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      Even though she’d been paddling across this calm part of the Rio Grande to Mexico for the past several weeks, Amanda Martin waited, holding her breath, listening for sounds other than the tinkling of the river.

      The nose of the canoe collided with the shore, and she checked the depth of the river with her paddle, convincing herself the murky water wouldn’t fill her rain boots.

      She pulled the boat into tall, bamboo-like weeds to camouflage it, the blades of leaves grasping her bare shoulders like the fingers of the dead. Despite the triple digit heat, goosebumps erupted on her arms.

      Amanda emerged and waded through sandy gravel lining the floor of the small canyon. The permanent shadow of the walls made her feel like she was ensconced in a womb, birthing her from the relative safety of far south Texas to the cartel-ruled northern Mexico. Unlike her actual birth and childhood, she was not the dutiful daughter who followed her parents’ rules without question.

      In this life, she was an orphan.

      Forced on her journey alone.

      Sunlight and heat welcomed her into Mexico. A man stood next to an old pickup, puffing on a cigarette. They exchanged no words; she pulled a faded, worn map from the back pocket of her shorts, pointed at a lone town sitting south of a field of black X’s and handed him several crumpled pesos.

      He nodded and tossed the stub of his cigarette.

      She hopped in the back of his truck, the sun-scorched metal scalding the back of her legs as she settled between an old woman with cataract-glazed eyes and a young couple, the girl clutching her pregnant belly and breathing through her mouth. Her eyes darted around the packed truck bed, looking to make contact with anyone who seemed perplexed by an American woman sneaking into an area where most people fled, but the lack of acknowledgment made her feel like a ghost.

      “The haystack is getting smaller, Josh,” Amanda murmured to the rumpled map in her hands before tilting her face to the sun.

      The gentle rocking of the old junker relaxed her as the tires dipped and rose on the rutted out dirt road like a ship meeting the waves at sea. Down, left, up. Right, up, down.

      Sleep was a luxury she could no longer afford, but with the heat, the rocking, the exhaustion, her eyelids made the impulse buy.

      The pickup lurched to a stop, jolting her awake. The young couple climbed over her. Everyone scooted around, spreading out and claiming more space before the driver shot forward again.

      They went further south. Away from the river, the landscape quickly dried out under the harsh sun. Meager farms fought the encroaching desert. A snaggletoothed windmill stood sentry over an abandoned farmhouse. Buzzards circled off in the desert and a few on the ground fought over a lump of clothes. Amanda tried to rip her gaze away from the savage scenery, but they were frozen, watching as scavengers devoured the last of someone’s brother, sister, father, child.

      Would my family find me in a similar state?

      She shuddered.

      The truck rumbled by a grove of graves. Crude crosses constructed with sticks and string, the last testaments of someone’s demise at the hand of the man who was the unofficial ruler of this part of Mexico.

      She’d slipped in and out of this territory many times. Each successful trip home was one step closer to getting caught. It was a risk worth taking to clear her name, and make Josh face the consequences for the crimes he’d framed her for.

      A knock on the back glass of the truck jolted her upright.

      “Gringa, I pick you up. One hour, okay?” The driver leaned out his open window.

      She didn’t know his name and he didn’t know hers. In an area ruled by drug cartels, anonymity sheltered everyone.

      “Muchas gracias.” Amanda hopped down, her sweaty feet sliding inside her rubber boots. Tennis shoes would’ve been so much more practical.

      With my luck I’d pick up one of those flesh-eating bacteria and waste away before finding Josh’s sorry ass.

      The town was small. Population seemed to be even smaller.

      Three young boys ran past her, a soccer ball bouncing between them and a skinny dog yelping in delight. It was easy to find her first stop. The gray-green bricks of the town’s Catholic Church stood out against the rust-brown landscape.

      Outside in the town, she was vulnerable, but crossing the threshold of the church she felt the safety of a lost child found by another mother. The panic was still there, but at a lower volume that allowed her to think.

      The air inside was markedly cooler, but a warm embrace wrapped around her as soon as she crossed herself. Incense tickled her nose. A soft rustling echoed through the cathedral.

      The priest must be preparing for Mass.

      She dropped pesos in the offering box, the clanging ricocheting off the walls. Kneeling in front of the candles, Amanda cleared her mind of all thoughts except the memory.

      Josh had been avoiding her, and this time she’d catch him cheating. His office was empty. The heavy wooden desk sat devoid of its usual stacks of files and papers, except for a lone manila folder.

