
		
			Fiction by Abigail Padgett

			Blue McCarron Mysteries

			Blue

			The Last Blue Plate Special

			Bo Bradley Mysteries

			Child of Silence

			Strawgirl

			Moonbird Boy

			Turtle Baby

			The Dollmaker’s Daughters

			Stork Boy

			Other Novels

			Mandy Dru Mysteries

 

			Bone Blind

			The Paper Doll Museum

			An Unremembered Grave

			A Kiss at Morgan’s Bay

			A Secret at Morgan’s Bay

			For Iris Rochelle Greer







			Chapter Two

			Women Who Die Too Much

			After draping my jester costume on its padded hanger I dropped the ugly earrings in my kitchen trash compactor. They would be smashed, along with a few soup cans, plastic bottles, and old newspapers, into a tidy rectangle I would eventually drive into Borrego Springs and toss in the dumpster behind a supermarket. Since I live two miles off a road that ultimately just stops at an unused horse camp in the middle of nowhere, there’s no trash collection here. In fact, there’s not much of anything here, which is why I like it. Just desert. Ocotillo and smoke trees, heat and silence, rocks.

			Time expands in the desert, stretches and carries you along. Nothing much matters, which is why it’s easier to see it when something does. What was mattering to me was a mathematical problem. Two dead women politicians. Not one, which in any circumstance might be attributable to chance, but two. The odds had more than doubled. No longer chance. Something else.

			From a bookcase I pulled the college text most likely to cause migraine headaches. Blalock’s Social Statistics, now in its umpteenth printing and impenetrable as ever. As a graduate student I studied Blalock, and later taught it. Nonetheless, the mere sight of it makes me clench my teeth.

			Thus clenched, I turned to the chapter entitled “Probability” and forced my brain to ask the right question in the right way. Not, “What is the probability of two women politicians in the same town dying within weeks of each other?” Rather, “In an infinite progression of female politician-deaths, what proportion of them could be expected to occur within two weeks in the same town?” The difference between these two questions underlies all successful marketing projections, political polls, jury selections, strategies for disease control, urban planning, you name it. Still, it’s a difference not easily grasped. Especially by Americans, who traditionally despise generalizations and so never really understand what is meant by probability.

			Americans believe in the concept of the individual and are therefore easy prey to schemes based on statistical estimations. Ask yourself why thousands of homes featuring grossly inadequate diets, parasite-infested children, and not a single book will nonetheless have cupboards full of chemically flavored petroleum by-products, three hundred-channel TVs, and a useless plastic contraption that was supposed to promote weight loss, except it broke. That’s what I mean. Fortunes are made every day by people who know how to calculate the proportion of an infinite series of, say, eighteen-year-old white males who will buy purple-sole athletic shoes at two hundred and fifty dollars a pair. The infinite series thing is the key.

			And problematic for my purposes that night. There is no infinite series of dead women politicians, no database. In fact, the existence of women politicians is so recent a social artifact that even if there were a database it would be too small to be useful. I would have to spread my net more broadly. Plain “dead women,” then. Dead white women between forty-five and sixty- five, US. No problem.

			On the Web I logged on to the Monthly Vital Statistics Report and learned that for every hundred thousand women in that age group, a little over five hundred tend to die every year, close to half of those from cancer. Of the remaining causes of death, only about twenty-two per hundred thousand may be expected to die of cerebrovascular events, of which “stroke” is only one. The odds in favor of Dixie Ross and Mary Harriet Grossinger both dying of strokes had just dropped drastically, as I suspected.

			Next I went to the San Diego Union-Tribune archives and read a ton of articles on both women. Neither smoked, although Grossinger had until she quit in 1987. Grossinger was the mother of three children, Ross childless. Both were committed to fitness, as is de rigueur in Southern California, Grossinger having been a jogger and Ross a tennis player. Grossinger had at one time admitted to being vegetarian but was later photographed eating fried chicken after a flare-up from the California Poultrymen’s Association. I suspected that the photo was staged for political reasons and included “vegetarian” in Grossinger’s health variables column. Ross had no food preferences known to the media. Grossinger’s sixty-eight-year-old brother was still alive and working full-time as the dean of a small private law school. Ross’s three siblings, two older and one younger, were also alive and apparently free of health problems. Grossinger’s official obituary named “cerebral hemorrhage” as the cause of death, citing her death certificate.

			The American Heart Association’s website explained that of all four types of stroke, the type characterized by cerebral hemorrhage accounts for only ten percent. Another drop in the odds. For the purposes of my research, I decided to assume that Dixie Ross had also succumbed to a cerebral hemorrhage even though Ross’s cause of death wouldn’t be available until after the autopsy.

			Brontë, asleep on the indoor-outdoor Berber carpet at my feet, growled amiably at some dog-dream phantom. Her paws paddled at the carpet and a dog-smile twitched beneath her whiskers. Chasing something, I thought. She was chasing something in her mind. And so was I.

			“It’s called a single dubious assumption,” I whispered to my dog. “My hypothesis. Which is that there’s something peculiar about these deaths.”

			Hours later I’d keyed everything I had into a program I use to analyze factors presumed to be statistically independent of each other. Like two dead women. The deaths either were independent of each other, with no causal connection or common variable, or they weren’t. In minutes I had results. The probability of a healthy sixty-three-year-old white woman and a healthy fifty-three-year-old white woman, both Americans with good medical care and no prior history of cardiovascular disease, succumbing to cerebral hemorrhages within two weeks of each other in the same town was not statistically significant at .001. One-tenth of one percent, odds of a thousand to one. That’s a significance level so tight it’s only used in life-and-death situations, like FDA approval of new pharmaceuticals, things like that. In other words, at that level of significance it’s safe to say the thing you’re looking at is so unlikely that it just really could not happen.

			“But it did happen,” I said to the numbers on my computer screen. “Which means there’s a common variable we don’t know about. Something Dixie Ross and Mary Harriet Grossinger had in common. Something that, for all practical purposes, killed them.”

			It was after two when I crawled into bed with Roxie.

			“Don’t tell me,” she said, not really awake.

			“It couldn’t have happened,” I answered. “That’s all.”

			She sighed. “I told you not to tell me.”

