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This book is dedicated to the memory of

bestselling American storyteller Harold Bell Wright,

who, in the early 1900s, realized that if they werent

written down, the ancient stories of the Tohono

Oodham people would be forever lost. It is thanks to

him that many of these stories remain.
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Prologue

NOVEMBER 2, 1970




It was Monday, so Benny Gutierrez was fighting a hangovera serious hangover. He had gone to the dance at Crow Hang on Friday and then spent all of Saturday and Sunday timed-out with some of his buddies over at the Three Points Trading Post just east of the Papago Reservation boundary. Now, as he halfheartedly dragged the plastic trash bag along Highway 86 west of Sells, what he wanted in the worst way was a hit of fortified winethe drink everyone on the reservation called Big Red. But hed settle for a beer.

First, though, Benny had to make it through the day. He had to work. That was the deal hed made with Robert and Doreen, his brother and sister-in-law, after Esther had kicked him out. If hed work, Robert and Doreen would give him a place to staya bed, anywayand that beat sleeping on the ground. In the summer the ground wasnt bad. Even when he and Esther had still been together, hed slept outside a time or twoin his truck sometimes, or else on the ground. But the credit union had repossessed his pickup, and Esther had sent him down the road. Now, in early November, it was way too cold to sleep outside at night, even in a truck.

Benny didnt rush. There was no reason to hurry. The Tribal Work Experience Program didnt pay enough to make working hard worthwhile. When one bag was full, he dragged that one over to the pile he was gradually accumulating. Across the highway, Alvin Narchos pile was growing at about the same sedate pace. If the two men were racing, it was a very slow race. And since Alvin had been out behind Three Points Trading Post all Sunday afternoon right along with Benny, he probably wasnt in any better shape than Benny was.

The sun was high in the sky when Benny spotted the cooler. A big blue-and-white Coleman ice chesta relatively new one, from the looks of itlay hidden just inside the yawning opening to a culvert that ran under the highway. As soon as he saw it, Benny was sure he knew what had happened. It had probably blown out of the back of a pickup driven by some Anglo returning from a trip to Rocky Point in Old Mexico. There was always a chance that the cooler would be full of once frozen but now rotting fish, but if Benny was luckyreally luckymaybe thered be beer in the cooler as well. Warm beer was better than no beer.

Dropping his bag, Benny scrambled down the edge of the wash. Despite his big belly, he moved with surprising speed and agility. He needed to beat Alvin to the prize. If there were two beers, Benny might be willing to share. But if there was only one? Too bad for Alvin.

Panting, Benny grabbed the handle. The cooler was surprisingly heavy. Grunting with effort, Benny pulled it out of the culvert and off to one side so it would be out of Alvins line of vision once he reached the far end of the culvert. Only when the ice chest was safely concealed from Alvins view did Benny reach down to unfasten the lid. As soon as he did so, a cloud of unbearable stench exploded into the air. Covering his mouth and nose, Benny staggered away from the cooler. In his rush, he stumbled and fell. His hand banged hard against the top of the cooler, knocking the lid wide open. The jarring blow caused the contents of the cooler to shift and something wet and foul slopped onto Bennys long-sleeved shirt.

The smell alone was enough to stun him. Benny tried to control his gag reflex long enough to push himself away. It was then, as he attempted to regain his feet, that he saw her. A face stared out at him. Strands of long black hair floated on top of a vile-smelling stew.

Groaning in horror, Benny lurched away. He managed only a few steps before he fell once again. He dropped heavily to the ground and vomited uncontrollably into the sand. When the spasms finally left him, Benny lay there, exhausted and unable to move, wondering if he would ever breathe again without the heavy odor of rotting flesh permeating his lungs.

Less than two years after that November afternoon, Benny Gutierrez was dead at age thirty-eighta victim of cirrhosis of the liver and of acute alcohol poisoning. That was what his medical chart said, and it was true.

But had anyone bothered to consult a medicine mana siwani, they might have learned something else was wrong. A medicine man could have told them that Bennys spirit had been infected by a ghost, a kokoiby the spirit of someone who was dead. And that was true as well. Even as Benny lay dying in a spotlessly clean hospital bed, the awful smell from the murdered girl in the cooler lingered in his wavering senses. Doreen and Robert were there with him, and so was Esther, but the last thing Benny saw, swimming hazily before his eyes as he drifted into unconsciousness for the last time, was that terrible face staring blindly up at him from deep inside a blue-and-white Coleman cooler.

It was only when Benny Gutierrez was dead, too, that he managed to escape the girl in the box. Only then did she finally set him free.









    

One




They say it happened long ago that Iitoi, Elder Brother, came to a village to see if his Desert People had enough water after the long summer heat.

As he walked along he heard a crowd of Indian children playing. He stopped for a while and watched them, listening to the music of their voices and laughter. About that time Elder Brother saw an old woman carrying a heavy load of wood for her cooking fire. Old Woman was not as happy and carefree as the children. She had no energy to sing or play.

About that time an old coyote came and stood by Iitoi. He, too, watched the children. Old Coyotes ribs showed under his thin, ragged coat. Like Old Woman, Old Coyote could no longer play and dance. His paws were too stiff and sore from just walking around in the desert.

Seeing Old Woman and Old Coyote made Iitoi sad. Because Elder Brothers heart was heavy, he couldnt walk very fast. He went to the shade of some cottonwood trees to rest. It was autumn, so the leaves on the tree had turned yellow, but they still made shade.


As Great Spirit sat under the trees, he thought about the children at play and about how different they would be when they grew old. He thought about some young calves he had seen that morning in a field and about how they would change as they grew older. He thought about a young colt he had seen kicking up its heels with joy, and he thought about how, one day, Young Colt would become Old Horse. He thought about flowers and about how their leaves withered and their colors faded when they grew old.

Thinking about these things, Iitoi decided he would like to have something around him that would not change as it became old. He wanted something that would not grow heavy like the cows and horses or wrinkled and bent like old men and women or dry and colorless like dead flowers. Great Spirit wanted something that would always stay happy and beautiful like the children.

