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			To the memory of Roy C. Lipanovich and John C. Brosnan, 

			who overcame extreme adversity without complaint.

		

	
		
			One

			A rural highway led to a ridge high above the Pacific Ocean. I pulled over, climbed out of my car and stretched. Nine a.m., the Saturday of Labor Day weekend, I was far up the northern California coast. Mossy forest ran downhill to the ribbon-like road that followed the shoreline. The ocean, coated with fog, seemed to hover beneath a sky the color of milk. I’d driven halfway across the state to do something I didn’t want to do. 

			For three years I’d been doing things I didn’t want to do. I’d finally quit, just the previous Wednesday. I had no plan. All I knew with certainty was I needed to make a new start in life. Looking down into fog and clouds, I thought it only right I help my ex-boss with a last favor. Clint Sherman had faithfully watched me play basketball during my undergrad years at Sacramento State, his alma mater, and later hired me when I was without job prospects. More importantly, he’d lifted me from a downward spiral of physical pain and self-pity.

			Saturday at three-thirty in the morning, Clint called with news that his long-time poker buddy, state Senator Allan Watkins, had been charged with driving while intoxicated and vehicular manslaughter. Clint asked me to drive west and north to post bail. So there I was, stretching my limbs, looking at the crowns of redwood trees. 

			The road took me down through the trees. I then drove up the coast to Sunset, a village of brightly painted wood buildings and old cottages converted into ocean-view rentals. On the inland side of the highway, an office complex housed the various arms of Sunset County government. Few cars were in the parking lot. Rubbing my hands together—well, rubbing my left hand and half a right hand together against the cold morning dampness—I walked to the glass entrance doors of the Sheriff’s Office. 

			A confident-looking young woman about my age, twenty-five, was behind the front counter. Most of her brown hair was tucked beneath a dark patrolman’s cap. A nameplate identified her as Anne Simpson, Clerk. She said, “May I help you?”

			“My name’s Jeff Taylor. I’m here to take care of the senator’s bail.” I took out my wallet, set it on the high counter, and opened it to show my driver’s license.

			“Of course,” Anne said, though she suddenly seemed uncertain. She gave my license a cursory glance. Behind her, the dispatch radio crackled. Anne flinched.

			My right hand is missing the two smallest fingers. The middle finger is a stump that doesn’t rise to the occasion of flipping someone the bird. Its hideousness is the reason I didn’t go to medical school. Its weakened capacity is the reason I didn’t play pick-up ball anymore. The only thing useful to come from that chopped hand was learning that by exposing it I usually gained people’s sympathies. 

			Anne went to a drawer, took out two forms and brought them to the counter. “You didn’t go through a bondsman, right? That’s what I was told. I hope you know we can’t take a personal check.”

			From my left pocket I pulled a wad of bills, hundreds and five hundreds, that totaled ten thousand dollars. The money came from the safe at Sherman Investigations, where I’d met Clint at four a.m. Anne frowned at all the cash. It did look somewhat dirty and somehow morally tainted. Anne unfolded, stacked and then counted to ten thousand as I tried to cover my unreadable signature on the forms she’d presented.

			Anne locked the money in a drawer. She gave me copies of what I’d signed, and the senator’s release form. “This is your receipt. Don’t lose it.”

			“What kind of shape is he in? I’m supposed to drive him to wherever he’s staying.”

			“You’ll have to decide that for yourself.” Anne opened a half door at the end of the counter. The door locked with a click as she closed it behind her. We started down a dimly lit hallway.

			I said, “Did you know the guy who got hit? If you don’t mind me asking. It’s just that it’s a small town and all.”

			“He was way ahead of me in school, but I knew him. Joe Garston. He was always getting in trouble. But he was all right in his own way.” Our footsteps broke the silence of the empty hallway. “At least before he became the town drunk.”

			“How old was he?”

			“Thirty-two going on sixteen.”

			Anne stopped at a tall wooden door with CONFERENCE printed on it in white letters. “Well, good luck.”

			Anne grabbed the doorknob. Instead of turning it, she let go and clasped my left arm at the elbow. In an anxious whisper, she said, “I saw you play. Whatever happened, I’m really, really sorry.” 