			In the morning we swam in the motel pool, I made waffles, and we swam some more. Rox had never learned to swim growing up in Gary, Indiana, despite the town’s proximity to Lake Michigan.

			“Blue,” she’d explained earlier, “there are certain cultural differences between us. I’m black; you’re white.”

			“What’s that got to do with swimming?” I’d asked in full idiot-jacket.

			“I’ve never thought about it, but it probably has something to do with cars.”

			“Cars?”

			“Yeah. As in transportation. Not many folks in my neighborhood had cars, and you had to drive to get to the lake. On really hot days sometimes the fire department would send a guy around to open a hydrant so we color-challenged kids could cool off in the water. Not much chance to learn the backstroke.”

			Actually, Roxie didn’t feel her life was a total waste in the absence of swimming. She’d done just fine, she pointed out, managing college, medical school, a psychiatric residency, and forensic board certifications in two states without swimming to them. She had a secure job at Donovan State Prison, a lucrative private practice, and now our little consulting business, which was pulling in impressive fees. From time to time she got job offers from hospitals and universities all over the country, but so far none had appealed to her.

			I was so mortified at my own lack of social awareness, however, that I felt compelled to right the wrong. I would teach Roxie to swim or die trying. In the first few lessons I thought I really might die trying, until I bought a book on swimming instruction. It suggested starting with a kickboard, and that did the trick. Lacking supervision, Rox could still probably drown in a wading pool, but she loves that kickboard. Brontë does, too. The two of them were splashing up and down the pool, Brontë on the board in her teal-blue life jacket with Rox hanging on and kicking, when I first mentioned what I thought should be done next.

			“Probably ought to call the FBI, don’t you think?” I said casually.

			“Why FBI?” Rox answered from churning blue water, not looking at me.

			“Well, two elected officials dead under statistically impossible circumstances. The FBI should be informed, shouldn’t it?”

			“Why?”

			“Doesn’t the FBI investigate suspicious deaths of elected officials?”

			“No,” Roxie answered, clearly hoping her firm, businesslike tone would end the discussion.

			I sat on the edge of the pool and remembered my mother trying the same ploy. No dice then, no dice now. At thirty-five, I realized, I still have characteristics of a second-grader.

			“What do you mean, ‘no’?” I asked.

			“Tell me the part you don’t understand,” she said, giving up and paddling dog and board to my side of the pool.

			Brontë climbed out and I took off her life jacket so she could shake the water from her fur. Rox stayed in the pool, every one of her beaded braids sparkling in sunlight. I hated to be tedious about this, but I had to know.

			“The part about the FBI not investigating suspicious deaths of elected officials,” I said. 

			“What does the F in FBI stand for, Blue?” Rox the professor.

			“Federal.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning the national government. What’s your point?”

			Roxie rested her chin on the pool edge and spoke into the splash gutter. 

			“The FBI would only investigate the suspicious death of a federal official, Blue,” she explained. “Also espionage, terrorism, bank robbery, kidnapping, bribery, crimes which cross state lines, and those especially mandated by law. Police brutality, for example. That’s a relatively new one. But not deaths of state or local elected officials unless local law enforcement authorities request FBI help.”

			“Oh,” I thought out loud as I stood to pull on a baggy T-shirt and shorts I’d thrown on a chaise. “Then I should call the San Diego Police Department, right?”

			“Wrong. You shouldn’t call anybody because you don’t really know anything. Your numbers are based on guesses. Dixie Ross hasn’t even been autopsied yet. Wait until Monday, and then if the autopsy finds cerebral hemorrhage as the cause of death you might offer your statistical analysis to the local police as a courtesy, nothing more. They won’t read it anyway.”

			Rox kicked off to the steps at the shallow end of the pool and climbed out to sit in the shade and read. I went into my office/living room to get a book for myself and stared at the phone. It seemed a shame to let all that research wait.

			“San Diego Police Department, Desk Sergeant John Garcia,” a young male voice answered seconds later.

			“Urn, I’d like to report a statistical analysis,” I began. Dumb as a mud fence, as everyone used to say back in Waterloo, Illinois, where I grew up.

			“A what?”

			“It’s about the deaths of Mary Harriet Grossinger and Dixie Ross. I’m a social psychologist,” I said, and then gave my name, address, phone number, and credentials. “These deaths are a statistical anomaly. What I mean is, if Dixie Ross also died of a cerebral hemorrhage, then the police should be aware that the likelihood of both these deaths occurring naturally is pretty much zero.”

			“You are aware that this call is being tape-recorded,” Garcia said over the every-ten-second beeping of a legal taping device.

			“Yes.”

			“I’ll make sure the information gets to the right department, Dr. McCarron. Thank you for calling.”

			The response wasn’t exactly a tribute to my skill with unusual data, but I felt that surge of self-righteousness you get when you’ve done the Right Thing. It’s a heartland concept, the dubious birthright of people born in a thousand little towns with a church at one end of Main Street and a grain depot at the other. Unfortunately, the Right Thing is almost always a gross oversimplification which will later reveal itself to have been the Wrong Thing. But its immediate, gooey glow is at times irresistible. I picked up the novel I was reading about incest within a religious cult in Nova Scotia and went outside to join Rox.

			“Were you a victim of incest?” I asked the woman about whom after a relationship of only a few months I still knew not nearly enough.

			“Nah, my grandma wasn’t into kinky stuff,” she answered from beneath a bright blue beach umbrella. “You called the police department, didn’t you?”

			“Yeah. Why do you think there’s so much attention to themes of incest in contemporary fiction?”

			“Everything’s economics, Blue. Incest may be a metaphor for fears about not participating in the global marketplace, the ills inherent in keeping the money at home. Also, it gives you a feeble dodge from my question about calling the police. I can’t believe you did that. What did they say?”

			“That the information would be given to the right department.”

			“I take it they were deeply impressed, then?”

			“Rox, it was just a desk clerk. Want to drive up to Julian for the afternoon?”

			Roxie is easily distracted by desserts, and the little mining town just up a mountain from my place in Borrego Springs has become an apple-growing mecca. Julian offers the best apple pies in California. Besides, it’s always twenty degrees cooler up there.

