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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the office’s dim light, darkness engulfed the corners where potted plants rested, and shadows crept across the plush leather-upholstered furniture. Vic didn’t mind the dark normally, but here it felt artificial, too intentional. It was supposed to relax him, make him open up, same as the hot tea wafting peppermint in his direction.

      Coming into the office unarmed pretty much made it impossible to be at ease.

      He shifted, crossed one leg over the knee of another, and bounced his sneakered foot impatiently.

      Several feet across from him, the prim, round-faced therapist ran the side of his pen down the page of notes partially reflected in his black plastic-framed glasses. Maybe Vic wasn’t supposed to notice that the leather notebook was the same gray-brown as the furniture. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to see the shadows of people passing on the sidewalk outside, the sliver of their passing like ghosts traversing the sill visible beneath the thick, plum-colored drapes filling most of the deep-set window. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to hear the catch in the other man’s breathing as he looked up, a soft smile forming in the opening between his well-manicured Vandyke.

      But it was Vic’s job to notice things like that—little details. Cops were trained to take in everything, to store it away for future analysis. Investigations that lacked details rarely succeeded.

      Vic squeezed his eyes shut and chastised himself.

      It wasn’t his job to notice details. Not anymore. That was part of the reason he was here, after all.

      The analyst tapped his pen against the notepad page, maybe looking to establish some level of authority to compensate for the difference in their size. At a little over six feet and a well-muscled 180, Vic wasn’t huge, but his appearance might be considered disconcerting. With close-cut, spiky black hair and what might be taken by many as typical Vietnamese features—almond-shaped eyes, a broad nose, brownish-gold skin—his physique seemed out of place. And since the therapist couldn’t be more than five-foot-eight, disconcerting could also be intimidating.

      He ceased tapping the writing implement. “So, Vic, I feel like I’m not helping you.”

      “Because of the nightmares?”

      “That and the hypertension and the feelings of isolation and the worries about developing symptoms of schizophrenia.”

      “You said it could be hereditary.”

      “There’s substantive data around that potentiality.” The analyst’s smile widened, revealing coffee-stained teeth. “You’re not exhibiting any symptoms, though.”

      Not exhibiting obvious symptoms wasn’t the same as not being at risk, a risk that worsened with age. After a childhood of watching his grandfather “talk with God,” Vic knew what sort of hell the disease represented. Now into his forties, Vic felt the crushing mass of age more with each day. There were two things he wouldn’t allow to happen to him. Descending into his grandfather’s madness was top of the list.

      Going to prison again was close behind.

      He adjusted the mask covering the lower half of his face. Dr. Miles Lumley didn’t have a policy about masks inside the office, even with COVID putting people in ICUs across the country. Vic didn’t need someone to dictate policy. His immune system had been compromised more than a year ago. Wearing a mask in public was second nature to him.

      The therapist scribbled a note. “Your life is rich with memories.”

      “Isn’t everyone’s?”

      “There are people who only live in the present. They can’t concern themselves with the future, and they’re unaware of the past.”

      “Kids, you mean?”

      “Some children are fully aware of past and future, but you’re correct that most don’t have the same strong connection to memories that you do.”

      “Traumatized kids, too?”

      More scribbling, then Dr. Lumley looked up again, still smiling. “You’ve experienced several traumas in your life. Do you feel those traumas have made you who you are today?”

      Vic considered the question. The analyst had asked some version of it during every one of their three previous sessions. Maybe it was the answers that caused the man to circle back so consistently.

      What was he looking for that Vic kept missing?

      He squeezed the ankle of his raised leg and forced himself to stop bouncing his leg up and down. “Is there a way to escape trauma, Dr. Lumley?”

      The psychiatrist shrugged. “We return to the role of memory, don’t we?”

      “So, I need to let go of the events I remember?”

      “Not every memory in life is negative, is it?”

      “In a theoretical life, or are you asking me if there’s some sort of universal law similar to karmic balance?”

      “Is that what you believe—in karma?”

      “My grandfather was a pastor. I’ve heard about every parable there is in the Bible, and I’ve sat through more sermons than any child should ever have to experience.”

      “Are you equating Christianity with karma?”

      “No.” Vic toyed with a shoelace. “The Bible has a lot of contradictory messages. There’s a focus on redemption, but there’s also a pretty clear lack of forgiveness if you fail to follow a very specific path. I don’t see any balance in that. No punishment of the wicked and reward to the good. It’s there in the Old Testament, but it’s not a part of Christianity.”

      Dr. Lumley nodded. “Is that something you’ve attempted to do, reconcile this idea of redemption compared to the notion of karma?”

      For a moment, heat rushed through Vic, and it became hard to swallow or breathe, then the annoyance was gone. “I don’t know. How should I do that? How should I balance a church rescuing a pastor and his family as South Vietnam collapses while leaving behind most of the congregation with the North Vietnamese known to conduct thorough purges? Where’s the balance in my mother’s suicide leaving me in a house where I’m forever unwelcome?”