As Iitoi was thinking these things under the cottonwood trees, he looked up. He saw the yellow leaves. He saw the blue sky through the leaves. He saw the shadows under the yellow leaves. He looked down and saw streaks and spots of sunlight dancing around on the ground just as the Indian Children had danced. Then Great Spirit laughed, for you see, nawojmy friend, Iitoi had found just what he wanted.

MARCH 16, 2000

Brandon Walker stood in front of the bathroom mirror locked in mortal combat with the stubborn strings of his bow tie. As sweat dampened his brow and soaked through the underarms of his starched white shirt, he longed for the good old days when, as Pima County sheriff, he could have shown up at one of these cattle calls in his dress uniform instead of having to put on a stupid tuxedo.

There was a tap on the door. Are you ready? Diana asked. Its getting late.


Then youd better come help me with this damned tie, Brandon grunted.

Diana opened the door, and her reflection joined his in the mirror. She was so beautiful that seeing her took Brandons breath away. She was dressed in a deep blue full-length taffeta gown that complemented every inch of her still slim figure. In the cleft at the base of her throat a diamond solitaire pendant hung from a slender gold chain. That single piece of jewelry had cost more than Brandons first house. Her auburn hair, highlighted now with natural streaks of gray, was pulled back in an elegant French twist.

Hi, gorgeous, he said.

She smiled back at him. Youre not so bad yourself. Whats the trouble?

The bow, he said. Im all fumble fingers.

It took only a few seconds for her to untangle and straighten the tie. There, she said, patting his shoulder. Now lets get going.

Brandon picked up his jacket from the bed and shrugged his way into it as he followed his wife down the hall. Which car? he asked. Mine or yours?

Yours, she said.

They drove east from Gates Pass and into downtown Tucson to the community center where the Tucson Man and Woman of the Year benefit gala was being held. The honorees, Gayle and Dr. Lawrence Stryker, were friends of Diana Ladds dating back to her days as a teacher on the Tohono Oodham Reservation. Now a local luminary, Diana had been asked to give a short introductory and no doubt laudatory speech. Brandons plan was to go, be seen, and do his best to be agreeable. But when it came to Larry and Gayle Stryker, he intended to keep his mouth firmly shut. That would be best for all concerned.

[image: ]


Larry Stryker sat on the dais overlooking the decorated ballroom filled with candlelit banquet tables and listened as Diana Ladd stood at the microphone and spoke about old times.

As some of you know, in the early seventies I went through a rough patch. I was teaching on the reservation, had lost my husband, and had a brand-new baby. Not many people stuck with me during that time, but Larry and Gayle Stryker did, and Ill always be grateful for that. Over the years its been gratifying for me to see what theyve done with their lives and to watch as theyve turned a single idea into a powerful tool for good.

Larry searched the sea of upturned faces until he caught sight of Brandon Walker sitting at one of the foremost tables. The former sheriff, looking uncomfortable and out of his element in what was probably a rented tux, sat with his arms folded across his chest. Their eyes met briefly. Brandon nodded in acknowledgment, but there was nothing friendly in the gestureon either side.

Former sheriff. That was the operant word here. While Diana Ladd spoke of the good old times, Larry was free to let his thoughts drift back to those times as well. Fortunately, no one in the roommost especially Brandon Walkerwas able to read his mind.

1970

Larry Stryker had no idea how long Gayle had been gone. Truth be known, hed been half drunk when she left the house. Hed had to be before he could find the courage to tell her what had happenedwhat hed done. He had no idea how she would reacthadnt given himself time to think about that. Instead, he blurted out the bad news and waited for all hell to break loose.

For a moment there was absolute silence between them, then she had looked up at him with her green eyes flashing sparks of fury. Give me the keys, she said, holding out her hand.

The keys? Larry stammered. What keys?

The car keys, stupid. What keys did you think I meant?

So that was it. Gayle was leaving him, and why wouldnt she? Given the sordid circumstances, what else could he expect? Without a word, Larry reached into his pocket and retrieved the keys to his beloved Camaro. Feeling defeated and lost, he dropped the ring of keys into her upturned hand.

Where will you go? he asked.

Go? she flung back. Im going to clean up your mess. Im going to take care of it.

With that, she had stalked out of the house and driven away. That had been hours earliersometime after school but still in the afternoon. Larry had sat there in the living room in front of a blaring television set all evening long, but he heard nothing. Saw nothing. Instead, he sat there envisioning how everything he had ever wantedeverything he had ever dreamed of and worked forwas going up in flames. The years he had spent struggling to make ends meet in college and in medical school meant nothing. Evidently his marriage was over as well. And it was all because hed been stupidand now he was going to be caught.

Sometime after midnight, when the Tucson TV station Larry wasnt watching finally went off the air, he got up and turned off the set. Then he sat there in the dark, brooding and waiting for whatever would happen next.

It was at least an hour after that when he heard the sound of rubber tires crunching on the gravel driveway and the grinding noise as the garage door opened. Amazed to think Gayle had come back to him, he leaped up and rushed to the kitchen to meet her. He flung open the door to the garage just as Gayle got out of the car.


One glimpse of her was enough to stop Larry Stryker in his tracks. She was covered with blooddried blood. It was everywhereon her face, in her hair, and on her clothing and shoes.

My God! he exclaimed. What the hell happened? Did you wreck the car? Are you hurt?

Good, she said, wearily acknowledging his presence without answering his questions. Youre still up. Bring me a trash bag and a roll of paper towels.

But

Come on, Larry. Do something right for a change. And a dish-pan of water, too, so I can start cleaning up.

He did as he was told. By the time he returned from the kitchen with the towels and water and the trash bag, she had started undressing. He put down the pan of water, then stood speechless and holding the bag open while she dumped in her Levis jacket, her shirt, and bra. She followed those with her shoes, jeans, and panties.

Finally he found his voice. My God, Gayle, what have you done? he whispered hoarsely. Tell me.

What do you think Ive done? she retorted. I did what I told you I was going to do. You had a problem. I took care of it.