			So we loaded Brontë into my truck cab and spent the afternoon gorging on apple pie a la mode and perusing Julian’s shops. I bought a quilted red bandanna for Brontë and Rox got a pretty inlaid wood kaleidoscope for her office at the prison. She said it might help some of her clients grasp the concept that there are different ways of looking at things. We were having such a good time I didn’t point out the fact that her clients were more likely to steal it than ponder its message.

			On the way back we stopped at a grocery and got ground turkey and veggies to grill outside by the pool. We’d listen to Rossini and Garth Brooks on my outside speakers, full blast, we decided. Then Sousa marches and Strauss waltzes and when it got dark, old Charles Aznavour songs, in French. It occurred to neither of us that the best-laid plans of mice and even women frequently run afoul of reality. And also the law.

			There was an unmarked car which nonetheless bore not-so-subtle marks of cop parked beside the locked gate to my property when we got home. Why don’t they ever get it that band radios, mics, riot gun racks on the doors, and perforated metal plates separating front and back seats are dead giveaways? A fortyish guy with a sandy, graying crew cut, sunglasses, and a blue nylon windbreaker with sdpd across the chest unfolded his skinny six feet from the car and scowled at the sunset, then at us.

			Brontë growled from her seat on Roxie’s lap, clearly wishing she didn’t look so lapdoggy.

			“Looking for Dr. Emily McCarron. Police business. You her?” 

			“She,” I countered. “It’s a nominative of address. Are you she. And yes, I am.”

			“Emily” is legally my name, but I never use it except on tax forms and other official paperwork. It sounded like an alias.

			“I hate it when this happens,” Roxie grumbled. “Next he’s going to show a badge, and there goes dinner.”

			“We have a package of ground turkey in this vehicle,” she addressed the cop, who I was certain was going to turn out to be a detective. “Excessive delays between here and the refrigerator could be life-threatening. Salmonella, E. coli, botulism, anthrax. Surely I don’t need to go on.”

			“Detective Rathbone.” He identified himself as if his surname had been a lifelong burden. Then he held up a badge in a leather wallet and lit a cigarette. Unfiltered. “Dr. McCarron, did you phone police headquarters earlier today with some information about the deaths of Senator Mary Harriet Grossinger and Assemblywoman Dixie Ross?”

			“Yes. I said these deaths could not have happened by chance. You drove all the way out here to confirm a statement you have on tape? And my calculations, as I said to your desk clerk, are based on the assumption that Ross also died of cerebral hemorrhage. We won’t know whether that’s true or not until Monday, after the autopsy.”

			“Oh, we know it’s true. The autopsy was performed this morning.” He pushed his Ray-Bans to rest across the top of his bristly hair, then pulled them to rest on his nose again. I suspected the gesture meant something coplike, maybe even threatening, but since I wasn’t sure, it seemed merely indecisive.

			“What we’d like to know,” he went on, trying for a knowledgeable sneer, “is how you knew it was true before anybody else did.” Here his tanned brow grew furrows as he gazed at the cigarette between his fingers. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to come down into San Diego, to headquarters, answer a few questions. We’ve already got your ex-con friend, Berryman. Says he doesn’t know anything. They never do.”

			“You’ve got BB?” Rox and I said in unison.

			“Yup.” Bad John Wayne imitation.

			“He was at a fundraiser where Ross was expected yesterday evening, except she died before she got there. Apparently he got some kind of job at this fundraiser through some guy who calls himself a psychiatrist. Somebody named Bushy he met in prison. And you were at this fundraiser, McCarron. Since you seem to know more than anyone about what happened to Dixie Ross, we’d like to talk to you. Another detective is out looking for this so-called Dr. Bushy. We need to get to the bottom of this, fast. So why don’t you just turn around and head down to San Diego. I’ll meet you at—”

			“Wait a minute, Rathbone,” I began. “There’s more to this than an autopsy. You guys wouldn’t be running around harassing innocent citizens on a Saturday if—”

			“And I’m Dr. Roxanne Bouchie,” Rox snarled from beneath Brontë, who was also snarling, showing teeth. “That’s Boo-she, not Bushy. It sounds as though you’re detaining Mr. Berryman illegally, and you have no business detaining Dr. McCarron or me. You’re out of your jurisdiction here and you know it, so stop grandstanding. This is San Diego County Sheriff’s Department’s turf, not the city police department’s. What’s going on?” 

			“You’re this bogus shrink Berryman met in prison?” Rathbone said, nodding over what was trying to be a snide grin. “Sure. Except Berryman was at Donovan. No women prisoners out there last time I checked.”

			Rox was grinding her teeth. I could see jaw muscles working in the left side of her face.

			“I’m the staff psychiatrist at Donovan Prison,” she said in a tone I don’t ever want directed at me. A tone that could turn ordinary cottage cheese to a tub of cinders. “What, exactly, do you want of Dr. McCarron and me?”

			To his credit the detective scuffed a black leather shoe against the bleached-out ground before answering. I had a sense that his tough-guy act was a skin he’s shed some time ago and now barely remembered.

			“I’m sorry,” he said finally, taking off his shades to look straight at Roxie. “Can you confirm your identity and vouch for Berryman and McCarron here?”

			Rox sighed, a long sigh full of history. Then she took her wallet from her purse and showed Rathbone a lot of identification proving, among other things, that she outranked him and made a lot more money, too.

			“Mr. Berryman was employed to organize the political fundraiser for Kate Van Der Elst, who was a friend of the deceased, Dixie Ross,” she said in the petrified cottage cheese voice. “He is an ex-con and also African-American, but that doesn’t mean he had anything to do with whatever it is you’re investigating. I’ll vouch for him. Dr. McCarron scarcely needs my endorsement. You may not have noticed, but she’s white.”

			The detective appeared to be making a difficult decision as he stared at a clump of dried-out locoweed growing beside the road. A tea decocted from the leaves and stems of this plant, not to mention its particularly nasty flowers, affects the central nervous system and brain. Locoweed can cause madness, even death, in large mammals such as sheep, horses, and SDPD detectives.

			“Eat that plant!” I whispered, glaring at Rathbone, who didn’t hear me.

			“Look,” he said, reaching into his car and retrieving a manila folder, “I’m going to show you what’s going on. Then I’d really appreciate it if both of you would tell me what you think. We got this three weeks ago in the mail. Nobody took it seriously at the time. Now everybody does. I’m afraid we’ve got a situation on our hands.”

