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			Blue McCarron Mysteries

			Blue

			The Last Blue Plate Special

			Ultimate Blue

			Bo Bradley Mysteries

			Child of Silence
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			Moonbird Boy
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			The Dollmaker’s Daughters

			Stork Boy

			Other Novels

			Mandy Dru Mysteries
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			The Paper Doll Museum

			An Unremembered Grave

			A Kiss at Morgan’s Bay

			A Secret at Morgan’s Bay

			





			“We must at last renounce that ultimate blue, And take a walk in other kinds of weather.”

			 

			—Adrienne Rich, Stepping Backward

			





			For every murdered and missing indigenous woman.

			




Chapter One

			It was eight-thirty on a Thursday night and I was, as usual, in the wrong place. At least not in a good place. One of St. Brendan’s Spanish Department faculty, a guy named Cristo, in trendy, white-framed glasses I was pretty sure were nothing more than a fashion accessory, dramatically opened a PowerPoint presentation. From his laptop an overexposed image of thorny plants extending to a distant horizon flashed on a wall. Text beneath the photo said “Save the Gran Chaco!” and all nine people in the conference room moaned as one. Everybody hates PowerPoint presentations and the meeting was running late.

			La Universidad debe . . .” he began urgently until the department chair, for at least the tenth time that night, said, “English, please, for Dr. McCarron.”

			“The university must join the struggle, we must demand official support . . .” he went on with great intensity. I feigned interest in the thorny plants and wrote, “Save the big something” on a notepad. I had no idea why I was sitting there, imposing a need to speak English on Spanish-speaking people with PhDs. Interesting bacteria would have been more welcome in that room than I was. Except the dean had been fairly specific.

			“I would like to employ your expertise as a social psychologist in resolving conflicts in the Spanish department,” she’d told me only the day before.

			“Surely one of the full-time social psych faculty would be more appropriate,” I answered modestly.

			I’m just an adjunct, subbing for a professor who, for some reason, failed to return from a sabbatical project in Equatorial Guinea, wherever that is. I only took the job to kill time until anything about my life made sense.

			“Not a chance,” the dean replied. “The entire Sociology Department has made it clear that they’ll all resign in protest if I browbeat one of them into doing it. The Spanish Department is, shall we say, a bit fractious?”

			I must have cocked my head as if I’d never heard the word before because she added, “It means unruly and prone to endless clashes.”

			“I know what fractious means,” I told her. “But I don’t know how I could be helpful.”

			I didn’t say that being helpful at that point held about as much appeal for me as a case of raccoon roundworm. Being helpful requires acknowledging worlds outside your own head. I wasn’t ready. Not that being ready ever matters, as would become clear to me in less than forty-eight hours.

			The dean nodded briskly. “As an outsider, a temporary substitute for Dr. Wrenhaven until she turns up from wherever she is, you’ll be safe, above the fray. Just attend the department meetings, take notes, and submit a report to me outlining methods for resolving conflict. There’s a budget for outside professional services like this, but we prefer to keep this one in-house.”

			She showed me a budget list for those outside professional services. One, “Departmental Conflict Resolution,” was highlighted all the way to a barely respectable but still useful amount. I caved and signed.

			While every single study of the relation between money and happiness done in the last century makes clear that having plenty of money increases the happy factor, the same studies point out that it all depends on how you spend it. Only termites and naked mole rats create social structures as complicated as those of humans, suggesting that we’re just madly social. So spending money on experiences with other people, particularly if we’re being all benign and helping them, ups happiness.

			I could, apparently, kill two birds. I’d edge out of my isolated social wasteland while earning rather than spending money. While helping a bunch of Spanish professors stop threatening to kill each other. Piece of cake.

			But that first faculty meeting left me questioning the likely demise of the birds. “Fractious” didn’t begin to describe the animosity bouncing around the room like an enraged beach ball.

			The chair was a professor named Lourdes, with dramatically streaked blond hair, who specialized in the history of Cuban drama. She actually whispered hijo de perra at an elderly colleague over a comment about capitalist industrial practices. I didn’t need the cell phone translator I hid under the table to tell me she said “Son of a girl-dog,” to put it gently. The colleague, a Venezuelan gentleman in tweeds, slowly smoothed his mustache and replied something my phone translated as, “You eat weasels.” And that was before a young Argentinian woman who taught Cultural Studies threw an entire tray of cheese-filled croissants into a wastebasket. She went everywhere in gaucho pants and pointed out that croissants were French, not Spanish, and at least should have contained meat.

