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Chapter 1
Calm-Air Season

LUCERO SKY RIDES — PILOT LOG Jan. 24 — Milagro — winter shakedown, bosque south. Tomorrow: scatter flight, Casaus. Winds: surface calm, hard frost, textbook inversion. Ceiling unlimited. Ballast aboard, as usual. Burner off over the Casaus place and somebody's already burning her papers in the yard. The dead aren't cold before the living start clearing the shelves. Cold enough this morning to see the whole valley holding its breath. Down easy on the church field. Tomorrow we give Minnie back to the bosque. — T.L.

There is a particular hour in a New Mexico January when the whole valley lies so still you could balance a coin on the air. The frost comes down hard overnight, the cold air pools in the bosque like water finding the low places, and by the time the sky goes from black to that bruised gray-blue, nothing moves. No thermals, because the sun hasn't touched the ground yet. Hardly any surface wind. The ground had cooled overnight and chilled the air against it, while the air above stayed warmer. Pilots call it a surface inversion, and if you fly balloons for a living, you learn to love it the way a sailor loves a fair tide. It can make winter flying beautiful, provided the winds above it behave too. The calm-air season, the old flyers called it, and they weren't wrong.

So there I was at a quarter to seven, standing in a frozen alfalfa field behind the old dairy with my breath hanging in front of my face, watching seventy-seven thousand cubic feet of red-and-gold nylon fill up off the fan.

"She's taking it slow this morning," Marisol said. She had the crown line in both gloved hands, leaning back against it, her boots planted in the crunch. "Cold nylon."

"Cold everything." I was on my knees at the mouth with the burner, waiting for the envelope to round out enough to heat. Milagro comes to life reluctantly in a hard frost, the same as the rest of us. The fan pushed cold air into her and she lay on her side across the field, swelling by inches, the reds and golds folding and unfolding like something breathing in its sleep. On the panels near the throat you could still read the sponsor's name from three fiestas ago, faded to a ghost.

Ballast supervised from a distance of about four feet, which is his preferred supervising range. He is a cattle-dog cross the color of river sand, and he has flown more hours than most licensed pilots in this county. He watched the envelope fill the way a foreman watches a slow crew — patient, unimpressed, ready to be disappointed.

My one passenger stood off to the side with her hands jammed in the pockets of a coat that would have done for the Yukon.

"It's supposed to be this cold?" she said.

"It's supposed to be exactly this cold," I said. "Cold air is what holds you up. Hot balloon, cold sky — the bigger that difference, the more she wants to fly. In July I'd be burning twice as hard to do half as much."

Her name was Ruth Delgado, she was seventy-one, and her daughter in Rio Rancho had bought her the flight for her birthday back in October. She'd chickened out twice. This was the third booking, and I'd told her plainly on the phone that a January dawn was the best air she'd ever get, and that if she didn't come this time I was keeping the deposit and framing it. She'd laughed, which is how I knew she'd show.

Truth be told, I needed the flight as much as she did. Milagro had just come back from three weeks in Wes Holcomb's shop for her annual — new pilot lights, a reseated blast valve, the works. Wes had completed the checks and signed her off, and I'd flown her alone the afternoon before bringing Ruth aboard. This was the first charter back, my chance to settle into the familiar rhythm of her. You take her up gentle, you work every valve, you listen to her.

I squeezed the blast valve and the burner lit with that flat roar that never stops feeling like the loudest thing in the world at that hour. A long tongue of flame went up into the mouth of the envelope, and I felt the whole balloon shrug and start to lift her belly off the frost. Ruth flinched at the noise and then leaned toward the heat like everybody does.

"Here we go," I said. "When she stands up, she stands up quick. You'll feel her come off the ground before you're ready for it. That's normal. Hands inside the basket."

A few more bursts and Milagro rocked up onto her bottom and hauled herself upright over our heads, seventy feet of her, glowing from the inside where the flame caught the fabric. That never gets old. Forty-two years old, twenty-three of them spent under one envelope or another, and it still stops my breath — the moment a heap of cloth on the ground becomes a thing that wants the sky.