			Rox took the envelope, propped it on Brontë’s back, and opened it. Inside was a photocopy of a typed letter. Around two sentences of text its author had glued about fifty article headlines clipped from newspapers. All were about Dixie Ross or Mary Harriet Grossinger.

			“Ross Opposes Landfill Project” or “Grossinger Calls for Further Discussion on Term Limits.” Typical political headers.

			The message read simply, “These woman trying to be men and have to dye. There not the only one.” It was signed with the typed words, “The Sword of Heaven.” 

			“Uh-oh,” Roxie said softly. “There goes dinner.”

			As Rathbone followed us in his car to my motel, I couldn’t help wondering about the presumed relationship between women in nontraditional lines of work and hair coloring. It was clear to me that, if nothing else, the letter’s author was a lousy speller.

		



			Chapter Three

			A Habitation of Dragons

			The ‘Sword of Heaven’ reference is probably from the Bible,” Roxie said as Rathbone stood around in my bare dirt driveway trying to decide whether to help carry groceries in or remain cop-like. Roxie handed him the two heaviest bags. “Of course anyone could assume that,” she went on. “What is it you want us to do with this letter, analyze it? And did I mention we charge a fee?”

			“Fee?”

			“Consulting. You want to know something about whoever wrote this, right?”

			Rathbone nodded, his clean-shaven jaw hidden behind the edge of a brown grocery bag that looked yellow in the late afternoon glare.

			“Well, we can probably tell you a few things, but we’d prefer to do so professionally.”

			“The department uses consultants all the time,” he said, standing to the side of the door so that Roxie and I could enter first. One of those moments. With both arms full of groceries, he couldn’t hold the new screen door I’d installed after ramming my truck through the old motel office door only months ago. Roxie had to go back outside to hold it open for him, after which they headed for the kitchen while I closed the bottom half of the custom steel-core Dutch interior door but left the top half open against the interior wall. I love Dutch doors. And when both halves are closed, this one can stop just about anything shot from a conventional weapon. You can’t be too careful.

			“But can the San Diego Police Department afford us?” Rox asked after mentioning an hourly fee nearly twice what we charge for polls and jury selections and interrogation protocols.

			“I guess so,” Rathbone answered, looking around. “You two live in a motel? Can’t imagine you get much business out here. Just a dirt road in the middle of nowhere. Suppose you could book conferences for hermits or something, right? Pa-hahm.”

			 His laugh reminded me of the sound potatoes make in the microwave when you forget to punch holes in them with a fork and the steam inside bursts through the skin. That muffled popping. I didn’t want to explain my unusual choice of living arrangements to a detective right then. But his failure to go into shock at Roxie’s proposed fee for our services was alluring. We’d make a bundle if Rathbone recommended us as consultants to the SDPD. Besides, I was curious about the deaths of two women I’d already demonstrated couldn’t have died naturally when and where and for the reasons they presumably did.

			“This is my place,” I told him. “My dog and I live here alone. Dr. Bouchie lives in San Diego.”

			“You live out here by yourself? Some kind of hermit,” he answered, nodding thoughtfully at my kitchen floor. “This Pergo?”

			 The reference was to my floor covering, a laminate manufactured in Sweden. He’d captured my attention.

			“Yeah. Travertine Stone. I thought it picked up the mood of the place, the way it sort of repeats that creamy yellow band in the sandstone boulders outside the kitchen window.”

			Rathbone considered the view and then the floor again. His hands hanging at his sides were cluttered with freckles and veins that stood out in tree limb patterns.

			“My wife, Annie, she’s got a bug about getting this flooring for the kitchen and the hallway, keeps showing me samples. I kind of like Rustic Oak. Did you see that one?”

			“Too dark for here,” I answered. “But I liked it.”

			“Annie’s pushing for a lighter one, too. Planked Natural Pine.” 

			“I almost went with that one, but then the stone look just seemed—”

			“I don’t believe this,” Roxie muttered to a cluster of cherry tomatoes she was rinsing in the sink. “This isn’t happening. Two complete strangers are not standing around in a desert bonding over a vinyl floor.”

			“It’s not vinyl,” Rathbone and I said in unison, bonding over a laminate floor. It was clear that we were probably going to get along. An interest in floor covering can do that.

			“You might as well stay for dinner,” Roxie told the detective, smiling and shaking her head. Rox’s braids were done in turquoise that week, and Rathbone cocked his head at their pleasant rattling.

			“My sister-in-law, Annie’s younger sister, keeps trying to do her hair like that,” Rathbone said with interest. “I don’t think it works if you’re not black. She’s a lawyer up in the Bay Area. International law. Travels a lot. And sure, that’d be fine. I need to call Annie and tell her I won’t be home.” He pulled a cell from his shirt pocket.”

			“Call and make sure they’re not holding our friend BB,” I told him. “Can you do that first?”

			“You mean Berryman? Sure.”

			I showed Rathbone to my office/living room and flipped on the TV to muffle his conversation. We Midwesterners are nothing if not sensitive to the privacy of others.

			Back in the kitchen I fed Brontë and skewered turkey meatballs with the cherry tomatoes, mushrooms, and bits of red onion and pineapple until Rathbone yelled, “Berryman’s free, but look at this!”

			Rox and I rounded the wall separating my miniature kitchen from where he was and followed his rapt gaze to the TV. A woman announcer in a red silk Bijou jacket was wrapping up a story about the cancellation of a religious revival apparently scheduled for the next day, Sunday. On the right side of the split screen was a photo of what looked like a Christmas tree angel wearing too much makeup. On second glance it appeared to be a woman with sparkling blonde curls in a pale green choir robe. The photo had been shot through a heavy scrim and looked fuzzy.

			“A spokesman for the Reverend Ruby Emerald urges her followers to organize prayer gardens for the charismatic revivalist. Ticketholders for tomorrow’s sold-out event are assured that refunds will be available at the box office as well as all Ticket-store locations in the event of a cancellation tomorrow. Now here’s Martin McGuire with a look at the weather ...”

			“What?” Roxie asked. “Look at what?”

			Rathbone was scowling and jabbing a freckled finger at the TV.

