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      The handwritten letter Nicole Baker had opened an hour ago felt like it was chewing through the breast pocket of her suit jacket, trying to get to her heart.

      “Family?” said the balding man riding the elevator up with her.

      Nicole gave a tight smile and didn’t answer. Couldn’t. If she spoke, she’d crack.

      The elevator thunked to a stop, the doors hummed open, and she hurried out onto the dim ward, leaving the balding man behind. As she passed the nurse’s station, the woman there raised her eyes to watch Nicole pass.

      She knew somehow. They all knew.

      Nicole clicked along faster, pulling a hair band from her purse and jerking her thick mane back into a ponytail. She reached the door to her mother’s private room and pushed it open. Stood there.

      The room lights were off, but lights from outside the room’s window threw harsh shadows over IV tubes and poles, monitor wires, an oxygen hose, and a frail body in a hard bed.

      “Mother?”

      There was a dragging sound from the oxygen mask as the old woman turned her head. Her face was cadaverous, the skin bluish gray from two years of a high CO2 count.

      Her mother’s fingers jerked up now and scrabbled at her oxygen mask, gasping and coughing as she pulled it down. Then one hand fumbled for the pull cord to the light over her bed. She tugged it until it clicked and suddenly everything in the room was clear and horrible.

      “Nicky,” the old woman finally managed then coughed like it was dragging her lungs up. It took her another minute to catch her breath before she said, “What a nice surprise.”

      After a long hesitation, Nicole strode forward. When she reached the bed, she pulled out the letter, hating how her fingers shook, how her legs felt like spaghetti. She thrust the three sheets at her mother. “Is this another one of your jokes?”

      Her mother coughed again and took the paper. “What...?”

      “It was delivered to my office this morning.”

      “So you’re back working. That’s good, dear. I’m sure Paul—”

      “Read it!”

      Blinking hard, her mother unfolded the sheets and squinted at them. The handwriting on the paper was spidery, shaky, but not her mother’s, damn it.

      Dear Nicole, the letter began. I’m writing to tell you who your real parents are...

      It took Nicole’s mother a full five minutes, then she laid the papers on her chest, pushed her mask back up to suck some oxygen, and relaxed her head back. She closed her eyes.

      Nicole jerked the mask down over her mother’s chin again. “Well?”

      The old woman took a rattling breath and opened her eyes, but she didn’t look at Nicole. “True as true.”

      “What? I was born in someplace called Goldrock, Colorado to a girl named—”

      “Betsy Müller.”

      There was a silence. “You’re going to lie there and tell me...”

      “I had a thing with my ovaries, sweetie.”

      “What thing?”

      “Poly-cystic ovarian disease.” Carefully pronounced. Rehearsed.

      It made Nicole want to gag. Or grab her mother’s frail shoulders and shake her. “So?”

      The dying woman waved her hand and sucked in another breath. “I couldn’t have kids. But your daddy Nigel wanted them so bad. So one time when we were driving down through the Rockies, you know...”

      “No!” Nicole snatched the letter off her mother’s chest and stuffed it back into her inside jacket pocket. “I called Sibley Memorial. They said that if I had a birth certificate issued by them, I was born there.”

      Her mother’s smile had gone wistful, staring up at the ceiling. “We were checking out old mining towns. Some still got people, you know. Found this little girl with her own child. Starving. Asked us to adopt it.”

      No. No, no, no. “Who’d you get to write this for you?”

      “The girl couldn’t take care of it. No one else would. So we took it.”

      “‘It.’ You mean me?”

      Nicole’s mother, no, her adoptive mother, Suzie Jane Baker, nodded and took another long, rattling breath. “Cutest little thing you were. We got a new birth certificate.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “Your father had connections.”

      “What? Like criminals? Jesus. I paid for a private room for you. I’ve been in here every single day since you came in. My law practice is a shambles. Paul is...well...“

      “A goddamned…man!” Her mother laughed then gasped and a spasm dragged her into another round of coughing that seemed to build as if her very lungs were trying to turn themselves inside out. A chunk of phlegm, greenish purple and bloody came up. She spat it sideways to the floor, coughed and spasmed again, jerking her IV tubes. The heart rate monitor beside her jumped erratically.

      Nicole couldn’t move. She should call the nurse, scream, something. But her legs were bolted to the floor and something inside her head shouted at her mother, Go! Go on, you liar!

      But the coughing subsided as it always did and Suzie wiped her mouth, gasping. Nicole stepped to the bed. “Okay, Mom. Just tell me the truth for once in your life. No more games. Look into my eyes.”

      Nicole’s mother fumbled for her oxygen again and Nicole batted the old hand away.

      “Tell me.”

      “Sweetie. I like your hair.”

      “Tell me.”

      “You don’t believe me? Go to Goldrock.” Her eyelids fluttered and her pupils rolled up. Her breathing jerked to a halt.

      Nicole frowned and reached down to squeeze the old woman’s shoulders. Again. “Mom?”

      Then she threw herself at the nurse call button beside the bed and stabbed it over and over.
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      Thirty miles west of Tulsa, in the little town of Ruston, where the main scenery was corn and dust and everyone but the locals were just passing through, the chief cook and manager of the Big Fry lumbered to the back of her kitchen to find her sole waitress, bottle-blond Georgia, clutching the edge of the dishwashing machine’s feeding arm with one hand, her eyes wild and unfocused.

      “Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight...”

      “Georgia?”

      “Twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one...”

      “Georgia, honey.”

      “Thirty-two, thirty-three...”

      “Georgia!” Bella Fry grabbed one of Georgia’s skinny arms and shook her. Only then, when Georgia turned her pretty face to Bella in blank-faced fear, did Bella notice the creased sheet of paper Georgia held in her dangling hand.