She turned away from him, leaned down into the car, and removed something from the backseat. When she faced Larry again, she was holding a butcher knife by the handle. Larry saw it and knew that it was theirsthe one from the wooden block that sat on the kitchen counter.

Youll probably want to clean this up while I go take a shower.

She started toward the door while Larry stared down in astonishment at the bloodied knife in his hand. This was a nightmare. Surely it couldnt be happening, and yet

You didnt he began.


She turned back on him. Didnt what? she demanded. Didnt let you wreck everything weve worked for?

For some reason all the muscles in both Larrys hands quit working at once. He dropped the trash bag, letting the bloodied clothing spill messily onto the floor. The knife slipped from his other hand. It fell to the concrete floor and landed on its tip. The top inch or so of the steel blade shattered while the rest of the knife spun out of reach under the car. Leaving them where they fell, Larry followed his naked wife into the house and down the hall to the bathroom.

Gayle had turned on the shower in the tub and was stepping into it when Larry entered the room behind her. Seeing him, she shook her head in resignation. Well, she said, as long as youre here, you could just as well come wash my back.

And, God help him, thats exactly what Larry Stryker did because, no matter what, he always did what Gayle wanted him to do. He stripped off his clothing and clambered into the tub behind her. She was waiting for him, standing under the steaming-hot cascade with little rivulets of bloodied water streaming from her hair. He watched in fascination as they coursed down her neck and across the gentle slope of her breasts.

Here, she said, handing him a bar of soap. You do know how to use this, dont you?

And so he had scrubbed her clean. A pale pink sheen of blood sluiced off her body and made its way across the white porcelain tub and down the drain. She stood like a compliant child under his ministrations, letting him wash her body and shampoo her hair. All the while she watched him with those amazing green eyes of hers, eyes that never wavered and seemed somehow unaffected by both shampoo and soap. Just when Larry thought he had completed the job, she handed him the fingernail brush. It turned out she was right to do so. Close examination revealed crusted blood still lingering under her nails.


When he had finished with the nailbrush and glanced back at Gayle, she was smiling at him. See there? she said. Lady Macbeth was wrong. The blood does too come off. Now its my turn. Let me wash you.

By then the hot water was beginning to give out. Even so, Gayle worked her customary magic. From the beginning she had always known exactly what to do to make Larry wild to have her. It had been true when hed first met the eighteen-year-old college sophomore who was two years younger than he was. It was still true now, twelve years later. Gradually the water went from warm to cold, but Larry didnt notice. He was aware of nothing but the tantalizing touch, first of Gayles hands and later her lips, on his all-too-compliant body. It was all he could do simply to remain standing.

Finally, she turned off the water. Without bothering to towel off, she led him, stumbling and still soaking wet, into the bedroom, where, in one smooth motion, she drew him down onto the bed and into her body.

Gayle had always liked sex, but that night she was ravenous for it, wanting himgiving and takingfar beyond anything Larry could ever remember. It was only later, when Gayle was sleeping and Larry wasnt, that he realized what had happened. Rather than being appalled by what she had done, Gayle was excited by it. And by allowing himself to be drawn into her frenzied acts of fierce love-making she had infected him with the same excitement. She had killed for him and then come home to make love. What drug could be more intoxicating than that?

Gayle dozed off almost immediately, while Larry lay beside her, sleepless and spent. As the hours dragged by, his initial sense of euphoria disappeared as his mind tried to grapple with the consequences of what she had done. If she had actually murdered the girland Larry didnt doubt ithow much of her terrible crime was his fault, his responsibility?

Larry was more than willing to acknowledge that he had violated the physicians sacred creed to do no harm. He had taken sexual advantage of a patienta helpless minorwho had been under his care. That was bad enoughbad enough to have him tossed out of the world of medicine and bad enough to make him liable for criminal proceedings as well, but what he had done wrong was a long way short of murder.

But Gayle? Not only had she slaughtered someone in cold blood using a knife from their own kitchen, she had come home afterward and exhibited not a trace of remorse. She hadnt been ashamed of what shed done; hadnt been sorry. Instead, she had come home to her husband reveling in itwearing the gory evidence of her crime as though it were a badge of courage or even honor. And then, by having Larry clean that evidence away and by welcoming him into her body, she had somehow made her crime his and had turned him into an accessorya willing accessoryto murder. In the process, she had extracted something else from him as wellhis tacit agreement to secrecy and silence.

Larry had always known Gayle was headstrong and ambitious, but until that night he would never have thought her capable of murder. She had been provokedpushed beyond the limits of her endurance. And what had caused that to happen? Larrys actions. Larrys stupidity. And that made all of this Larrys fault. He was the one who had pushed Gayle to this appalling extremity. No matter what the law said, in Larrys mind and heart he really was an accessory to murderboth before and after the fact. If Gayle went down for the crime, so would he.

He could hear himself now lamely trying to explain to some stupid cop exactly how it had all come about. Well, yes, his wife had come home covered in blood. And what did you do then, Dr. Stryker? the cop would ask, and Larry would have to explain how first he had cleaned Gayle up by getting into the shower with her and then screwing her brains out before finally getting around to calling the authorities. Try telling that to a juryor a judge.

It was almost dawn before Larry finally began to come to grips with the reality of his predicament. The unspoken complicity Gayle had exacted from him in the bathtub and in the bedroom was far more all-encompassing and compelling than any paltry marriage vows. Those Larry had broken time and again without so much as a second thought.

But this was something else. Ten years ago, in a church, he had promised to love and cherish Gayle Madison Stryker until death do us part. As dawn began to color the sky outside their bedroom window, he finally saw how those very same words now meant something else entirely. Gayle had Larry by the throat and by the balls, and she wasnt letting him get away. Ever. And maybe that wasnt half bad.

Larry had always been his mothers good boy, not because he had never been in trouble but because he had never been caught. Growing up in a time that predated video surveillance, he had shop-lifted with impunity all through grade school and high school, and he had loved it. Had loved doing it and getting away with it; had loved living on the edge where he might be caught but wasnt. He had loved being accepted as an exemplary studentas someone his teachers pointed out as a perfect role model for otherswhen Larry, in fact, knew better.