			Her chin dipped and Anne walked quickly back down the hallway. I watched until she disappeared around a corner, and shunted any feelings regarding what Anne had said. I’d had ample practice at shunting feelings. I pushed open the door and stepped into the room. 

			Allan and Marci Watkins sat at a long wooden table. He was slumped over, head in his hands. I saw silvery hair and blocky shoulders. Marci Watkins, who looked to be in her late sixties, stood and offered her right hand. 

			“You must be the young man Clint Sherman sent.” Her long gray hair draped to the middle of her back. Marci wore an oversized purple sweater, purple sweatpants that could have doubled as slacks, and pinkish running shoes. “Thanks for coming.”

			I shook her hand. Marci blinked at seeing mine. To distract her, I handed Marci the forms I’d signed. 

			Senator Watkins, drifting out of a shallow sleep, raised his head. His eyes were red and squinted. He appeared older than his seventy years. “Goddamn it.” His voice rose. It was scratchy, like sandpaper crossing wood. “Get me out of here.”

			I said, “Bail’s been posted. You’re free to go. The prelim hearing is set for Tuesday morning.”

			Watkins rose slowly, finding his bearings. I had to be careful not to stare because other than the white Arrow shirt and razor-cut hair, Allan Watkins looked like an old bum roused from the sidewalk by morning traffic. Deep lines scored his forehead in every direction. The eyebrows were white, wild, bare in spots like those of an old bird. His nose said boozer all the way, with red humps and veins splotching its tip. 

			Watkins raised both hands and flipped them outward. “Stupidest damn thing I ever heard of. No O-R?” He was angry at not being released on his own recognizance. “I’ve been vacationing in the same house here for twenty years. I’m running a very public campaign in the ninth senatorial district.” Watkins looked to the ceiling, shook his silvery head. “Where am I going to go, Mars?”

			Marci took his elbow. She steered him toward the door. “C’mon, honey.”

			Watkins swerved off course and shook my hand. If he noticed it was only half a hand, he didn’t let on. I don’t think he noticed. He smelled of sweat and stale liquor.

			I said, “I’m Jeff Taylor. Clint Sherman says to tell you he’ll get you anything you need.”

			Watkins said, “It’s all a big mistake.” His red eyes blinked with fatigue and irritation. “Somebody’s got to figure this thing out.”

			“Let’s get you home first.”

			I walked outside with one of the most powerful elected officials in the state. Among California political junkies, Allan Watkins enjoyed near mythic status as the last of the Heartland Liberals, a man who came to government when Ronald Reagan was still president. The senator drew in deep breaths of fresh air. Every movement of his body was slightly exaggerated, as if he were performing in front of an audience. With his car impounded, the three of us got into my dark blue Volkswagen Jetta. Marci sat next to me; Watkins stretched out in back. We headed north. Thin bands of fog blew over the road and were melted by sunlight as the fog hit the inland hills.

			Watkins cleared his throat. “I’ve got a rental coming over from Ukiah. It should be here by noon.” He shifted his weight around on the back seat. “This’ll get straightened out, honey. But we have to get on it quick, before the internet nuts get going.” He cleared his throat again. “I don’t even want to think about what they’ll make up. Hell, those screwballs—”

			His voice broke into a run of dry coughs. 

			I took the opportunity to say, “I’m supposed to find out if you’ve been in contact with Mr. Marquardt.”

			Thomas Marquardt. The senator’s attorney.

			Watkins swallowed, snuffed out a last cough. “He’s up in the Arctic, on some goddamn nature thing. No cell reception. His assistant is contacting the company he paid to go get his ass froze.” Watkins’ raspy voice sounded like a growl. “The son of a bitch better be able to do something.”

			The highway turned away from the ocean. Marci Watkins seemed serene. I wondered: how many times had she been in a car with her husband smelling like a bum? We came out of a turn. The road opened up, then became sharp curves again.

			Watkins said, “Hey.” I glanced back. Senator Watkins pointed inland. He jabbed at the window with one hand while hitting the button to lower it with the other. His face flashed red and pink. “Son, pull over. Goddamn it, pull over!”