      Bella reached down and grabbed the paper, raised it up, and read. She frowned and read it again. It was plain, white bond paper, unsigned, and there was no return address other than “Goldrock, Colorado.” It looked like a woman’s writing, all fine and spidery. It read:

      

      Your children miss you, Georgia.

      It’s time to come home.

      

      Bella shook the paper at Georgia. “What do it mean, child? This some kind of joke? You said you never been outside of Oklahoma.”

      Georgia blinked at her, looked at the letter, and slowly found her bearings. “I…was born in Goldrock,” she said in her slow drawl. “My two kids are there.”

      “Your two kids? Lord...” Bella was struck dumb. This pretty girl, maybe in her thirties but perpetually a shy teenager, like she’d been struck by a truck and run inside herself to hide. This girl who’d dyed her hair and even her eyebrows blond ever since she’d first come to Bella’s nine months ago. This girl was a mama? Lord.

      “What you going to do, child?” Bella said finally.

      “Do?” Georgia said with a puzzled frown. She reached up with shaking fingers and took the letter from Bella. “Like the letter says, o’ course. I’m going home.”
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      Josh burst into the U of C dorm room he shared with Ari Siegel and jumped up onto his bed, then bounced up again to spin around so that his red hair flew out like a bitchin’ god...of...fire!

      “I is done, Ari-dad!” he cried. “We’re outa here!”

      Which at least got Ari to turn around from his desk. But whoah. Josh’s friend, also short and long-haired, but with brown-eyes and wiry black hair, could be painfully shy and way serious. But this attitude went even past that. Right now Ari was, like, totally tweaked or something, blinking at Josh with a “Hunh?”

      “Our shifted reading week, dude. I just finished my last class. Elwood’s picking us up in, like, two hours. Where’s your head? Where’s your board? Elwood says the slopes at my folks are waistie!”

      Josh’s own duffel and snowboard were laid out on the floor at the end of his bed, but he couldn’t see Ari’s anywhere. “Really, dude. Where’s your board?”

      Ari looked like he was having trouble concentrating. “Uh...my locker?”

      Josh frowned. “Say what?”

      “I’m...I don’t know. I don’t think I can come.”

      “Oh, dude! Why?”

      The boy stared at the floor, then slowly rubbed his nose. He finally turned back to his desk and lifted up a sheet of paper lying there. He handed it to Josh.

      Josh bounced off his bed and took it, reading the spidery writing out loud. “‘Dear Ari, Your Grandma Miryam has terminal heart disease...blah, blah. She won’t write to you or call you…blah, but has mentioned your name to me often. If you want to see her alive...’” Josh looked up. “This is a joke, right? Your ‘Grandma Miryam?’”

      “Oma.”

      “What?”

      “My oma. My grandma. I used to be her favorite. I kind of set my course by her. But I haven’t seen her in four or five years.”

      Josh held out the paper. “So who wrote you?”

      “Don’t know. There’s no signature or return address.”

      “And don’t you think that’s, like, kind of weird?”

      Ari snatched the letter, folded it, and stuffed it into the pocket of his jeans, embarrassed. “There was a family fight. That’s why I haven’t seen her. Maybe whoever wrote it knew that. Didn’t want to get in the middle.”

      “Yeah. Just wanted to screw up our week.” He held out both hands when he saw Ari’s face. “Okay, look. Where’s your grandma’s house? Here in town? Out of state?”

      Ari shook his head. “In state. Tiny little place near Telluride, but none of the big tourist stuff. Goldrock.”

      “Goldrock. Gold— Hey! Fuck! That’s like only like five hours from my folks in Gunnison, and they got skiing, right?”

      “Yeah. Good skiing and boarding, but—”

      “Soooo... We drive to my parents, stay two or three days, then borrow Elroy’s car...”

      “I don’t know, dude. That would be awesome, but...like...the road getting to my oma’s place...”

      “Is nothing! I’ve been doing snow since before time, okay. We’ll bring chains.”

      Ari blinked slowly, running his hair back from his face with one hand. “You’re sure?”

      “Adventure, Ari-dad!”

      “Visiting my dying grandma?”

      “Living by new slopes. New snow. Right? We on?”

      “O...kay.”

      Josh punched his roomie’s arm. “Then get your gear together, dude. Holiday of a lifetime!”
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      “You don’t talk much, do ya?”

      The big man following her out of the car didn’t say anything. Mary Jane laughed as she fumbled in her purse for the keys at her bungalow, then giggled nervously. The man had stepped right behind her, blocking the porch light so she couldn’t see a damn thing.

      “N-not good at it,” he stuttered. “Muh-muh-muh—”

      “S’all right, Japhet, that you’re not a big talker. Tha’s all right.”

      Oh poo, now she was slurring her speech. She didn’t know how to do this. But—ha!—she had the keys. Right there in her fingers. With a sly smile she pulled them out and jingled them up at him. Now he was supposed to applaud, say he was sure glad she’d found them or something. ‘Cause single moms, you know, they weren’t quite as secure in their sex appeal, weren’t so sure what the right moves were for this kind of hanky-panky.

      He reached for the keys and for a second looked like a towering ape, thick and threatening. A chill shot through Mary Jane’s buzz. She stumbled back from him.

      He dropped his hands and stooped apologetically. “Your k-kids?”

      Her tremble eased back to a smile. The stutter, the ‘Aw shucks’ stoop, the balding head of a man in his forties—they were what had first reassured Mary Jane when he’d asked for directions to the bus stop outside Tulepa’s only bar. And even after she had him walk her back to her dark brown Ford Taurus that still smelled of cat vomit from Gilligan’s little accident, he’d said he “r-really” had to get home to Goldrock, Colorado. Even showed her a letter with spidery little writing. From his mama, he said, demanding he come home. But she’d told him there no more busses until morning, so...

      “Kids’re at my sister’s,” Mary Jane said, fingering her hair back behind her ears.