			When white-glasses Cristo got teary-eyed over the death of the last known member of an indigenous Gran Chaco tribe in the 1940s, everybody cast irritable glances at the ceiling. Then they refused to sign his petition. It demanded that the university officially join some organization trying to protect this vast patch of South American terrain from exploitation by Big Oil and high-tech international agribusiness. The remaining indigenous people would be driven to extinction.

			That is, everybody refused to sign but one.

			I was studying Cristo’s PowerPoint photo of a corpse named Maria Miranda and noticing that her wasted body was dwarfed by a mane of luxurious hair when the woman sitting next to me said, “I will sign.”

			Her name on the bent cardboard marker in front of her read, “Dr. Salazar,” but in the ensuing argument they all called her “Lupe.” She hadn’t spoken to me at all and pointedly looked in the other direction throughout the meeting. I knew from the faculty bios I’d barely skimmed in preparation for the meeting that she was Mexican and taught Comparative Literature.

			She wrapped her shawl, a rough swath of gray cotton embroidered with maroon chickens navigating a maze of blue leaves, more snugly about her shoulders. Drumming slender fingers on the table, she waited for the group to shut up. Then she signed Cristo’s petition and tossed it to the middle of the table.

			“Eet eez a rrright theeng to do,” she pronounced in an exaggerated accent I suspected was meant to mock my inability to speak Spanish, my pointless presence, and probably the entire history of European imperialism embodied by my badly cut reddish-brown hair. I wanted to mention that Spanish imperialism is also European, but as usual was distracted by my own thoughts.

			Had any of my ancestral County Ulster Irish McCarrons exploited South American indigenous tribes by flattening their thorny landscape to plant potatoes, thus damning them to the fate of the dodo? Undoubtedly a few, but at numbers too small to be statistically significant. The thought was comforting. I am often comforted by statistics.

			Still, Lupe Salazar’s seeming assessment of my usefulness was apt. I had no idea what I was doing there. When the entire department grudgingly signed the petition on their way out the door, I realized that she did have an idea. With a single sentence in a phony accent she’d brought them in line like a champion sheepdog. Clearly, she, not I, should be on the dean’s payroll.

			“Those indigenous people have amazing hair,” I mentioned brightly, pointing to the corpse, as Lupe stood to leave. It was a lame attempt to establish some benign, girly cred with her before offering her my job resolving conflict.

			She just stared at me through big tortoise-shell glasses, her enormous, seal-colored eyes wide. Her dark hair, curly and wild, was held back with a wooden clip. A smattering of silver strands escaped at her temples and moved erratically in the breeze from the air-conditioning. The chickens on her shawl regarded me with menace.

			Estúpida, she pronounced softly, shaking her head.

			I didn’t need my translator for that. But college professors are famously underpaid so I figured she’d grab the chance to replace me at my arguably useful fee. I followed her into the hall, trying to look collegial while practically running to catch up with her.

			St. Brendan University has a new Business and Tech building that looks like the set for a Star Trek sequel paired with an Olympic-quality athletic complex. But the traditional departments, like languages and social sciences, are housed in the oldest buildings on campus. They had been the school and convent of a defunct order of teaching nuns who educated the children of Portuguese immigrants flocking to San Diego to fish for tuna in the early twentieth century. In the vaulted hall there’s a marble statue of Portuguese Saint Anthony of Padua preaching to a marble fish. The saint supposedly can locate lost things, and the students constantly stick notes on the statue like, “I’ve lost hope of passing Inorganic Chem; help! Gabe.”

			The halls of the old building are a little spooky, seeming to cloak stories you wouldn’t understand in layers of wood smells and odd sounds. I normally notice the atmospheric personalities of places, but I wasn’t noticing much of anything then. I just wanted to pawn an impossible task off onto somebody who could actually do it.

