
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
      
J.A. JANCE

EDGE OF EVIL

[image: ]





    
Dedicated to Michael and Sheri;

and to Ernie G. and Patti W.

And in memory of Holly Turner

   



    
Contents


PROLOGUE

A pair of headlights inched down Schnebly Hill Road, down




CHAPTER 1

When Alison Reynolds left the studio after the eleven oclock




CHAPTER 2

My son, Christopher, first laid hands on a computer when




CHAPTER 3

First of all, let me thank you once again for




CHAPTER 4

As Ali and Chris finished loading the Cayenne, Chris paused




CHAPTER 5

Its five oclock in the morning. When I typed the




CHAPTER 6

Ali had hung up the phone and was about to




CHAPTER 7

Once Ed and Diane Holzer finished loading the kids and




CHAPTER 8

They had barely hung up when the phone rang again.




CHAPTER 9

All the way from Sedona back to Flag, Ali should




CHAPTER 10

Back at the hospital, Ali learned that with Bob out




CHAPTER 11

Some time much later, a car pulled up beside the




CHAPTER 12

Right in the middle of the lunch rush Chris showed




CHAPTER 13

It took hardly any time for Alis search engine to




CHAPTER 14

The sun was just going down when Ali pulled up




CHAPTER 15

There wasnt enough time for the kind of makeup job




CHAPTER 16

By the time Ali arrived at the church in Cottonwood




CHAPTER 17

Ali picked up the computer and started toward the door




CHAPTER 18

After dinner she fell asleep for a while again. By




CHAPTER 19

Myra Witherspoons note stayed with Ali as she dressed and




CHAPTER 20

The interview took the better part of the next two






ABOUT THE AUTHOR




PRAISE




BOOKS BY J.A. JANCE




COPYRIGHT




ABOUT THE PUBLISHER







    

Prologue




A pair of headlights inched down Schnebly Hill Road, down from the Mogollon Rim toward red rockrimmed Sedona, eleven treacherous miles below. Had anyone been able to see through the falling snow, they might have thought the vehicle was traversing the sheer cliff face itself. Less than half a mile from the top, at a spot where the road made a hairpin turn back into a canyon, an older model Chevy Yukon came to a stop. With the engine still running, a door opened. Someone stepped out into the falling snow. The door slammed shut quietly, very quietly, the sound muffled by the heavy, wet flakes.

For a few seconds nothing at all happened. And for a while after, it seemed as though nothing would. Then slowly, very slowly, the SUV inched forward. Rather than following the narrow roadway that wound back into the safety of the mountain, the Yukon instead moved forward, straight out and over the edge. The burning headlights cut through the darkness and the falling snow as the Yukon arched downward.

In clear weather the explosion of metal as the vehicle slammed into the first outcropping of rock would have echoed up and down the canyon walls, but on this snowy March night, it was muffled, too. As the Yukon continued its deadly end-over-end tumble, a body flew soundlessly out through one of the smashed windows and landed, limp and lifeless as a rag doll, its shattered arms flung around the base of a scrubby pine. Without its passenger, the Yukon continued on its destructive path, tumbling on and on, down and down. One by one, headlights and taillights were extinguished. When the vehicle finally came to rest, the interior dome light came on briefly. After a few minutes, that too went out. Then there was silence, utter silence.

On the snow-covered track far above, a single person stood and watched, peering through the snow searching for any sign of life coming from the scattered wreckage. Finally, after several long minutes, satisfied that no one could have survived that terrible downward plunge, the coat-shrouded figure turned and trudged back the way the Yukon had come.

Within minutes, the telltale impressions of hiking boots had been totally obliterated. Before long, the tire tracks leaving the roadway had disappeared as well. All that was left was silence and the falling snow.









    

Chapter 1




When Alison Reynolds left the studio after the eleven oclock news, she was amazed to find Cliff Baker, the news director, waiting out in the hall. He was usually gone for the day by then, or else he was out in the parking lot toking up.

Talk to you a minute, Ali? he said in that clipped almost rude tone of his, one that made his smallest requests come across as issued orders.

Ali was whipped. She had started that morning as the featured speaker for a YWCA fund-raising breakfast. At noon she had MC-ed an American Cancer Societysponsored charity event. In the process she had driven from one end of LA to the other. She had also co-anchored two evening live news broadcastsone at six and the other at eleven. She was ready to go home, kick off her high heels, and put her feet up. Looking at Cliffs uncompromising face, she knew he wouldnt take no for an answer.


She summoned a tired but necessary smile. Sure, Cliff. Whats up?