      And, after all, how long had it been since that happened? And her bringing a man home. It made her tingle in all her nethermosts. She stepped back to the door and managed to get her house key into the lock. With a grunt, she opened the door and stumbled inside. It smelled like kitty litter and old pizza. Gilligan greeted her with a purr and brush against her leg, then the man’s. Mary Jane reached for the light switch.

      Japhet grabbed her hand. “Don’t.”

      “Wha—?”

      “C-c-curtains. All ar-round.”

      She smiled sloppily at him in the dark kitchen. “Okey-dokey.”

      When she got back, the first thing she made out in the darkness was that he’d brought in his battered brown suitcase and toolbox from Mary Jane’s Taurus. He was sitting, the suitcase a black lump on the floor beside him, the toolbox on the kitchen table and...open? Something smelled wrong. Kind of sharp. Kind of...

      “Gill’gan?” she said.

      “That your cat?”

      “A shorthair.” The booze felt very thick in her mouth but she noticed something else. Japhet not stuttering?

      “Turn on the lights.”

      She flipped them on and saw Gilligan. He way lying beside the closed toolbox, his head flopped upwards in an unnatural position. But before Mary Ann could quite figure out why, Japhet stood and began swishing a long, black-bladed knife back and forth against his pant leg. Wet?

      Mary Jane’s gaze rose stupidly to his face. “Tha’s a big knife,” she slurred.

      Then he was on her.

      One quick stride and he had hoisted her off the floor by the front of her silk blouse—Fifty-five dollars for that blouse. Shouldn’t have worn it.—and spun her sideways, slammed her back into her fridge. Her older son’s artwork crackled under her shoulder blades. A tube of glitter glue clattered to the floor. Cal was so creative. Richard was just starting. Morgan was still— A second glitter glue clattered down.

      Mary Jane felt a pricking down near her belly, then a tugging ripping sound and air. He’d cut open the top of her skirt.

      Thwack! above her head. He’d slapped down the knife on the refrigerator. His free hand now pulled down her skirt, helped by the rough edge of his shoe at her knees. The hand went back for the panties. Yanked them down and off. Came up to the hand still holding her by the blouse and grabbed the material there to rip open the front of her blouse.

      But as he loosed the hand pinning her, Mary Jane started to slide down the fridge. Cal’s picture ripped behind her back and she finally remembered to scream.

      He hoisted her up with a hand around her neck, under her chin, and backhanded her across the mouth. It stung and her mouth filled with blood. She gulped it down, staggered her feet under her to stand, and sputtered, “Don’t. P-please. My boys–”

      “Shut up!”

      His hands ripped open her blouse fully now and yanked it down and off. He reached behind her, ripped the catch off the back of her brassiere, then brought his hand back to jerk the front so hard that her arms wrenched forward as he yanked the worn lace off her. He threw it away and slapped her bare breasts hard.

      Mary Jane screamed again. Tried hard to focus. Last chance. “The letter. Y-you said you’re going home. To your mama.”

      Suddenly the knife was back in his hand. His knee drove into her stomach so she gagged and the thick fingers of his free hand grabbed her tongue, pulling it out as far as it would go. “Don’t you laugh at me!” he said.

      Then the tip of the knife flashed under her nose. Stuck. Burned. She tried to scream. It jerked. And what was left of her tongue snapped back into her mouth in a gargle of blood.
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      Midnight.

      The woman stood in the snow just off Goldrock’s main street and wrapped her cloth coat more tightly around her. She gritted her teeth and glared up at the banner that stretched across the sleeping street to announce the town’s centennial.

      Irrelevant, except as a goad.

      For the true years that mattered were thirty-two. For it was that many years ago that the evil had seeped into the town, corrupted every person here, tainted every sheet and flowerbed, and come bursting out into the plain light of day for everyone to see. Inescapable. Undeniable.

      But what had happened? It had been denied! Shoveled over. Buried. The simplest part of the cancerous boil had been lanced while the rest had been left to fester in the darkness like a great pulsing infection, covered with lies and fear. In the town. In her. For thirty-two long years.

      But it’s time was up.

      It was time to end it. The children had been summoned and she knew they would come in all their innocence and in damnation. They would meet. The ugly truths would spill out, a little at a time or all at once she didn’t know. But they would spill. And it would hurt.

      Yes—she ground her teeth and smiled—it would hurt good.
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      Montrose, Colorado. What a nothing place, Nicole Baker thought as she stomped her boots in the snow of the car rental lot while her husband began packing up the rented Jeep Grand Cherokee.

      There was rumbling sound and she turned to watch an airplane take off. It seemed to squeal as it inched into the sky, folding up its landing gear and beginning its climb towards the northern mountains, abandoning Nicole and Paul here to their three hour drive.

      Which was stupid.

      This whole thing was stupid.

      When Nicole’s mother had died there in her hospital bed, the first thing Nicole should have done was burn the letter and ended things right there. What did she think she was going to find in Goldrock? The love she never had? A sense of who she really was, finally, that couldn’t be shaken?

      Fantasies.

      Yet even as she’d arranged her mother’s funeral, she’d made more phone calls. Met more dead ends. Then she’d booked a flight out here, God help her. Without telling Paul why. Too ashamed, too frightened by what she might find to tell him why.

      And he’d insisted on accompanying her anyway. Probably because he was too ashamed and frightened by the possible repercussions of his infidelity to let her go off alone.

      She turned to watch him thump their ski boots into the back of the rented gold Jeep Grand Cherokee now, snugging them in tightly between his suitcase and the wheel well and double-checking that all the buckles were folded down, nothing rubbing. He whistled as he worked, her Paul. Always buoyant and efficient. A cinnamon skinned, meticulous, even-tempered…cheater.

      And the second strike on that thought decided her. There was no way she could drive with one person who’d rejected her in order to turn up evidence that another person, her biological mother, had done the same. It was insane. And while she was emotionally raw and hadn’t been functioning well because of it, she was not insane. She could make more phone calls. She could hire a private investigator to figure out her lineage while she figured out her marriage. It had just taken flying out here, coming right to the brink of madness to get her priorities straight.