"Off the line, Mari."

"Off the line." Marisol walked the crown around, and I gave Milagro one long burn to make her light. Ruth grabbed the rim. Ballast hopped up onto the seat board and put his front paws on the leather where he could see out, and then we were up — not with a leap, in that air, but with the ground just quietly deciding to let go of us. The field dropped away an inch at a time and then all at once we were fifty feet over the frost, then a hundred, and the whole valley opened out cold and blue below.

"Oh," Ruth said. Just that.

That's the other thing that never gets old.

Down on the two-track, Marisol's headlights swung out of the field gate. The chase truck is a diesel three-quarter-ton with a trailer hitch and a magnetic beacon she is not technically supposed to run, and she keeps pace with me on the dirt roads the way some people follow a parade. Her voice came up on the handheld clipped to the upright.

"Chase to Milagro. I've got you. You're drifting south, real lazy, maybe two knots. You feeling anything up there?"

I keyed the mic. "Barely. She's just leaning downvalley on the surface layer. Textbook." A balloon can't be steered — people never believe that, but it's God's own truth. You go where the wind goes. The only trick, the only thing that separates a pilot from a passenger, is that the wind blows different directions at different heights, and you have a burner and a vent, and so you go up and down through the layers looking for the air that's headed where you want. On a morning like this there were hardly any layers to work — the inversion had the whole lower thousand feet pinned smooth and slow, all of it easing south along the river like syrup off a spoon. That suited me fine. South was where I wanted to go.

"Where are we going?" Ruth asked.

"Down the bosque a ways and back. Half an hour, maybe forty. I'll set us down on the church field on the south end — you can see the steeple from here, that little white one." I checked the envelope temperature and let her cool a hair, easing us down to five hundred feet, then four, where the cottonwoods came up close enough to see the frost on every bare branch. The Rio Grande ran black and slow off to the right, steaming faintly where the water was warmer than the air. A great blue heron stood in the shallows like it had been carved there.

"It's so quiet," Ruth said, almost whispering, the way people do up there.

"That's the best part." I laid off the burner entirely for a moment, and in the silence you could hear the river, and a dog barking a mile off, and the tick of the frost. Burner off, a balloon goes honest. There's no roar to hide behind — just you and the air and whatever's down there on the ground, all of it plain and cold and true. People pay me for the height. What they remember is the silence.

We slid on south over the tree line, and the bosque unspooled below us — the tangle of cottonwood and coyote willow, the frozen sloughs, the acequia lying straight and silver where the ditch riders had drained it for the winter. It's not dramatic country, but I have loved it my whole life.

"Somebody I flew with told me once," Ruth said, "that you can see everybody's business from up here."

"You'd be surprised what you see." I gave a short burn to hold our height. "People forget the top of a thing is a whole side of it. Nobody paints the roof. Nobody rakes behind the barn. You come over low on a still morning and it's all just sitting there."

She laughed. "You sound like my mother."

We were coming up on the south edge of the bosque now, where the trees thin out and the last few old places sit with their backs to the river. And there, sliding in under us, was the Casaus place.

I knew it from the air the way you know houses you've flown over a hundred times — the long low adobe with the tin-roofed portal, the cottonwood in the yard that must have been two hundred years old, the barn set back from the house with its north wall gone silver. Minnie Casaus's place. It had a particular stillness to it this morning, and it took me a second to see why: nobody had swept the frost off the walk. The house had that shut-up look a house gets when the person who kept it has gone.

Minnie had been three weeks dead. Cancer, the long slow kind, at eighty-two, in her own bed, which is about the best any of us can hope for. I'd never flown her, but I'd known who she was my whole life — one of the first women ever to put a balloon up at the Río Alto fiesta, back in the raggedy mid-seventies when the whole thing was a dozen envelopes and a lot of nerve. She'd flown when women mostly weren't supposed to want to, and then she'd quietly kept the town's whole flying history in boxes in that adobe when nobody else could be bothered. And tomorrow morning, if the air held, I was booked to take her up one last time. An ash-scattering charter, dawn, over the bosque she flew. It's the most solemn flight I do and the one I turn down the least, and I'd said yes before I'd even looked at what it paid, which was almost nothing.