He had married Gayle because she was beautiful and rich, but it had never occurred to him that they had so much in common. Tonight he realized that the person he thought he had married was someone else entirely. It was like picking up a pencil and discovering, once it was in your hand, that it was actually a stick of dynamite. By doing what he had done to Roseanne Orozco, Larry Stryker had unwittingly lit the fuse. He was yoked to someone who, with a single word, could bring the world crashing down around him. He was scared to death, but it gave him a rushan incredible rushand he loved it.

When the alarm sounded at six, Larry reached over and switched it off. Gayle, sleeping peacefully beside him, never stirred. Throwing off the still-damp sheet, Larry crawled out of bed. Once he was dressed, he went straight to the garage. He picked up the spilled clothes and stuffed them back into the bag, then he scrambled around on the floor until he had retrieved both the knife and its broken tip. When he looked inside the Camaro, he was amazed by the amount of blood he found there. The seats, front and back, and the floorboard were soaked with it. He must have been blind not to have noticed it the night before. Now, though, there was nothing to do but go to work with soap and water and try to clean it up.

Gayle had taken care of his mess, so Larry needed to take care of hers. He was doing just that when the door opened. Gayle stood in the doorway, with a smoldering Virginia Slim in one hand and a copy of TV Guide in the other.

What did we watch last night? she asked.

Watch?

On TV. If someone asks where we were or what we were doing, we were home all night long, watching television together. That means wed better have our stories straight about what we watched, what we ate, and what time we went to bed.

Saying nothing, Larry returned to the task of scrubbing the car, but that was when he realized, once and for all, that the genie was out of the bottle. And she wasnt ever going back in.


MARCH 2002

Maria Elena Dominguez rode the bus from Hermosillo to Nogales, fighting to stay awake and clutching her backpack all the while. There was little of value in the knapsackonly her papers and the change of clothing shed been given earlier that morning as she left El Asilo Seguro. Still, Maria Elena was afraid someone might try to steal her paltry belongings. Even when she dozed off, she didnt relinquish her hold on the backpacks straps.

So, Seora Duarte had said with a sneer as Maria Elena slipped silently into her office at eight-thirty that morning. You must be one of the lucky ones.

Fifteen-year-old Maria Elena didnt feel lucky. Her father, a leftist sympathizer, had been gunned down by a troop of soldiers four years earlier in their tiny village in Chiapas. Then, during her fathers funeral, the same group of soldiers had appeared again. This time, Maria Elenas mother and her older brother, both of them screaming and fighting their captors, had been hauled away in a single armored vehicle, while a petrified Maria Elena had been carted off in another.

The driver of that one, an older man who reminded Maria Elena of her grandfather, had been kind enough. He had given her food, sharing some of his own with her. Several days later, she had found herself in a Franciscan-run orphanage on the outskirts of Matas Romero in Oaxaca. Looking back, Maria Elena realized the orphanage hadnt been such a bad place. The problem was, Maria Elena didnt consider herself an orphan and refused to stay there. Twice she ran away but was picked up and returned to the orphanage without ever making it home to Chiapas.

The third time she ran away she was caught and shipped off to another facility, a juvenile detention center in Colima. Finally, for reasons none of them understood, she and two other girls, accompanied by a guard and wearing shackles, were taken by bus far to the north to yet a third facilityEl Asilo Seguro outside Hermosillo. Despite its benign-sounding namethe Safe HavenEl Asilo Seguro was by far the worst of all, and it was anything but safe.

For one thing, boys and girls were warehoused together. There were supposedly separate sleeping facilities, but curfews inside the institution were widely ignored and sleeping arrangements poorly supervised. Sexual encounters were forbidden, but that prohibition wasnt strictly enforced, either. Many of the inmates, like Maria Elena, were orphans whose crimes involved nothing more serious than running away. Others, at ages as young as eleven or twelve, were already hardened criminals. That number included two convicted killers, several drug dealers, and a band of tough-eyed gang members who carried knives and were a constant simmering threat to everyone around them.

Arriving from Colima, Maria Elena and the two girls with her, Madelina and Lucia, were smart enough to figure out that the knife-wielding boys were interested in girls for one reason and one reason only. In order to avoid being preyed upon, the girls manufactured a story about how they had been sent away from their previous institution because all three had been diagnosed as HIV positive. To their amazement, the ruse worked. It turned out that the devil-may-care gangster wannabes who werent afraid of drugs or guns or knives or each other were deathly afraid of AIDS. The new arrivals were pretty much left to themselves. The three girls had survived by sticking together, by speaking only to one another, and by making themselves invisible.
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Maria Elena tried hiding out in silence now, avoiding Seora Duartes question and piercing gaze with a simple shrug rather than a verbal reply.

Youre wrong there, the seora said, pulling her reading glasses down onto her sharp nose. She glared through them at a stack of papers on the desk in front of her. You really are lucky. It would seem you have a patron, she continued, a benefactor in the States who has arranged for you to come live with him and his wife and go to school.

Maria Elenas jaw dropped. Once she had loved school. She had wanted to grow up and become a teacher, but the last time she had actually attended school had been three years earlier in the orphanage. In Colima, there had been a few classrooms, fewer teachers, and even fewer books, but at El Asilo Seguro no one bothered to pretend that they intended to reform or educate their charges. Maria Elenas heart beat fast at this first tiny glimmer of hope. Perhaps her long-abandoned dream was possible after all. It was strange that she hadnt been consulted about these arrangements in advance, but still

I have examined the papers, Seora Duarte went on. Everything appears to be in order. You are to catch the bus from Hermosillo to Nogales this afternoon. The ticket is right here, as is your passport and identification card. Youll find some money here as well, enough so youll be able to buy food and water for your journey. You will be picked up at the bus station in Nogales and taken from there to your new home.