			I thought he was going to puke. He sure looked like it. I found room to stop safely off the pavement. Watkins flipped the door handle, lurched out, headed back along the dirt shoulder of the road. Tight next to the Jetta was a steep grassy hillside. About forty yards up the hill, a dense weaving of bushes

			Watkins stumbled. Wrinkled slacks hung low on his hips, the white shirt was untucked and darkly soiled. Ripping both hands back through silvery hair, he yelled over the wind. “I’m telling you, he came out of nowhere!” Hunched over, Watkins swiveled around and faced Marci and me; we’d left the car and followed him. Watkins took a swing at the sky and shouted something unintelligible.

			I spoke quietly to Marci Watkins. “I don’t think you want him out in public like this.”

			Senator Watkins got down on his knees. He ran his right hand through the roadside grass. A car passed. Watkins looked up. The people in the car stared at him. Another passing car honked and swerved. Watkins kept crawling, his face a foot above the ground. 

			Marci Watkins’ eyes showed no strain. “He swears that boy just appeared in the middle of the road. He’s not lying. At least not consciously. I’d be able to tell.”

			I was fascinated by the sight of the legendary state senator groveling on hands and knees. It froze me. Then I realized the calm demeanor of Marci Watkins was the result of extreme fatigue, and likely shock. She passively watched her husband crawl toward a blind curve.

			“Senator!” I ran along the shoulder of the road to him. “Senator. Why don’t we have a look around?”

			If there had been any evidence other than the blackish blood stains on pavement, the police had apparently removed it. Still, I went through the motions of helping Watkins search the immediate area. After, I guided him away from the accident site. We sat on the hillside, on yellow, late-summer grass. Cars swooshed by. Watkins trembled. I asked him to recount what happened the night before. I kept my stumpy hand hidden so as not to distract him.

			Watkins said Marci picked him up in the capitol’s underground parking garage. He’d been negotiating compromises round the clock, and the only thing he wanted was to get the hell out of Sacramento without being cornered by a reporter. Marci drove. It took a couple of hours for him to unwind, but he finally fell asleep.

			“Marci woke me when we got to the cabin. She was wiped out from the drive. She went straight to bed. But I’d slept two, three hours. So, I was wide awake.”

			Watkins rocked and trembled. “I couldn’t quit thinking about some of the things we passed. In these grind-it-out sessions, they always sneak a dirty turkey past you.”

			Watkins said he’d decided to read some of the bills he voted on, more than six hundred in two days. “Thinking about a few of them got me worked up. I needed to get out, have a drink and unwind. I drove to town, to this place I go called The Cove.” Watkins blew out harshly, and cleared his throat. “I sipped a—wait, it was two gin and tonics. I sat there reading till they were about to close. I went out to my car and headed back.”

			“That would have been about two, right?”

			Watkins nodded. The left side of his face spasmed, from just under his left ear to the edge of his mouth, tugging at puffy skin. Below us, a car accelerated out of the turn. Its tires sprayed brown dust across Joe Garston’s blood stains. 

			Watkins said, “I was finally enjoying myself. You got to remember, I don’t get much time alone, so driving up the coast is a treat. I’m taking peeks at the moon showing on the water.” Watkins quit rocking, and pointed. “I go into the turn. I look at the ocean. I come out of the turn and this guy’s in my lane. I mean, he’s just, he’s just there.” 

			The senator made waving motions I took to indicate the young man, hitting him, the whole catastrophe. Strands of whitish hair fell across his eyes. “I stopped and ran over to check on him. I…”

			Watkins sagged forward onto the yellow grass. He vomited. I reached for him, instinctively, but pulled back. I wasn’t sympathetic. The man was known to be a major-league boozer. Accounts of his nocturnal escapades abounded in Sacramento. They’d seemed comical when retold in a bar or at a party. Now he had killed someone while driving. Watkins wiped away spittle with the sleeve of the dirty white shirt, coughed and spit a couple of times. His red eyes met mine, and for a few, slow-ticking seconds, he looked as if he might break into tears. The self-dramatist was in genuine pain. 

			“Senator, I’m sorry you had to go through that.” I was just doing my job, or more accurately, my ex-job. Who I really felt sorry for was the guy who got killed. 

			Marci, who had hung back, climbed the hillside. She reached for him. “Allan, honey, you’ve got to get some rest.”

			He grabbed her hand as if it were a lifeline. Below, a pickup truck roared by. 

			He said, “I can get up. Give me a minute.”

