Barco at Helenes. She could do you right at four.


Mother Joanna began, but Eleanor rolled over the abortive objection.

Now, Joanna, I know you dont believe in going to the beauty shop all that much, but this is television. People all over the state are going to see you. Its important for you to look your very best. Besides, I told Helen its my treat. It isnt every day your daughter gets elected sheriff, you know.

Eleanors initial opposition to Joannas candidacy had gradually changedfirst to grudging acceptance and later to highly committed partisan support. It was one thing for Joanna to tell her mother to go jump in the lake. It was another thing entirely to insult a loyal campaign worker. Only Marianne Maculyea, Joannas campaign coordinator and best friend, had logged more hours on Joannas run for office than her mother, Eleanor Lathrop.

All right, Joanna relented. Four oclock?

Right. Shampoo, blow dry, makeup, and manicure.

Manicure, too?

It wont hurt, Eleanor told her. You might even like it. Now what about Jenny? Is she going to come to the polls-closing party at the convention center or not?

I havent asked her. Its a school night. If she comes at all, she shouldnt stay very late.

Well, Im sure the Bradys would be glad to take her back home with them if she gets too tired. Mark my words, Jim Bob and Eva Lou Brady wont hang around celebrating for very long. Theyre not much on socializing.

That was something of an understatement. Joannas in-laws idea of social intercourse was limited to staying after church long enough for a post-sermon coffee hour once or twice a month or going to a church-sponsored evening potluck.

Ill check on that, Joanna said. She glanced at her watch. Time was flying. Ive gotta go, Mother, she said.

Okay, Eleanor replied, but dont forget to vote. Im on my way to the Get-Out-the-Vote phone bank as soon as I get off the phone here.

When talking on the telephone, Eleanor Lathrop was in her natural elementa situation Joannas campaign manager had wisely utilized to the campaigns very best advantage.

I wont forget, Joanna assured her mother. And thanks for the appointment with Helen. That was very thoughtful of you.

After putting down the phone, Joanna returned to the closet. The gray blazer and blouse were promptly returned to their respective positions on the clothes rod. Out came a navy-blue coatdress, double-breasted with two rows of large gold buttons. She would have preferred the gray blazer, but since that was her mothers first choice, shed be damned if shed wear it.

Joanna was finishing drying her hair when Jenny tapped on the bedroom door. Jenny, already fully dressed and followed by the two dogs, flopped dejectedly on her mothers bed, while the dogs settled on the floor nearby.


That was Grandma Lathrop on the phone, Joanna said. She wanted to know if youre coming to the party tonight, the one uptown.

Do I have to?

Looking past the reflection of her own blue dress in the mirror, Joanna saw that Jenny resembled her blond, blue-eyed father in looks, but in the personality department she definitely took after her mother.

Of course you dont have to, Joanna returned. But you are my daughter, and Id like you to be there.

Even if you lose?

Joanna sat down on the bed to put on her shoes. I dont think well lose, she said, trying to sound far more confident than she felt. Her two opponents, Frank Montoya, the Willcox city marshal, and Al Freeman, the assistant chief of police from Sierra Vista, hadnt cut her any slack. The results of the election were by no means guaranteed.

And even if we do lose, she continued, we have to go to the party anyway. No matter what, we should go there to thank our supporters.

But then, in the brief silence that followed, something from Jennys voiceperhaps a quaver of doubt in the way she spokeregistered tardily on Joannas brain. She turned to her daughter.

You do want us to win, dont you, Jenny?

I guess, Jenny whispered.

Good.

Joanna rose to her feet, pulling the child along with her. For a long moment, they stood there next to the bed in Joannas small bedroom, clinging together in a fierce and mutually protective hug.

Eleanor Lathrop had always claimed to have eyes in the back of her head. Her daughter made no such assertions, so while she and Jenny hugged each other, Joanna didnt see that, behind the childs back, Jennifer Ann Bradys fingers were tightly crossed.

On both hands.
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TRAVELING DOWN Tombstone Canyon, Harold was tempted to drive right by the Canyon Methodist Church. At the last minute he swung into the parking lot. This was, after all, Election Day. From the time he first became eligible, Harolds voting record had been absolutely perfect. He had never missed a single election.