"That's the Casaus place," I said, half to Ruth and half to myself.

"The old flyer?" Ruth craned to look. "My sister-in-law was full of that this week. You hear about the will?"

"I heard something." I hadn't, particularly, but in a town this size you always hear something.

"Left the whole thing to a stranger," Ruth said, with the relish people get. "Some woman that nursed her at the end. Not a dime to her own family, that's what they're saying. The nephew's fit to be tied."

I didn't answer right away, because I'd stopped listening for a second. We were passing right over the barn now, low, maybe three hundred feet, and I'd let the burner go quiet again, and in the stillness I was looking down into the yard behind it — the part you can't see from the road, the part nobody paints or rakes.

There was a burn barrel back there, a rusted fifty-five-gallon drum set on cinder blocks the way half the barrels in this valley are. And it had been used, and recently. Fresh ash sat pale gray around its base on the frost, not yet blown off, and there was a black scorch fanning up the side of the drum and a smear of soot on the ground where somebody had been feeding a fire. A wisp of nothing rose off it — not smoke, just the last cold breath a dead fire gives up in cold air.

I looked at it the way you look at anything from a balloon: for exactly as long as it takes to drift past, and then it's behind you.

Somebody clearing out the old lady's papers, I thought. That's all. It's what happens. You bury someone and then within the week the living are in the house going through the shelves, deciding what's trash, feeding the burn barrel with eighty years of bank envelopes and Christmas cards and receipts nobody will ever need again. My own family did it when my grandmother went. It is a sad, ordinary chore, and the burn barrel behind the barn is where it ends up in the country. Sad business, I thought, and nothing stranger than that. The dead aren't cold before somebody's clearing the shelves.

"You listening?" Ruth said.

"Sorry. Yes. The will." I gave a burn, longer than I needed, and Milagro's belly warmed and we rose back up off the treetops toward the light, which was just now finding the top of the envelope and turning the golds to something like fire. "People do funny things at the end, is all I know. Maybe the stranger wasn't a stranger."

"Hm," Ruth said, unconvinced, and let it go, and looked back down at the river.

I keyed the mic. "Milagro to chase. Setting up for the church field. I'll come in over the ditch and put her down short."

"Copy. I'm already there. Coffee's cold but it's coffee."

I brought her in the way you bring a balloon in on dead-still air, which is the only easy landing there is — a slow bleed of height, a pull on the vent line to spill hot air out the crown, the church steeple sliding up past us and the frozen field coming up flat and white and forgiving. "Hands in, knees bent, hang on to the uprights," I told Ruth. "She might tip us over — that's normal, just stay in the basket till I say." She didn't need it. In that air we came down like a feather settling. The basket kissed the frost, dragged maybe two feet, and stood up straight.

The instant we touched — before we'd stopped, before I'd said a word, before Ruth had let go of her death grip on the rim — Ballast was out. He always is. He'd been up on the seat board the whole flight with his nose over the side, and the second the basket brushed the ground he poured himself over the edge and hit the field running, off to inspect the church field for whatever it is he inspects, first boots on the ground every single time. It's his job and he knows it.

"Was that safe?" Ruth asked, watching him go.

"For him? Safer than us." I got the vent open the rest of the way and Milagro began to lie down over the field behind us, all that fire going out of her, the reds and golds settling back into a heap of cloth on the frost. Marisol's truck was already bumping across the stubble toward us, headlights off now in the risen light.

Ruth stood in the basket with her Yukon coat and her wet eyes and didn't want to get out. They never do.

"I'll fly you again," I told her, "any January you like."

