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Alamogordo, New Mexico

Monday, February 7

“I have a theory. The Jeremy D. Brodie Theory of Murder Prevention.”

Beside me, my husband of seven years, Pete Ferguson, snorted. “Jeremy? Fancy. This oughta be good.”

I pointed to the TV screen across the room, where two Los Angeles Police Department homicide detectives—our friends Max O’Brien and Jill Branigan—were sifting through the shambles of a victim’s bedroom on the cop reality show Two Days to Solve. “Whenever someone is killed in their home, the house is always a frickin’ mess. People who make their beds don’t get murdered.”

Pete tossed a piece of popcorn into his mouth, then threw one at me. “That’s absurd.”

“Why?”

“Because...”

On screen, Jill asked no one in particular, “Why don’t these people ever make their damn beds?”

I laughed. “See? See?”

“You set that up with her.”

“I did not. When have I talked to Jill? Not for a couple of years. And even then, we didn’t talk about bedrooms. Why is my theory absurd?”

He picked the popcorn he’d thrown at me from my lap and ate it. “A chaotic bedroom reflects a chaotic life. And people with chaotic lives are more likely to be crime victims.”

Pete, a former LAPD patrol officer, had a master’s degree in criminal justice and a Ph.D. in psychology. He should know. I said, “Okay, fine. I still think it’s worth testing with a randomized controlled trial.”

“Speaking of bedrooms...”

I gave him a sideways look. “What?”

“What do you want to do for Valentine’s Day?”

“Don’t you have to work?” Pete was the part-time mental health counselor at our local community college.

“I deliberately blocked my schedule for that day.” He nudged my foot with his. “I’d rather spend Valentine’s Day with you than with a bunch of anxious students.”

“Aw. I’m touched. Let’s do something outside.”

“Yeah. Let’s go snowboarding.”

“Oh, jeez.” I tried to remember how long it had been since I’d last snowboarded. “I’d better take a lesson before we hit the slopes.”

“Me, too.” He grinned at me. “We’ll spend the day on the mountain, then come home and unmake the bed.”

Ski Apache

Monday, February 14

It was a gorgeous day to be outdoors. It was cold, but there was a slight breeze, and the skies were clear and blue. The snow conditions at Ski Apache, the resort on the Mescalero Apache reservation, were perfect. Halfway through our beginners’ lesson, I felt my muscle memory kick in as the instructor led us through our paces. He nodded at Pete and me. “You two aren’t beginners.”

Pete said, “No, but it’s been years. We figured we’d better brush up on technique.”

“Good idea. But I’d say you’re ready to go. Take it slow on the blue trails.”

“You bet.”

We rode the lift to the top and I checked my map. The blue trails led off in both directions, but everyone seemed to be flocking to the ones to our left. I said, “Let’s go right.”

“Yes.”

We strapped our rented boards to our boots and headed down the Apache Bowl Trail. We stayed out of the center of the trail, sticking to the left. Every few minutes, someone would zoom past us. But I was enjoying the mountain serenity and gorgeous weather. Occasionally, I’d glance over at Pete, and we’d exchange goofy grins. We were having a blast. 

Our first run was fantastic, and we rode the lift back up the hill. We went to the Game Trail this time and headed down.

This trail was narrower, with the trees much closer on either side. We were the only people in sight. Pete said, “Let’s spend the rest of the day here.”

“Agreed.” 

We did end up spending the rest of the morning on that trail. But not because we were snowboarding.

On our third run, Pete was off to my left. I was working my way through fresh snow near the tree line, carving wide S’s in the snow, when my board snagged on something. My feet flew into the air, and I landed on my ass.

The snow was soft, and I wasn’t hurt. I was back on my feet by the time both Pete and the Ski Patrol reached me. The Ski Patrol officer was a woman about ten years younger than me. “Sir, are you okay?”

“I’m fine. My board caught on something, though.” I brushed at the area where I’d fallen. “Like a branch or something was sticking up...”

I stopped. We stared at what I’d uncovered. Clearly not a branch.