Now, though, with the trial due to start the next day and with Bisbees gossip mills churning out stories about his family troubles on an overtime basis, Harold actually wanted to skip it, to let this relatively unimportant election pass by without his vote. But that would have been perceived as cowardly. Harold Lamm Patterson was no coward.

He doffed his rain-stained Stetson and shook the water off it as he stepped inside the basement social hall of Canyon Methodist Church, the place where his precinct had voted for the last thirty-two years. He had hoped the hall would be fairly empty except for the usual band of election-board workers, but that wasnt the case.

Handed the potential clientele of possibly hungry voters, the enterprising ladies of the United Christian Womens Prayer Fellowship were holding a bake sale. Several of the towns leading female citizens were clustered around a huge coffee urn, chatting and laughing.

None of the women were strangers to Harold, and he did his best to stay out of their way. One in particular, Tottie Galbraith, had cut him dead the last time Harold had encountered her in the post-office lobby. That had been right after the People article. Tottie had almost broken her neck, crashing into the revolving door in her haste to avoid him.

This time, her behavior was somewhat more subtle but no less disapproving. Although she must have glimpsed him out of the corner of her eye, she gave no hint of recognition. Instead, she raised one eyebrow and shifted her position so she could continue standing with her back turned in his direction. Meanwhile, the previously energetic hum of the womens voices dropped to the merest of whispers.

Harold didnt have to hear what they were saying to know they were talking about him. His ears flamed red, but he didnt cut and run. In fact, he thought wryly, anything that kept him from having to speak to Tottie Galbraith couldnt be all bad.

Harold was almost safely past the group when, at the last moment, Marliss Shackleford broke free from the others and came after him, hand extended, lips arranged in a phony but welcoming smile.

Why, Harold Patterson! she exclaimed. How are you managing to hold up through all this, you poor thing?


Fifty years after leaving high school, Marliss had yet to outgrow the gushiness she had learned as a local cheerleader. She had devoted twenty-five years to her lifes workwriting Bisbee Buzzings, a weekly piece that passed for a society column in the Bisbee Bee, the towns barely extant daily newspaper. Marliss Shacklefords enthusiasm at being a large fish in a very small pond remained undimmed.

Fine, Marliss, Harold reassured her. If he couldnt avoid her altogether the best tactic was to get Marliss talking about something else. Im doing just fine, he said. How are the grandkids?

Oh, the twins are just fine. She beamed. So nice of you to ask. Care for some coffee?

No, thanks. I only stopped by to vote. You know how it istoo much to do and not enough time.

Marliss nodded as she fell in step beside him. Isnt that the truth? Hardly enough time to turn around. But I wanted to talk to you all the same, Harold, just to let you know that a lot of us here in town think its a crying shame what Holly is doing. And to her own father yet. Its a crime, if you ask me.

Thank you, Marliss, Harold said, still hoping to shut her up. I surely do appreciate that. But Marliss continued undeterred, without even acknowledging the interruption.

For her to go away all those years and come back now just to raise all kinds of fuss, I dont understand it at all. Not for a minute! Do you?


No, maam, Harold agreed, edging away, trying to reach the relative safety of the table where a stern-faced Barbara Wentworth presided over the list of registered voters. Marliss stuck to him like glue.

I read that whole article in People magazine, she continued. I surely did. I dont see how they can get away with printing such terrible stuff. We used to call it yellow journalism in my day, and thats exactly what it is. After all that wild publicity, where in the world is Judge Moore going to find an impartial jury? I mean, doesnt everybody read People? And as for all the awful things they said about Bisbee in that articleMy goodness, if I were Judge Moore, Id give that girl a swift spanking and send her right back home to California where she belongs.

Marliss seemed able to talk without ever having to pause long enough to draw breath. About the time Harold decided there would be no escape, that he was destined to stand there trapped forever, the Reverend Marianne Maculyea, pastor of Canyon Methodist Church, came to his rescue. Deftly insinuating herself between Marliss and her hapless victim, Marianne took Harolds hand and shook it firmly.

Why, hello there, Harold, Marianne said with a polite, dismissive nod in Marliss Shacklefords direction. Is Ivy here, too?

For a moment, Harold seemed unable to answer. N-no, he stammered finally. I came by myself. I dont know where she is.