			“Just a feeling,” he muttered. “This revival preacher has a sold-out show for close to fifteen thousand at forty bucks a person and she winds up in a hospital the night before? We’re talking some big money in the toilet if the thing is canceled. I’ve just got a feeling about this. Gonna make another call. Wanna check something out.”

			Rox and I listened as he talked to another detective at San Diego’s police headquarters.

			“She was taken from her home to the hospital in an ambulance? Good. See if you can talk up the paramedics, find out what was wrong with her. I think there’s something fishy here. Call me back.”

			We were sitting by the pool watching Rathbone, who told us his first name was Wesley but that he preferred being called Wes, finish his fifth turkey kabob when his phone rang. Abandoning all pretense of courtesy, we listened to the conversation.

			“Paramedics said headache,” he repeated. “She had a killer headache, a lot of pain, sweating like a pig, shaking all over.” 

			“What about blood pressure?” Roxie asked, her brown eyes interested, professional now. I realized I was watching a cop and a doctor at work in my living room, only there was no crime, no patient. It seemed strange, as if we were characters in a play that made no sense and nobody was watching it, anyway.

			“Um, high,” Rathbone repeated after asking. “One-ninety-some-thing over one-twenty-something. Mean anything?”

			“Could mean she’d just run for twenty minutes up a steep incline while drinking strong coffee and smoking,” Rox answered. “Or any of a thousand other things. Drugs, allergic reactions, anything. The levels are dangerous, though. Very dangerous.”

			 “Did the ambulance guys think she was druggy?” Rathbone said into his phone, the light from a setting sun painting one side of his face in pale yellow glare and leaving the other in shadow. I thought about the photo I’d seen at the Aphid Gallery the night before, one side of a simple rectangular building exploding in light while the other side was buried in darkness.

			“She denied any drug use,” he said moments later. “Paramedics said it was probably a stress headache, said they’d seen it before in rock stars and people like that, performers. They get jumpy before a big show, get these headaches. At the hospital they’ll just give her some tranquilizers, calm her down. The paramedics said she’ll probably be okay by tomorrow.”

			“Hmm,” Roxie mumbled when he hung up the phone.

			After Rathbone consumed half the angel food cake iced in chocolate sorbet I’d thrown together for dessert, he left, promising to contact Roxie’s answering service on Monday with an almost-certain confirmation of our employment as consultants to the San Diego Police Department. When he was gone Rox and I looked at each other in the moonlight spilling through my open Dutch door.

			“So whaddaya think?” I asked.

			“I dunno. Looks like somebody called the Sword of Heaven informed police three weeks ago that Mary Harriet Grossinger and Dixie Ross were going to die, and they’re dead.”

			“A number of people have noticed that, Rox,” I said, more to the sky outside than to her. “And the data don’t lie. There has to be a missing piece, some common variable linking these two deaths. I’m not saying Sword has to be that missing piece; the letter could just be an odd coincidence and the missing variable could be something else entirely. But for the sake of argument, what if Sword is the missing piece? What if somebody out there found a way to kill a state senator and an assemblywoman?”

			Roxie pursed her lips and paced thoughtfully around my office/living room.

			“Well, there isn’t much to go on,” she said, shrugging. “If it’s what it looks like, then what we’ve got is a serial cerebral hemorrhage killer.” She grinned at my computer monitor and then went on. “It’s not possible, Blue. It’s ridiculous. There’s no way . . . well there’s no easy way to manipulate blood pressure like that, jack it up enough to blow a vessel in the brain. It could be done, of course, but only by someone with medical training. An injection, most likely. The wrong stuff and death would occur within seconds. But Dixie was alone in her car, wasn’t she?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So what you’re suggesting is that somebody was with her in the car, that she allowed this person to inject her with something as she was driving, and then she politely dropped the person off at a corner a few seconds before her brain exploded?”

			“What about a pill of some kind?” I was pacing behind Rox now, following her. “What about something in her food, something that would force her blood pressure through the roof but not until it was digested and in her bloodstream? Could somebody do that?”

			“It’s possible, but not likely, Blue. And it would have turned up in the autopsy. They always check stomach contents. Rathbone didn’t say anything about any lethal chemicals turning up in her stomach.”

			“But just for the sake of argument,” I pushed on, “what if somebody did slip something into Dixie Ross’s food? Then what’ve we got?”

			“They didn’t, Blue, or the substance would have showed up. And what we’d have would be a poisoner.”

			“And who kills with poison?” I concluded.

			“Almost always women,” Rox acknowledged, walking into the kitchen and gesturing at the remains of a meal we’d prepared and shared with a stranger. The room smelled like poultry seasoning and tropical fruit. Homey.

			“Breast identity,” I filled in, sighing. “Women constantly nurturing, feeding everybody, keeping life going. But when that instinct gets turned inside out, when it goes bad, women using the same method to kill. Why does the damned hormonal chemistry have to be such a trap?”

			“It just is,” she murmured. “That’s why nobody ever talks about it. It’s not politically correct to acknowledge how much of what we are is controlled by wiring and chemistry we don’t even know is there.”

			Something happened then, as evening shadows fell heavily across the room. A boundary crossed. A moment of truth, of dead-certain understanding. The deepest bonds are made of these moments, I think, not of passion. Rox and I understood each other, were alike in that moment, and it felt like doors and windows all opening at once. A rush of air and a sense of being drawn somewhere. Just two women in a kitchen, saying things no one wants to face. Like that, when pushed too far, the girl next door can become absolutely deadly.

			After a while Roxie looked me in the eyes. “So should we work on this case, track down what may well turn out to be a woman?”

			“Dixie Ross and Mary Harriet Grossinger were women,” I said, looking straight back. “Whatever we find out may not be easy to take, but it can’t be as bad as what’s already been done, right?”

			Roxie merely nodded and turned to brace her hands on the edge of my stainless steel sink. Her gaze roamed the desert landscape beyond the window as if she were searching for something lost. I could see her brown knuckles turning beige as she gripped the edge of the sink hard. Too hard.