			Marci’s eyes moved about, unable to settle on any one thing. Finally, they settled on me. “Could you find a place to stay? Clint said you were available. We’re going to need some help.”

			Early that morning, on the long drive, I kept thinking about how much I’d come to detest being Clint Sherman’s gofer, and I would be through with all that by noon. But what the hell was another day, when I now had endless days to map out for myself? The senator’s vulnerability caused me to see him in a different light. There was no reason I couldn’t stay and help until his own people took over. 

			Pulling on the senator’s elbow, I got him to his feet, and kept my grip tight. Marci took the other arm. The three of us descended to the side of the highway. We walked to my car with my good hand clamped to the senator’s arm, guiding him. The whole trip was about eighty feet but seemed farther because the senator’s steps grew heavier as we proceeded. I near lifted him into the back seat. Watkins looked like he was a hundred years old. The effort of getting back to the car had brought sweat to his tired face. I started the engine and continued up the coast highway.

			Marci said, “Drop us by the cabin, then please go. I’ve got to get him to bed.”

			Checking the rearview mirror, I saw Watkins slumped against the door. His eyes were closed. We drove north till Marci directed me to take a long uphill lane that was more like a private road than a driveway.

			Eyes still closed, Watkins said, “Jesus Christ. It just hit me: I knew that boy’s father. Not well, but I knew him a long time ago.” 

			The senator didn’t elaborate. We reached our destination. Marci took him inside without assistance.

		

	
		
			Two

			I descended the lengthy asphalt driveway and parked before reaching the highway. I called Clint Sherman. I told him Marci Watkins had asked me to find a place to spend the night. “The senator’s in disarray. She’s probably afraid he’ll go on a bender. I’ll try to keep him out of view till staff arrives. Any word about that?”

			Clint said, “We’re working on it. Ping me right away if something comes up.” 

			I called motels and resorts until I found one with a Friday no-show. I rented a studio cabin for one hundred and fifty dollars a night by reciting my credit card number. I drove south, passing through Sunset. Tourists flocked to breakfast. Antiques were being transferred from inside a shop to the sidewalk. The sky cleared and the brightly painted buildings shone. A mile outside of town, on the ocean side of the highway, I found Greenwood, a tall, apple-green Victorian B & B with burgundy trimmings. I went inside, scrawled my name a couple of times and walked out to my car with a key to a studio cabin on a sandy mesa above the gray sea.

			After sleeping a couple of hours, I showered and changed into a long-sleeved pullover. Long sleeves made my bad hand less conspicuous. I looked in the mirror and combed my hair, gazing a tad longer than usual. I was leaving Sherman Investigations on a high note. I was calling on Senator Allan Watkins and Mrs. Marci Watkins, at their request.

			In town I stopped at Sunset General, bought a couple of protein bars and ate them while driving north. At the Watkins’ rental abode, I parked next to a squeaky-clean bronze Ford Taurus. A Hertz sticker was pasted on its back bumper. Wood stairs led to a cedar-shingled house too large to accurately be called a cabin. Marci Watkins opened the door. Her gray hair was in two lengthy braids. She motioned for me to come inside.

			The senator sat at a table in the kitchen, talking on a cell phone. I knew he’d gotten decent sleep because his face did not look haggard, and he wasn’t squinting. Clean shaven, he wore an aqua polo shirt, brown cords and a pair of white boating shoes. In front of him rested a tumbler, empty except for melting ice.

			Watkins smiled and waved to me while speaking into the phone. “Yes, that’s my point… That’s all we’re asking for… Goodbye.”

			Watkins clicked the phone, set it on the table, then took the glass with him to a couch in the woodsy living room. He blinked, drawing together wrinkles and white eyebrows. “I’m calling people and giving them a last workover before they hear about it. Some already have.”

			I eased onto a black leather recliner, took in cedar walls, puffy long couches, a granite fireplace that exuded the pleasant smell of wood smoke, and cathedral ceilings that gave the room a lot of air space. The very idea of privilege was expressed in the design of that house. It was as stately as the redwood trees outside and seemed in contradiction to the circumstances that brought me there. And what crap: Watkins killed a guy with his car early in the morning, and here he was practicing politics in the afternoon. 

			Watkins sucked drops from his glass, sat back. “This is an awkward position for me.” His voice trailed off. He set the glass down and nodded thoughtfully at nothing.