      Down south of them, the highway through Montrose to the southern mountains moaned in the wind. The clouds swelled black over the peaks.

      “This is a no go,” Nicole said. “Checked my phone. Weather’s going to be bad.”

      Paul pulled his head out of the rear hatch of the Jeep where he’d finished wedging in the ski poles and backpacks so they wouldn’t move. “What’s that?”

      “I’m going to tell the rental guy we’re cancelling.”

      “What?” Paul stepped back out of the Jeep looking flustered. “We’ve signed. We’re packed. We’re paid. What’s going on?”

      Nicole tugged her mitts on tighter over the red sleeves of her jacket and stuck out her jaw. “He was supposed to give us maps, and it been what? Twenty-five minutes? Look at the clouds. I’m going to say it’s weather and breach of contract.”

      Paul looked evenly at her and Nicole shook her head hard. Then she stomped off towards the booth. Let him attribute the flip-flop to her grief process. If she paid for the Goldrock investigation from her own bank account, Paul would never even have to know. And it was entirely possible, after she’d had some time to get her head clear and work through the issues of Paul’s cheating, he wouldn’t even be living with her when she got the answers.

      But as she approached the Hertz booth, she had a sudden intuition it might not be that easy.

      The door was hanging open and there were two people inside. The young rental clerk whom she and Paul had talked to was frantically looking through the rat’s nest of papers that covered the north end of his booth. Sneering at the clerk was an older man with an overstuffed face, a head of combed-over gray hair, and a weedy mustache.

      Uh-oh.

      The older man saw Nicole coming, looked her up and down appreciatively, then turned back to poke a finger into the back of the rental clerk’s back. “You see?”

      The clerk fluttered his hands up and began trembling. “I put them right...uh...right...”

      “Sure you did.” The man rolled his eyes dramatically for Nicole.

      “Yeah...uh....”

      “Want to blame it on the car accident?” He turned to smile as Nicole reached the open door and Nicole saw his name was Simms. “What can we do for you, Ma’am?”

      Cancel the trip, she thought. You don’t need it. This is not a smart move for you. Not right now. “The weather...” Nicole began.

      “I got it!” Dade said and thrust a printed sheet past his boss and towards Nicole. The weather report.

      “But no maps,” Simms said without looking away from Nicole. “‘Everything you need.’ That’s our motto. So if you want a discount or a refund, just ask.”

      Nicole frowned, caught, despite herself, by the desperate young clerk’s eyes. The helplessness and frustration there—she’d seen it too often in her clients not to know what happened next. If Nicole cancelled, the clerk got fired. And then he lost his next job, and his next, and then his self-esteem, his family and friends...

      He’s not your client. Let it go. Just cancel the rental. Walk away.

      Like she’d ever been able to do that. She reached out and touched the arm of the boss. “Car accident you said.”

      “What?” The boss man looked down at Nicole’s fingers on his sleeve. He licked his mustache in surprise. While Dade moaned as he picked though the rat’s nest of papers on his desk.

      “He had a brain injury, I bet. MTBI. Mild Traumatic Brain Injury?”

      “Oh, fer— Yeah, something like that his folks say. So I help him out, right? But come on...”

      “Have you read anything about brain injury?”

      “Hunh?”

      “You hire this boy. You know he had problems. But you read absolutely nothing about how to help him cope?”

      “Well...”

      “Books? Pamphlets?”

      “I...”

      “Nothing?”

      Simms folded his arms over his flabby chest. “My wife told me to give him a chance. I gave him a chance.”

      “Okay, then here’s the primer. You bonk the brain hard enough, even if you don’t leave marks, and you get mood swings, concentration difficulties, memory problems, difficulties making decisions. Okay?” Kind of like what you get when you lose a mother, catch your husband cheating, and find you might be adopted all within the same week.

      The boss didn’t look convinced.

      Nicole closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “This boy—Dade?—isn’t stupid and he’s not crazy. But because of what’s happened to him, he needs a special environment. Less stimulation. Itemized tasks. Help in setting up systems. He’s great with people. He sold us on your top-of-the-line rental. There has to be a need for that.”

      Simms frowned at her. “You a doctor?”

      “Lawyer,” Nicole said. “I deal with a lot of brain injury cases. There’s a good argument that it’s a recognizable disability which can’t be discriminated against in the workplace. Capiche?”

      The manager’s mustache bristled out. “Unless he loses us business, right? He losing us your business right now?”

      Nicole stared at him, felt everything click backwards in her brain to an earlier set of decisions she’d just finished proving to herself was insanity. She quickly weighed everything she’d argued against Dade’s future and decided she was a crybaby.

      “No,” she said. “We’re taking the rental.”

      The manager blew out between his lips, shrugged, and shouldered his way out of the booth, stalking off towards the airport terminal buildings.

      Dade swallowed and stepped out of the booth with the invoice Nicole had filled out fifteen minutes ago. “Thanks...uh...” He looked down at the invoice    “...Ms. Baker. You really have a map to get to Goldrock? ’Cause GPS, most times, doesn’t work out there.”

      Nicole nodded, noting sickly the clouds they’d be driving towards looked even darker than they had moments before.

      “You know they got a party going on there this week.”

      “Party?”

      “Goldrock’s...uh...uh...centennial. I got a friend there. But he’s doubting they’ll get many people there with the weather coming. Already a lot of snow through Lizard Head and Red Mountain Pass. You sure you want to go?”

      “We go through either of those passes?”

      “No, but you might want to pick up some chains and a shovel. These small mountain towns, you know. Don’t want to get stuck or...dead or anything.”