			“Excuse me,” I yelled at Lupe Salazar. “I think you’d be great at controlling the department . . . I mean, giving some guidelines to reduce conflict. For the dean,” I added as if anybody else on the planet cared. “I’m perfectly aware that I’m not the right person for this job, but you are.”

			The first few bars of The Chicks’ “Sin Wagon” erupted from somewhere, and she pulled a cell phone from the hip pocket of her jeans.

			“Just a minute,” she said with no accent and leaned on the marble fish to answer.

			I retreated to feign interest in a bulletin board advertising a study abroad program in Heidelberg. It was in German, and a woman I didn’t know appeared to be whispering in Spanish to a marble fish. One of those moments. Nothing made sense or had anything to do with me; I didn’t belong there. I didn’t belong anywhere. Tears of saccharine self-pity swam in my eyes as Lupe Salazar tucked her phone back in her jeans and turned to face me.

			“I think you’ll be fine . . .” she began, then stopped. “Are you crying? Over a stupid faculty meeting? What the hell, Dr. McCarron? That’s bizarre!”

			“It’s ‘Blue,’ Call me Blue. And I am bizarre,” I agreed. “But you’d be good detoxifying your department. The pay’s not totally pathetic.”

			“No,” she said, shrugging her chicken shawl loosely over a black tank top and studying me with those big eyes. “Don’t quit. I, we, I mean you’ll do fine.”

			With that she hit the door to the courtyard with both hands and vanished into St. Brendan’s landmark topiary shrubs shaped like a school of tuna. I wanted to call Roxie and tell her about the tuna shrubs, but it was midnight in Philadelphia. And my days of telling Roxie Bouchie amusing anecdotes every day were over.

			I hummed “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do” all the way to my truck.

			




Chapter Two

			Brontë, my Doberman, was asleep in the truck but, as usual, overjoyed to leap out and chase the tennis ball I threw across the parking lot for her. In the dark, that part of the campus, with its faux gas lamps and illuminated landscaping, felt like the interior of a Victorian snow globe. It suggested the elegance of a time in which you didn’t have to make decisions because you didn’t exist. That would come over a century later, the flickering gas lamps replaced by white glare and a headlong rush toward the abyss.

			I had made a decision to leave a relationship that felt like home to me. But Roxie Bouchie, whose beaded braids rattled symphonies about my ears, would not grow old at my side. Rox wouldn’t grow old at anybody’s side. Expecting her to do so, I’d finally accepted only weeks earlier on a rainy night in Philadelphia, was pointless.

			It’s not as if she hadn’t been absolutely clear from the beginning. She and her grandma moved heaven and earth to ensure that Roxanne Deondre Bouchie, daughter of a mentally ill Black prostitute and a nameless White trick with freckles and big ears, would go to med school. Rox and her grandma loved the woman shredded by schizophrenia who made hundreds of god’s eyes out of Popsicle sticks and yarn in a long-term Illinois psychiatric facility. And died before her daughter would wear the white coat of a doctor.

			But Roxie’s determination to help those like her mother, the ruined population that most people fear and wish would simply vanish, was fierce and uncompromising. Only thirty-four percent of American psychiatrists are women; less than two percent are Black. Rox had worked her way into those statistics with Ghandi-like determination. She would never have time for the ongoing complexities of serious relationships and we both knew it. I knew it when she was offered an important position in Philadelphia. Brontë and I went with her anyway, to help with the move, get her settled. I secretly imagined maybe it would work, that we’d create some cozily creative arrangement the Family Studies journals would line up to write about.

			And it might have worked if we lived in a vacuum, which all love affairs naturally are in the beginning. But no vacuum can last, and I was never going to call Philadelphia home. Rox had sold her furniture in San Diego and rented a furnished apartment near her new job, suggesting that this move was probably one of many to come.

			We took a few days to explore, ate our way through the Reading Terminal Market, and got mocha crème donuts from Beiler’s to take home. We checked out the art museums and Independence Hall. When Rox started work I dragged myself to see the Liberty Bell and was intrigued to learn that it had cracked the first time it was rung. And in its 200-year-old inscription, “Pensylvania” is misspelled. I toured the ruins of a nineteenth-century prison and failed to find a gay C&W dance bar where Rox could display her proficiency with the Hoedown Throwdown. But there was no place in all of metropolitan Philadelphia like our favorite San Diego hangout, Auntie’s. And Rox said the new job didn’t leave time for all that anyway.