She climbed out laughing and crying both, which is the correct response, and I got busy with the envelope, and for a while I forgot all about the barn and the burn barrel and the old lady's papers. It was a good shakedown. Milagro had flown honest, every valve clean, and tomorrow at first light I'd take her up again, quieter and heavier, and give Minnie Casaus back to the bosque she flew.

But the thing about seeing a place from the air is that you don't decide what stays with you. You just drift over the top of the world with the burner off, and it all lies there plain, and later — sometimes much later — some little piece of it comes back and taps you on the shoulder and won't say what it wants.

Left everything to a stranger. The nephew's fit to be tied.

I folded the balloon and didn't think about it again for another day.



Chapter 2
The Cellar Stairs

The scatter flight didn't happen at dawn the way I'd meant it to, because the air can be perfect and the people still not ready, and both of those things were true. Anna Salas had called me the evening after my shakedown, apologetic in the way of somebody who has never hired an aircraft before, to ask if we might push it a day. There was paperwork with the lawyer, she said, and she wanted to do it right. I told her the good air would keep — which was mostly true, in the calm-air season — and that I'd drive out the next morning so we could walk the plan through and I could pick up the urn. She'd sounded relieved. She'd said the cottonwood in the yard was the tree Minnie had asked to go over, if I could manage it, and I'd said I could manage almost anything on a morning like these.

So it was mid-morning, not dawn, when Marisol and I turned off the river road onto the Casaus two-track, and the day was the hard bright kind that comes after a frost, the sky scrubbed to a blue that hurts, the puddles in the ruts still lidded with ice at eleven o'clock.

"You bring the coffee?" Marisol asked.

"I brought the coffee." It was between us in the cupholder, going cold, because it always does. Ballast rode the bench seat between us with his chin on the dash, offended that we'd left the truck's own warmth to come out here, and equally unwilling to be left behind.

I'd seen the place from the air a hundred times and from the ground maybe twice in my life, and up close it was smaller and dearer than the air makes anything. The long adobe sat low to the earth the way the old ones do, mud the color of the ground it stood on, the portal running the whole front under a tin roof gone the soft brown of old pennies. The two-hundred-year cottonwood stood off to the side, every branch bare and silver, big enough that the house seemed to lean into it for company. The barn was set back, its north wall weathered to driftwood gray. Somewhere behind it, I knew, was a rusted drum on cinder blocks, but you couldn't see it from here, and I wasn't thinking about it.

What I was thinking was that nobody had swept the walk. The frost I'd seen from the air yesterday was gone, but the flagstones were still gritted with cottonwood litter, and a rolled newspaper sleeve lay bleached on the step, and there was no smoke from the chimney on a morning cold enough to want it.

"Her car's here," Marisol said. A small maroon hatchback sat nosed up under the cottonwood, frost-dulled on the north side where the sun hadn't reached it.

"Maybe she's out back." I knocked on the plank door, which was heavy and old and took the knock without much sound, and we waited, and Ballast sat on the step with his ears up. I knocked again. Nothing came but the tick of the tin roof letting go of the night's cold.

"Anna?" I called. My voice went nowhere in that still air.

The door wasn't locked. I want to be honest about that, because I've turned it over since — I put my hand on the iron latch meaning only to knock harder and it gave under my thumb and the door swung in on its own weight, and after that it would have taken more than I had to not step inside.

The house met us with cold and with the smell of old paper.

I have been in a lot of country houses and they mostly smell of woodsmoke and coffee and dog. This one smelled like a museum basement, like the reading room at a historical society, and when my eyes came off the bright yard and found the dim I understood why. Minnie Casaus had not kept a house so much as an archive. The front room ran the length of the adobe, low-ceilinged, viga-beamed, and every wall of it was hung floor to lintel with framed photographs — balloons, all of them, going back and back. Envelopes I'd never seen over a fiesta field I half-recognized, men in seventies sideburns holding crown lines, a young woman in a canvas jacket grinning up at a rig that looked home-stitched. Between the frames stood shelves, and on the shelves, boxes. Banker's boxes, shoe boxes, a steamer trunk with the lid up. One box near the door had been labeled in a firm old hand — FIESTA '76–'79, PROGRAMS — and left open with its papers slightly fanned, the way a box looks when someone has been going through it and meant to come back.