And he didnt, either, not for sure. Most likely she was still at the house, but the usually steady Ivy had become unpredictable of late. In fact, she had left the house the night before right after chores, and she hadnt returned until just before sunup. That was something else that was bugging Harold, another bone of contention, and something she had never done before.

Since the big blowup over Holly, Ivy had suddenly taken to coming and going without bothering to tell him where she was going or when shed be back. Of course, since they werent speaking, how could she? This new situation with Ivy reminded Harold of Holly, back when shed been an errant teenager. But Ivy was no teenager. At forty years of age, she hardly needed to ask her fathers permission to do any damn-fool thing she pleased. He saw this latest incident as one more thing to lay at Hollys door.

I see, Marianne said.

Harolds mind had wandered briefly. When he came back to himself, Marianne Maculyea was examining his face so closely that he wondered what she saw there. And when she said, I see, what exactly did she mean? Did this Reverend Maculyea somehow know more about what was really going on out at the Rocking P than Harold wanted her to?

All this trial business must be almost as hard on her as it is on you, Marianne continued. Her voice was kind: sincere and caring where Marliss Shacklefords had been sharp and self-serving.

Harold dropped his gaze and examined his mud-spattered boots. Yes, he allowed reluctantly. I reckon it is.

Marianne reached out and took the old mans hand. You take care of yourself now, Harold. She turned to Marliss and engaged her in some kind of small talk that finally set Harold free to go vote. He quickly planted himself in front of Barbara Wentworths table and gratefully dived into the election process.

In other times, he and Barb Wentworth would have shot the breeze while she found his name in the voter-registration list, showed him where to sign, and gave him his ballot. This time, Barbara seemed disinclined to talk. Did even the no-nonsense Barbara Wentworth read People? he wondered.

Minutes later, breathing a sigh of relief, Harold escaped to the relative privacy of a voting booth. He read each page of the ballot carefully. It wasnt a very exciting election. The usual people were running for the usual offices, and no one would be particularly surprised when the incumbents were reelected to their traditional positions in the state legislature or on the board of supervisors. As far as county races were concerned, the only one of any special interest to Harold Patterson was the wide-open contest for the office of sheriff.

Two months earlier, right after the primary and when the general-election ballots had already been printed, all hell had broken loose in Cochise County. Both candidates for sheriff, the two men whose names even now were listed on the preprinted ballots, had perished the previous September in a series of harrowing events that had stunned the entire state. The previous sheriff, Walter V. McFadden, and his opponent, Deputy Andrew Brady, had succumbed to gunshot wounds within days of one another.

In the ensuing investigation, the community had been shocked to learn that several long-term members of the Sheriffs Department had been deeply involved in drug-trafficking. By the time the smoke cleared, Joanna Bradywidow of one of the dead menhad agreed to run for sheriff in her husbands stead. For the past two months, the murders, the investigation, and the subsequent campaign for sheriff had been front-page news. Only Holly Pattersons forthcoming legal battle with her father had finally displaced the Sheriffs Department from top position on the front pages of the Bisbee Bee.

Joanna Brady was someone Harold Patterson remembered as the feisty daughter of yet another Cochise County sheriff, the long-dead D. H. Big Hank Lathrop. Big Hank had once played poker with Harold on a fairly regular basis. The other two current candidatesone from Willcox and the other from Sierra Vistawerent people Harold knew personally. In fact, standing in the voting booth, he barely remembered their names.

What he remembered best about Joanna Lathrop Brady was seeing her as a sprightly little red-haired imp in a freshly pressed Brownie uniform standing outside one or the other of the Phelps Dodge Company stores. She had been a capable businesswoman even way back then, selling him Girl Scout cookies and carefully counting back the change. That long-ago child with her two missing front teeth deserved far better cards than the tough ones life had dealt her with disturbing frequency.

When she was a high school sophomore, Joannas father had died in a tragic automobile accident. Now, somewhere under thirty years of age, she was already the widow of a gunned-down police officer, but she wasnt ready to give up and quit. By agreeing to run in her husbands place, she showed plenty of grit and determination, qualities Harold Patterson both possessed himself and admired in others.

To Harolds way of thinking, a vote for Joanna Brady was a vote for continuity, for the way things ought to be.