			In truth, her position supervising a research program in a hospital while also creating and teaching a seminar at a university didn’t leave much time for anything. She came home happily tired, was asleep by ten and up at six. She was energized by her work, engaged. I was a cumbersome ghost from another time, hovering like a song from a passing car. Other than being with Roxie, I had no purpose there and knew I’d eventually leave. Maybe after Christmas. Or Greek Orthodox Easter. Sometime. But then three things happened, as they always do.

			First, Rox was asked to fill in at the last minute for a canceled speaker at a conference in Chengdu, China. She’d be gone for a week and was excited about seeing the giant pandas. I researched five-star Chengdu restaurants and helped her practice saying “thank you” in Mandarin. Something like “say-seyeh” in two tones, accent on “say.” I wasn’t exactly envious, more like hungry for some interesting experience of my own. Instead, while she traveled I’d be pointlessly hanging out alone in a strange place I was afraid to admit I didn’t like.

			Also that day, an acquaintance from my grad school days called to tell me the part-time job at St. Brendan University subbing for the missing social psych professor was available. I declined, having forgotten that I love teaching along with everything else I’d had to forget just to stay in the City of Brotherly Love. My field is social, not clinical psychology, which conveniently enabled me to overlook the fact that I was turning into some therapist’s classic source of income.

			And finally, Brontë developed a fungal infection in her feet from a mold that flourishes in Philadelphia summers and lingers until the first snow. I had to dip her paws in a smelly chemical solution five times a day. She couldn’t run in the park because the mold thrives in grass, and the vet warned that in rare cases this infection can spread to the dog’s lungs. Those cases, he said in funereal tones, are almost always fatal. And that was it.

			I called my acquaintance, Terri Smith or Sisk or something like that, at St. Brendan from the vet’s office. I said I’d be overjoyed to teach whatever it was and whom should I contact? Then I sat in my truck, hugging Brontë and sobbing into her fur until she sighed irritably and curled up on the passenger’s seat. For a dog who loves opera she has a surprisingly low tolerance for melodrama. I turned on Philly’s classical radio stream for her and watched from inside my head as a rock-solid Blue McCarron I hadn’t seen in a while sat up straight and had no questions.

			“We’re going home, girl,” I told a Doberman pinscher. Someday I’ll write a pretentious paper entitled, “An Integrative Analysis of the Canine Mirroring Function in Multiple Criteria Decision Making.” Translation—“Telling your dog makes it real.”

			I was already packed when Rox got home from work, but she didn’t see the bags in my truck. What she saw in the set of my teeth was that I was already gone. We’d both known the time would come, but that didn’t make it any easier.

			We cried, made somber love that in no way could hold off the sense of finality we’d been pretending to ignore for weeks, and ordered pizza at two in the morning. We tried to define aspects of a future in which we’d still be . . . something.

			“We can talk every day, we’ll Skype, we’ll Zoom, I’ll come for Christmas, we’ll take that trip to Scotland, I have to come to St. Louis to see your new niece or nephew when the baby’s born, and we could vacation on Cape Cod in the spring before the season starts and the crowds are horrible, we could . . .”

			We had no idea what we’d do. We just couldn’t face the reality that it wouldn’t be anything we’d just named. Couldn’t face the reality that whatever we had been to each other would now exist only in the famously uncertain realm of memory.

			But in the morning we had no choice.

			Roxie pulled one of her line-dance costumes from a plastic bag in the closet and didn’t smile. She dressed carefully, makeup and all, and slid her feet into tooled cowboy boots. When I heard Garth Brooks singing “The Dance” from speakers in the living room, I knew what to do; it was 4/4 time, a slow box step. We danced. We knew the words and sang them to each other. When the song was over, I took Brontë and walked out the door. There was nothing left to say.

			Standing in St. Brendan’s parking lot, I threw the tennis ball for Brontë again and wondered for the thousandth time what might have happened if I’d stayed. Rox would have come back from China with photos of giant pandas, snow would eventually fall, and Brontë would heal and run in the park again. I could get a job. There are at least six fully accredited colleges and universities in Philadelphia, any one of which would probably have hired me to do something or other. But I hadn’t even tried. Neither had Rox urged me to. Staying would only have prolonged that precarious state in which the past is slowly poisoned by its own future.

