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Prologue
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Young Research Library, UCLA

Tuesday, March 5, 2019

The rumors had been swirling around campus for weeks. The university administration’s silence on the subject only served to fuel the speculation. 

Layoffs. 

Every local newspaper from the Daily Bruin to the Los Angeles Times had reported on the flat budgets in the university system. The president of the University of California announced at the start of winter quarter that there would be no increase in tuition or fees for in-state students in fiscal/academic year 2019/20, the second year in a row in which tuition had been frozen. It was difficult to reconcile flat budgets and flat tuition rates with the ever-increasing cost of instruction. Hence the rumors.

Nonetheless, when I received a summons via instant message to the office of my supervisor, Young Research Library director Dr. Madeline Loomis, it didn’t occur to me that the rumors and the summons could be connected.

I pulled off my tie—I’d just finished a presentation to a group of faculty and administrators in the Division of Humanities—and tossed it on my desk, then hurried downstairs to the office suite. There I found my sister-in-law and fellow librarian, Kristen Beach, heading in the direction of Dr. Loomis’s office as well. She stopped in her tracks and frowned at me. “You, too?”

“Yep. Any clue?”

“None.” She resumed walking. “Let’s find out.”

We said hello to Olga Koval, Dr. Loomis’s assistant, who told us to go on in. I paused and knocked anyway, and heard Dr. Loomis say, “Come.”

Dr. Loomis approached us from behind her desk as we entered. She was a tiny woman with her nearly-white hair in a bun, glasses on a chain around her neck, and a pristinely clean desktop. Evidence of an ordered mind. Today she was wearing a mint green suit with a mint-and-cream striped blouse underneath. Dr. Loomis was a snappy dresser.

She indicated a group of wing chairs to our left, arranged for informal seating. “Jamie, Kristen, thanks for coming. Please, sit.”

We sat. Dr. Loomis angled her chair to face both of us. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors of layoffs that have been circulating lately.”

Were we being laid off? I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Let me be clear. We are not laying off anyone from the library. However.” She smoothed her skirt, which was already smooth. I didn’t remember ever detecting nervousness in Dr. Loomis.

“The university has requested that academic departments offer temporary, unpaid furloughs to employees for the summer term. Let me stress, these are entirely voluntary. We will not force anyone to agree to be furloughed. But...” She paused and looked back and forth between us. “I wanted to approach both of you about possibly agreeing to a furlough. Your benefits will not be suspended. You will continue to accrue vacation days and sick leave during the furlough, and of course your health insurance coverage will not be interrupted.”

Kristen and I glanced at each other. It made sense that we were asked; she and I were the ones who could afford to go without pay for an entire summer. I said, “The furlough would begin at the end of spring quarter?”

“Two weeks before. It would run from June 1 through September 15. You’d return with slightly more than a week to prepare for fall quarter.”

Three and a half months of vacation. The prospect was appealing. My husband, Pete Ferguson, and I could spend extended time with our families. Dr. Loomis said, “I am accepting a furlough myself. My husband’s condition has progressed to the point where he requires a caretaker during the day. We’ll conserve valuable dollars of our long-term care insurance if I stay home with him this summer.”

Dr. Loomis’s husband had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s nearly two years ago. Kristen asked, “Will Isabel be acting director?”

Everyone in the library expected that Isabel Gutierrez would replace Dr. Loomis when she retired. Isabel had a doctorate in library science and had been a director at a community college before coming to YRL. Dr. Loomis said, “Yes. Janet Earley at Powell is also accepting a furlough, and Frida Nava will serve as acting director there.”

Powell was UCLA’s undergraduate library. Kristen said, “Those of us who are financially able to take furlough might be preserving other people’s jobs if we accept, right?”

Dr. Loomis sighed. “If it comes to that. Yes.”

I said, “I tentatively accept. I’ll have to discuss it with Pete this evening, but I can’t imagine he’ll object.”

Kristen said, “Same here. I doubt that Kevin will mind.”

Dr. Loomis’s expression was one of profound relief. “Thank you both so much. It means a great deal to me, and to Laura.” Dr. Laura Madorsky was UCLA’s University Librarian. “Let me know tomorrow what your final decisions are. There will be papers to sign in HR.”