Pete said, “Oh, shit.”

I said, “Well, damn.”

It was a human foot, in a black cap-toe oxford shoe. Attached to a leg clad in gray pinstripe.

The Ski Patrol officer grasped the foot in one gloved hand and the ankle in the other and tried to move the foot. It wouldn’t budge. Pete said, “Either frozen or in rigor.”

“Yup.” She keyed her walkie-talkie. “Base, this is Sanchez on Game Trail. I need the police.”
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Ski Apache

It took a half hour for two officers from the Bureau of Indian Affairs Police to arrive. One of them stayed at the top of the hill to divert any further traffic. The other cop was our friend Mike Chavez. He skied in a wide loop around the body—assuming it was a whole body—and stopped beside us. He called the State Police to request a crime scene unit and the medical examiner, then turned to us. “Hi, Jamie, Pete. What happened?”

I told him. He squinted down the slope. “Looks like you were first on this trail today.” 

I said, “I think so. There weren’t any tracks when we started down.”

“Okay. It’ll take over an hour for forensics and the ME to get here. You don’t have to wait.”

Pete said, “We’d appreciate that.”

“You’ll be home, in case we need more information?”

I couldn’t imagine what more information we could impart, but said, “Yes.”

Mike gave us a wry smile. “Thanks. See you later.”

We rode our boards to the bottom of the slope in silence. Pete watched the chair lift for a minute then said, “Want to go back to Apache Bowl?”

“Sure.”

We made two more trips up the lift and down Apache Bowl. But the serenity was gone from the day. We gave up and went home.

We stopped in town to pick up takeout burritos at our favorite Mexican restaurant. After we ate, Pete puttered around in the kitchen and I took our yellow Lab, Ammo, outside to play fetch for a while. I’d just heaved the tennis ball to the back of the property when Pete opened the door. “Jamie? The FBI is here.”

FBI? Shit. I called Ammo and went in.

Special Agents Jane Castro and Dwight Singleton, from the Roswell FBI office, were waiting for me in the great room. I’d met them several years ago, when Ammo and I discovered a body beside a hiking trail on the Mescalero reservation.

Jane said, “Seems like we’ve done this before.”

I flopped onto the sofa next to Pete with a groan. “Don’t remind me.”

Dwight smiled. “Tell us what happened this morning.”

I told them. 

“And no one had been down that trail ahead of you?”

Pete shook his head. I said, “I didn’t see any evidence of that.”

“Does the name Gordon Clarke mean anything to you?”

Pete said, “Not to me.”

I scanned my memory and came up empty. “No. Should it?”

Jane said, “Maybe. He had your name and address in his wallet.”

“What? Is that the dead guy? He had my name? Or Pete’s?”

“Pete’s full name and your last name. Mr. Clarke, according to his driver’s license, is a resident of Santa Monica, California. Isn’t that where you came here from?”

I said, “Right. What was his address?”

Jane referred to her notes. “It was 250 24th Street. Do you know where that is?”

I glanced at Pete, who seemed to be stunned. “More or less. It’s an area called North of Montana, meaning Montana Avenue. Multi-million-dollar homes.”

“Know anyone in that neighborhood?”

I said, “No, ma’am.”

Pete recovered his composure. Somewhat. He asked, “How the hell does a guy from Santa Monica end up dead on a ski slope in New Mexico? With my name in his pocket?”

Dwight said dryly, “The question of the day.”

I asked, “Can you tell us anything about what happened to him?”

Jane and Dwight exchanged a wordless glance. Jane said, “He was shot several times in the chest at fairly close range. He wasn’t wearing a coat. It doesn’t look like he was killed on the slope. Difficult to tell how long he’d been dead, of course, since he was buried in snow.”

Pete spread his hands in surrender. “I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t imagine why he had my name with him.”

Jane handed me her card. “If you think of anything...”

I said, “You’ll be the first to know.”

Pete saw Jane and Dwight out as I sat on the sofa, gobsmacked. When he came back to the room I asked, “What the fuck?”