"She's been sorting," Marisol said quietly. People go quiet in a house like that without being told to.

"For the collection, maybe." I didn't know yet that I'd say that sentence a dozen more times before the week was out. "Anna?"

We went on through. A kitchen with a cold stove and one cup washed and set to drain. A short hall. A back door standing open the width of a hand onto the yard, letting the cold walk in, and I crossed to shut it because that's a thing you do without thinking, and it was in turning from the door that I saw the other door.

It was in the hall wall, narrow, plank like the front one, and it stood open onto black. A cellar — a root cellar, the real kind, dug down under the old house where the adobe keeps the cold out and the cool in. The steps went down steep and turned. And at the top of them, on the floor of the hall, was a scatter of paper that didn't belong on a floor.

I knew before I knew. I think the body knows first and lets the mind catch up out of kindness.

"Marisol," I said. "Stay there a second."

I didn't listen to my own order any more than she did. I went to the top of the stairs.

Anna Salas was at the bottom of them.

I'm not going to describe it, because there is nothing in it that anyone needs and everything in it that a person is owed to keep. She was a woman of thirty-eight who had a boy of twelve, and she had come down these stairs somehow and not come back up, and she had been there long enough that the cold of the cellar had gotten all the way into the stillness of her. I switched on my phone's flashlight, went carefully down to her, and did the thing you do, the two fingers at the throat that you already know the answer to, and the answer was the one the house had been telling me since the unlocked door. A person can be entirely calm at a moment like that. I was. It's later that you shake.

I came back up the steps slow, minding where I put my feet, and I did two things without meaning to do either of them, and it's those two things I keep coming back to.

The first was the light. It was dark on those stairs — dead dark past the third step, the kind of dark you don't send a person into — and there was a bulb socket on the ceiling of the stairwell with a bulb in it, and a switch, an old round push-button switch, on the jamb at the top. My hand found it the way a hand finds a light switch in a strange house, out of pure animal habit, and I pushed it. Nothing. I pushed it again, in and out, the little button clicking honest under my thumb, and the stairwell stayed black. Bulb's gone, I thought, the way you'd think it. Poor woman came down these steps in the dark. And I filed it, the way you file the hundred small facts a scene hands you, and I did not think another thing about it right then.

The second was the papers.

They were fanned all around her and up the lower steps, the box they'd come from tipped on its side on the third stair from the bottom — a banker's box, the cardboard kind with the string-tie lid, and stenciled on the end of it in that same firm old hand was a word I could read in the beam from my phone. PROGRAMS. And it was. That's what was scattered down those stairs and across that cellar floor around Anna Salas: fiesta programs, the cheap stapled kind they hand you at the gate, going yellow at the folds; and photographs, loose ones, black-and-white and faded color, curling; and a ribbon, a first-place ribbon gone the pink of old blood; and a program cover with a balloon on it and a date. Old paper. The town's flying history, spilled down a root-cellar stair.

I remember thinking, quite clearly and quite stupidly, in the middle of everything: why would you carry that down there.

Because a root cellar is where you put what you want to keep cold and dark and alive — seed potatoes, chile ristras, the jars you put up in September. You don't carry the town's photographs down there. You carry them up, into the light, to sort at the kitchen table. You bring things up out of a cellar. You don't take the programs down.

It didn't arrive as a suspicion. I want to be plain about that, because everything got loud later and I don't want to pretend I was ahead of it. It arrived the way a note played a half-step flat arrives — you don't name it, you just feel your shoulders come up a little, some part of you that keeps time going wait. Then Marisol said my name from the hall, low, and the moment let go of me, and I was a woman standing in a dead friend-of-a-friend's house with a phone in my pocket and a job to do.

"Don't come back here," I told her, and I meant it that time. "Take the dog out front. I've got to call it in."