Kristen and I said in unison, “Yes, ma’am.”

Kristen unlocked the door to her office and we both entered. I dropped into one of her visitor chairs. “Wow.”

“Seriously. Think Pete will object?”

“Nope. He’ll be thrilled. He’ll want to spend it all in New Mexico.”

“Seems like you just got back from New Mexico.”

“I know.” We’d spent ten days in mid-December at our second home in Alamogordo. “But it’s a while yet until June. Do you think Kevin will object?”

“No. We won’t be able to travel much, though. He’s used nearly all of his leave for his field experiences.”

My middle brother Kevin, AKA Kristen’s husband, was on schedule to graduate from Simmons College with a master’s degree in social work in early 2020. He’d be leaving his job as a homicide detective with the Los Angeles Police Department’s West LA Division to work for the district attorney’s office as a victim advocate, and to teach part-time at the LAPD academy. 

The impetus behind Dr. Loomis’s request—the reason that we could afford an unpaid furlough, the reason that Pete and I owned a second home, the reason that Kevin was able to pay for graduate school—was an inheritance. Nearly four years ago, Kevin, our oldest brother Jeff, and I had received a bequest of $38 million each from the estate of a man named Randall Barkley. Barkley’s son, Gavin, had killed our mom and her friend, Tracy Jemison, in a drunk-driving accident when I was a baby and Kevin and Jeff were toddlers. 

The inheritance had come as a total shock to us. Our financial adviser had said, “Don’t act like rich guys,” and for the most part we hadn’t. Pete and I had built a house, Kevin had bought a condo and paid for graduate school, and Jeff had paid off the mortgages on his farm and veterinary practice. Even with sizable charitable donations, footing the bills for Pete’s nieces’ college educations, and establishing a scholarship at UCLA in honor of our dad and grandfather, we still had the bulk of the money left. And Kristen was independently wealthy herself, thanks to a divorce settlement of two million dollars from her ex, a neurosurgeon.

I said, “Old man Barkley and Doctor Daniel come through for us again.”

Kristen snorted. “Right. Should we tell Liz?”

“Yeah, but let’s not tell anyone else yet.”

“Agreed.”

We went to the second floor, where Liz Nguyen’s office was next to mine. She was our political science subject specialist, and Kristen’s and my best friend at work. She was frowning at her computer; her expression lightened when we appeared. “Hey, do either of you know anything about Mongolia’s Third Neighbor policy?”

I laughed. Kristen said, “You’re kidding, right?”

Liz sighed. “Fine. Let me send this...” She spoke the words as she typed them. “I’ll research it and get back to you.” She leaned back in her chair with a satisfied smile. “Never do this morning what you can put off until this afternoon. What’s up?”

I closed the door behind me. Kristen said, “We have something to tell you, but you have to keep it quiet for a couple of days.”

Her expression switched to one of alarm. “What?”

I said, “Dr. Loomis asked us both to take unpaid furloughs this summer. If Kevin and Pete are okay with it, we’re going to accept.”

Liz’s mouth formed an O, then she began to nod as the logic of it dawned on her. “You’re the ones who can afford it. No one’s being laid off?”

Kristen said, “Not yet. Dr. Loomis is accepting furlough, too. Isabel will be acting director.”

“Wow.” Liz blinked. “What will you do all summer?”

I said, “Travel, I guess.” Although I hoped that Pete would agree to spend some time at home.

Kristen said, “I have a list of projects at the house.”

“Jeez.” Liz looked back and forth between us. “These are strange times, huh?”

I said, “Indeed.”

That evening I walked through the front door of our split-level townhouse in Santa Monica and stopped in my tracks. Our yellow Lab, Ammo, bounded down the stairs from the kitchen to greet me; I ruffled his ears as I gazed in dismay at the walls of the living room. “Uh... Pete?”

No answer. He was probably upstairs in the office or bathroom. I dropped my computer bag at the door and moved closer to the nearest wall—which, like the others, was covered in sheets of paper, taped to the paint.

Each page was a section of a family tree.

I yelled louder. “Pete!”

“Coming!” I heard his footsteps as he trotted down from the top floor. He turned on the landing and said, “Hey, you’re home a little early. Dinner isn’t ready yet.”