In the space provided for write-in candidates, Harold used a stubby pencil to write in Joanna Bradys name. Then, squaring his shoulders, he emerged from the voting booth and dropped his ballot into the box. Voting for Joanna Brady felt good. It almost made the stop at the church worthwhile; almost balanced the scales for his having to put up with the likes of Tottie Galbraith and Marliss Shackleford.

Almost, but not quite.

Harold left the church before anyone else could corner him into a conversation. He certainly didnt want to hang around long enough to risk running into Ivy when she came in to vote.

After all, it was bad enough that Harold was forced to undergo public attacks from one of his two daughters. He worried that if Ivy saw him there in the church and simply cut him dead, that would be almost as bad or worse than a noisy row with Holly. That would give the ladies of the United Christian Prayer Fellowship so much to talk about that they wouldnt shut up for a week.

Harold Lamm Patterson, one tough old bird, could handle just about anything, but the prospect of having Ivyhis favoritespurn him in public was more than he could endure.






    

Four




BISBEE AS it is known now was created in the fifties when several different hamlets, including Old Bisbee, incorporated into a single entity. Forty years later, the old lines of demarcation still persist.

That election morning, seven miles down the road in the Warren business district, not much work was being conducted at the Davis Insurance Agency on Arizona Street. When Joanna arrived, she found two baskets of good wishes flowers from clients waiting on her desk. A box of glazed doughnuts and a percolator of coffee covered most of the surface of the receptionists desk. The receptionist herself, a young woman named Lisa Connors, fielded an occasional business phone call between serving coffee and doughnuts to the steady parade of drop-by well-wishers.

Milo Davis himself, flushing with good humor from the tip of the resin-imprisoned scorpion on his bolo tie to the top of his shiny bald pate, grinned, shook hands, and told people he wasnt losing an office manager, he was gaining a sheriff. Milos shoulder-whacking jest was made with the best of intentions, but it bothered Joanna all the same.

From high school on, this building with its single, three-office suite was the only workplace she had ever known, and Milo Davis had been her only boss. If she won the election, all that would change. Joanna felt like a reluctant and uncertain fledgling about to be shoved from the nest, regardless of whether or not she could fly. And yet she did want to win, didnt she?

At nine, Milo left for a nine-thirty appointment. Moments after he left the office a call came in from a newspaper reporter from the Arizona Sun in Tucson. When Lisa put the call through to Joanna, the woman explained she was calling for an Election Day comment from the woman who might possibly be Arizonas first female county sheriff. The reporters questions were the sort Joanna had come to dread during the course of the campaign.

As far as the media were concerned, the election of the Cochise County sheriff was newsworthy primarily because Joanna Brady, one of the three candidates, was a woman. And no matter how she answered the questions, the way the articles were written generally made Joanna sound like a wild-eyed, gun-toting feministan unlikely cross between Dirty Harry and Gloria Steinem.

Finished with the call, Joanna was sorting through a stack of home-office underwriting requirements and correspondence when Harold Lamm Patterson appeared at Lisas desk. Standing politely with a damp and battered Stetson in hand, he asked to see Milo right away. Joanna heard Lisa tell Harold that Milo was out for most of the morning, and she saw the look of grave disappointment that washed across the old mans leathery features. Like everyone else in town, Joanna knew Harold Patterson had his hands full with his ring-tailed bitch of a daughter back home and making trouble. There was no reason to add to the old mans woes.

Getting up, Joanna wandered to the outer office and stopped beside Lisas desk. If its something urgent, Mr. Patterson, Joanna suggested, perhaps I could be of help.

I would appreciate it, maam, Harold Patterson said sincerely. I surely would.

When ushered into Joannas office, Harold took the seat she motioned him into. Like a wary old bird poised for sudden flight, he perched uneasily on the chair with his hat balanced precariously on one knobby knee. He squinted at her through narrow, lidded eyes.

Youre Hank Lathrops little girl, arent you? The one whos running for sheriff?

Joanna nodded without comment. Little girl? Hardly, but compared to Harolds eighty-odd years, she must seem improbably young for that kind of responsibility.

I reckon your daddy would be real proud of you if he could see you today, Harold continued. I voted for you, by the way. Stopped off on my way into town.