Cell service out on the south bosque is a rumor, but I got two bars on the front step with the cold sun on my face and Ballast leaning his whole warm weight against my shin, which I let him do. I called the sheriff's office direct instead of 911, because I've lived here forty-two years and I know the number, and I told the dispatcher who I was and what I'd found, and I heard my own voice come out steady and a little far away, giving the road and the mile marker and the color of the gate.

Deputy Cordova got there first, maybe twenty minutes, his unit throwing dust up the two-track. He's a careful young man, and he did it right — he had me walk him to the hall and no farther, made me show him from the top of the stairs and keep my hands to myself, and then he went down alone and came up with his face gone still and told us both to wait outside, please, and not to touch anything, and had we touched anything. I told him the truth. The latch. The back door I'd closed. The light switch. Her neck, when I checked for a pulse. He wrote each one down in a little book, and when I said the light switch he looked up at me for a second and then wrote that down too, and I didn't know why he'd paused and I didn't ask.

Sheriff Baca came maybe half an hour after that, unhurried, the way he is, a big deliberate man who has been sheriff of Salazar County longer than some of his deputies have been alive. He nodded to me and to Marisol like we'd met at the feed store, which in a sense we had, and he went in and was in there a long time. Through the open front door I could see the flash of a camera going, patient and regular. Somebody from the office strung tape across the portal, which looked absurd on that old house, yellow plastic on brown mud, the newest thing on the place by a century.

Baca came out at last and stood with us by the cottonwood and asked his questions gently, the who and the why-were-you-here and the what-time. I told him about the charter, the urn we'd come for, the walk-through Anna had wanted to get right. He wrote very little. When I'd finished he looked at the house a while with his hands in his coat pockets.

"Steep old stairs," he said. "No rail worth the name. Dark as a boot down there." He said it the way you'd say a sad, sufficient thing. "A woman looking after somebody else's house and it's a cellar step that gets her. I've seen it more times than I can tell you." He shook his head. "You reach for the light and there's no light, and you've got your arms full, and down you go."

"The light doesn't work," I said. "I hit the switch. Nothing came on."

"Burned out, most like." He said it kindly, and reasonably, and it was the reasonable thing to say, and I nodded, because it was. A bulb burns out. That's the plainest fact in the world. I stood there in the bright cold and nodded and could not for the life of me have told you what was wrong, only that something across the whole of that dim, paper-smelling house was sitting a half-step flat, and I couldn't find the note.

They wouldn't let me take the urn. It was evidence now, or it was in a house that was, and everything would wait on Dr. Sena down in Belen and on the county's own slow certainty. Baca said he was sorry about the flight. He said it like a man who meant it. He said it looked, for now, like a bad fall in a bad spot, the kind of accident that doesn't need a villain to explain it, only a dark stair and a heavy box and an old house that had already taken one woman that winter.

I looked at the box on the third stair and opened my mouth, then closed it. I had nothing I could offer him as a fact.

We drove back up the river road with the heater going and the coffee stone cold and neither of us drinking it. Marisol was quiet a long way, which is not like her.

"She had a kid," she said finally, at the county line. "Somebody's got to tell that kid."

"Baca'll do it right."

"I know." She looked out at the bare bosque going by. "It's an awful thing. But it's just an awful thing, isn't it. She just fell."

"She just fell," I said.

And I drove, and the road unspooled, and I could not stop feeling that push-button switch clicking under my thumb into a dark that didn't lift.

Somebody clearing out the old lady's papers, I'd told myself from the air, yesterday and three hundred feet up. It's what happens. And here I was on the ground, and the papers hadn't been cleared at all. They'd only been spilled. And I couldn't have told you the difference mattered. I only knew that it did.



Chapter 3
The Executor

The call came the next morning while I was doing the one thing that always lets a bad night out of me, which is standing in the cold hangar with a coffee going over the envelope inch by inch, though there was no flight to check her for. Milagro lay along the concrete in her bag like a sleeping animal, and I had the fabric spread and my reading light on it, and I was not so much inspecting as keeping my hands busy, and when the phone went in my coat I nearly didn't answer it. I didn't know the number. It was a Belen exchange.