Maria Elenas head teemed with questions. She had heard some of the older kids talking about passports and identification cards. Legal ones were very difficult to come by, and forged ones were obtainable only by those with enough money to pay the price. What would happen to her if she reached the border and for some reason her paperwork wasnt in order? And how would she know this personthis kind strangerwho was supposed to meet her in far-off Nogales?

But she began aloud.

Seora Duartes disapproving frown silenced her. Certainly you wouldnt be so foolish as to turn down such an opportunity! she declared.

No, seora, Maria Elena murmured in agreement. I would not.

Very well, then. Seora Duarte picked up the papers and stowed them inside an outside pocket of the knapsack, which she then zipped up. Here, she said, handing it over. You cant travel in your uniform. Go see Seora Escalante. Shell give you something suitable to wear.

As directed, Seora Escalante had outfitted Maria Elena with two sets of someone elses cast-off clothingone to wear on the bus and another to change into later. The skirt and blouse were too small; the shoes far too big. They flopped up and down when she walked. By the time she had walked through the bus station and found food to eat, Maria Elena had painful blisters on both heels. But none of that mattered. Her feet might be sore, but her heart was light. She was out. She was free. She was on her way to a new life.

At the bus station, she wondered briefly what would happen if she tried to trade the ticket she hadthe one to Nogalesfor one that would take her back to Chiapas. But who would be there if I did go home? she asked herself. She knew for sure that her father was dead. Most likely, so were her mother and brother. After four years, who would be left to take her in or even care about her?

In the end, she boarded the bus for Heroica Nogales. Where will I end up? she wondered as the blurred landscape unfolded outside the moving window. Along the way, the world outside that window became more and more barren. More and more empty. That emptiness bothered Maria Elena. It reminded her of how empty her life was. It made her wonder what her new life would be like. Who were these kind peoplethis man and womanwho were taking a stranger into their home? Were they hoping for a daughter to replace one they had lost, perhaps, or were they looking for a servantlittle more than a slavewho would work for them for next to nothing?

Other girls had left El Asilo Seguro in similar circumstances. A year earlier, Maria Elenas friend from ColimaMadelinahad been adopted out and had gone north as wellnorth to what they all regarded as the Promised Land, north to the United States. There was a graffiti-covered map of North America on the wall outside Seora Duartes office. After Madelina left, Maria Elena had often stared at the map of the United States. It had to be a huge country, and she puzzled about where in it her friend might be living. Now she wondered if she might find Madelina again. Years from now, would they somehow meet somewhere in that strange new country? Perhaps they would sit together in some nice placea fancy restaurant, possibly, with brightly colored tables and umbrellas outsideand laugh and talk about how much their lives had changed since the old days in Colima and in Hermosillo.

Maria Elena took the papers out of the zippered pocket and studied them one by one, but they told her nothing. She had purchased some food from a stand outside the bus station, and she had eaten it all before she ever boarded the bus, savoring the wonder of eating food she had chosen for herself rather than having it slopped carelessly into a bowl by the resentful woman who had parceled out stingy servings of bad-smelling food to the inmates at El Asilo Seguro. There, Maria Elena had always gone away from the table still feeling hungry. Today she felt the strange sensation of being full. Lulled by contentment and the motion of the bus, she fell asleep.

She spent three hours on the busthree glorious hourswhere no one told her where she had to go or what she had to do. When the bus finally reached the station in Nogales, Maria Elena was awash in a combination of anxiety and anticipation. But then she saw him standing there on the platform, watching for her. Catching a glimpse of her face at the window, he smiled and waved. In that moment she recognized him. He was someone who had come to El Asilo Seguro the summer before, a kind doctor who had treated the children there, many of whom hadnt seen a real doctor in years, if ever.

Seor the Doctor, Maria Elena whispered to herself. That is good. That is very good.

Weak with relief, she grabbed up her knapsack and raced for the door.
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Under a clear blue April sky, Brandon Walker swam his laps one after the other. He didnt bother about timing them. At age sixty-one, he was no longer interested in setting speed records, and he didnt count laps, either. What he wanted was to maintain his endurance, so he swam until he couldnt swim any longer, then he stopped. He was a little winded, but not too bad. The heated water in the newly installed lap pool was kind to his joints, especially his right hip and left knee, both of which had been giving him trouble recently.

When he had gone in for his annual physical, Dr. Browder had hinted that it was about time to discuss the possibility of hip- and knee-replacement surgery. Brandon was considering the possibility all right, but not very seriously. Hed get around to having joint replacement surgery about the same time someone perfected the art of human brain transplants. In the meantime, hed get along as best he could without complaining. If he didnt gripe about it, maybe he could keep his wife, Diana Ladd, from setting another doctors appointment.

The cordless phone he had carried out to the patio rang with the distinctive ringer that said someone was calling from the locked security gate at the front wall. Had he been home alone, he would have had to scramble out of the pool to see who was there and let them in. Fortunately, Diana was home and in her study, locked in mortal combat with the stalled beginning of her next book. Convinced she would welcome any interruption, Brandon kept swimming. Besides, the visitor was probably UPS or FedEx bringing some new missive or assignment from Dianas New York publishers. Most of the mail, packages, and e-mails that arrived at their Gates Pass home near Tucson these days were part of Dianas ongoing business. Years after Brandons failed reelection bid for the office of Pima County sheriff, he had adjusted to being retired and mostly out of the loop. Diana Ladd was still working hard; Brandon was hardly working.

His wife came out through the sliding door onto the patio trailed by Damsel, a now three-year-old long-eared mutt Diana had found as a shivering, starving, and abandoned pup outside their front gate on a chilly Thanksgiving morning two and a half years earlier. Brandon and Diana had agreed that, with their daughter Lani off at school, the last thing they needed was a puppy. In the end, however, sentimentality had won out over good sense. Their Damsel in DistressDamn Dog, as Brandon often called her, since she was usually underfootwas now a well-loved and decidedly spoiled member of the family.