“Never mind dinner. What the hell is this?” I gestured to the walls.

He waved his hands, indicating the whole room. “It’s impossible to get a sense of an entire family line on a computer screen. I needed to see it all in one place.”

“How long are you planning to leave it there?”

“Until I reconcile it with my online trees. Maybe a week.” He noted the expression on my face. “It’s not like we’re having company before that.”

“The tape will damage the paint.”

“I used the kind that won’t.”

I sighed, surveying the room. Once the holidays ended, Pete had jumped into genealogical research with both feet. Last winter he’d become obsessed with garden planning; once the plan was complete, he’d decided to learn everything possible about the Cahuilla Indian tribe with the intention of becoming a member, since one of his great-grandmothers was Cahuilla. He’d bought an entire library of books about the nation and been crushed when he’d learned that he wasn’t eligible. 

Since January, he’d bought an entire library of books on genealogy. His distant cousin in the United Kingdom, Duncan Thomson, was regularly sending him information about his Scottish ancestors. He’d visited the headquarters of the Agua Caliente Band of the Cahuilla in Palm Springs and had come away with several generations worth of information. He was teaching five online classes of abnormal psychology as an adjunct for Arizona State, Penn State, and Santa Monica College. Between teaching and genealogy, there was little time left for anything else.

Back in December, he’d admitted to me that he was distracting himself from ruminating on his life. He’d said that he felt that there was a piece of himself missing, but that he had no idea what that was. In order not to constantly dwell on it, he’d chosen to distract himself from it.

It didn’t seem like a productive technique to me. But, as he kept telling me, he was the psychologist. Not me.

I scanned the room one more time, shaking my head. “Fine. One week. What’s for dinner?”

I assisted as Pete threw together a meal of spaghetti with garlic bread. As we ate, I told him about the furlough.

He applauded in delight. “Yes! Your last day is May 31st?”

“Yep.”

“We can head for Alamogordo on June 2nd. We’ll accomplish so much at the house. This rocks.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You want to go to Alamogordo first?”

He frowned, confused. “Why not?”

“I want to go to the east coast for part of the summer. The later we wait, the deeper into hurricane season we get.” Other than my dad and brothers, my entire family lived in North Carolina and Virginia.

“Oh.” He considered. “But the later we wait, the hotter it gets in New Mexico.”

“It’ll be hot in New Mexico anyway. I’m more afraid of hurricanes.”

“Okay, how about New Mexico, then east, then back to New Mexico?”

“I’d like to spend some time at home.”

“We’ll be home in August and September.” He held up a finger. “We still have a ton of work ahead to get the New Mexico garden ready. Installing the greenhouse, planning for the beehives...”

“Yeah, okay. Will your semesters be over by June first?” 

“For the most part. Yes.”

I shrugged. “Fine. Alamogordo first. Why not?”

I thought the question was rhetorical. 

I was wrong.
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Sunday, June 2, 2019

Tucson, Arizona

We left Santa Monica early. At nearly 3:30 in the afternoon we turned onto the long unpaved drive that led to Pete’s family’s ranch house. His sister Christine and her husband, Andy Fernandez, lived on a sprawling ranch north of Tucson with spectacular views of the mountains. Chris and her sisters-in-law operated their guest house as a combination bed-and-breakfast and dude ranch in spring, summer and fall. 

Pete’s dad, Jack, had moved from Lancaster, California, to Chris and Andy’s ranch after a major heart attack in late 2014 from which he’d never entirely recovered. He’d been left with moderate, and gradually worsening, congestive heart failure but in spring 2018 had enrolled in a study of a new drug. During the double-blind phase of the study, we didn’t know if Jack was taking the drug or a placebo, but his symptoms had abated. His stamina, color and appetite had all improved, and he’d gained a few pounds. 

A couple of months ago, when the study had reached its one-year anniversary, Jack’s doctor revealed that Jack had indeed been assigned to the drug group and recommended that he enter the next phase of drug testing, which would allow him to continue to receive the drug for free. Jack had readily agreed. 

Jack lived in a smaller guest house, only a couple hundred yards from the main house. Or so we thought. As we drove past his house, I spotted a couple I didn’t know on the front porch, who lifted their hands in greeting. I waved back. There was a car with Illinois plates in the driveway.