      The analyst continued to nod, but there was no answer offered.

      It was a signal, a message for Vic to continue. He didn’t need the signal. “People have shitty lives. I accept that. I still want to know, though: Why me? What sort of crime fits the punishment?”

      “That’s perfectly understandable.” Dr. Lumley glanced down at his notes. “You said you’ve managed to make a connection with your neighbor?”

      “I said hello to her. She’s…odd. I think she was a hippie before.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Not really.”

      “And since moving up here, you’ve reestablished contact with some of the people you knew from when you were on the police force previously?”

      “I’ve only lived in the Denver area for a little while before now.”

      “When you were on the police force?”

      “And at the academy. I have a friend who lives here, though. I knew him in the military.”

      “You’ve reconnected with him?”

      “We had a beer. I went by his place for a barbecue.”

      “Do you consider that a start?”

      That almost made Vic laugh. “He keeps trying to hook me up with his daughters. Him and his wife want their empty nest.”

      “Is that all he sees in you—someone to take one of his daughters off his hands?”

      “No. It’s just funny.”

      Seconds passed with the psychiatrist making barely audible noises as he furiously scribbled. “What about Raine?”

      There it was, like a hammer swung into the midsection. Vic held his breath, eased it out. “What about her?”

      “You said you wanted to find closure. Have you given further thought to it?”

      Tears stung Vic’s eyes. He drew in a long breath. “I’m not ready.”

      “But you said you felt clinging to her memory has been the greatest impediment to seeking out new relationships, didn’t you?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      The therapist leaned back in his chair. “Do you really believe she’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wasn’t your relationship strained? You’d had arguments, hadn’t you?”

      “She never gave up on me. She’s the one who found the evidence to free me.”

      “Is it possible you find it easier to think she’s dead than to accept that she might have left you?”

      “Raine would never leave me. I’ll…find her one day.”

      “Are you searching?”

      “When—” Vic had to hold his breath again. “When I’m ready.”

      Dr. Lumley made some more notes before setting his pen down. “Repairing has a start, but it doesn’t necessarily have a finish. I believe you might be ready for a start.”

      “Such as?”

      “You’ve made clear you’re not ready for extended contact with your grandparents. You’ve also reestablished connections with old friends and contacts. I believe this makes clear the comfort zone you operate within.”

      Even Vic could see that didn’t seem like a particularly large zone. “You have something in mind?”

      “With all that you’ve gone through, it’s understandable that you might be experiencing problems with empathy.”

      Who knew there would be an association between not trusting people and understanding their feelings? “I’ve been trying to expand. It’s hard.”

      “Of course. Rather than push yourself to the point of discomfort, why don’t we consider baby steps?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Instead of agonizing with reintegrating into society, perhaps a pet would be a good starting point.”

      “A…pet?”

      “People experiencing an empathy problem rarely connect with pets, but you shouldn’t be concerned. There are dogs inclined toward easy connections with their owners.”

      A dog? That hardly seemed a reasonable solution to the challenges Vic faced. What he needed was some sort of breakthrough, a way to get his emotional side to accept what his rational side understood: What had happened before wasn’t going to happen again. It couldn’t. He needed to accept that not everyone was out to get him, no matter how often it seemed they were.

      The psychiatrist put on the smile that signaled the session had concluded, then stood. “I look forward to seeing you next month. I hope you’ll consider my suggestion.”

      Vic stood, waited for balance to return, then stretched. “I’ll think about it.”

      Once he was safely nestled within his Land Rover, though, he knew that considering a pet would have to wait. Too much work remained for him in the weeks ahead. Starting a new life in Parker, Colorado, meant shutting down the one he’d lived in Pueblo, and that was no environment for a pet to step into.
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      Gray sunlight gave the morning the feel of deep winter. When Vic pulled into the commercial building parking lot, he almost expected to find snow piled up in the corners and salt sprinkled over sheets of ice. He’d had the heater on during the previous night’s drive, but he didn’t need anything more than the heated seat this morning.

      A younger version of him would’ve considered the Discovery decadent, an indulgence for the pampered. Life had beaten that sort of thinking out of him.

      He checked his watch and sipped on the Starbucks coffee. It was already cooling, the sharp, acidic bite of it flashing warning signs from his gut, but he needed the caffeine this morning.

      Travel only made things worse for his already fragile system.

      When his stomach cramped, he decided he’d had enough. He poured the last of the black fluid on the asphalt, shivering when a breeze cooled the interior of the SUV.

      Maybe he should’ve run the heater after all.

      For a moment, he could only stare at the backpack resting in the passenger-side foot well. He wouldn’t need the bag to do what he had to do now, but leaving it in the vehicle would be a serious challenge. Going anywhere without what was inside took trust he simply didn’t have—in people, in the system, in the universe.