			I’d done the right thing, the only possible thing. I’d come home but it didn’t feel like home. It felt like wandering around on the set for a movie you’ve seen twenty times except the whole cast is somewhere else. I hadn’t realized how empty the familiar can be.

			Brontë returned with the tennis ball, but instead of insisting on another toss, she stared toward the edge of the parking lot, a ruff of raised fur forming down her back. I felt, more than heard, the low growl in her throat. Someone was walking toward us through a grove of shoestring acacias by the parking lot. The trees’ willow-like branches moved restlessly in the moonlight.

			“Stay,” I said. “This is a college campus. People walk around at all hours brooding over Kant’s dichotomy, Fermi’s paradox, that sort of thing. It’s okay.”

			My dog gave me that look that says, “I know a great deal more about this than you do and you’re being tedious.” In another circumstance, like the proverbial dark alley behind the proverbial Mafia-owned strip club, I might have reached into my truck for the little Sig Sauer P238 locked in the console. My father, a semiretired Episcopal priest with a gun fetish, gave it to me when Rox and I stopped in St. Louis on our cross-country trip.

			“It has fantastic night sights,” Dad confided over dinner.

			Roxie just rattled her beads and scowled her opposition to gun ownership, but I understood the gesture. It was Dad’s way of standing beside me through the coming heartbreak nobody was talking about. In the end I would be alone, but not unarmed. The miniature weapon has camel-colored rubber grips with finger grooves and would fit in any pocket I own, should the need arise. My recent history had included such needs, although all that was behind me, or so I thought.

			Whoever was walking beneath the acacias didn’t veer off onto one of the lighted paths leading to the campus church or the main road. The figure emerged into the parking lot lights in an embroidered shawl. It was Lupe Salazar.

			“Glad I caught you,” she said.

			“Stay,” I told Brontë again. Dobies guard, and she clearly regarded “stranger in well-lit but empty parking lot” as a chance to demonstrate her skill.

			“Dr. Salazar is OKAY,” I pronounced in firm tones, causing my dog to shrug and look bored.

			I assumed Lupe Salazar had come after me to say she’d had a change of heart and would take over my role as conflict resolver for the Spanish department. I was wrong.

			“Are you busy tomorrow night?” she asked, glancing nervously at the illuminated church spire as if it were harboring snipers.

			“What?” I said while she knotted the edges of her shawl in white-knuckled fists.

			“Are you busy tomorrow night?” she repeated, licorice eyes tense with some disquiet wholly at odds with what this sounded like. Like she was asking me for a date.

			Oh . . .dear . . . God.

			Well, yeah, I have plans,” I said too quickly in a voice that failed to mask sheer panic. I had no intention of going on a “date” again for the rest of my life. And my plans included walking around in a desert in autumn’s astronomical heat. A dry heat, swollen with silence. Where I belonged.

			“There’s a concert,” she began, “at a casino.”

			I realized that nothing about this felt like “date.” She might or might not be gay, but I had enough experience with those first, awkward moments to assume she had no interest in me. Ten minutes earlier she’d actively disliked me. Why was she now asking me to go with her to a casino? For a concert? I decided she was probably one of those low-social-skills academics who’ve spent the last ten years alone, writing papers on a topic so obscure that only five people now alive even know it is a topic.

			“Thanks, but I can’t.” I told her with beamish courtesy. “I’ll be out of town. In Borrego Springs. I live there.”

			I don’t know why I told her where I lived, but the information seemed to have the wrong effect. She nodded.

			“The casino is on your way,” she said as if that mattered.

			“Really, thanks, but I can’t,” I said, smiling over my shoulder as I let Brontë jump into the truck and then followed her.

			I drove away and saw Lupe Salazar in my rear-view mirror, not watching me but bent over her cell, punching the keys. Her posture reminded me of Picasso’s The Old Guitarist, that distorted melancholy. A troubled image captured by sodium lights. Too private for the eyes of a stranger, but I’d seen, and would remember.