Hm. 

We parked behind the main house. While guests were in residence, they used the front entrance and family used the back. Pete exited the CR-V and released Ammo, who bounded out and raised his leg against a mini-boulder. 

Chris appeared, trotting down the steps from the back porch, and hugged us both. “How was the drive?”

Pete said, “Great, once we got past San Bernardino. Who are those people on Dad’s front porch?”

“Guests.” Chris’s expression was unreadable. “Come in and I’ll tell you about it.”

We followed Chris into the house and turned right into the kitchen, which extended the length of the house from the back porch to the front. With guests at the ranch, the family ate at the farmhouse table at the rear of the kitchen, and that was where we stopped. Chris said, “Want a drink?”

We accepted glasses of lemonade. Pete said, “All right, what’s going on?”

Chris took a deep breath. “We moved Dad into this house two weeks ago. We converted the office into a bedroom for him.” The office was at the back of the house, across the hall from the rear section of the kitchen and had its own tiny bathroom with a shower stall. There were no bedrooms on the first floor. “We moved the desk and computer into the family room.”

Pete asked, “Why?”

“He’s started to forget things. Such as taking his meds like he’s supposed to. Such as charging the battery on his life call button. Important things.” She rubbed her forehead. “We had a family meeting with him and suggested that he move to the main house, and he agreed.”

Pete crossed his arms, frowning. “And you didn’t think to mention this to me?”

Chris rolled her eyes. “No, I didn’t. I’ve been kinda busy. And it wasn’t anything that affected you. I didn’t consult Steve about it, either. We’re the ones that are here with him every day that have to deal with this medication schedule and his diet and driving him into Tucson to see doctors twice a week. Not you two.”

Pete opened his mouth, but I jumped in before he could escalate into an argument. “Isn’t the new drug helping anymore?”

“Physically, yes. But he’s experiencing these mental... glitches, for lack of a better word. His doctor said he’d seen the same effect in a few other patients in the study.”

“But not severe enough to stop the drug?”

“No. He’s improved so much physically; we don’t want to change his medication regimen. If he’s with us, it’s easier to keep track of these things he’s forgetting.”

“It’s gotta cramp your style, to some extent.”

“Nah. It beats having to walk to his house every time he’s due for a pill. Now.” Chris made shooing motions. “Take your bags upstairs, then say hi to Dad. He’s in the family room. Then I could use your help in the kitchen.”

I carried our bags to our assigned bedroom, then returned to the family room. Jack was standing, his left arm slung around Pete’s shoulders in an unexpected display of affection. He smiled at me and held out his right hand. “Hey, son. It’s great to see you.”

I shook his hand, noting that his grip was stronger than it had been in past months. “Hey, Jack. You’re looking healthy.”

“I’m feelin’ healthy. Healthier, at least.” He released us both. “I guess Chris told you I’ve been forgetting a few details.”

Pete said, “Your doctor thinks it’s a side effect.”

“Yup.” Jack spread his hands in a “who cares?” motion. “Doesn’t bother me. I’m happy to be here in the big house, and now Chris and Andy can make money off my place. It’s all good.”

We chatted for a few more minutes, then joined Chris in the kitchen. She presented Pete with a pile of vegetables to chop and me with a sink full of dirty dishes. I squeezed soap into the sink and said, “Jack’s in an expansive mood.”

“He always is.” Chris removed a bowl of dough from the oven and began to mold pieces of it into dinner rolls. “Nothing bothers him these days. He’s awake more during the day, and he’s talked more in the past few months than he has in the past few years. I don’t know how this drug works, but so far it’s nearly miraculous.”

Pete said, his tone of voice a bit too even, “Chris. Listen. Even though Steve and I aren’t here to help, we still care what’s happening. I’m not saying you need to consult us about stuff, but we’d appreciate knowing before two weeks has passed.”

He had a point. I kept quiet. Chris waved a floury hand in the air, dismissive. “Fine. Sorry. Won’t happen again.”

Pete said, “You don’t sound sorry.”

She glared at him. “I said, it won’t happen again. Okay?”

“Fine.”

She huffed out an exasperated breath. Pete and I exchanged a look over her head and finished our chores in silence.