Thats when she noticed Eduardo Duarte, a uniformed security guard, standing off to one side and hovering awkwardly in the background. Ali knew Eddie and his wife Rosa. They had met in a hospital room on a juvenile cancer ward where she had gone to cheer them up while the Duartes three-year-old son, Alonso, had been undergoing treatmentsuccessful treatment it turned outfor leukemia. Ali Reynolds was, after all, the stations unofficial but very committed one-woman cancer research and treatment spokesperson.

This status had been a natural aftermath of her first husbands death from an inoperable brain tumor at age twenty-four, twenty-two years earlier. His death had left Ali a widow at age twenty-threewidowed and seven months pregnant. Christopher had been born two full months after his fathers death. Since then, Ali had been a tireless crusader for cancer research. She walked in Relays for Life, participated in Races for the Cure, and did countless cancer-related public appearances whenever possible. And private appearances as well.

For most of the on-air folks at the station, Eduardo Duarte was just another nameless, faceless security guard who checked IDs as employees came and went through the front lobby. For Ali, Eddie was far more than that. She had been with the Duartes in the hospital waiting room and had held their hands during the dark time when no one had known for sure whether or not their child would survive.

Hey, Eddie, she said. Hows my man, Lonso?

Hes okay, I guess, Ms. Reynolds, Eddie answered, but he kept his eyes averted. Thats when Ali tumbled to the fact that Cliff Bakers hallway ambush meant trouble.

Whats going on, Cliff? she asked.

Six months earlier Clifford Baker had been brought on board to fix things. At least that was the way the story was told to the news team at the staff meeting when Cliff was introduced. But what had been bad then was still bad now. It was hard to win the ratings game when there were too many people out in the parking lot smoking joints before and after their shifts; when there were too many people hiding out in their offices with too many lines of coke going up their noses. And Ali Reynolds long suspected that one of those problem noses belonged to Cliff Baker.

The ratings still suck, he said.

Ali didnt say anything. She was over forty in a world in which thirty-five meant on-air womenfolk were nearing the end of their sell-by date. Standing there in the hallway, breathing the sweet perfume of marijuana smoke wafting off Cliffs rumpled sports jacket, Ali knew exactly what was coming. There was a certain inevitability to the whole process, and Ali wasnt about to say something that would make Cliffs job any easier. If he was there to fire her, he would have to come right out and say so.

Weve decided to take the news team in a different direction, he said at last.

Presumably without me, Ali thought, but she kept her mouth shut.

I know this is going to be difficult for you, Cliff continued.

Ali had known from the moment she met the man that he was a cold-blooded bastard. The supposed reluctance he was exhibiting now was all an acta classic study in self-serving, cover-your-ass camouflage.

And Im sure this is going to seem hardhearted, he went on, shaking his head reluctantly, but we have to let you go. Well pay you until the end of your contract, of course, and then Im sure therell be some severance pay, but after that He shrugged.

With the news broadcast ended, there were other people coming and going in the hallway. Ali noticed that they all gave the three people standing outside the newsroom door a wide berth. Ali wondered, How many of you knew this was coming?

She had noticed a few sidelong glances of latequiet conversations that would die away as soon as she came into the room and resume once she leftbut in the cutthroat world of television, she hadnt thought them anything out of the ordinary. Now she knew better, but she couldnt afford to think about her spineless co-workers just then. Instead, she remained focused on Cliff.

Why? Ali asked. Why do you have to let me go?

This was a good journalistic gambit. Go for the Wswho, what, why, where, when, and sometimes how. She was never quite sure how the word how had been added to the mix of Ws, or why it was considered to be one, but when taking journalism classes from stodgy professors whose grading meant everything, its a good idea to avoid questioning the conventional wisdom.

For the good of the team, Cliff answered at once.

Ali Reynolds came from good Scandinavian stock. She was a natural blonde who could, on occasion, summon a suitably dumb-blonde persona. It was a gambit that had suckered more than one unsuspecting male interviewee into saying more than he intended. Cliff, dyed-in-the-wool male chauvinist that he was, took the bait.

You know the demographics, he added. We need to appeal to a younger audience, a more hip audience.

Youre saying Im too old? Ali asked.


Well, not in so many words, Cliff answered quickly.

But, of course, he had said so in so many words. Not only had he said the revealing hip audience words to Ali, he had made the astonishing blunder of doing so in front of a witness, Eddie Duarte. Ali suspected that the grass Cliff had smoked while waiting for the end of the broadcast had impaired his judgment. Ali glanced toward Eddie, who seemed to be fixated on examining the shine on his highly polished shoes.

Whens my last broadcast? she asked.

You just did it, Cliff said.

Ali willed herself to exhibit no emotion whatsoever. She summoned the same strength she had used to get through the noon newscast the day of the Oklahoma City bombing. Her performance that day had been done with enough professional aplomb that it had been instrumental in getting her a job as a pre-Laurie Dhue Fox News Channel babe a year later. (Of course, her natural-blond good looks and flawless complexion hadnt hurt, either.) Years later, after Ali had come to LA to assume co-anchor duties there, she had managed to remain dry-eyed and professional during the unrelenting hours of live on-air coverage in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks. She was dry-eyed now, too.