			Marci had gone into the kitchen. She brought back a wooden platter of sliced cheddar cheese and Club crackers, and a tumbler of mineral water. Her long gray braids bounced, mirroring light steps. 

			Marci set the food and water on a pine coffee table. She said, “Our kids are in Hawaii with their families. We don’t want them involved any sooner than necessary. We want to thank you and Clint for coming through for us.”

			“Not a problem.” As far as I could tell, so far Marci hadn’t lied to me. This impressed me a great deal.

			Marci looked from me to the senator, and back, as though taking measure. She said, “Now’s probably a good time to run to the market. Before the press shows up and I can’t go outside without getting cornered.”

			Watkins eyed my full glass of water. “Good idea. Yeah.” He tapped his empty tumbler on the coffee table. To me, he said, “It’s like war, digging in with rations before battle.”

			Marci said, “Okay, let’s get it over with.” 

			She marched off. It was obvious Marci was uncomfortable leaving, knowing Watkins might drink, but she probably figured it was better to leave with me around to look after him. I attacked the crackers and cheese. It struck me that I’d be hanging around until Watkins fetched his team back from Labor Day weekend getaways. That could take a day or two. I didn’t look forward to babysitting Watkins, but knew handling a situation this delicate would bring a thousand bucks, or more, a welcome bonus. I made a mental note to hike up behind the house and see what trails and such could allow nosy reporters or photographers access.

			Watkins leaned forward. “Son, let’s put things on the table.” The empty tumbler automatically went to his mouth; he tipped it, set the glass down. “It’s no secret I’ve had a few incidents involving alcohol. Maybe you read about the time I hit a guardrail coming back into town. Papers had a ball with that one. Back in ’16 I plead no contest to having an open container in the car while driving. It might’ve cost me the election, except the guy running against me had problems with a lawsuit tied to a shady construction deal. Let’s just say I’ve been no angel when it comes to drinking. But in this particular instance, if the good Lord himself had been behind the wheel, the exact same thing would’ve occurred.”

			The tic shot up his left cheek, jerking like a strike on fishing line. Watkins said, “Do you have any idea how much money this could be worth to people who’ve been after my hide for years? Think about it. Think about it real hard, son. Two drinks don’t make me tipsy enough to run over somebody.”

			The light inside the house seemed to warm the whole room. It had a cozy, faintly greenish hue. I looked out to towering redwoods. Between their thick trunks flashed glimpses of the sea. The senator made me edgy. I’ve a low tolerance level for people’s self-serving bullshit. I despise my own the most. 

			I chose words carefully. “Sir, there’s no question lots of people are going to celebrate your… situation. And I’m not saying Clint won’t do everything he can to retrace every minute of Joe Garston’s movements last night. And before last night. But for the moment, I’d like to suggest what I can do best is keep things relatively calm around here. Keep the media away till staff arrives. You need some quiet hours.”

			Watkins’ face flashed red like a stoplight. “You’re not getting the point. I’m telling you, nothing was there. I look at the ocean for a second. Like a couple seconds. I look back and this body’s out in the road. Kind of crouched over. I mean, this does not look like an accident.”

			“We’ll find out, Senator. You can be sure of it.”

			Watkins sprang from the couch and crossed the open living room to the kitchen. He opened a cupboard, took out a green bottle, Tanqueray gin, poured three inches into his glass. At the refrigerator he fiddled with the ice dispenser. He spoke loudly. “Hell, there’s all kinds of people who’d like nothing more than to see me lose in November. For God’s sake, there are people who’d rather see me dead than get another term. You’ll have to wake up to that, if you’re going to get to the bottom of what really happened. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

			I let this go unanswered. Watkins returned to the living room stirring his drink with a finger. Once on the couch, he looked to the wood ceiling and drank. Then he exhaled, saying, “Jesus Christ.”

			Marci came back into the room. Her face was lightly made up, her hair combed out. Little gray waves showed where it had been braided. She scooped up Allan’s glass and emptied it in the kitchen sink.

			Watkins gave me a sheepish, surprisingly boyish, grin.

			Marci headed for the door. “Bye, honey. Goodbye, Jeff. The Cal game’s on at one. Ross Anderson’s son is Cal’s field goal kicker. Email Ross and Emily after. They’ll remember it, come contribution time.”