A half-hour later, Andy’s sisters arrived. There were three of them, but once they descended on the kitchen it felt like double that number. Gloria, the oldest, good-naturedly banished Pete and me from the kitchen. We checked on Jack, who was napping, then headed out the back door for a walk.

I said, “As you and Chris were... um, discussing, I was imagining Jeff telling me a similar thing about Dad, being the bossy oldest who’s on site with an aging parent and feels put upon as a result.”

Pete snorted. “He wouldn’t wait two weeks.”

“Probably not. But the underlying dynamics would be the same.”

“You and I are paying Dad’s medical bills. We’re putting her kids through fucking college, for God’s sake.” Pete’s older niece, Stephanie, would be a senior nursing student at the University of Arizona in the fall; her younger sister, Samantha, was a rising junior at UCLA and was house-sitting for us this summer.

“Yes, we are.”

“I’m here every month and spend an entire weekend taking care of Dad so she doesn’t have to. What else does she want?”

“Maybe nothing. She has a lot going on and she was just venting.”

“Not to mention, your dad would tell you if something similar happened with him. I was here four weeks ago, and Dad didn’t say shit about forgetting anything.”

“Maybe he didn’t want to worry you. Or maybe he forgot to tell you.”

“Stop making excuses for them.”

“Okay.”

He shook his head. “I swear. My family’s communication skills are fucked up.”

“No argument there.”
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Monday, June 3

Alamogordo, New Mexico

When we carried our bags downstairs before sunrise the next morning, packed and ready to leave, Christine handed us travel mugs of coffee and a basket full of her special cinnamon rolls. She hugged us firmly. “Text me when you get there, okay?”

Pete said, “We will. Thanks for the grub.”

I added, “Yes, thank you. I want to be buried with a batch of these cinnamon rolls.”

She laughed and held the door for us. “Safe trip.”

Pete said, “Yes, ma’am.”

As Pete and I stood together behind the CR-V to toss in our overnight bags, I said, “All is forgiven, huh?”

He snorted. “I suppose.”

We drove onto our street in Alamogordo at 11:15. We’d built our one-story adobe house on two lots at the end of Las Lomas Court, a cul-de-sac, with views of the Sacramento Mountains to the east from our back patio. To the west, we saw desert scrub, a few buildings at the southern end of Alamogordo, and in the distance, the gleaming ribbon of White Sands National Monument. 

We were the only house on our street so far, which suited us. We’d bought the lot across the street as well, so that our view would never be blocked.

North of us lay the bulk of the city of Alamogordo. Pete’s brother, Steve, lived about a mile in that direction. A few scattered homes sat to our south as Greater Alamogordo petered out, then... nothing. Hills, scrub and desert containing a smattering of ranches all the way to the Texas border.

We raised the garage doors and parked in the driveway for ease of unloading. Meredith Lagai’s car was in the third bay, but her bicycle was gone; she was at work. Meredith, Steve’s ex-wife, was our full-time house-sitter until we moved here permanently. She and Steve were still friends. They’d divorced because, at the time, she worked in Albuquerque and they almost never saw each other. Four years ago, her law firm opened an office here in Alamogordo and assigned her to it, and she and Steve had rekindled their relationship.

But, fortunately for Pete and me, they weren’t quite ready to cohabitate again. 

We unloaded both vehicles, drove to the grocery store for perishables, then stopped for takeout burritos at our favorite Mexican restaurant in town. Back at home, we ate lunch on our back patio as Ammo investigated the scents in the backyard. I said, “What’s the first item on your to-do list?”

“Let’s build the greenhouse.”

“Okay.” We’d ordered a greenhouse kit two weeks ago. Steve and a couple of his friends had hauled it into the back yard for us; it was propped against the far wall, in the spot we’d set aside for it. “Building and equipping it will take several days.”

“Yeah. I want it done by the time Kev and Kristen get here.” Kevin was using one week of his remaining vacation to visit us; he and Kristen would arrive next Monday.

“Right.”

“Then we’ll paint the middle bedroom.”

“Okay.”

“You’re so agreeable.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

He laughed.