			




Chapter Three

			The little mountain village of Julian was quiet when we drove through, its shops and apple pie emporia closed. But a highway patrol car with a flashing light bar was stopping the few motorists headed down into the desert.

			“Got an overturned truck hauling paint on 78, so road’s closed after Scissors Crossing,” the trooper told me. “Where you headed?”

			“Borrego,” I said over impressive snarling from the passenger seat. “Brontë, quiet.”

			“You’ll have to take the long way around on S2,” he said. “Great dog.”

			“Thanks, but why is the road closed? Can’t I just drive around the truck?”

			“Solvent-based paint,” he explained. “Load’s still contained, but if it spills the fumes are toxic. Crew down there’s in full hazmat gear, tactical respirator gas masks, the whole nine yards just in case. You don’t wanna go there.”

			“Roger,” I said and edged my truck out of flashing lights and over the edge of Volcan Mountain into darkness.

			At Scissors Crossing, striped roadblocks and detour signs plus another trooper ensured public safety by forcing traffic onto S2. It was originally part of the Butterfield Stagecoach route from St. Louis to San Francisco. Since I was the only traffic, I waved at the trooper, who waved back with a dramatic, narrow-eyed look as if we were in a movie. A creepy track on Pandora contributed to the illusion. The movie would have the word “dead” in the title and star Meryl Streep as a 1940s sleuth in a gabardine suit with shoulder pads. I imagined myself as the murder victim whose killer Streep would track. Being murdered felt nice, a no-demands way out of my empty life, but struck me as difficult to orchestrate.

			At the Vallecito-Butterfield Stage Station, a reconstruction of the 1857 sod-brick building, I stopped for no particular reason. It was closed, nobody there, just history buried beneath rattlesnake weed and cooling rocks. I left Brontë sleeping in the truck and stomped around looking for any of the numerous spirits said to haunt the area. A white horse, a driverless runaway stagecoach, bandits murdered by other bandits for bags of gold hidden in nearby canyons. And a young woman named Eileen O’Connor who died at the station in the late 1850s on her way to meet a fiancé prospecting near Sacramento.

			Young and frail, Eileen was desperately sick from the brutal twenty-five-day journey by the time the stage stopped at Vallecito. Whatever rough characters were there put her in a storage room at the back of the station and tried to care for her, but it was too late. She died two days later. In her trunk they found a wedding dress and buried her in it somewhere in the desert. Her ghost, called The Lady in White, is said to roam, restless and miserable, near the station.

			“Eileen,” I whispered into an expanse of rocks, smoke trees, and cholla cactus frozen in silver light, “did no one tell you that your own life was your first responsibility?”

			The lecture to a teenager who wasn’t listening echoed in my ears. I was talking to myself. I was pointing out that drifting around in a foggy half-life over Roxie was another version of my behavior over Misha, a love I knew would live inside my very skeleton until I died. So to avoid missing Misha I figuratively did die. I shut down and simply existed in a half-built desert motel I bought for a pittance because it had no piped-in water. That problem I solved by installing a tank and paying handsomely for monthly truckloads of water. But despite my best efforts, life came along and hauled me back on the sparkling grid.

			And I was doing it again. The primal human need is for a sense of safety, of control. Any pattern of human behavior will begin there. And my pattern was falling shamefully right in line. It was embarrassing.

			Want to duck every heartbreak life hands out, you pathetic wimp? Easy. Fake being dead. You’ll lose weight and save a bundle on hairstylists, too!

			In the distance a haze of ground light along the coast far below stretched 150 miles from Tijuana through San Diego and Los Angeles before fading to black. It advertised the existence of several million people who had better things to do than stand around in the dark. Joining them suddenly made epic sense. And casinos have lots of lights.

			In my truck I got the St. Brendan faculty page up on my cell and sent an email to gsalazar@stbrendan.edu.

			“Change of plans. Will be free tomorrow if you still want company for the casino gig. Blue McCarron”

			It was the university email account, not a personal one, and I didn’t expect Lupe Salazar to see it until the next day. Nor did I care if she didn’t answer. The point had been merely to document my intent to stop feigning death. The real thing was out there in a rotted wedding dress, haunting a long-obsolete stagecoach station. Eileen O’Connor had died for love, a fool’s destiny I didn’t want and would cease faking. Now.