			Marci left. Watkins tossed me the boyish grin. It was bizarre, this goofy expression on the deeply lined and wine-red face. I didn’t appreciate it and so gazed out at the redwood trees that swayed peacefully. As soon as the rental car started outside, Watkins went to the refrigerator and extracted two bottles of Samuel Adams beer. He popped off the caps, walked to the living room, gripping a bottle in each hand. He gave one to me, sat with the other.

			Watkins had a swallow. “These’ll last longer.”

			The beer seemed to act as fuel. After two long pulls his face grew rosier, his eyes relaxed yet alert. He reached under the coffee table, where there was a shelf for magazines. The shelf was packed with legislative paperwork. Watkins slipped out a pad of yellow, legal-sized paper. “I want you to go back and check out where it happened. I wasn’t in any shape to do it right this morning. The police might’ve missed something. Also, find the cop who arrested me. His name’s Kolatch. K-O-L-A-T-C-H. Talk to him, see what you think. He seemed off, like his mind was elsewhere. Maybe—wait, wait a minute, before I forget.”

			Watkins pulled out his wallet and extracted ten fifty-dollar bills. He slid the greenbacks to the middle of the coffee table. Watkins began writing on the yellow pad. 

			I looked at the money. “Senator, this is between you and Clint.” I knew I’d take the money.

			Watkins said, “I’ve got to pay you for what I’m asking.”

			I joked, “When the bill comes, you’ll wish you had these.”

			Watkins ignored this and wrote a few more lines. “You’re to have this on the side. It’s our personal arrangement.” He tore a page from the pad. “One last thing.”

			Watkins stood. The page was in his hand. “After you check out where it happened, I want you to go north till you see the sign for Garston Ranch Road. You passed it coming here. The Garstons used to be big players on the coast, but I think things have sort of fallen apart for ’em. You just never hear the name anymore.” Watkins turned and headed for the hall Marci had gone down earlier. “Back in a second.”

			I tried to think of ways to stall until Marci returned. That way the senator wouldn’t be alone with gin. I stayed seated when he came back. He put the note, now sealed in an envelope, on the coffee table.

			Watkins said, “I want you to knock on their door. Give this to whoever answers. Tell them I’m devastated by their loss, then excuse yourself. Don’t say or do anything else. I’m devastated by their loss. Got it?” He stacked fifty-dollar bills on top of the envelope. He lifted the beer bottle and downed a slug. “Go on. Thanks a million.”

			I endured the senator’s agitated stare. I wanted to say I didn’t have the stomach to deliver an insincere message at a time of family tragedy. I wanted to say passing on condolences was beyond the purview of my duties. I said neither. When working for Clint Sherman, nothing was beyond the sphere of your obligation. Plus I simply wanted out of that house. Let the senator be alone, no matter the consequences. If he got stinking drunk, it’d be his problem. Besides, he didn’t have a car to go out in and hit somebody else.

			His cell jingled. Watkins hurried to the dining room table. His heavy frame swayed with each step. He shouted into the receiver: “P.K.! Hello! Glad you got the message.” He took reading glasses from the table and slid them up his rosy nose. He thumbed through papers. That Watkins was feeling better showed on his face. He said, “You find a relevant decision yet? We’ll beat the bastards on this one. You’ll see. Hey, hold on.” 

			Watkins looked at me from across the house. He pressed the phone against his stomach. The gravelly voice bellowed, “Get going, son. I’m not going to drink myself to death. I’ve got too many bases to cover before this thing hits the fan.”

			[image: ]

			At the highway, I waited for a break in the holiday traffic. I decided to deliver the senator’s note, do my duties until backup arrived, but no way in hell was I telling anybody Watkins was devastated. I turned left. A couple miles later I passed a wooden sign marked with Garston Ranch Road in half-chipped-away white letters. When I reached the accident site, I parked on the ocean side of the road.

			I felt none of the detached professionalism I imagined Clint’s veteran investigators did while working a case. I was sick in my gut looking at the blood stains that ran the direction Joe Garston was pitched by the senator’s Thunderbird. Did Joe Garston have only an instant of utter shock and fear when seeing the headlights coming at him? Or did everything slow down in his mind, so that in his painfully sluggish last seconds, he knew he was about to get hit? Did Joe even see it coming? 