      The words sent a little shiver of fear through her, but it broke the back of her tension and she laughed. She leaned forward suddenly and kissed Dade on the cheek. As she pulled back, he blushed. She said, “I’m not taking this trip to get dead, okay? I’m taking it because I need to know for sure where I come from. I think a person needs to know that sort of thing before they can make the right choices going forward, you know?”

      He nodded doubtfully and Nicole turned to go while she still had the courage.
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      110 miles south, on the Colorado 666 from New Mexico, a stolen brown Ford Taurus driven by Japhet Bone sent up a trail of dust that followed it north.

      But twelve-year-old girl Chipeta Toop’weets did not know the car was stolen or who drove it as she sat in her lawn chair and watched it approach from a mile off. She pressed the back of her chair against the cracked plywood of her family’s craft stand and slouched down. Maybe it would just pass on by. Chipeta’s mother and father were both gone to Cortez; no more than an hour, they’d said.

      All around the craft stand were the flat desert and low mesas, blowing with the dusty, sweet smell of sagebrush. It was warm enough for Chipeta’s short-sleeved cotton dress, plus her mother’s shawl which Chipeta might take off when the sun warmed things up mid-morning. Far off to the north, the purply line of San Juan mountains were like a second, looser shawl, around her.

      The Taurus was slowing.

      It pulled off the highway and crunched up along the dirt and stones. Chipeta pulled her mother’s shawl tighter around her and shrank back into the straps of the chair. Her braided ponytail bunched up uncomfortably behind her head.

      There was something about the car. Maybe the white sidewall tires. Maybe the dust that said it had come through the red rock lands of the Navajo and Ute Indian Reservations. The license plate was personalized to read, “MJ & 3,” whatever that meant.

      The car jerked to a stop just past her and dust puffed off it like flies from dogshit.

      Chipeta could hear the windshield wipers still going, whup...whup, but couldn’t see them from where she sat.

      The wipers stopped. The driver’s side door opened. A man got out and straightened to a stand, and Chipeta gasped. The man was enormous, like some great ape. He must have been four full heads taller than Chipeta’s father.

      But more than just tall, the man had sloping shoulders and a thick head on top of them like a great ball of suet, with short, oily black hair as if he hadn’t bathed in many days. He turned his head and looked across the roof of his car and Chipeta sucked in a breath. Because he looked so...meek.

      His round face was fatty, stubbled, and sunburned like he worked outside. A swatch of peeling skin lay across the cheeks and nose. Maybe a vacationing farmer or hired hand? His short-sleeved shirt was sweat-stained and revealed arms as flabby looking as the rest of him. But big, like there might be some muscle in there maybe.

      Raising his left hand to shield his eyes from the sun, he gave Chipeta a careful smile. No missing teeth. “Am I on the r-r-r-right road to G-Goldrock? Past T-T-Telluride?”

      “Yes,” Chipeta said.

      “Hunh,” the man grunted, pleased. Then he looked around. “Y-y-you have a w-washroom anywhere here?”

      Chipeta shook her head.

      “C-cell phone?”

      Chipeta shook again.

      “Hunh. J-just you alone out here?”

      “My papa will be right back.”

      The stuttering man nodded slowly, then scanned the dusty desert, the blowing, empty road. When he looked back at her, he spoke with a stronger voice than before. “Mind if I look at your stuff ’til he g-gets back?”

      Chipeta shook her head and the man shut his door. As he wandered over, she saw he had something in his right hand. A camera. Small digital. No case. The man’s pants were polyester too, crinkled from long driving. The right pocket bulged from a wad of change that jingled as he approached her.

      He saw where she was looking and smiled. Chipeta looked up quickly and gestured to the booth beside her where her mother’s bright blankets and shawls lay piled on the shelf. Above that, hanging from a thin pole that ran across the top of the booth, were fifteen of her father’s best aspen carvings - horses and cacti, wolves, adobe huts. Some were flat and meant to be hung, others were meant to sit.

      “You want to buy?” Chipeta asked. Her voice sounded small and silly in her ears.

      “Show me the best blanket.”

      He wanted her to get up, Chipeta realized. His eyes commanded it. So Chipeta did, leaving the shawl behind in the chair so she would have her arms free. The man watched her closely as she walked around him to the shelf of blankets and shawls. Trying to ignore his stare, she picked through the first three blankets in each of the three piles. Which would he like? Not the bright red and gold designed to ward off evil spirits. He would like browns. Grays. Blacks.

      Tugging out one like that from the bottom of the middle pile. She turned and held it up, folded. “This one.”

      “Unfold it.”

      Chipeta did, having it as high up over her head as she could so not too much would lie in the dirt. The lingering sharp smell of the dye and the scratchy wool against her face and front was like her momma’s shield, her momma’s warmth. So it felt doubly frightening to have the man pull out one side of the blanket to look in at her, look at her standing in her cotton dress, arms upraised. “I like it,” he said, voice low. No stutter.

      Chipeta dropped it down and quickly snatched up the bottom from the dirt. “It is sixty dollars.”

      The man rubbed at the peeling skin on his nose and laughed, so different than he’d been getting out of his car. “Would you take twenty?”

      “Fifty.”

      He laughed again. “I’ll tell you what. You spread it out across the front of your stand, stand in front of it, and let me take a picture of you and this place. Then we’ll haggle.”

      Chipeta swallowed again, but turned back to the stand with her mother’s blanket. Again conscious of the man’s eyes on her, she spread it out along the shelf, folding enough over the top that no part of it would be in the dirt this time.

      When she turned, the man motioned for her to stand in front of the blanket, a little to one side, and he backed up so he could get the whole crafts stand into the picture.

      “Good.” He clicked a picture.

      Chipeta turned to fold the blanket, but he shook his head. “I want another one. Closer. Smiling this time.”

      Chipeta turned back towards him as he stepped in closer, and she tried to smile.

      “You can do better than that.”

      She tried harder, smiling wide and showing her teeth like she did for her grandpa when he took family pictures.