Youre not going to give me a chance to tell my viewers good-bye? she asked.


Theres no point, really, Cliff said with a shrug. Come on, Ali. When its over, its over. Schmaltzy good-byes dont do a thing for ratings. But thats why Eddies here. Hell go with you while you clean out your locker and your desk. Youre not to touch your computer. Whatevers on your office computer belongs to the station. And be sure to give him your ID card, your elevator pass, and your keys on the way out. Good luck. With that, Cliff Baker turned away and sauntered, down the hall.

Sorry, Ms. Reynolds, Eddie murmured.

Thank you, she said.

Will you be all right?

Ill be fine. Come on. Lets get this over with.

She went into the newsroom, where she saw that someone had taken the liberty of placing an empty bankers box on the chair in front of her desk. As she approached it, she noticed that the other people in the room seemed totally involved in other thingsstudying their computers, talking on the phone. Only one of them, Kimberly Westonthe up-and-coming weather girlcame over to chat.

Im so sorry to hear about all this, she said.

So the word had been out, Ali realized. And this little twitthe arrogant tiny-waisted twenty-something with her enhanced boobs, the bitch who had masterminded giving Ali a gift-wrapped gag package of Grecian Formula 44 on the occasion of her most recent birthdayhad known all about it for God knows how long. Since long before Ali did.

With a swipe of her fist, Ali cleared her sons high school graduation portrait off her desk and slammed it into the box with enough force that only a miracle kept the glass from shattering.

Thats funny, she said, I only just found out.

I mean I guess Id just heard rumors, Kimberly fumbled, clearly uncomfortable.

Since you seem to be in the know, Ali said, whos taking my place? Are they promoting from within or importing new talent?

Importing, Kimberly said in a small voice.

That figures, Ali thought. What goes around comes around.

It was the same thing the station had done to Katherine Amado, the stations previous female anchor, when they brought in Alison. Katy Amado was let go in one dayshe was forty-eight years old at the time. The very next day, Ali was down at the station filming promos for the new news team.

In far less time than Ali would have thought possible, all of her personal items were summarily dumped into the box. When it came time to leave the newsroom for the last time, no one came near her to tell her good-bye or wish her luck. Maybe they think Im contagious, she thought.

With Eddie shadowing her and carrying the box, Ali ventured back into the darkened studio and retrieved her brush, hair spray, makeup, and mirror from their place in the cubbyhole beneath the shiny wood-grained surface of the news desk. In the womens rest room, she emptied her locker of the two extra blazers she kept there. She also removed the hair dryer and curling iron that she had brought in and allowed other people to use. If someone was in need of a curling iron tomorrow morning, it was too bad. They could get their butts over to Walgreens and buy a new one.

Eddie lugged the box all the way out to the parking lot. He waited while Ali unlocked her Porsche Cayenne, then he loaded the box into the back and closed the tail gate. By the time he finished, Ali had fished out her elevator key and building pass. She handed those to him and then plucked her ID off the strap she wore around her neck.

Here you go, she said, handing it over. Thanks for all the help, Eddie. I really appreciate it.

I heard what Mr. Baker said, Eddie muttered. About you being too old. He cant do that, can he? I mean, arent there laws about that kind of thing?

Hes not supposed to be able to do it, Ali replied with a sharp laugh. But Clifford Baker doesnt seem to think any of those rules apply to him.

Will you fight him, then? Eddie asked. Will you take him to court?

I might, Ali said.


If you need me to testify, Eddie said, Ill be glad to tell them what he saidthat it was because youre too old.

Youd do that? Ali asked.

Eddie nodded. Yes, he said. Yes, I would.

But youd probably lose your job.

Eddie Duarte shrugged. Im just a security guard, he said. There are lots of jobs for people like me.

Thank you, Eddie, she said. Ill think about it. Then she got in the car and drove from Burbank to her house on Robert Lane in Beverly Hills. On the way, she didnt try calling home to tell her husband what had happened. There wasnt anything Paul Grayson could have done about it. Besides, he usually came home later than Ali did.

When she turned off the 405 onto Sunset, she opened the moon roof and let the wind ruffle her hair. Turning into the driveway, she was surprised to see lights on downstairs. Her son Chris, now a senior at UCLA, lived out back in the guest house, but he often prowled the kitchen in the big house late in the evenings in search of food. Ali was surprised to find Chriss Prius missing from its assigned spot in the sixcar garage. Instead, Pauls arena red Porsche Carerra was parked at the far end. As Ali walked past it, the ticking of the cooling engine told her that he hadnt been home long.