We spent the rest of the afternoon on the shaded patio listening to the sounds of our neighborhood. Ammo snoozed between us on the cool tile; both Pete and I occasionally drifted off. I brought out our binoculars and watched hawks soaring on the convection currents. Against the base of the mountains, a small plane buzzed back and forth for a while.

Far more peaceful than our tiny deck facing an alley in Santa Monica. I’d enjoy living in this house, when the time came.
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Tuesday, June 4

When I woke up at 6:22, Pete was still asleep, face down, his right arm slung over me. I eased out from under it; he didn’t move. Ammo was dreaming, his nose and paws twitching. I quietly pulled on shorts and a t-shirt, slid my feet into sneakers, and tiptoed to the kitchen. The coffee maker was on, but there was no sign of Meredith. She was probably getting dressed.

I went through the laundry room into the garage, intending to retrieve the newspaper. I hit the button to raise the closest garage bay door and walked onto the driveway.

There was something lying in the street, against the curb across from the house.

There was someone lying in the street.

I ran to the person—a young man. Maybe a teenager. He was lying on his left side, his left arm stretched out underneath him as if he’d been reaching for something. He was terribly thin. Barefoot, wearing only a t-shirt and jeans. The soles of his feet were crusted with dried blood.

His eyes were half-open, clouded, unseeing. His lips were parted slightly. His hair was dark, cropped close to his head, and there was stubble on his chin and cheeks.

I bent down to feel for a pulse in his outstretched wrist, already sure of what I’d find.

He was cool.

He was dead.

I ran back to the house and into the bedroom for my phone, unintentionally rousing both Pete and Ammo, and called 911. Ammo scrambled to his feet and Pete sat up as the dispatcher answered.

“Otero County 911, where are you calling from?”

“Las Lomas Court. There’s a dead body in my street.” I left the bedroom, headed outside. “Ammo, stay.”

He stayed. Pete followed me into the garage. “What?”

The dispatcher, a woman, sounded equally skeptical. “There’s a dead body in the street?”

“Yes, ma’am. A young adult male.”

“Does he have a pulse?”

“No pulse. He’s cool to the touch.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“No, ma’am.”

“When were you last in the street?”

“Um... about 9:30 last night.” We’d watched the sunset from the front porch.

I heard the first sirens approach. As the ambulance turned onto our street, Pete stopped beside me, staring at the corpse. He breathed, “Oh, my God.”

The dispatcher signed off. The EMTs scrambled from their truck with equipment and we backed up into our driveway. One of them started to roll the kid over and stopped. “He’s in partial rigor.”

Two police cruisers parked, and an Alamogordo PD patrol officer emerged from each. They conferred with the EMTs briefly. One cop went to the body and one approached us, a burly guy with a blond brush cut. “Morning.”

Pete said, “Morning.”

“Officer Smallwood. What happened here?”

I told him. As he was taking notes, the other uniformed officer joined us, nodding hello. “I called the chief.”

“Okay.” Smallwood tipped his head toward our front porch. “You all hang out here for a while.”

I said, “Yes, sir.”

We retreated to the porch. I went inside to feed Ammo. Meredith was pouring coffee at the kitchen counter, already dressed for work. “Did I hear sirens?”

“Yes. There’s a dead body in the street.”

Her reaction mirrored Pete’s. “What?”

“Yeah. The cops said to stay on our porch.” I grabbed bananas and bottles of Coke for Pete and me. Meredith followed with her coffee cup and phone.

There were several more cars on the street, and a police car was blocking our street at its origin. Pete was sitting on the porch, focused on the activity around the body. I set the Coke on the table beside him. “Who’s here?”

“Gordon.” I’d met Otero County Sheriff Gordon Wayne on my first-ever visit to Alamogordo, six years ago, when TV host Dixon Gill had been discovered dead in the lobby of Steve’s workplace. “And I think the guy in the windbreaker is the chief of police.”

Meredith said, “Yeah. That’s him.”

A guy in scrubs parked down the street and went to the body. The responders milled around. Our view of the dead guy was blocked by the police chief’s car.

We sat in silence for about twenty minutes. Now that the cavalry had arrived, I was having difficulty processing what I’d seen. I suspected that Pete was experiencing the same emotion. Meredith was texting, probably telling her paralegal that
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