Walking toward the pool, Diana beckoned her husband to climb out. They had been married for more than twenty-five years, but in his eyes she was still as beautiful as she had been that stormy summer afternoon some thirty years earlier, when he had knocked on the door of her mobile home in a teachers living compound near the Papago village of Topawa. He had gone there looking for Dianas first husband, Garrison, who was a suspect in a homicide that then Pima County homicide detective Brandon Walker was investigating.

By the time Brandon arrived at Dianas house, Garrison Ladd was already dead of what would be ruled a self-inflicted gunshot wound, but neither Brandon Walker nor Diana Ladd had known that then. The detective had sat across from her in the living room of a threadbare single-wide mobile home, asking tough questions about her husbands doings and whereabouts. As he did so, Brandon was struck by Dianas delicate beauty; by the hard-won poise with which she answered his troubling questions; and by her unwavering loyalty to her jerk of a husband, even though by then she must have suspected some of what had gone on behind her back.

That very afternoon, as Diana Ladd struggled to cope with the looming disaster that was about to engulf her life, Brandon Walker had longed to take the distraught woman in his arms and comfort her, but he hadntnot then. Married at the time, Brandon had managed to maintain his professional distance then and six months later, as well, when a profoundly pregnant Diana Ladd had worked determinedly to see to it that her dead husbands accomplice, Andrew Carlisle, was sent to prison. Six years after that, when Carlisle was released from prison and came stalking Diana, Brandon Walker had once again been thrown into Dianas orbit. During those intervening years, a divorced Brandon Walker had looked at a few other women and even dated one or two, but none of them had measured up.

Brandon remembered how someone somewhere had once asked him if he believed in love at first sight. Naturally he had laughed off the question and brushed it aside as if it were too inane to bother answering, but deep down he knew better. He had fallen in love with Diana Ladd the moment he saw her. And he loved her still.


Whats up? he asked as she came toward the pool, holding out a towel.

You may want to go in the back way to dress, she said. Somebodys here to see you.

Brandon took the proffered towel and scrambled out of the pool. Who is it? he asked.

An old Indian lady named Emma Orozco, Diana replied. Shes using a walker, so I left her in the living room.

Shes on a walker and drove here by herself?

No. Her son-in-law brought her. Hes waiting out front. I offered to invite him in, but she said no, hed stay in the car.

What does she want?

Diana shrugged. Beats me. Something about her daughter.

Once out of the water, Brandon found the morning air far chillier than expected. He hurried to the sliding door and let himself into the bedroom. After dressing he made his way into the spacious living room, where a wizened Indian woman, her face a road map of wrinkles, sat primly erect on the leather sofa, one gnarled hand resting on the crossbar of her walker.

Ms. Orozco? Brandon asked tentatively, taking a seat opposite the old woman. Im Brandon Walker.

She turned to look at him and nodded. Your baskets are very nice, she said.

Brandon glanced around the living room. Dianas collection of Native American baskets, many of them finely crafted museum-quality pieces, were arrayed around the room with wild extravagance. They had been part of the household furnishings for so long that Brandon Walker no longer noticed them.

Thank you, he replied. Some of them were made by Rita Antone, a Tohono Oodham woman who was once my wifes housekeeper and baby-sitter.


Emma Orozco nodded again. I knew Hejel Wi ithag, she said. Her nephew is the one who sent me to talk to you.

Despite years of living around the Tohono Oodham, the Desert People, Brandon was still struck by the lingering influence of old ways and old things. Rita Antone had been dead for fifteen years, yet on the reservation she was still Hejel Wi ithagLeft Alone. As a little orphaned girl named Dancing Quail, Rita had been given the name Left Alone in the early part of the twentieth century, long before Emma Orozco had been born. No doubt stories about Hejel Wi ithag and her odd loyalty to an Anglo woman named Diana Ladd were now an enduring part of reservation lore.

Rita Antones nephew, retired Tribal Chairman Gabe Ortiz, and his wife, Wanda, were longtime family friends. In the Walker/Ladd household, Gabe was usually referred to by his familiar name of Fat CrackGihg Tahpani. Not wanting to betray what might seem like undue intimacy, Brandon made no reference to that name now.

Hows Mr. Ortiz doing? Brandon asked.

Not so good, Emma Orozco replied.

This was not news. A few months earlier, Fat Crack had been diagnosed with diabetes. A student of Christian Science, Fat Crack had, in middle age and with some reluctance, answered a summons to become a Tohono Oodham medicine man. Once aware of his diagnosis, Fat Crack had refused to accept the services of the Indian Health Service physicians and get poked full of holes. Instead, he was dealing with his ailmentone so prevalent on the reservation that it was known as the Papago Plaguewith diet and exercise, along with an unlikely regimen of treatments that was as much Mary Baker Eddy as it was Native American.

I dont know why he has to be so damned stubborn, Brandons daughter Lani had railed. Home for Christmas vacation from her pre-med studies in North Dakota, she had heard about the diagnosis while visiting Wanda and Fat Crack in their home at Sells. He should be under a doctors care, Lani had declared. But he wont even consider it.

Dolores Lanita Walker was a Tohono Oodham child who, as a toddler, had been adopted by Diana Ladd and Brandon Walker. She had been reared by them and, for the first several years, by Rita Antone as well. Fat Crack and Wanda Ortiz were Lanis godparents, and Fat Crack and Lani had always been especially close.

You cant take this personally, Brandon had counseled his daughter. Fat Crack has to deal with his illness in his own way, not your way.

But hes going to die, a suddenly tearful Lani had objected. Hes going to die and leave us, and he doesnt have to.

Youre wrong there, sweetie, Brandon had told her. We all have to die.

Brandon refocused his attention on the present and on Emma Orozco, sitting stolid and still on the living room couch. At first Brandon thought she was still staring at the baskets, but then he realized she wasnt. She was looking beyond themthrough themin a way that took him back to his days in Nam and to the thousand-yard stare.

But Mr. Ortiz suggested you should see me, Brandon suggested gently. My wife said it was something concerning your daughter.

Emma sighed and nodded. Shes dead.

Brandon gave himself points. He had recognized the look on her face, and the hurt, too. Im sorry, Brandon said.