She found Paul at the bar off the family room mixing himself a drink. Im having a Manhattan. Want one? he asked.

Sure, she said, kicking off her shoes and dropping into a nearby easy chair. Make mine a double.

So how did it go? he asked as he delivered her drink.

Thats when Alison realized that Paul already knew shed been let gothat he had known what was coming down before she did! He was a network bigwig, and LA was a major market. Naturally they would have told Paul about her firing in advance of their actually doing it. After all, he had been responsible for bringing Alison to town in the first place. Nepotism be damned, he was the one who had finagled his new bride her cushy co-anchor positiona maneuver that had left her open to years worth of sniping coworkers who claimed she wasnt really qualified. Now, though, Paul would have had to sign off on her being booted out as well.

Somehow she managed to hold the stemmed cocktail glass steady enough that when she took that first sip she didnt spill any of it.

Cliff Baker fired me, she said quietly. Tonight. After the news.

Oh, Ali Bunny, he said. Im so sorry. What a hell of a thing!

She hated it when he called her Ali Bunny.

I may take them to court, she said calmly.

That shocked Paul, all rightshocked him good.


Youre going to what? he demanded, slopping his own drink down the unknotted three-hundred-dollar tie dangling around his neck.

Its age and sex discrimination, she said. The three guys that are left are all older than I am. Randalls got to be sixty if hes a day. Nobodys sacking any of them.

You cant take the station to court, Paul said. I mean, how would it look? Were married. I work for the network. What would people say?

People would say its about time somebody stood up for women, Ali replied. Over forty isnt exactly over the hill.

If you take the station to court, youll be black-balled for sure. Youll never work in the mainstream media again.

All the more reason to sue them, then, she said.

But think what itll do to my career!

Ali took another sip of her drink. Frankly, my dear, she told him. I dont give a damn.

Paul stood up abruptly and stalked off to his study, closing the door firmly behind him. Other people might have given the door a good hard slam, but not Paul Grayson. He disdained what he called cheap theatrics. He considered himself above all that.

But when the heavy door clicked shut, Alison Reynolds heard something else entirely. The sound that echoed down the marble-floored hallway had nothing to do with the locking mechanism on the door and everything to do with the end of their marriage.

Ali sat for a few moments longer. When she and Paul had moved into this house years earlier, she thought herself extremely lucky. After years of being a single parent, she had been glad to have a father figure for her hormone-charged fourteen-year-old son. But things hadnt turned out the way she expected. Paul and Chris werent close. Not at all. And her happily-ever-after fairy tale romance wasnt what it had been cracked up to be, either. An exciting, whirlwind romance had morphed into a marriage where divergent jobs and interests kept them busy and apart. At times it seemed to Ali that she and Paul were roommates and housemates more than they were man and wife.

Ali surveyed the room, eyeing the opulent leather furnishings that Paul preferred. She hadnt liked them much to begin with, but they had grown on her over time, unlike the art. The splashy modern art that adorned the wallslarge pieces with gilt frames, vivid colors, steep price tags, and not much heartcame with enough bragging rights to cut it with Pauls art-snob pals, but they didnt speak to Ali. Not at all.

Ill miss this chair, she allowed at last, but the art can go straight to hell.


With that, she knocked back the remains of her drink in one long swallow. Then she stood up, collected her shoes, and headed for bed.



By the time Ali got up the next day Paul was already gone, on an out-of-town trip. It was early Saturday morning. She was pulled downstairs by an irresistible smell. She found Chris in the kitchen, expertly moving an omelet from a frying pan to a plate, folding it with a gentle flick of the wrist just the way Alis father had taught him.

Youve got to learn to cook, boy, Bob Larson had said. If you leave it up to your mother, youll starve to death.

Her parents ran Sedonas Sugarloaf Caf, a down-home-style diner that had been started in the mid-fifties by her maternal grandmother, Myrtle Hansen. Myrtle had left the business to her twin daughters, Edie Larson and Evelyn Hansen. Now, with Alis Aunt Evie gone, Bob and Edie were still running the place, which was usually packed on weekends, especially at breakfast time.

Hey, Mom, Chris said. You look like hell. Hungry?

The double Manhattan had gone straight to Alis head, but she hadnt slept. Shed lain awake, tossing and turning, and she felt hung-over as hell.

Yes, please, she said.


Have this, Chris said, passing her the filled plate. Ill make another one.

Ali took a seat at the island counter and then watched Chris. I got fired last night, she said.

Chris whirled in her direction, almost dropping an egg in the process. You got fired? No way!

Yes, she said.

Just like that?

Ali nodded.

Whens your final broadcast? Chris asked.

Already had it, Ali said. They pulled the plug on me last night as soon as the news was over.