			“Oh, Rox!” I whispered as I remembered something she’d told me. “Your mother. You’re afraid we might be going after somebody . . . somebody like that, aren’t you? We don’t have to do this. Let’s forget it. The cops will . . . We don’t have to be involved, Roxie. I don’t want . . . ”

			She’d told me about her mother when I asked, with a characteristic absence of subtlety, why on earth she’d wanted to be a psychiatrist. Med school, then specializing, the diplomates and certifications. These things were all difficult and prohibitively expensive for a young woman raised in poverty by a grandmother whose only source of income was a welfare check and whatever she could earn on the side cleaning houses or cooking. But Rox and her grandma hadn’t let anything get in the way of their dream, that one day Roxie could help people like the one they couldn’t help. Roxie’s mother. Stricken by schizophrenia as a young woman, terrifying to a little daughter who hid in a closet when her mother came ragged and incoherent from the streets, begging for food. Dead in a psychiatric hospital fifteen years in the past, when Roxie was twenty.

			“No, Blue,” Roxie said softly. “I can guarantee that if, in fact, anybody’s behind these deaths, it isn’t somebody with schizophrenia. That’s a stupid Hollywood myth and you know it. Somebody with untreated paranoid schizophrenia might, in a crisis, harm somebody. It rarely happens and the person is usually easily apprehended. These crimes we’re looking at aren’t the result of delusion-driven impulse but are carefully planned and executed. Nobody with active schizophrenia could even begin to organize crimes of this complexity, involving, apparently, mysterious drugs, prominent people, no immediate suspects or motive. That’s not what—”

			“Then what’s wrong? You’re about to make a modernist sculpture out of my sink.”

			She tossed her head in the general direction of where we’d just been standing in my kitchen. The gesture managed to create us again as we were in that moment, ghosts from seconds past hovering inches away, almost visible.

			“That,” she answered.

			“That?”

			“Blue, this thing keeps happening between us, like a minute ago.”

			“I know,” I said without my usual attitude. “It’s like walls dissolving. We say something and it makes us closer to each other because we understand what’s said. I don’t think it happens very often between people, do you?”

			The turquoise beads in her hair were eerily silent as she turned to look out the kitchen window again. “No, it doesn’t. But we can’t get too close, Blue,” she said.

			“What do you mean?”

			She inspected the cuff of the turquoise-blue cotton cargo shirt I’d ordered for her from one of the twenty or thirty catalogues I get every week. The shirt has lots of pockets and zippered compartments, and she loves it.

			“It scares me.”

			“Feeling close to me scares you?”

			“When it’s like that,” she said, nodding again at our ghosts, “when we understand each other like that, it’s so comfortable I want to stay there; I forget what I need to do with my life. It’s so seductive I forget about my work. And I can’t do that, Blue. I can’t ever do that.”

			Her voice was serious.

			“And you won’t,” I chirped, stuffing my hands in the pockets of my shorts in an attempt to appear lighthearted. “We’re not about mirror-sickness and terminal enmeshment. We’re women, but we’re not like that. It can’t happen.”

			“Can’t it?” she answered somberly.

			“No. We won’t let it.”

			“Okay, Blue,” she said, grinning, “let’s catch us a killer, then.”

		



			Chapter Four

			The Haunt of Jackals

			The Bible is not short on references to swords. Rox, raised as a Baptist, was sure the letter’s signature, “The Sword of Heaven,” was biblical, but I wanted to look it up before calling my father, Father Jake, to get insider information on the phrase. An Episcopal priest, dad would sew his tongue to his lower lip before spouting scripture at anyone. Episcopalians traditionally refrain from spouting scripture. But when not shooting skeet with his collection of rifles, my father does savor the odd bit of biblical research. I’d looked up five of the thirty-four references to “sword” in the concordance to my old King James Bible when I gave up and called him in St. Louis, where he’s supposed to be retired. In reality, he works just as hard as ever.

			“Betsy Blue!” he said, happily calling me by a childhood name. “I’m so glad you called. Your brother’s parole hearing is scheduled for less than two weeks from now, and I know you’ll want to be here. Make your plane reservations now. And how’s Roxie? Is everything going all right? I’m dying to hear.”

			I had spoken to my father only three days earlier and he sends e-mails daily, but he’s the sort of person who prefers frequent updates. And given my family’s propensity for unusual disasters, his concern isn’t all that inappropriate. My mother, for example, was killed by a drunk driver on her way home from a Sierra Club meeting when my twin brother, David, and I were thirteen. Then five or six years later David began a descent into apelike behavior that would eventually earn him a stint in a Missouri state prison for attempted armed robbery. David’s starting to shape up under the influence of his new wife, Lonnie, but I can’t fault dad for maintaining eternal vigilance. Everything can change without notice, and my father knows it. What I know is that his need to be in touch is a form of not blinking.

			“Everything’s fine, Dad,” I said. “What I’m calling about is swords. In the Bible. Rox and I are about to be retained by the San Diego Police Department to profile somebody who wrote a letter three weeks ago threatening two women politicians. They’ve since died under unusual circumstances. The letter-writer signed as ‘The Sword of Heaven.’ I can’t find it in the concordance. Do you know where it is?”

			“Isaiah!” my father answered with the enthusiasm of a hound for a treed raccoon. “The author of this letter will turn out to wear white socks and a glow-in-the-dark cross lapel pin.”

			“Why do you say that?” I asked, turning on the speaker. “Rox is going to listen in, okay?”

			“Hi, Roxie,” my father said politely, and then jumped back to the topic. “You’ll find it at Isaiah 34, one of the early verses. Except I think it refers to a sword in heaven in most of the translations, rather than a sword of heaven. What’s probably relevant to your inquiry is the nature of that particular text, however. I think you’ll find this interesting, Blue.”

			“I’m listening,” I told my father, who is professionally prone to the dramatic pause so common in sermons.

			“It’s one of those blood-and-guts apocalyptic tales in which God has a tantrum and wipes out a small nation, in this case a place called Edom. The author of this text was a poet, and the images of ruin are stunning. The stench of dead armies, mountains melting with blood, streams turned to tar, and a choking black smoke covering everything. Only ravens and bitterns, dragons and owls would live among Edom’s thorns once it was over. The poet called Edom after the destruction ‘an habitation of jackals.’ Oh, and one other thing would live there, Blue. One other entity.”

			“What entity, dad?” I asked, giving the response after which he could go on.