"Miss Lucero?" The voice was a man's, older, and it had a courtliness to it that you don't hear much anymore, the kind that puts the whole of you into a name. "Teodora Lucero, of the balloon rides?"

"That's me."

"My name is Clifford Bell. I'm — I was Minnie Casaus's attorney, and I have the melancholy duty of being executor of her estate." A small pause, exactly the length of a breath let out through the nose. "I understand you were the one who found that poor girl yesterday. I am so very sorry. What an awful thing to have walked into."

It undid something in me a little, I'll be honest, that somebody had thought to say that to the person who found her, and not only about the girl at the bottom of the stairs. I'd been braced all morning for the day and its business and here was a stranger being decent to me before he asked me for one single thing.

"Thank you," I said. "It was. Is there — what can I do for you, Mr. Bell?"

"You can let me take a thing or two off your plate, if you'll allow it." I heard paper move under his hand, unhurried. "You had a charter with Miss Salas — the scattering, for Minnie. There was a deposit, I expect. I don't want the confusion of all this leaving you out of pocket for a flight you can't fly, so I'll see the estate pays the balance directly, and there's no call for you to chase it. And the urn — I know it's caught up in the sheriff's business at the moment. When the time comes and they release it, I'll see it comes to you properly, so Minnie gets her wish. She was very clear about that wish. Over the cottonwood, she told me, a dozen times if she told me once."

"You knew her a long while, then."

"Thirty years." He said it the way you'd say the name of a river. "I did every deed and every will and every foolish little thing that woman ever put her name to for thirty years, and I'll miss her at my elbow being difficult about all of it until the day they carry me out. She flew, you know. Before my time here — one of the very first women ever to go up at that ragtag old fiesta, when it was three balloons and a card table. Did you know that about her?"

"I knew some of it. I fly over her place most calm mornings."

"Then you should come out to the house," he said, and it was easy, the way he said it, as if the house weren't strung with a deputy's tape. "I'm to meet Sheriff Baca there this morning — there's an amount of estate business that can't wait on grief, more's the pity — and I'd take it as a kindness if you'd come. You knew what Minnie meant to fly her home. I'd like the person handling that to see how things stand." A beat. "And I think it would do you good to see the place in daylight with living people in it. Forgive me. That was presumptuous."

It wasn't, quite. I told him I'd come.



The Roost was on my way and I stopped for a thermos I didn't need, because I wanted to feel the ground under a normal morning before I went back out there, and because Cleo would have the town's temperature and I found I wanted to take it.

She had it. She set the thermos down and leaned on her forearms and told me, low, what everybody at the counter had already decided, which was more than the sheriff had decided and a good deal uglier. That the aide had come from nowhere. That Minnie, God rest her, had gone soft at the end the way the old and lonely do, and this woman had been right there, right there in the house, pouring the pills and warming the soup, and hadn't it been convenient, hadn't it just, the whole estate to a stranger and the nephew cut out cold. That there was talk the nephew was coming down from Albuquerque fit to be tied. Cleo didn't say she believed it. She said it the way you report weather moving in.

"She had a little boy," I said.

"I heard that too." Cleo straightened, and had the grace to look ashamed of the whole conversation she'd just relayed. "It's an awful thing. People'd rather it have a reason, is all. A reason with a face on it." She topped my thermos for free, which is Cleo's way of apologizing for the species.

I drove out the river road for the second time in two days. In the daylight the Casaus place looked exactly as sad as it should, no more. There was a sheriff's unit in the yard and a long silver sedan parked neat beside it, and Baca out by the cottonwood with his hands in his pockets, and a man I didn't know standing at the foot of the portal steps just outside the tape, not touching it, looking up at the old house the way you look up at a church you were raised in.

He turned when my tires crunched, and came to meet me



