Turning off the fire under the frying pan, Chris hurried to his mothers side and took her hand. Thats terrible, Mom, he said. I cant believe they did that to you. Did Paul know about it? Did he know in advance that they were going to let you go?

Probably, Ali said.

And he didnt tell you or try to do anything to stop it?

Ali shrugged.

That bastard, Chris muttered.

Ali said nothing. She had arrived at much the same conclusion. Paul Grayson was a bastard.

Which means you dont even get to say goodbye to the people whove watched you for the past seven years? Chris continued, his voice shaking in outrage.


Evidently not.

That sucks!

Well, yes, Ali agreed. Yes, it does.

Wouldnt you like to let people know what happenedtell them your side of the story?

Ali laughed. I dont think thats an option.

Well see about that, Chris vowed.

With that, he got up from the counter, returned to the stove, and turned the fire back on under his omelet pan.

Ali spent the day quietly. Once it was two oclock Arizona time and the Sugarloaf Caf was closed for the day, Ali called her parents and told Bob and Edie Larson what was going onthe job part of it anyway, not the marriage part. Bob was as outraged as Chris had been. Edie was instantly sympathetic.

If you have time off, you should come visit, she said. You have your Aunt Evies house to stay in. Come over, relax, and give yourself time to think about what youre going to do next.

Ali had already decided what she was going to do nexttrack down the names of several wrongful termination attorneys. Thanks, Mom, Ali said. Ill think about it.

On Sunday morning, Ali came downstairs and was surprised to find a sheaf of e-mail printouts sitting next to the coffeepot. There were dozens of them, all addressed to her home e-mail account. One by one she read through them.




Dear Ali,

Im so sorry youre leaving. You seem like a good friend. Ill never forget what a wonderful job you did when our next door neighbors son was killed in Iraq. Please let me know where you end up. Im hoping Ill still be able to watch you.

Mrs. Edith Wilson,

Glendale, CA



Dear Ms. Reynolds,

How can they fire you? Youre the only bright spot on that dying news team. I hope you get a good job somewhere else and beat them up in the ratings. They deserve it.

Mac, Sherman Oaks



To whom it may concern:

Since you fired Ali Reynolds, you can kiss my advertising dollars goodbye. You guys dont know a good thing when you see it.

Walter Duffy



Dear Ali Reynolds,

You dont remember me, but we walked together at the Relay for Life in Sherman Oaks. My husband had just been diagnosed with prostate cancer and you told me about losing your first husband when he was only twenty-four and when you were expecting a baby. I just want you to know how much I appreciated your being there for me and for all the other people who are fighting cancer. I wish you all the best.

Millie Sanders



Chris came into the kitchen just then, coffee cup in hand and grinning from ear to ear. What do you think? he asked.

Where did all these come from? Ali asked.

From your blogyour weblog, Chris answered. I called it cutlooseblog.com. Me and some of my marketing friends came up with the idea yesterday. I posted a note saying that youd been fired that you werent sick or going into politics or wanting to spend more time with your family. We posted the blog and then we went to the various search engines to make sure it was added. This is what came back.

But there must be a hundred of them, Ali marveled.

More than that, Chris said. These are only the ones Ive printed. There are more coming in all the time.

But how do I answer them all? Ali asked. Do I do it one at a time?

    Chris shrugged. Thats up to you. You can answer in a group posting or you can do it one at a time. From the volume, Id suggest a single posting. Otherwise youll go nuts.

But, Chris, Ali objected, I dont do blogs. I never have.

Chris grinned back at her. You do now.







    

Chapter 2





cutlooseblog.com

Sunday, March 13, 2005

My son, Christopher, first laid hands on a computer when he was six. I was given an old Epson from work. I brought it home and gave it to him. Once his fingers hit the keyboard, it was love at first touchand, yes, hes actually a better typist than I am. Its because of him that Im writing this today. And not only is this the first time Ive visited a blog, this is also the first time Ive posted on one.

When Chris created this site, he named it cutlooseblog.com because thats exactly whats happened to me. Ive been cut loose and set adrift from a job I loved. There was no advance warning. I didnt see it coming. Chris has already told you that as of 11:30 Friday evening, I was told that my services would no longer be required on the evening and nighttime news. Youll notice that Im not naming names or going into any kind of specifics here. Thats because, come Monday morning, I expect to have an appointment seeking legal advice. With that in mind, the less said the better.

One thing is certain. I wasnt allowed to tell my viewers good-bye, and that made me sad. Now, though, thanks to efforts by Chris and some of his computer-savvy marketing friends at UCLA (Thanks, guys and gals!) I have a chance to tell you goodbye after all.

Through my years on the air I have diligently tried to answer all my own fan mail. But never have I seen the outpouring of kind wishes and words that have turned up in my life today. I can see that theres no way Ill be able to answer them all individually. So let me say a big group thank you to all of you.