			His voice was at its basso-profundo pitch, and I could sense his enjoyment of the moment. “Lilith,” he pronounced.

			“You’re kidding!” I whooped. “This text goes back that far? Wow! So don’t tell me, let me guess. Edom was on the big guy’s hit list because the people hadn’t quite caught up with the times yet and were still worshiping the goddess, right?”

			“Right. A number of pregnant female figures have been found in excavations there. Edom was in a territory south of the Dead Sea along the Araba Wadi that runs to the Gulf of Aqaba. Now it would be in both Israel and Jordan. Excavations in both countries have turned up these female figures worked in clay and stone, which certainly suggests—”

			“Interesting,” I acknowledged, halting the flow of archaeological data. “So the place had to be blasted, turned into a nightmare, and then the writer put Lilith there.”

			“Had to do something with her, Blue,” he said with a chuckle. “You know how difficult she was.”

			“Wait a minute,” Roxie interrupted. “What is this ‘Lilith,’ and what have you all just said that will tell us anything about who wrote this letter?”

			“My daughter can tell you all about the significance of Lilith,” my father said proudly. “And at first glance what you’ve learned about the letter-writer is that he or she has been exposed to some rather screwball religious ideas—classes, sermons, the like. This passage isn’t used in traditional lectionaries—the predetermined series of scripture on which weekly sermons are based in every denomination. What I’m saying is, Isaiah 34 isn’t in any Protestant or Catholic lectionary I’ve ever seen, nor does it turn up in the Jewish Haftarot. It’s too ugly. But it is frequently used by crackpots who want a biblical basis for their hatred of women.”

			“Are you saying you think the author of this letter is a woman? I mean, all we have is this one little phrase, this signature—‘The Sword of Heaven.’”

			“I have no ideas about the sex of the author,” dad went on. “I can only guess that whoever it is, he or she has been exposed to some sort of religious experience in which a profoundly violent biblical text which fantasizes hideous punishment for a goddess-worshiping culture was used. I’m telling you that a mainstream denomination would never emphasize or even use this text, ever. A Lutheran auto mechanic or Methodist dentist would never have heard it from a pulpit. Your letter-writer either is or has been proximate to some fringe religious sect or cult.”

			“This is California, dad,” I said. “There’s a fringe sect on every comer.”

			“This one will probably bill itself as ‘Christian’ and ‘Bible-based,’ Blue. It will appeal to lower-class whites with little education. Probably it will be all-white, maybe even white supremacist. That sometimes goes with the woman-bashing.”

			I could hear Rox’s snort of contempt. “We talkin’ pointy hats and sheets here? ’Cause if we is, ole Roxie jus’ remembered a previous engagement, y’all hear what I’m sayin’?”

			In the two months of our relationship I’d never heard Rox do that patois. My dad took it seriously.

			“I think the sheets are outré these days, Roxie. But if anybody has to go near these goons, let Blue do it.”

			“Oh, thanks, Dad,” I replied. “Just send me to the lions.” “Glad to help.” He chuckled as we said good night.

			After buckling on my waist pack, which among other things contains the Smith and Wesson I bought after my nine-millimeter Glock became a casualty of the Muffin Crandall case, I invited Rox to go with me on Brontë’s nightly hike. This event is not a favorite of Roxie’s, but I knew she’d go because she wanted to talk about the case.

			“So what’s this ‘Lilith’?” she asked as we tramped through the rocks which comprise my property into the rocks which comprise the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. A breeze moving across the desert floor made the spindly branches of an ocotillo writhe and cast snakelike shadows at our feet. Brontë raced ahead, her black fur reflecting moonlight. The setting, I thought, couldn’t have been more appropriate.

			“The name is an ancient Sumerian word meaning ‘wind spirit,’” I began, smiling at my feet so Rox wouldn’t see how much I relished this. There’s nothing like a good ghost story. Lowering my voice, I went on.

			“The mythological Lilith was Adam’s first wife, but she didn’t stay long because she insisted on total equality with him, including the right to be on top during sex. When Adam freaked, Lilith flew away and refused to return, preferring instead the erotic companionship of ‘demons,’ to whom she bore a hundred children a day, all of whom were killed every day by a deity annoyed at having to piece together another, more subservient wife for Adam.

			“The word ‘lilith’ already meant a terrifying spirit that haunts wild places. After the Genesis story the word became a name, an embodiment of the wildness lurking just beyond civilization’s control. Lilith became the ‘night hag,’ a woman whose beauty was equaled by her power. She always lived in wild places and was believed to drive men mad with her unrestrained sexuality. She’s regarded as demonic by the men who wrote the Old Testament, but she’s really the patron saint of every woman who won’t be owned by anything. Her spirit is out here, Rox, in the wind and the rocks and the rattlers. She’s the howling wilderness.”

			On cue, a gust of wind moaned as it moved through the shadows of a nearby slot canyon. I love the desert. Sometimes I think it loves me back. Like now.

			“How do you arrange these sound effects?” Rox asked, glaring into the canyon as if sheer attitude could intimidate the wind. “And what does Lilith have to do with the Sword of Heaven?”

			“Who knows? The sword is the destruction that wiped out Edom, and then the poet stuck Lilith there along with the jackals, dragons, and owls just to show that’s where an untamable woman belongs. In a wasteland, a hell.”

			“Owls?” Rox said as something swooshed above our heads.

			“Owls were sacred to the old religions, so the biblical writers had to make them look bad,” I said. “But what you just felt flying above us was no owl. That was a bat, Rox.”

			Her ensuing silence was eloquent.

			“From the size, I’d guess it was a western mastiff. Largest bat in the US”

			“You can’t know what this means to me,” she said in a voice that was beginning to replicate the one she’d first used on Rathbone. The one that could cinderize cottage cheese. I know when to quit.

			“They eat moths and sip nectar from desert flowers,” I explained quickly. “Think of them as flying mice with elegant food preferences.”

			“I think of them as miniature vampires who carry rabies,” Rox answered through clenched teeth.

			“Myth,” I said definitively, hanging a comforting arm over her shoulders. “There are only about five cases of rabies in the entire United States per year, and those cases are usually from skunk bites, not bats. I took some classes from the rangers when I moved out here from San Diego. That’s where I learned to love them.”