			I was surprised when my phone erupted two minutes later with Gaga belting, “I’m just a holy fool, oh baby it’s so cruel . . .,” the ringtone I had downloaded on my way out of Philadelphia. Somebody was calling me. I didn’t recognize the caller ID, but it wasn’t Roxie.

			“Yeah?” I said, feeling tough and not to be messed with since I’d just decided to be tough and not to be messed with, especially by me.

			“It’s Lupe Salazar,” a tense voice informed me. “I got your message and thanks for changing your mind. Can you meet me at the Viejas Casino tomorrow at 7:30? I’ll send you a link to the concert promo.”

			“Uh, how on earth did you get my number?” I asked, forgetting to stay in character.

			St. Brendan doesn’t list the private phones of faculty to forestall calls from students demanding grade changes and threatening lawsuits.

			“From the dean,” she said. “She gave the whole Spanish department your number in case anybody wanted to talk about conflict. Don’t worry. Nobody will. The concert is at eight. You will be there?”

			“Sure,” I said. “Seven-thirty.”

			I would have asked for more information, like why we were going there at all, but she just whispered, Bueno, and hung up. The Spanish term is commonly used by Mexican Americans and means “good, okay, fine.” I’d heard it a million times and knew what it meant, but somehow Lupe’s voice didn’t sound good, okay, or fine.

			Whatever. My interest in the event and its companion hovered near zero. I wanted only its symbolic function as my initial step out of what any first-year clinical psych student could define as low-grade depression. I knew I was lucky. My mental state was “situational,” not the product of brain wiring over which I had no control.

			• • •

			Once home at my half-finished motel, Brontë and I prowled the shadow-carved surface of the surrounding desert that was once a shallow sea. Were it possible to breathe on the moon, I imagine its scent would be similar. A scent of planets, strangeness, and long-dried tears with hints of iron, chalk, and faint incense. You can tell the desert anything. You can weep, scream, and recite awful poetry or you can go blank and just breathe. The desert absorbs without judgment whatever you’ve got and will keep your secrets forever. Of course, it may also kill you, but hey, perfect trust has a cost.

			After our walk I poured bottled water into Brontë’s red ceramic bowl, gave her a late dinner, and checked my email for Lupe’s concert link. It was in both Spanish and English and featured a singer named Chimi Navarro, who looked like a cross between a Vegas showgirl and Joan of Arc. A showgirl in a blonde wig laced with bells and a metallic gown designed to emphasize alluring breasts. And a fierce Joan of Arc look in amber eyes beneath sparkling fake lashes. Whatever Chimi Navarro was about, it looked serious.

			Some of her YouTube videos were raucous dance numbers, some romantic and sweet, and some seething with unmistakable eroticism. Since I couldn’t understand the words, I had to depend on the musical mood and whatever story the video was telling. Some were the usual narratives of men who become sadistic after charming a beautiful woman into marriage. Others clearly involved the singer flirting outrageously with another woman. So was this Mexican singer gay, or just being woke about it? Either way, the concert was shaping up as interesting.

			I sent Rox an email describing my epiphany at a stagecoach station over a ghost, knowing she’d get it. I mean, she’s a psychiatrist. I attached a Chimi Navarro video, one of the evil-seducer-in-a tux versions, and said I’d be going to the singer’s concert tomorrow night.

			It’s awkward, telling a former love that you’ve decided to step over the vague and squirmy boundary of that ended attachment by going with a stranger to a concert in which you will not understand a word. But I was used to telling my life to Roxie Bouchie and didn’t want to stop. Eventually, I assumed, I’d just write emails to her and never send them.

			




Chapter Four

			The next day I got up early to walk Brontë before the temp topped ninety. We made it to a nameless slot canyon I’ve always imagined has known no human feet but mine, before turning back. There are thousands of these canyons in the Anza-Borrego desert, geological ruins from a time before myth. Yet their broken walls of granite, marble, quartzite and schist breathe stories that always remind me of dad’s homilies about Job. That bit where God says, “Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?” The point was to give Job some perspective, get him to stop whining about his losses. Compared to the cataclysms freeze-framed in slot canyons, human dramas have the heft of soap bubbles.