“No idea.” He dropped down beside me and mindlessly stroked Ammo’s ears. “We need to know who this guy is before we can even guess at what’s going on.”

I said, “I’ll get my laptop.”

Before our move to Alamogordo, I’d spent twelve years as a research librarian at UCLA. I knew how to dig for information. I googled Gordon Clarke first and found that he owned Mercedes-Benz dealerships in Pacific Palisades, Beverly Hills, Encino, and Calabasas—some of the priciest areas of LA County. 

That’s how he was able to live North of Montana.

I told Pete what I’d found. “Who do we know who drives a Mercedes?”

He pondered for a moment. “No one comes to mind.”

“Same.” I turned back to my search results and found a wedding announcement from the LA Times from 2014. Gordon Clarke had married a man named Ben Sullivan. At the time, Clarke was forty and his husband was thirty. The announcement stated that Sullivan was a sculptor.

I asked, “Ever hear of Ben Sullivan?”

“Nope. Who’s he?”

“Gordon Clarke’s significantly younger husband.”

Pete raised an eyebrow. “Significantly?”

“Ten years. They married in 2014.”

“Are they still married?”

I grinned. “Always consider the spouse, huh?”

“Until proven otherwise.”

“Let me look.” I turned to the appropriate website—Superior Court of California, County of Los Angeles—and discovered that I needed a case number to search. “Well, crap.”

Pete said, “Call Mel. Maybe she knows them.”

One of our closest friends in LA, Melanie Hayes, was also our lawyer. She was a partner in a law firm, Anderson and Hayes, that specialized in representing the LGBTQ+ community. I picked up my phone and texted first. Hey, call me when you have a few.

My phone rang immediately. I answered, “Hey, you, slow afternoon?”

“My last client just left. You’re eating into Ali’s time now.”

I laughed. Mel’s wife, Alison Fortner, was another of my besties. “Give her my apologies. Do you know a guy who lives in Santa Monica named Gordon Clarke? Owns several Mercedes dealerships in town.”

“Um—the name is familiar. He might be a client of Neil’s.” Neil Anderson, Mel’s law partner and one of my dad’s Marine buddies. “Why?”

I told her what had happened. She whistled softly. “Damn. Want me to ask Neil?”

“If you would. I don’t want to breach confidentiality. I’m just trying to figure out how the guy got our names.”

“Sure. Hang on.” I heard footsteps; she must have taken her phone with her. She said something, and I heard Neil’s voice answer. Mel said to me, “Here, you can ask him yourself.”

She must have handed her phone to Neil, who said, “Jamie! What a pleasant surprise.”

“Hey, Neil. I’ve had an interesting day.” I explained. “Do you know Gordon Clarke?”

“He’s a former client. I did some contract work for him years ago, when he was buying one of his dealerships. But I haven’t heard from him since.”

“So, he didn’t get our names from you.”

“Oh, no. I would have told you.”

“How about a sculptor named Ben Sullivan? He and Clarke were married in 2014.”

“Hm... now, that name rings a bell. Not as a client. But I’ve encountered him somewhere in the recent past. At a party, maybe?”

“But Clarke wasn’t with him, or you’d have remembered that.”

“Right.” I heard the smile in Neil’s voice. “You’d gone two years without being immersed in a death investigation. You were overdue.”

I groaned. “Don’t remind me. Thanks, Neil.”

“You’re welcome. Here’s Mel.”

Mel said, “You’ve gotta find out who put you two on this guy’s radar.”

“Well, yeah. But how?”

“I don’t know. I’ll give it some thought. Are you coming home to investigate?”

I glanced at Pete, who was intently scrolling on his own phone. “I might have to. I’ll let you know.”

“Okie dokie. See you soon, I hope.”

I said goodbye and nudged Pete. “What’re you doing?”

He glanced up distractedly. “Hm? Oh. Looking at photos of Clarke. Did Mel know him?”

“No, but Neil did. Hadn’t seen him in years, though. What would you think about going to LA for a few days?”

He frowned. “Why?”