Joanna felt a flush creep up her neck. Thank you, Mr. Patterson. I appreciate that. But tell me, what can I do for you today?


Im used to dealing with Milo, Harold Patterson hedged. And with Milos father before that

Its all right, Mr. Patterson. If you dont want me to take care of whatever it is, thatll be fine. The problem is, I have no idea how long Milo will be gone. It could be after lunch before he comes back. I do have access to all of the files, and

Harold leaned forward in his chair and lowered his voice. Its personal, maam, he whispered so Lisa couldnt hear. Personal and confidential.

Joanna took the hint, got up, and firmly closed the connecting door between her office and Lisas. There, she said, sitting back down. Is that better?

Harold nodded. What do I have to do to change the beneficiaries on my policies? he asked. Do I have to bring the policies into the office, or what? I think theyre over at the bank.

Oh, no. If thats all you want, I can do it in a minute. All you have to do is fill out a change-of-beneficiary form.

Just one form for all the policies?

No. You use a separate form for each one, but I will need the policy numbers.

Dang. I dont have them along.

Joanna smiled. No problem, Mr. Patterson. Give me your date of birth.

November the twelfth, 1910.

Joanna switched on her desktop computer and booted it up. Once she had entered Harold Pattersons name and birth date into the database, the screen showed her a listing of his set of several policies. Harold Patterson had come into the world when automobiles were still a rarity. He watched the computer operation with some interest.

You have five policies in all with us, Mr. Patterson, Joanna said a moment later. Would you care to have a printout on each one?

You can do that?

Certainly.

Joanna typed in a series of commands, and moments later the dot-matrix printer behind her whined out a stream of printed paper. Tearing off the tractor-feed holes and separating the printouts into individual sheets, she handed them over to Harold. He sat there for some time, squinting at each one in turn.

Is everything in order? Joanna asked.

He looked up at her as if startled at the sound of her voice. Oh, yes. They seem to be fine.

Joanna reached into her bottom drawer, thumbed through a series of files, and came up with a fistful of change-of-beneficiary forms. You dont have to complete them here, but they do have to be properly witnessed at the time of signing. Did you want to change the beneficiary designation on all of the policies?

Harold first nodded, then shook his head. Yes. Well, no. Im not sure. Finally, he tossed the stack of papers back onto Joannas desk.

How can I tell? he demanded in disgust. Eyes are so damn bad, I cant hardly read the dang things.

Joanna picked them up and glanced through them. Your daughter Ivy is the sole beneficiary on all of them, she explained. If shes not then living, the proceeds are to be divided equally between your nephew, Burton Kimball, and your daughter Holly. If youd like to make a change in those arrangements, Mr. Patterson, Id be happy to complete the forms for you.

To Joannas surprise, Harold Pattersons eyes filled with a sudden pool of tears that threatened to overflow his eyes despite the old mans valiant attempt to blink them back.

Always thought of myself as sort of a caretaker, he mumbled hoarsely. Thought Id take care of what my pa gave me and pass it along to my children and to their childrens children. As it turns out, my girls are the end of the line. Instead of valuing the Rocking P and what Ive worked for all my life, theyre fighting over it.

He shook his head sadly. Reminds me of a pair of dogs I had once, years ago, an older one and a pup. The old dog had this blanket, an old, wore-out horse blanket, that he slept on out in the barn. The pup took a liking to that blanket and tried to make off with it. There was plenty of blanket to go around. They could have both used it, but they each pulled and tugged on it until there was nothing left but pieces. Turned out neither one of them had the good of it.

Harold paused and looked at Joanna. You see what I mean, dont you?

Joanna nodded. I think so, yes. Your daughters?

He nodded wearily. And the Rocking P is the blanket. Or maybe I am. You want your children to grow up to like each other or at least get along, but it seems like thats not how things work out most of the time.

Mr. Patterson, Joanna said kindly, I can see that youre under a good deal of stress today. Understandably so. Why dont you take the printouts and the change-of-beneficiary forms with you and give yourself some time to think things over and sort them out.

As she talked, Joanna folded the two separate stacks of paper together into a single letter-sized sheaf and placed them in a blank manila envelope.