      A chill worse than what the biting breeze could explain settled over him.

      There were no police around, only a mostly empty parking lot in front of a modest bank branch office. Nothing threatened him.

      He could do this.

      Assured, he pressed the backpack down, out of sight, climbed out, and closed the door. All four doors were locked, as was the hatch. With minutes to spare, he headed inside, mask set in place.

      His appointment was scheduled for an hour, but he stayed on task and his realtor had gone through all the drudgery for him. The paperwork was in order, and the areas requiring his signature or initials were clearly marked, allowing him to wrap in just over half the scheduled time.

      Standing outside again, he buttoned his denim jacket against the cool.

      Beside him, Becky Hughes shivered, a ghost with her pale skin and bleached-blond hair contrasted to his brown-gold skin and black hair. She’d sold him his house when he’d moved to Pueblo after release from prison and had now sold it for him. The smile on her plain, wrinkled face said that she was comfortable with herself if not the weather. The realtor zipped her pink quilted jacket shut as steam drifted out through her ruby-red painted lips. Far along the trail into midlife, weight had shifted cruelly on her frame so that she filled out tight-fitting polyester pants in the same way potatoes filled out a sack.

      Her hand went to his arm, squeezing. “Aren’t you freezing?”

      He shook his head. “I’m okay.”

      The makeup caked onto her face probably provided some protection, but she didn’t let it show, not with the way she shivered. “Did you give some thought about what I mentioned to you?”

      Vic cringed. “To be honest, I’ve never been a fan of real estate investments. That’s why I sold instead of rented.”

      “You don’t have to become a landlord. People flip property all the time.”

      “But the market has so many peaks and valleys.”

      “It can.” Her face tightened, then she tugged pamphlets out of the flap of the scuffed red leather attaché case. “You’re staying the night?”

      “A couple days. I wanted to say goodbye.”

      Some of the tension left her face. “Pueblo’s a beautiful place.”

      “It is.”

      She handed him the pamphlets. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      There were twelve of them, a mix of pastureland, commercial, and residential properties, some developed, others not. A quick scan turned him away from the developed commercial options. No one bought storefront properties to flip them. Maybe the relaxed, almost backward disposition of Pueblo made commercial properties viable, but everywhere else was suffering with occupancy even before COVID. So much was moving online, the need for a brick-and-mortar presence was dying.

      Vic wasn’t sure what it said about him that he didn’t miss interactions like this, but he did regret the passing of storefronts.

      He shoved the brochures into his pocket, smiled, and promised to consider some of the properties, knowing all the while that he probably wouldn’t do more than swing by one or two places for a quick look.

      Once Becky had huddled inside her shiny white Impala and pulled out of the parking lot, he got into his own vehicle and checked his backpack, pulling out the holster to be sure no one had made off with his SIG Sauer P365XL. The gun represented freedom and safety, protection against a repeat of what had brought him to this moment in the first place.

      His fingers went to the jacket where the heavy denim covered the scar that forever felt tender, as if the improvised knife that had torn through his flesh had only just been pulled out.

      Never again.

      For the next half hour, he cruised the streets of the city, driving through downtown, then taking a few minutes to enjoy the Arkansas River Walk before heading across Fountain Creek to give the suburbs on the east side a final look. There was something charming about the neatly gridded and well-maintained streets, the simple, unassuming houses. Even the few dead leaves sprinkled here and there spoke of just the right level of imperfection to make the place feel human and lived in.

      It was a little after noon and cooling by the time he returned to his Land Rover. The engine came to life with a rumble, and he was soon headed west on Highway 50, past Pueblo West and into open land with shallow washes and mostly dry creeks. Far back from the road, animals stood among scrub and dead grass.

      This place was nowhere near as dramatic and beautiful as Arizona, but it had the hints of the desert southwest. He had to squint, to use some imagination to see the beauty he’d become accustomed to, same as he would if he stumbled across an old girlfriend’s high school photo.

      Like he had with Raine once.

      He tapped his phone to life, brought up the Maps app, and set the device in its dashboard cradle, where a swipe and tap could activate a camera to record any interaction with law enforcement officers.

      Never again would he allow himself to trust the police.

      A female voice directed him to turn right in one mile, then counted down from a half to a quarter before ordering him to turn immediately.

      Not much light remained when he reached the address he’d previously stored, a sure sign along with the dropping temperature and rising wind that a storm was rolling in.

      Vic pulled the denim jacket tighter, then drew his holstered pistol out of the backpack before working tight leather gloves over his fingers.

      By the time he reached the fence line, his nose was running, but that didn’t worry him in the least. Out in the open like this, he didn’t need to wear his mask. There was a graceful solitude in this open space that a part of him relished. He could almost picture
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