			“The bats or the rangers?”

			“The bats.”

			Rox cast her eyes dramatically toward the sky and rattled the beads in her hair. ’’What am I doing with a woman who loves bats?” she whispered.

			I smiled to demonstrate my enormous tolerance for people who don’t like bats and then ran a few hundred yards up a dry wash where Brontë was snuffing at something wedged in a crevice between two boulders. In the beam of the penlight I’d pulled from my waist pack I saw a small dark eye beneath a scaly brow ridge. An equally scaly five-fingered hand was pushing against the ground as the creature inflated one side of its body in order to push the other side farther into the crevice.

			“It’s a chuckwalla, Brontë,” I told my Doberman. The bloated lizard looked like a small hot-water bottle with scales, trying to cram itself into the sort of thin box smoked salmon comes in. “Let’s go. Leave it alone.”

			As I distracted Brontë by throwing a Palo Verde twig for her to chase, something occurred to me.

			“Rox,” I began after scrambling back down the wash, “what if Rathbone’s hunch is right and there’s some connection between this evangelist, Ruby Emerald, who wound up in the hospital tonight, and the deaths of Grossinger and Ross? What if Sword of Heaven did something to Emerald as well?”

			“Rathbone’s looking for pattern, Blue,” she said. “It’s what cops do, what we all do in one way or another. He’s looking for MO in the same way I might look for diagnostic criteria or you for statistical similarities. Three prominent women on his beat dead or hospitalized with similar symptoms within weeks, followed by a threat against two of them would seem significant to him. That doesn’t mean it is significant. Probably this Emerald woman just came down with a case of stage fright like the paramedics suggested. It’s not unusual. Anxiety attacks in performers, I mean. Pretty common. Some of them say it’s anxiety that gives them their edge, boosts their ability to project themselves to an audience. So what’s your idea?”

			“Just that dad said Sword has probably been around some fringe religious group. Maybe Emerald’s revivals qualify as fringe.” 

			“So Emerald’s preaching this stuff from Isaiah about swords from heaven demolishing little countries because the little countries make statues of pregnant women,” Rox began. “And somebody hears this and decides to start murdering women in a nearly impossible way, also announcing this decision to the police. This same person then decides to kill the preacher who’s preaching the message in the first place. Blue, it doesn’t make sense.” And it didn’t. Although, I was sure, it would.

			When we got back there was a message from BB on my phone, describing perhaps more colorfully than was necessary his thoughts on the appropriate fate of police in general and Detective Sergeant Wes Rathbone in particular. Incendiary devices and bodily orifices figured largely in the narrative. It seems he’d planned to meet the radical preacher from Kate’s fundraiser for coffee, and Rathbone had left him in a holding cell at the police station for three hours until two other detectives interrogated him for another hour before allowing him to go. He’d missed meeting the preacher at the appointed time and was embarrassed to call and explain why the police could pick him up and hold him whenever they wanted to.

			“What’s the dude gonna think?” his voice growled. “Jus’ the thing, right? Coffee with some nigga ex-con that don’t show up ’cause he sittin’ in some piss-smellin’ tank with three winos and a crack pimp and ain’t nuthin’ he can do about it. Shee-it!”

			Roxie had met BB when he was still in prison at Donovan on a drug charge. He’d been processed through her office for a routine psychiatric evaluation, but the two had connected in some way I never quite understood. They’d become friends, but despite that Rox never stepped outside appropriate professional boundaries with him. When he was released from prison she helped him find a job, which was where I came in. I was consulting on the redesign of a strip mall in a bad area plagued with crime and I needed a mall manager. Rox answered my ad and offered BB, who opened a resale clothing boutique called Death Row and policed the turf with an ex-con’s edge. It was an experiment, but it worked. At least until tonight.

			“Uh-oh,” she said after hearing the rage in his voice. “Trouble.”

			“You’d better call him,” I thought aloud. “BB’s only twenty-seven. His testosterone levels are still too high for anything resembling rational behavior when he’s humiliated and angry, given his history. He’s likely to do something stupid and wind up back in prison.”

			Roxie gave me a look that suggested I shut up.

			“Girl,” she said with a vicious sweetness, “what did you think I meant by ‘trouble’? That he might say something naughty over tea with the vicar?”

			“Look, I care about BB, too,” I snapped back. “You think I don’t feel bad about what the police did to him? I do. But it’s not my fault, Rox. And I can’t always say things in just the way you’d like. I’m not black, but I’m not blind, either. I can see what’s happened, how he must feel, and I hate it. All I said was call him. That’s all I said.”

			With that I stormed into the inadequate bathroom off my bedroom and drained three inches of lukewarm water from the tank behind the motel into the tub. It’s difficult to make dramatic gestures in the space of only two rooms without breaking something. In the tub I tried to compensate for that by elaborate splashing, an endeavor also doomed by the need to conserve water.

			The reason I live in a half-built motel is that it has no piped-in water and so I was able to buy it for practically nothing. But trucked-in water is expensive, hence the three-inch bath limit. I felt like a giraffe in a wading pool as I strained to hear whether or not Rox was talking to BB. A miserable giraffe. This was our first real fight, and I wasn’t even sure what it was about.

			As I was drying off, Roxie knocked on the bathroom door. “It’s okay, I talked to him,” she said. “He’s not going to blow up any cops, although not because I called. Reverend Tie-Die called first. Wanna hear?”

			“What I want to hear is what we’re fighting about,” I said after opening the bathroom door as if it were made of nitroglycerin. “Then I want to hear about BB.”

			Roxie looked equally miserable as she gestured toward the window and the tumble of moonlit boulders outside. She also looked lost.

			“We’re different, Blue,” she said. “Do you know how weird this place feels to me, how scared I am of you sometimes? You’re like mercury, like electricity or something. The way you think is intuitive, not rational, and even though you’re usually on target, the way you put things sounds arrogant. You just talk and move around in life, any way or anywhere you want, and it works for you because you’re marching to your own drum anyway. But it’s not like that for me and never can be. Before I met you I thought my world, my way of thinking, was all there was. It isn’t, but it’s still my world, and sometimes you just barge into it like tonight with your half-baked analysis of BB. You weren’t wrong, but you came 
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