Talk to your daughters and your nephew if you think it will help. Or wait until tomorrow or the next day and speak to Milo himself about this. In other words, dont rush into anything. And if you do change the beneficiary and later on you think better of it, then all you have to do is sign another set of forms. She smiled. Were bureaucrats here, Mr. Patterson. We like doing paper-work. It gives our lives meaning.

For the first time since Harold Patterson entered her office, Joanna noticed the ghost of an answering smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

Thank you, he said, taking the envelope and putting it in his pocket. Thank you kindly. Sounds like real good advice.

He used the arm of the chair for support and awkwardly raised himself up. Im so stiff, he said, I must be getting old. And I ought to be ashamed of myself, acting like such a dang fool in public. I hate to be so much trouble.


Its no trouble at all, Joanna assured him.

Harold Patterson held out his gnarled hand, and Joanna shook it warmly, hoping her outward appearance camouflaged the lump in her throat. She didnt want him to see how much his distress affected her.

Standing before her, he seemed shrunken somehow, as though the very act of talking with her about his problems had robbed him of some of his vitality. He seemed far more frail than when hed first walked into her office a short time earlier. It hurt Joanna to see this proud old man reduced to near tears, awkwardly mumbling apologies and thanks.

There was much Joanna Lathrop Brady should have thanked him for. Buying all those Girl Scout cookies was only the barest beginning. Although she hadnt learned the truth of the matter until much later, Harold Pattersons behind-the-scenes lobbying had resulted in Joannas being nominated for Girls State the year after her father died. And when she graduated from Bisbee High School the year after that, Harold had delivered an inspiring if homespun commencement address.

As they shook hands now in Joannas office, she remembered that other long-ago handshake on a warm May night under the lights of the baseball stadium. The principal had called out Joannas name, and she had marched across the stage to the place where Harold Patterson, as president of the school board, was dispensing the coveted red-and-gray diplomas. Every graduate in line both before and after Joanna Lathrop received a straightforward handshake, and so did Joanna.

But after that, and before she could continue across the stage, Harold had grasped her by both shoulders and held her for a moment. Looking her straight in the eye, he said, Your daddy would have been very proud. Then he had winked at her, given her a gentle shove, and sent her on her way.

Other people had said much the same thing to her that night, but Harolds words were the only ones she remembered specifically. The timely encouragement and comical wink, both from her fathers old poker-playing buddy, had given her a much-needed boost. His kindness had helped propel her across the stage and somehow granted her permission to toss her red cap with its gray tassel high in the air along with everybody elses when the long ceremony was finally over.

Now, with the tables suddenly reversed, what comfort could she offer him in his time of need?

Were here to help, Mr. Patterson, she said softly. Anytime. Its no trouble at all.

Harold Lamm Patterson nodded and started toward the door, where he paused with one hand on the knob. Whats Milo Davis going to do without you if you go and get yourself elected? he asked.

Joanna had been wondering that herself, but it wasnt a subject she had broached aloud, not with Lisa and certainly not with Milo. It seemed as though talking about what might happen if she won could bring her bad luck, sort of like stepping on a crack and breaking your mothers back.

She laughed. Nobodys indispensable, Mr. Patterson. Im sure Milo and Lisa would get along without me just fine.

Well, Harold Patterson said, they may just have to.

When he finally limped out of her office, Joanna followed him as far as the office window. His mud-splattered Scout was parked out front in the place usually reserved for one of Milo Davis several Buicks. To Joannas surprise, the old man by-passed the Scout. And instead of utilizing the crosswalk, he marched across Arizona Street on a long, jaywalking diagonal, making straight for the bank.

That poor man, Lisa said, as she and Joanna watched him cross the street.

You mean because of his daughters? Joanna asked.

Lisa nodded. What a mess. How old is he?

Eighty-four?

Jeez. And here he is with his whole life blowing up in public before his very eyes. How can he stand what theyre doing? How could anybody?

Lisa was twenty-three years old. Recently engaged, she and her financ were busy planning a big, spare-no-expense wedding that was scheduled for sometime the following summer. Both of Lisas parents were still alive and well. Listening to her, Joanna was startled by how young Lisa seemedhow young and inexperienced.

Most of the time, Joanna said quietly, you do it because you have to, because God doesnt give you a choice.

And, she added silently to herself, because you never know how much the people you love are going to hurt you until its far too late.
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