			“And yet,” I told Brontë, “we find our bubbles fascinating. To our peril, if you consider social media. People only fifteen years younger than I am are already showing brain damage from their obsession with incessant electronic images of other people. Be glad you’re a dog.”

			At the word “dog,” she turned to look at me and wagged her docked tail, defeating my entire argument. Apparently we’re all doomed to crave whatever recognizes us.

			At home I graded thirty-three in-class essays from my two Introduction to Social Psychology classes. Their essays involved the infamous Milgram Experiment demonstrating the human proclivity to obey perceived authority figures even when doing so violates personal understandings of right and wrong. The students were supposed to describe the multiple social factors that might operate in a decision to administer painful electrical shocks to another person when instructed to do so by an “authority.” Every one of them insisted at the conclusion that they would have walked away from the experiment in outrage no matter who was in charge or how much they were paid to participate.

			Milgram’s experiment was done in the 1960s, originally meant to investigate human participation in the worst aspects of the Holocaust. It’s been followed over the years with subsequent replications and illustrates a dark and shameful dimension of the human condition.  We think we have to obey authority. My job was to enable thirty-three young adults to stand outside that primitive wiring and override it. I didn’t know then how soon real life would provide a better opportunity for that than anything that could happen in a classroom.

			After more games of catch with Brontë in the pool, I fed her, ate some cold salmon and yogurt-with-fruit, and wondered what to wear to a casino. Weren’t casinos populated by gangsters and old people in Hawaiian shirts shoving quarters into slot machines? The image was probably dated and derived from something I saw on TV before my wisdom teeth erupted. I grabbed a presentable silk top and linen slacks and added a scarf with a William Morris design. Then I programmed Il Trovatore on the sound system for Brontë and headed back over the mountains that separate desert from coast.

			There was no sign of the overturned paint truck, no dried river of color on the road, so apparently last night’s disaster had been averted. By a system of law enforcement and public safety folks who operate 24/7, quietly and unheralded. I thought about the function of social systems all the way to the casino. I was uncomfortably aware that in choosing to opt out of almost all of them I’d become a meaningless blob on the map of the zeitgeist. I was determined to do better.

			The casino turned out to be a four-star resort with two hotels, one for adults only. There were multiple restaurants and bars, a bowling alley, roller rink, and shopping center all lavishly decorated in lighted pathways, fountains, and Native-themed sculptures. I wondered how long I’d live if I assigned my two classes a project investigating how the tiny, 394-person Viejas Band of c Indians suddenly had the resources and financial sophistication to create this bit of multimillion dollar Las Vegas on their dusty reservation in the hills above San Diego. The nearby Pacific Ocean, I imagined, was probably the resting place of many who had the same idea for research. Their feet in buckets of cement. I decided to skip that project and stick to the text.

			Lupe was waiting in the casino lobby beneath a sculpture of glass feathers meant to reinforce the Native theme. She was wearing an elaborately appliqued and beaded peasant blouse over black leather jeans and Manolo Blahnik sandals. I only recognized her shoes from seeing them in Elle in my dentist’s waiting room. Her long, wiry curls flew loose and wild like those of some artist who’s all the rage in Morocco. Beside her I felt like a missionary from a religion that worships the color beige, although it didn’t matter. I didn’t think she was dressed to impress me or remotely interested in how I was dressed.

			“Drink?” she asked, pointing to the lobby bar.

			“Sure.”

			So far our conversation had all the monosyllabic sparkle of a metronome, but that didn’t matter either. I was riding a wave of mental health and determined to enjoy it.

			“So why are we going to this concert by somebody named Chimi Navarro?” I asked over an excellent margarita.

			“Why not?” she answered over a vodka martini with a tight curl of lemon peel that looked like a huge spring from a ballpoint pen “Chimi’s not her real name, by the way. It’s from the Aztec—‘Chimala.’ She thought it was good for a stage name and the fans love it. Her real name is Maria Sofia, but the wisdom thing? Chimi is smart but not wise.”

			I chose to overlook the fact that Lupe hadn’t answered my question. I still had no idea why we were there, except that the singer meant something to her. And that unlike the classical Greek embodiment of wisdom that gave us the
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