Chris tells me that if I really am going to be a Blogger??!!! when I grow up, Ill need to post articles like this one on a fairly regular basis. Since Im a trained journalist, that shouldnt be all that difficult. Ill try to let you know how things are going for me. Ill also let you know where I next find myself behind an anchor desk because Id like to think that my career in television news isnt over. I believe I still have a lot to offer.

Again, thank you for writing. I was at a very low ebb this morning when I came downstairs. I was upset. I hadnt slept for the better part of two nights. You have no idea how much your wonderful notes mean to me. If anyone wants to write to me, my e-mail address is listed at the top of this form.

Be well.

Posted: 11:23 A.M. by AliR



Chris left in the early afternoon to go hang out with his friends. Ali more than half expected that her phone would ring with people calling to say how sorry they were, but the people who were friends enough to have her unlisted home phone and her cell stayed away in droves. Either they didnt know or they didnt want to get too close for all the same reasons her co-workers from the newsroom had stayed away on Friday night. Guilt by association.

And so, feeling at loose ends, Ali did what her mother and her Aunt Evie would have doneshe cleaned out her closet. Closets, actually. She was surprised by the sheer number of outfits she had. That came with being on television. You had to vary the wardrobe. You couldnt show up night after night wearing the same thing. And Paul never stinted when it came to spending money on clothing for either one of them. He was a great believer in the old adage Clothes make the man, or woman, as the case might be. He wanted to look good and he wanted his wife to look good tooguilt by association again.

Ali was ruthless. The YWCA had a clothing bank, run in conjunction with a homeless shelter, where women who needed nice clothing for interviews or for new jobs could go and find appropriate attire. She loaded up three black leaf bags full of clothing and another one of shoes, then she dragged the entire bunch out to the Cayenne and loaded them in the back so she could deliver them the next day.

Her cell phone rang as she came back into the house. Hi, Mom, she said. Hows business?

Not so hot, her mother returned. We even ended up with leftover sweet rolls.

The very thought of her mothers sweet rolls made Alis mouth water. Baked fresh every day according to Myrtle Hansens own recipe, the delectable treats were usually sold out by ten A.M.

How did that happen? Ali asked.

With all the rain and snow weve had this winterwith RVs getting washed down Oak Creek and allbusiness is way off. In fact, the big storm that came through Friday night dropped five inches of snow right here in Sedona, and a lot more up on the rim. Naturally, with fresh powder, your dad took off from work early so he and Hal Sims could get in some skiing up at the Snow Bowl. On the way, theyre going to drop off our leftovers at that homeless encampment just off the freeway up by Flagstaff. You know what a soft touch your father is. Hes a regular Loaves and Fishes kind of guy.

That was one of the things Ali loved about her father, and despite the annoyance in her voice, it was probably one of the things Edie Larson loved about her husband as well. Bob may have had a gruff exterior, but inside he was a pushover. He was forever offering a helping hand to anyone who needed it. Through the years Ali had lost track of the countless vagrantsdrunks, mental cases, whateverBob had dragged home. He found them clothing and gave them odd jobs to do long enough for them to earn some moolah and get some traction, as Bob liked to say.

While still a child, Ali had often accompanied Bob Larson on his self-appointed rounds to distribute what would otherwise have been Sugarloaf discards. Sometimes they went to homes where there were children with no food and zero heat. The next day Bob would be on the phone with the utility company trying to negotiate a way to turn the power or gas back on, or else hed be tracking down some local contractor who, in the process of clearing land, might have access to a cord of firewood or two. Sometimes Bob went looking for homeless people living in parks or camped out in picnic areas. For those unfortunates living rough in cold weather, he often brought along discarded coats and blankets as well as food.

That was what had happened this past year over Christmas when Ali had accompanied her father on one of his mercy missions. With the freeway newly plowed and snow lying ten inches deep, Bob had turned off the I-17 a few miles south of Munds Park and then wandered off the beaten track onto a Forest Service road that was just barely passable with Bobs 72 Bronco 44. Twenty minutes later, as soon as Bob stopped the SUV, fifteen or so people had materialized out of the snowbound, thickly forested wilderness and had quickly divested the 44 of its mini-truckload of bounty.

These people live here year-round? an astonished Ali had asked as they drove back to Sedona.

Pretty much, her father returned.

Youd think theyd freeze.

Theyve got tents and campers hidden in here in the woods. Believe me, some of these guys have plenty of reason for staying out of sight.

Is it safe to come here, then?

Bob grinned. It is for me, he said. Theyre all hungry, and Im the guy with the food.