Its all right, Emma returned. Roseannes been dead for a long time. She paused then, searching for words.

Years in law enforcement had taught Brandon Walker the difficult art of silence. There were times when it was appropriate to ask questions and probe for answers. But there were other times, like this one, when keeping silent was the only thing to do. Emptying a room of sound left behind a vacuum that could only be filled by a torrent of words. Or, as in this case, by a trickle.

She was murdered, Emma Orozco whispered hoarsely. In 1970.

Suddenly Brandon Walker knew exactly why Emma Orozco was sitting there and why Fat Crack had sent her. Let me guess, he offered quietly. Her killer was never caught.

Emma nodded again. Brandon could see that, more than thirty years after her daughters death, Emma Orozco still found the subject painful to discuss. As the old woman struggled to keep from shedding shameful tears in front of a relative strangersomething firmly frowned upon by her peopleBrandon opted to give her privacy.

Ill get some iced tea, he said, rising from the couch. Well drink first, then well talk.

Thank you, Emma whispered. Thank you very much.
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While bustling around in the kitchen, gathering glasses and ice, pouring tea, Brandon Walker remembered every word of the unexpected phone call six months earlier that had rescued him from wallowing in a sea of despair and drowning in a pot of self-imposed pity. He had been cranky and bored, tired of being seen by the world as nothing but Mr. Diana Ladd, and disgusted with himself for not being grateful now that Dianas burgeoning success had made their financial lives more secure than either one of them had ever dreamed possible.

Diana had been somewhere on the East Coast, off on another book tour. Alone with Damsel, Brandon was finishing his second cup of coffee and reading the Wall Street Journal in the shade of the patio when the call came in just after 8 A.M. The caller ID readout said Private Call, which probably meant it was some telephone solicitor, but on the off chance that it was Diana calling from a new hotel and a new room, Brandon answered it anyway.

Hello.


Mr. Walker? an unfamiliar male voice asked.

Yes, Brandon growled, adopting his most off-putting, crotchety voice. The last thing he wanted to do was have to convince some slimy salesman that, as owner of a house constructed primarily of river rock, he had no need of vinyl siding.

My name is Ralph Ames, the man said. I hope its not too early to call.

That depends on what youre selling, Brandon grunted in return. He had no intention of making this easy.

Im not selling anything, Ames returned.

Oh, yeah, Brandon thought. Thats what they all say.

Does the name Geet Farrell ring a bell? Ralph continued.

Detective G. T. Farrell had been a homicide detective for neighboring Pinal County at the same time Brandon Walker had been in a similar position for the Pima County Sheriffs Department. Geet Farrell was part of the cavalry who had ridden to the rescue when Andrew Philip Carlisle, newly released from prison, had staged his brazen and nearly successful attempt to silence Diana Ladd permanently. Brandon and Geet had stayed in touch occasionally since then, although they werent necessarily close.

I know Geet Farrell. Dont tell me hes gone off the rails and started selling Amway.

I can assure you this has nothing to do with Amway, Ralph Ames said, sounding somewhat offended. But hes part of a project Im in the process of getting up and running. He thought you might be interested in joining us.

This guys a smooth operator, Brandon thought. One who wont take no for an answer.

For how much? he demanded. What kind of an investment are you looking for?

Id like you to invest as much time as itll take for me to buy you lunch, Ames answered. Im driving down to Tucson later this morning. Is there a chance youre free?

I suppose its possible, Brandon allowed.

Good, Ames told him. Meet me at the dining room at the Arizona Inn about eleven-thirty. The table will be under my name.

So at least the dog-and-pony show is going to be done in style, Brandon thought. And then, because he was bored and lonely and because he was sick and tired of his own cooking, he found himself, against his own better judgment, saying yes instead of no.

Sure, he blurted into the phone. Why not? Eleven-thirty it is. See you there.

The rest of the morning Brandon berated himself for being such a damned fool. He was so disgusted with himself that when Diana called him from the airport in Atlanta, he didnt even mention what hed done. Instead, he poured himself into a starched white shirt, fumbled a once-favored but now slightly spotted tie into an uncomfortable knot around his neck, and then put on a sports coat that was far more snug than it should have beenand than it had beenthe last time hed worn it.

Hoping to beat Ralph Ames to the punch, Brandon Walker arrived at the Arizona Inn annoyingly earlyat eleven-fifteen. When he peered into the spacious dining room with its linen-dressed tables, he saw no one and assumed the place was empty. Then, in the far corner of the room, partially hidden behind a huge vase holding an enormous spray of flowers, he noticed a single occupied table. It was set for two, but only one diner was seated therean impeccably dressed man wearing a smooth gray suit and a blazingly pink tie. Even across the room, Brandon recognized the tie for what it wasexpensive as hell.

Damn! Brandon thought. With my luck, thats got to be him. Maybe if I leave my jacket buttoned, the spot on my own tie wont show.


May I help you? the young hostess asked.

Im looking for Ralph Ames, he told her.

Yes, of course, she said with a smile. Mr. Ames is already here. If youd be good enough to come right this way

Feeling outclassed and out of place, Brandon followed the hostesss swaying hips through the room. As they neared the table, Ralph Ames rose to his feet and held out a hand, smiling in welcome. Ames wasnt quite as tall as Brandon, and he was definitely a year or two younger. His razor-cut light brown hair was combed back with only the slightest hint of gray at the temples, making Brandon aware that his own hair probably resembled an unmowed wheat field. Ames was good-looking and seemed to be in disgustingly good shape. The suit fit him well enough that Brandon was forced to conclude it was probably custom-made. Ames exuded the air and self-confidence of someone who had never failed at anything he attempted.

All right, not Amway, then, Brandon concluded irritably. More likely a televangelist.

Mr. Walker, I presume? Ames asked. As Brandon had expected, the outrageous pink tie was absolutely blemish-free, but the mans handshake was firm. Tennis or handball, more than running a television remote for exercise, Brandon decided. Amess straight-toothed smile seemed genuine enough and his gaze refreshingly direct.