      “Better,” the man said. “Now grab your boobies.”

      “What?”

      “Like this.” The man demonstrated by cupping the palm of his free hand under his own flabby chest. “You got some little boobies starting there. Grab ’em.”

      He raised the camera again.
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      Halfway between Montrose and Ridgeway, with Paul driving, Nicole’s over-stressed system had given out and she’d slept, only to dream of suing the doctors who’d let her mother die. She saw herself, raven-black hair fanned in enormous sheets around her, wrestling with the doctors. Only they weren’t doctors; they were Paul. And the woman on the bed wasn’t her mother...

      She’d woken up sweating and chilled, drunk the bitter coffee Paul had bought her at a gas station somewhere, and noted that he’d picked up tire chains and a short snow shovel. It was warm enough in the Jeep then that she’d taken off her red ski jacket and just had on a tight lime turtleneck and leggings.

      “Better safe,” he’d said about the chains and given her an appreciative once-over. “They’re just getting what the guy called ‘diet snowstorms’ so far, but they’re expecting more.”

      And they’d driven.

      Now they were off the plowed roadways and following the right lane tire tracks of the road that snaked through the mountains to Goldrock. The Jeep’s tires were humming as they climbed. The stale smell of their sweat, the coffee, and the leather seats was getting recirculated around the Jeep’s interior by the heater fans.

      Nicole stared out at the shallow field of snow and pines between them and the sharp mountainside. To the right plunged a gully. Beyond it, more mountains, no habitations in sight, overcast sky.

      Don’t get dead, the Hertz boy had said.

      Paul’s gaze suddenly flicked, annoyed, at the rearview mirror. “Oh, jeez. Not these guys again.”

      “What?” Nicole twisted in her seat and saw. A rusty white Trans Am, black and red phoenix painted across its hood, was swerving around on their tail. “They were back there before?”

      Paul nodded. “Twenty miles back I let them pass, but I guess they stopped for something. Doubt they’ve even got snow tires.”

      As he spoke, the tailgater gave a throaty roar and pulled into the left lane tracks, its tail sliding out dangerously. For a second Nicole saw through its front windshield. A short, young male driver. Long red hair. An equally short male passenger, young and curly dark hair, hands gripping the dashboard in terror.

      “Insane,” Nicole breathed.

      “Yup.”

      Then, as Nicole watched, the red-haired driver managed to straighten the hot rod out and actually accelerated past them. “Honk at them,” she said.

      “You kidding? They’d probably crash.”

      “Fine. New clients.”

      “We’d be defendants.”

      “Only you. You’re driving.”

      “What? You’d sue me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “It would be a conflict of interest, Nicky.”

      “Like you and Shelley?”

      His eyes jerked away from hers and the Trans Am roared over the rise ahead and vanished from sight. It hadn’t hit them, but it had hit them. It had fractured the quiet truce in the Jeep all to hell.

      Nicole put her forehead to the cold passenger side window, her face red and heart pounding hard. Hey, it wasn’t her fault that Paul had screwed around. And with an insurance adjuster, for Christ’s sake. Had putting up with Nicole messed him up that badly?

      She rolled her forehead against the glass. Come on, Baker. You’re okay. A little shaken up is all. But once you get to Goldrock, you’ll crush that last niggling doubt your sainted mother left you with and you can get on with things. You can then make up your mind about whether to save this marriage or…not. But whatever you choose, life will be good.

      Believe.
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      As the Ute Indian girl hesitated, Japhet’s fingers trembled on his Polaroid camera. He realized he was changing. Where he had been so careful in the last twelve years to select each of his victims by age and isolation, he was prepared to throw that all away for this little girl.

      He wanted to fuck her.

      Except it came out “fug” in his head, like he’d learned from his mother. She’d been foul-mouthed in everything but naming certain body parts, certain actions, and those quirks Japhet still followed to this day. So he wanted to “fug” this little girl. Not kill, just be with. Love. Not that it was possible, what with his size now, but... Why did he want to do it?

      It was as if...as if...returning home to Goldrock was bringing back the child inside him, the innocence, the early urges.

      You’re a cunny-sick boy, Japhet. Bugger boy.

      Japhet reared his head back. No, Mama, he thought. That’s just what you and the others said. But it wasn’t me. It was you. All of you. Every last one of you. What you did. He shut his eyes hard and sprung them open again.

      “Well?” he said hoarsely to the Native girl.

      The girl jerked her chin up towards him and he could see the tips of her ears were red. Then her gaze darted left and right down the highway to see if there were any cars. Japhet knew there were none. Only warm wind rustling the bushes and blowing dust over the roads. Desert emptiness. For miles. There was only Japhet and her.

      “The blanket,” she said. “You will buy it?”

      Japhet lowered his camera, gave her an ugly smile. “Maybe,” he said, and took a step forward. “After a picture or two. Then… Is there a problem, honey?”

      She shook her head quickly. Felt her ponytail shake behind her like her bare knees wanted to shake.

      “Good. What’s your name?”

      “Chipeta.”

      “Grab your boobies, Chipeta.”

      The girl, lips trembling, began to raise her hands. Stopped.

      Japhet lowered his camera again and wiped the sudden sheen of sweat that was forming above his eyebrows. He wasn’t used to this either, the drawing out of the preliminaries. It was Goldrock being so close. It was messing him up. He ran his tongue dryly over his lips. “You’re not listening well, are you?”

      “M-my papa,” she said, and pointed back along the road that Japhet and his Taurus had arrived from, the road toward Cortez.

      Japhet turned and listened, heard the rumbling now too. And suddenly the truck was there, about a mile off, wobbling along in the road’s heat.

      The girl raised a skinny brown arm and waved.

      Damn! Messing him up was right! Fug him!

      With another quick wipe of his forehead, Japhet turned and walked casually back to his stolen car. He opened the dusty passenger door and tossed in his camera. Slammed the door and walked around to the driver’s side.