“We can’t find whoever connected us to Clarke from a distance.”

He shook his head. “A, it’s not our job to find that person. That’s on the FBI. B, I have clients scheduled solid for the next two weeks, and we’re getting close to midterms. I don’t want to cancel appointments on such short notice.”

I knew my husband well. Pete was working hard to keep something else from showing on his face. I said, “What’s C?”

“What? There is no C.”

I gave him my patented Yeah, right look. He squirmed. “It’s nothing.”

“Doesn’t sound like nothing.”

He drew a deep breath. “I’ve been doing so well here. Mentally. Emotionally. When we left LA, I was not in a great place.”

“No, but you were already getting better.” Pete had suffered a severe episode of acute depression a few months before we left LA for New Mexico. He’d found a psychiatrist with whom he’d clicked and started on antidepressants, which had helped immensely. “We’ve been back to California.”

“Yes, but only to Oceanside.” My hometown, in San Diego County, where my dad and oldest brother still lived. 

“Are you saying you’re afraid to go back to Santa Monica?”

“Not afraid. Just... uncomfortable.”

I tried not to sigh. “Do you think this is a permanent state?”

“Of course not.” But Pete didn’t look sure about that. At all.

“Sounds like you need to talk to Dr. C about this.” Dr. Ciccarelli, Pete’s psychiatrist, with whom he met over Teams every month.

“I will.” He noted my skeptical look and said, “I will. I promise.”

“Good. In the meantime, I guess I’ll go to LA by myself.”

He made a pfft sound. “What can you do there that you can’t do in phone calls from here?”

“I can go to his funeral. Memorial service. Whatever. Maybe someone will be there that we know.”

“Yeah, and maybe a killer will be there.”

I scoffed. “No way.”

He stood, shaking his head. “You’re impossible. You have to tell the Feds what you’re doing.”

“I will.”

He pointed at me. “Call Jane. Right now. I’m going to start supper.”

“Fine.” I fished her card out of my back pocket and dialed.

She sounded distracted when she answered. “FBI, Special Agent Castro.”

“Hi, Agent Castro, it’s Jamie Brodie.”

“Oh. Good, I was going to call you in a few. I’ve been talking to a homicide detective in Santa Monica who says she knows you. Emma Lamb.”

“Oh, sure. I know Detective Lamb.” Several years ago, the body of a UCLA student had been dumped in the townhouse next to ours. Emma had investigated the case and we’d become friendly acquaintances.

“Lamb is going to run the investigation from the Santa Monica end, with assistance from our FBI colleagues there. She’d like to talk to you.”

“I bet. Listen, I was thinking of going home for a few days. I think I could be of more help to you if I was there in person. But I wanted to get your thoughts.”

“You did, huh? Actually, that’s not a bad idea. When are you leaving?”

“I haven’t checked flights yet, but I’m shooting for tomorrow.”

“All right. Let me know when your plans are finalized. And call Detective Lamb this evening.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

She sounded amused. “Thank you, Jamie.”

I carried my laptop to the kitchen, where Pete was chopping vegetables then scraping them into a steaming pot. “Smells good already. What is it?”

“Vegetable soup. What did Jane say?”

“She said it was a good idea for me to go. Emma Lamb is on the case and Jane wants me to call her.”

Pete grumbled. “Jane just wants to solve her case. She doesn’t care about putting you in harm’s way to do it.”

“Good grief. She’s not putting me in harm’s way. I’m sure Emma will go with me to the funeral. Memorial service. Whatever. Will you drive me to El Paso tomorrow?”

“You’re gonna fly?”

“Two and a half hours versus twelve and a half? Yeah, I’m flying.” 

“How long will you be gone?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

He turned to look at me, knife raised. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“Pete. I’ll be fine. I’m always fine.”

“Your luck’s gonna run out someday.”

I pulled a knife from the block, waved it over my head, and adopted my best Aragorn at the Black Gate voice. “But it is not this day!”

Pete rolled his eyes and turned back to his chopping, muttering. “For fuck’s sake...”

I bought
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