Still Brandon wasnt ready to drop his guard. Yes, he allowed. Thats me.

Have a seat. Would you care for a drink?

A glass containing a half-consumed cocktail sat in front of Ralph Ames, along with a leather-bound menu and a thin file folder that he had closed as the hostess approached the table.

When in Rome Brandon thought. Sure, he said, taking the indicated chair. Campari and soda will be fine.

Brandon wasted no time. He waited only as long as it took the hostess to go confer with a member of the wait-staff. If this was something he wanted no part of, it would be easier to leave after accepting a single drink than it would be after an entire lunch.

Whats this all about, Mr. Ames? he demanded.

The man handed over a business card that said Ralph Ames, Attorney at Law. The card listed two separate office addresses, one in Seattle and one in Scottsdale. So not a televangelist then but an attorney, which in Brandon Walkers opinion, was probably worse.

Do you ever play Powerball? Ralph Ames asked.

You mean as in the multistate lottery?

Yes, thats correct.

A waiter arrived with Brandons Campari. He dropped off the drink and backed away, while a courteous busboy delivered a basket of fresh bread.

Brandon sipped his drink and considered his answer. I spent too many years being a cop to be into legalized gambling. I know a few Indian tribes are making a killing at it. The income is helping change economic outlooks on some of the reservations, but no, lotteries arent for me.

Ralph Ames smiled. Nor for me, he agreed. But one of my clients wasin a big way. Her name was Hedda Brinker. She was German. Her husband, Toby, was Dutch, both of them Jews. They managed to escape Europe just ahead of the Nazis. They met on the boat coming over and married within weeks of arriving in New York. They came to Arizona and bought a dairy farm in whats now pretty much downtown Scottsdale. Tobys been gone for years, but he was cagey. He hung on to the land long enough to make money hand over fist in real estate.

The widow had all the money she needed, but she still played Lotto? Brandon asked.


Thats right. You may have read about her in the papers. She hit it biga $178 million jackpotand hers was the only winning ticket.

Their waiter made a tentative approach. Ralph Ames waved him away.

So the lady was loaded twice over. What does this have to do with me? Brandon asked.

Im coming to that. Hedda and Toby Brinker had a single daughteran only child named Ursulawho was born in 1938. Ursula was bright, outgoing, and popular. She was a cheerleader, student-body treasurer, and valedictorian of her class. She was murdered by person or persons unknown during spring break of her junior year at Arizona State University in Tempe.

Brandon shifted uneasily in his chair. Im sorry to hear that, he said. Having money isnt everything. He paused and then asked, The case was never solved?

Ralph Ames shook his head. Never. Its still open even now.

Thats too bad.

According to Hedda, Toby always believed that whoever did it was well connectedbetter connected than they wereand that the reason the killer was never caught was due to some kind of cover-up, but even the private investigators Toby hiredand he hired severalwere never able to come up with an answer or even with a viable suspect. And they didnt find any evidence of a cover-up, either.

If the fathers own investigators couldnt solve it, you sure as hell dont expect me to do it more than forty years later, Brandon put in. If thats what youre after, its wishful thinking.

Not you personally, Ralph Ames agreed, but its possible the case will be solved eventually. Stranger things have happened. But to get back on trackas you can well imagine, Ursulas death haunted Toby. According to Hedda, he never got over it. The Brinkers were my fathers clients. When Dad retired, they came to me. After Tobys death, and since they had no living heirs, Hedda talked to me several times about the Vidocq Society. Ever heard of it?

Sure, Brandon returned. Theyre someplace back eastPhiladelphia, I think. As I remember, its a group made up mostly of retired cops and FBI agents and forensics folks who get together occasionally and decide whether or not to follow up on some cold case or other.

Ralph Ames nodded. Thats right. Hedda saw a television program about them, and she was really interested. She tried to get them to take on Ursulas case. They took a pass.

So?

She asked if I thought she had enough money to start the same kind of thing on this side of the countryon the West Coast, actually from the Mississippi on, Ames replied. I told her I didnt think she had sufficient funds to attempt such a major undertaking.

And then she won the jackpot.

Thats right. She didnt collect the first proceeds until after she had gone to the trouble of creating a 501 C nonprofit for the money to be paid into. Its called The Last Chance. Membership in TLC is by invitation only. We search out and encourage participation by mostly retired police investigators and forensics expertspeople we believe will be motivated by the idea of helping fix the unfixable. We choose people we think share our goals and objectives.

Investigators volunteer their services and expertise, although TLC handles their expenses, pays for laboratory facilities and analyses. TLC also supplies clerical and other support personnel. There are monthly meetingsmostly in Phoenix but sometimes in Denverwhere people come and make presentations about their particular cold cases. The presenters are usually family members who understand that their local law enforcement agencies are either unwilling or unable to invest additional assets on what they regard as a dead-end investigation. Sometimes two or three TLC members will tackle a case. Other times, the group will vote to approach it en masse.

G. T. Farrell was a young campus cop at Arizona State University when Ursula Brinker was murdered. Over the years he stayed in touch with Hedda and Toby. Hes one of our founding members, and he wanted to know if you

Brandon Walker could barely believe his ears. Here was someone offering him a hand off the scrap heap of lifesomeone who thought Brandon Walker still had what it took in terms of experience and expertise to make a difference.

Dont say another word, Brandon Walker said, finishing off his Campari. Im in. Next time you see Geet Farrell, tell him I owe him big.

Tell him yourself, Ralph Ames replied. The next meeting is two weeks from now at the Westin in Denver. Ill have the TLC travel agent contact you about flight arrangements.

Ames picked up his menu and drew a pair of reading glasses out of his pocket. Since thats out of the way, he added, perusing the selections, how about some lunch?

Of course it had been a snap decision, and Brandon had beaten himself up about it later on. He had lunged at Ralph Amess ego-salvaging proposal like a drowning sailor grabbing for a lifeline, and later wondered if hed appeared too desperate. Brandon doubted Ralph Ames had even the dimmest concept of being cast
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