      The girl’s father’s truck was closer. A half mile.

      He saw the girl wavering, as if she wondered whether she could now chance running towards her father’s truck. She looked over at him, staring with her eyes wide and scared and angry too.

      Dumb little bitch. Dumb dumb dumb.

      You can’t hide, bugger boy. Let them see you.

      Japhet opened the driver’s door, climbed in, and reached over to heave the brown suitcase up from the passenger wheel well. He sprang open its two metal clasps—Snap. Snap.—and stuck a hand inside it to pry up the false bottom and slid his hand in to find his Buck Nighthawk hunting knife. Six-and-a-half-inches of black-oxidized blade. Sharp, light, real precise. It felt almost alive as he considered whether the girl was enough of a threat to warrant him killing her. One quick stab and jerk and he’d be away before the father’s truck was close enough to even get the model of his car, much less his license plate.

      A grinding sound on the dirty passenger window made him twitch his head up.

      It was her! The dumb little bitch was wiping his window clean with her bare forearm so she could stare in at him.

      In...at...him!

      His whole face shook then he jerked his body backwards, knife in hand.

      Stopped.

      He could hear the sound of the truck, roaring up across the stones. The girl’s father. He was too late. Too distracted. Too slow.

      With a grunt that strained the blood vessels in his face, Japhet shoved his knife back into the false bottom of the suitcase and slid the case back into the passenger wheel well. Then he jerked back to an upright sitting position in the driver’s seat, roared the Taurus’ engine into life, yanked the driver’s side door closed, and gunned the engine. The tires spat stones wildly as they fishtailed him back to the road.

      He had to get out of there. Had to get to Goldrock, to Mama, before he fell apart completely. Because if that happened, that was not going to be a pretty sight.

      No, you definitely didn’t want to see that.

      His front tires grabbed asphalt and he shot towards the mountains.
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      By the time they were whirring down the switchbacks to Goldrock, Paul seemed to have forgotten their fight. He was hunched over the steering wheel. His right hand occasionally touched under the gear shift when it looked like he might have to downshift.

      Despite Nicole’s feelings of alienation, she couldn’t help but watch him. For a 34-year old, Paul had more self-possession and focus right now than any man had a right to. It made the fine angles of his face look like polished teak. The heritage behind his last name, Kesin, had given him Middle-Eastern doe eyes that were sharpened to lasers. And the male energy of him... She remembered so clearly what it had once been like to have that energy turned on her, seducing her, making her feel like the most important, perfect woman in the universe. And that appreciative look he’d given her earlier. She felt a thin sheen of moisture break out along the top of her forehead and her fingers seemed to vibrate on her thighs. Even now, she knew, if Paul persisted long enough to fight through her silence and really touch her, draw her to him, she’d probably…

      “So?” Paul said without turning his head. “Are you going to tell me yet?”

      Nicole swallowed. “What?”

      “Why we’re here. You’ve never been much of a skiier.”

      “My mother like to ski,” she lied, surprised at how easy it was.

      He glanced sideways at her. “Your mother may have been many things, but she was never a skier.”

      “We all have our secrets, don’t we?”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning... would you have married me right out of law school if you’d known me then as well as you do now?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “One you don’t have to answer.”

      Paul pursed his lips and shook his head angrily as Nicole turned her head away.

      Then the latest switchback took them around the mountain to the final descent and Goldrock spread out below them.

      It was laid out roughly north and south, surrounded on three sides by steep mountains and the fourth by the narrow valley through which Nicole and Paul had entered. A lake ran across the north side. The ski runs were to the west.

      But only one of the chair lifts on those ski runs seemed to be running. There were fewer than ten dots that were skiers or snowboarders weaving down the hill, probably because the gloomy light would be making the moguls nearly invisible. In the town itself, the only sign of life was a few trails of smoke climbing somberly out of house chimneys.

      Nicole clutched the leather door grip, half-expecting the sight to bring back some sort of memories. But there was nothing.

      Of course, how young was she supposed to have been when she was adopted out of this place? Her earliest memories only started around five, and her baby pictures were nonexistent. Did that mean anything?

      It took another five minutes before they hit the last long run along the town’s southern edge, and Nicole realized she’d been holding her breath for most of it.

      “Happening place,” Paul said, breaking the ice again, his perpetual role.

      And again Nicole let it be broken. Needed it broken now more than ever. “At least they’ve plowed here.”

      They passed an Eagle gas station that looked deserted. “Yeah. Just not the hill. You can come on down, but you can never leave.”

      Nicole laughed uncomfortably, shivered, then jerked up a hand to point as they turned left on the main street. “No wonder it’s so cold.”

      She was pointing to a Victorian era court house or church ahead on the right hand side of the street. Broad, salted steps lead to its front door. The walls rose up three tall stories of sandstone brick, broken only by narrow windows with arched tops. A man-sized clock-face with Roman numerals glared down from up near the peak of its roof. And the object of her comment, a red electronic readout below the clock, noted the temperature as twenty-nine degrees and dropping.

      Familiar?

      As they passed it, Paul gestured at something further ahead of them. “Is this part of what you’re not telling me?”

      Nicole looked. Ahead, strung between the lampposts on either side of the street, a garish banner in purple and gold announced: WELCOME TO GOLDROCK! 100 YEARS YOUNG.

      Right. The centennial party.

      Back from the banner’s left lamppost was what looked like an old miner’s hotel. The Grenadine. The corners were brick and the walls were neat vertical wood slats, rising three stories like the courthouse, but with a flat roof on top and a broad wooden awning over its double front doors. Stretching along the street in front of it and down the alley to its left were a bus, a couple cars, and three SUV’s, all with skis still on their roof racks.

      Paul swiveled his head around. “Guess we just stop here,” he said, and pulled over to the right hand curb across from the hotel. Shut off the engine.