I keep wondering when in the world that man is going to grow up, Edie was saying. Put him on a pair of skis and he thinks hes twenty again. But I didnt call you up to bend your ear complaining about your father. Im really calling about Reenie.

Reenie Bernard was Alis best friend from high school. What about her? Ali asked at once. Is she all right?

I dont know, shes missing, Edie Larson answered. She sounded worried.

Missing? Ali repeated, as though she hadnt heard properly.

Thats right, Edie said. Hasnt been seen or heard from since she went to Phoenix on Thursday. I had heard rumors about it yesterday, but you were so upset about your job situation at the time that I didnt want to bring it up until it was actually confirmed. Besides, I was hoping theyd have found her by now, but they havent. Shes officially listed as a missing person.

Alis head swam. There were times when she and Misty Irene Bernard had gone for a year or two without any more communication than a hastily scrawled note on a Christmas card. The last time she had seen Ali had been at the Sugarloaf Christmas party back in December. Still, despite the years and distance, Ali considered Reenie to be her best friend.

What happened? Ali demanded.

Nobody knows. One of the detectives from the Yavapai County sheriffs department came in for lunch. According to him, Reenie was supposed to go to Scottsdale on Thursday morning for a doctors appointment. She left the doctors office in mid afternoon and hasnt been seen since.

In a matter of seconds the fact that Ali had lost her newsroom job seemed ridiculously unimportantand selfish.

Thats awful, she said. How are Howie and the kids doing?

Reenies husband, Dr. Howard Bernard, was a history professor at Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff. His and Reenies marriage was a late-blooming, second-time-around affair for both of them. Their childrenMatthew and Juliewere nine and six respectively. Julie had just barely made it in under her mothers self-imposed child-bearing deadline of age 40.

I dont know, Edie replied. I havent called them. I didnt want to be a bother, but I thought you might want to.

Yes, Ali agreed. I will. As soon as we get off the phone.

And she did. The moment the call to her mother ended, Ali scrolled through the saved numbers in her cell phone and dialed Reenies home number. Someone whose voice Ali didnt recognize answered before the end of the first ring.

Its Bree, Reenies sister said, once Ali identified herself.


Bree and Reenies parents, Ed and Diane Holzer, were now staunch, Sunday-go-to-meeting-style Missouri Synod Lutheransa direct contradiction to their wild and misspent youth. Ed had straightened up enough to join and eventually manage his family banking and real estate interests in Cottonwood. Prior to that, however, he and Diane together had sowed plenty of wild oats. They had named their now middle-aged daughters in the spirit of those psychedelic, free-wheeling days. Reenie, formally dubbed Misty Irene, had spent her school years dodging what she considered a name straight out of the sixties by opting for a variation on her middle name. Reenies younger sister, Breeshort for Breezy Mariehadnt fared much better.

Alis friendship with Reenie hadnt extended as far as Bree, who, as the apple of her fathers eye, had been regarded as spoiled rotten and an obnoxious pest besides. All that was years in the past now, though, and Ali was glad Bree was there to help Howie and the kids with whatever was going on.

My mother just called, Ali said. Until then I had no idea any of this had happened. How are things?

Someone in the background on the other end of the call asked Bree a question. Its Ali Reynolds, Bree answered. Shes calling from California. Then she came back to Ali. Sorry. Howie cant come to the phone right now. The house is full of people, cops mostly.

Whats going on?

Bree sighed. How long since you talked to Reenie? she asked.

I saw her briefly over Christmas, Ali replied. But there were all kinds of other people there. We didnt have much of a visit. Why?

Reenie had been having trouble with her back before Christmas, Bree said, but she didnt get around to going to the doctor until January. She just got a firm diagnosis last weekALS. She had an appointment to see the doctora neurologist out at the Mayo Clinicin Scottsdale on Thursday. She went there, but thats the last anyones seen of her. She never came home.

ALS? Ali asked. As in Lou Gehrigs disease?

Thats right, Bree said. Its a death sentencea crippling degenerative neurological disease with no cure. Once youre diagnosed, its pretty much all downhill after that, three to ten years max. Reenie was devastated when she got the news. How could she be anything else?

Ali felt sick to her stomach. It was incomprehensible that Reenie, her beloved Reenie, could be dying of some horrible disease, one that would leave her children motherless within a matter of a few years. Why hadnt Reenie called? Why hadnt she let Ali know?


How awful! Ali breathed.

Awful isnt the half of it, Bree returned. Ive been reading up on it. ALS takes away muscle control. People are left bedridden and helpless, hardly able to swallow or even breathe on their own, but their mental faculties are totally unaffected. I think Reenie looked down the tunnel at what was coming and decided to do something about it.

You mean you think she committed suicide? Ali asked.

Dont mention it to Howie, Bree returned. But thats what Im thinking. She would have hated being helpless and dependent. That isnt Reenie. Never has been.