			I walked the shoulder of the road, looking for anything not covered by dust—a button, a comb, a scrap of cloth—which would indicate it had recently arrived, and found nothing but an empty sixteen-ounce Budweiser can. I heard a car coming and darted up the hillside for safety. A blue Ford Escort wagon, two mountain bikes preening on the roof rack, whizzed by. The hill was steep. Above, where the grass ended, was a wall of ceanothus and thistle. In my head I heard Watkins: “He came out of nowhere!”

			I shoved my way up through the dry brush. It crackled under foot; leaves stuck to my clothes. I reached a knoll and swatted my shirt clean. To my surprise a dirt road was up there, paralleling the coast highway. Beyond the road, more dry grass, then redwoods. A car passed below. Turning around, I couldn’t see where I’d pushed through the brush. The thicket had sprung back. Through the thicket came the whine of another engine.

			Several sets of tire tracks mingled with footprints. I duck-walked the edge of the dirt road, looking for anything unusual. I found footprints that faced each other. About a dozen formed almost a circle. One set had deep square heels, with tapered toes. Others were uneven and became lines of smudged dirt, as though the person in those shoes were pushed or even dragged to the low grass on the ocean side of the terraced road.

			I imagined two people fighting in the middle of the night. A knee slammed a groin. They both sank, though a scruffy guy with long hair sank lower than the other. The man with the advantage grabbed the front of Joe Garston’s shirt. They were spinning. Garston was flung off the dirt road, downward into brush. His hands went out. He broke through the thicket, stumbled. The earth disappeared from under him and he fell into blackness.

			The imagined figure of Joe Garston was alarmingly detailed. Slight of build, average in height, he sported a greasy denim jacket worn to white in spots, jeans and motorcycle boots. His face, outlined by the long dark hair, was shiny with drink. Without thinking to do it, my hands shot forward and I dropped through the thick brush. I got going so fast I couldn’t stop. Dark pavement jumped at my face in bouncing flickers. I pitched forward like a drunk Joe Garston would have. My hands scraped the roadway. Asphalt burned my palms and I tasted dust.

			A horn shrieked. I ran for my life, the horn seemingly in pursuit. I fell against my car. Behind me sounded whoosh-whoosh-whoosh, three cars in succession. I looked up. Sunlight bounced off the ocean and struck me in blinding flashes. 

			“Get a grip.” It was my voice, but the words seemed to come from somewhere outside of myself I couldn’t trace. In those seconds while falling, my brain had rocketed from the fight I’d watched in my head to my mom and the father I’d never seen. Again I heard my voice: “Get it done and get out of here.”

			I made a U-turn in my Jetta and drove along Garston Ranch Road. Cracked asphalt led uphill. After a tunnel of tree limbs, I passed low fences that hugged rolling pasture. The fences, made of thin upright stakes rotted by decades of rain and mist, were coated with moss and orange lichen.

			At the ridge, facing the Pacific Ocean a mile away, sat an old white farmhouse. Six columns supported a wide front porch. A brick chimney, not quite straight, poked through the second story roof. There was an upstairs veranda without furniture. To the right, before the forest resumed, were a carriage house with a black rooster weathervane, a cabin with an oversized pickup truck and rusted farm equipment out front, two tilting sheds, and a moss-covered pump house. The road approached the outbuildings before curving back to the main residence.

			A Ford half-ton pickup truck was out front. It looked like it had once been silver. I parked next to it. 

			Walking to the house I saw bloodstains, as if they were floating on the air in front of me. I climbed a few wood stairs. Lights shone through pale-blue curtains. Before I could knock on the door, it swung inward. A tall woman with a serious face framed by dark hair stared at me as though she wasn’t sure what species I was. Slender, wiry, her eyes were brown and somewhat dilated. My sliced right hand slid into the pocket of my jeans.

			“If you’re looking for work,” she said, “there isn’t any.” The woman’s voice—I placed her at from thirty-five to forty—was low and left no room for questions. “If you’d work a slash crew, you might try Rodota, above Comptche. He’s got a deadline to meet with the Feds.”

			I cleared my throat. “I’m here regarding Joseph Garston. I was asked to—”

			“We already know.” She did not blink or look away.

			“Yes, of course. I’m very sorry. But I’d like
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