      Nicole blinked at him. “I thought you booked us into a bed and breakfast.”

      “The Hurzgehrmines on Lift Road. They found out we were coming somehow and sold me over the phone. Said to stop in here for directions because, like the kid warned us, no GPS signal, no bars on my cell. It’s pretty much rely on the locals. You coming?”

      Nicole licked her lips. Her hands were rigid on her lap and little beads of sweat had suddenly sprung up on the back of her neck.

      “Well?”

      She looked at him, then worked the inside of her mouth to get some saliva flowing. “You go ahead.”

      Paul frowned. “Still mad?”

      She shook her head.

      “Too stiff to move?”

      “No.”

      “Ah. The mystery. You’ve been here before. You had an ex-lover who works at this hotel. You sued these people once. Your mother sued them. You happen to—”

      “Enough! I’ll come!” Nicole reached for her red jacket in the back seat, then opened her door and slid out.

      She crossed the street ahead of Paul and entered the hotel before she gave herself time to stop.
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      Inside the Grenadine’s small lobby, twenty or so people were clamoring around the front desk where a handsome older man and woman, and a pretty teenaged girl, answered their questions and tried to check them all in as fast as they could. A dog was yapping somewhere.

      Nicole sidled over to the red velvet chairs along the right wall. Two women in their early thirties were talking together with high voices and waving hands. One was a stylish redhead in a lime green, fur-trimmed jacket like she’d just driven in. The other wore a functional, well-used blue parka with a stringed hood hanging back. Thankfully neither paid any attention to Nicole. Just beyond them sat a short boy with long, curly dark hair who looked about seventeen, scribbling in a notebook. He raised his face and Nicole felt a moment of vague panic. She knew this boy. Did this—?

      No. She placed him. It was the passenger from the Trans-Am that had almost hit her and Paul on the way in.

      The boy saw her and blushed. He raised his pen and gave her an embarrassed wave.

      “You get directions?” said Paul, suddenly behind her and stomping the snow off his boots. Nicole shook her head and directed him up to the desk. When she turned back towards the two women and the boy, the redhead in pink was saying, “...snowed in here, Rory will have a bird. Can’t watch Fox News or his sports. He’s very claustrophobic.”

      “So I’ll get Al and the boys to take him out hunting,” said her country cousin. “Get some fresh deer or rabbit to take home with you.”

      “Without a license, I bet.”

      “Hush.”

      She glanced past Nicole’s shoulder and Nicole turned to see a sad-eyed, potato-faced man come in the front door. The man wore a cowboy hat and a heavy green parka with a silver star over his left breast. Lawman.

      He tipped his hat at Nicole and the ladies and walked tiredly up to the crowd at the desk. There he tapped on the shoulder of one of the taller men there who turned. The second man was in his fifties and also wore a cowboy hat, but his outfit included a heavy sheepskin coat, collar rolled down around a thick neck, and a full handlebar moustache under a nose that looked like it had been broken in more than one fight. Mr. Marlborough Man himself.

      The two muttered together, then the Marlborough Man pushed the lawman aside and walked to the two gossipy women. “Grace!” He stuck a finger out at the one in the parka, so much younger than him that Nicole was sure was his second or third wife. “Where’s the kids?”

      The parka woman looked around, startled. “Tommy? Matt!” She colored as she saw her two young boys over to the right of the desk, down on their hands and knees and trying to look up the skirt of a short, plump maid who was setting out new brochures in the wall rack.

      The maid turned, looked down, and shook her head with grin as the boys scrambled backwards, giggling. “Cheeky little buggers, you are,” said the maid with a lower class English accent. “Why ain’t you in school?”

      “Sorry, Rose,” said the parka woman as she rushed over and corralled the boys back to their father.

      Rose smiled and waved it off, but Marlborough Man, presumably husband Al, cuffed each boy hard on the side of his head. “Git home.” As they ran out, Al turned to the parka woman. “I was just five minutes.”

      “I know,” said the parka woman. “But I met Moira here. She and Rory are back for—”

      “The big party Saturday,” Al sneered. “Just don’t plan on getting out next day, Moira. Big storm coming in. The marshal just asked me to keep down tales that the old town boogeyman might show up too. Dickhead.” Then he took parka woman’s hand and jerked her towards the door.

      Which is when the long-haired kid from the Trans Am stood up. “Mr. Rawley!”

      The entire lobby fell silent, even the dog, and Al Rawley turned slowly around. His hard eyes bored into the kid, whose face was bright red. “What is it, Jew boy?”

      “Don’t...uh...don’t forget your gun!” The kid pointed to the corner by the door where a heavy looking shotgun was resting in a rack like a deposited umbrella.

      Rawley worked his jaw a bit, then stepped over for the gun and picked it up. For a second, Nicole thought he was going to aim it at the kid, but then Rawley’s eyes flicked around the room at the watching faces, settling at last on the lawman he’d had words with. He strode to his wife, grabbed her arm, and dragged her out the door.

      As soon as he was gone, the buzz of conversations restarted and the stylish red-haired woman in lime-green got up from her seat to move quickly to the front desk crowd, presumably to find husband Rory. At that moment, Nicole saw, Paul also discovered the short, red-headed Trans Am driver in the lineup and ducked his head to speak seriously with him. The lawman listened.

      Nicole turned to the kid with the notebook. He’d collapsed back down to his seat, lips sucked together, and hands shaking. Nicole felt oddly drawn to him, to the courage it had evidently taken for him to call out to the older man like that.

      She walked over. “Not your best friend in town, I gather.”

      “The last time I was here...” The kid looked at her and then dropped his head shakily and tried to laugh it off. When he looked up, he swallowed, wiped his right hand on his pant leg and stuck it out towards Nicole. “Ari Siegel,” he said. “And Ari is not short for Aryan.”

      “I gathered.”

      “Um
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