Youre right about that, Ali thought.

Reenie Holzer had always been a doer, a mover and shaker.

How are the kids doing? Ali asked.

Okay, I guess, Bree replied. The folks are here right now. They came up from Cottonwood as soon as church was over, so thats a big help. They took Matt and Julie out for pizza. They just got back a few minutes ago.

Should I talk to them, to the kids, I mean? Ali asked.

Bree hesitated. Im not sure, she said. Howies trying to play this low-key, and if everybody makes a big fuss about it

Whats he told them?


That their mom has a disease, that shes gone off by herself to think things over, and that shell be home very soon.

I dont blame him, Ali said. Its bad news either way. And now that youve told me whats up, I think Ill wait a while to talk to Matt and Julie, she added. That way I wont end up blurting out something Howie would rather I not say.

Sounds good, Bree returned.

How are you holding up? Ali asked.

All right, I guess, Bree said. Things are pretty tough, but Im glad I can be here to help. Howies taking it real hard.

Howie had always struck Ali as a bit of a prig, but he was a lot easier to tolerate than Reenies first husband, Sam Turpin, had been. Besides, where was it written that friends had to like their friends husbands? Truth be known, Alis own husband didnt care for Reenie or Howie much, either, referring to them as nobodies from Podunk, Arizona. Ali supposed that made things even.

Im glad youre there, too, Ali said. It sounds like Howie needs all the help he can get.

During the phone call, Ali had made her way through the house and settled into her favorite chairthe oversized one. The soft brown leather was smooth and buttery against her bare skin. It was also solid and substantial.

Looking for comfortfor someone to tell about Reenie, for someone who would sympathize and tell her how awful it was to lose a friendAli dialed Pauls cell phone, but he didnt answer. She tried to remember exactly where he was scheduled to go on this trip, but with him doing most of his travel by corporate jet these days, it was hard to keep track. Since it was late Sunday afternoon, however, she could be relatively sure that wherever he was, he was out playing golf. Wherever Paul went, so did his Pings, and once on a golf course, Paul made it a practicea religion almostnot to take calls, from anyone.

Ali hung up without bothering to leave a message. Feeling hungryor was it just a matter of nerves?she went out to the kitchen and scrounged through the refrigerator. Before the cook, Elvira Jimenez, left for the weekend, she usually made sure the place was stocked with lots of suitable salad makings. Fighting to keep her figure newsroom thin, Ali survived on salads. Right now what she really wanted was one of her fathers Sugarloaf special chicken fried steaks. Unfortunately that wasnt an option.

Using the kitchen clickerPaul had one in every roomshe turned on Pauls new Sonos sound system to play a full program of Mozart piano concertos. Then she busied herself at the granite countertop, whacking up lettuce, tomatoes, radishes, cucumbers and onions, as well as a perfectly ripe avocado. She added a few hunks of rotisserie grilled chicken and a thimbleful of dressing. Lots of calories in dressing. Then, she took her salad and a glass of chilly Chardonnay (Pauls current favorite, Far Niente, the 2002 vintage, of course) to the glass-topped umbrella table situated beside the sparkling heated pool with its unobstructed view of the city.

The sweet scent of orange blossoms wafted through the air. The bougainvillea climbing the side of the stuccoed pool house was just starting to blossom. The colorful pots arranged around the patio overflowed with the fat petunias and lush snapdragons that Jesus Sanchez, the gardener, somehow always maintained in wild abundance. Now that the rains had finally stopped, spring had arrived in southern California with a vengeance. Meanwhile it had snowed five inches in Sedona two days agothe same day Reenie had been reported missing.

ALS, Ali thought. What would I do if it were me?

She thought about Reenies kids, Mattred-haired, freckle-faced, and serious beyond his yearsand about Juliea bright, blond, blue-eyed, perpetual-motion machine who seemed to dance rather than walk wherever she went. Wouldnt Reenie have wanted to spend every possible moment with those adorable children of hers, or had she made some other choice, one she hoped would spare them the worst of the dread disease that was bearing down on all of them?

That line of questioning took Ali back to a very dark place of her own. In October of 1982 her first husband, Dean Reynolds, had come home from work one night, complaining of a headache. Ali hadnt thought that much about it. He was twenty-four years old, for Gods sake. How serious could it be? He had gone to bed. In the middle of the night, she had heard him retching in the bathroom. A few minutes later he passed out. She had heard him falla dull thump on the wooden floor of their two-bedroom apartment. Leaping out of bed to help him, shed had to shove his body out of the way with the bathroom door before she could get inside to reach him. In the confined space of the tiny bathroom, she hadnt been able to gain enough leverage to help him to his feet. Instead, she left him lying on the floor and called an ambulance.

Two days later, in Deans hospital
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