      She flipped it open and her eyes grazed the boarding pass to El Paso. She squinted, wishing she had a few moments to flip through the rest of the folder before her boyfriend appeared in his doorway, and began his escape from the SEC.

      Her memory skipped ahead, to the image of Liz lying dead on the floor. But, her eyes never escaped that visual, as if it were a mental flogging for her part in Josh’s crimes, assaulting her.

      A year after parking outside a private investigator’s office in El Paso, Amanda returned to that night so often, scanning her brain for another detail from her last night in Chicago that would lead her to her ex.

      She hadn’t expected it to take so long to find him. Hadn’t expected to use the last of her stolen money to sneak into Mexico. Hadn’t expected thorns to pierce her heart every time she thought of David, the man she’d fallen in love with during a two-month stop in the small town of Phoenix, Texas.

      Like the Biblical Jonah, she could only run from the whale for so long. David had thrown her overboard so it was time to face her true purpose.

      Turning both Josh and herself in.

      Amanda brushed the tears from her cheeks before bowing her head, her lips moved along with her silent prayer.

      Please God, forgive me of my sins. Grant me strength to continue this mission. Give me wisdom and guidance to find him. Show me patience as I try to right all of my wrongs. I don’t deserve your protection, but please watch over me. And, David …

      She gnawed on her lower lip. There was so much more she wanted to say, but words would weaken what was in her heart. She mumbled through her prayer a second time, but the feeling of someone staring at her pierced her shoulder blades and her eyes flew open.

      “Amen,” she gasped, crossing herself and hurrying down the aisle and out of the church. Amanda headed for her second stop; the town bar.

      The few Spanish phrases she’d learned proved useful, but it was difficult to pick up more than a couple of words in each conversation. For all she knew, Josh could’ve been found weeks ago, if her language skills were stronger.

      “Hola, como esta?” she called to a man wiping down the bar. “Habla Ingles?”

      The man glared his answer.

      Damn, why can’t this just be easy?

      She pulled the picture of Josh from her pocket. It was getting soft around the edges and the paper was wavy from near-constant sweat. She cleared her throat, going over the words in her head before embarrassing herself. “Estoy buscando a este hombre.” Amanda slid the picture across the bar, but the man turned his back on her and busied himself with something that didn’t involve talking to an American woman with bad pronunciation.

      She tapped her finger on the bar, loud enough to remind him she was there but also to tick off a minute. “Señor, por favor, él es mi novio,” she said, picking her way through the words. She didn’t know how to say ‘scum-sucking ex-boyfriend’ in Spanish, so she just settled on his previous title.

      The bartender walked away and didn’t return.

      Amanda fumbled through the same exchange with a group of men clustered around a mechanic’s shop.

      These men actually took the time to listen to her and look at the picture, but their shaking heads indicated that she’d likely put another black X over this town.

      A blast of cool air from a rotating fan greeted her when she entered the supermercado. She paused at the open door of a cooler, holding her long hair off her neck, letting the sweat dry in chilling relief. A welcomed shiver rocked her body and she grabbed a bottle of mineral water and stood in line with a few pesos in hand.

      A pretty young woman smiled shyly at her under long dark lashes when it was her turn to check out.

      “Hola, como esta?” Amanda asked.

      “Bien,” the girl answered. “Y tu?”

      Hot, thirsty, frustrated, exhausted. Lonely.

      She unveiled one of her well-practiced-win-them-over smiles normally saved for grouchy investors or cynical media. “Bien.” She pulled the picture of Josh out and held it out to her. “Mi novio. ¿Él está aquí?”

      The young woman froze and sucked in a sharp breath before her gaze began flitting around the small market.

      “You know him. Por favor.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “Ayuadame.”

      The woman dropped change in Amanda’s hands and leaned forward. “You must not ask about him. Not here, not anywhere.” Her English was heavily accented.

      She grabbed the girl’s wrist, refusing to let go of the only lead for Josh. “Is he here? Have you seen him? Where can I find him?”

      “He works for Señor Vargas. You will not find.”

      Her heart sped up. Josh was real, alive, close.

      Mine.

      “No, please you don’t understand. I have to find him,” Amanda’s throat burned with desperate sobs. “Where can I find Vargas? Please anything.”

      The girl’s skin went cold in her grasp. “Go. Now.” She jerked her wrist back and her eyes darted toward a woman approaching the checkout.

      The cashier ended the conversation, but Amanda refused to move.

      An older woman nudged her out of the way and carried on her transaction.

      More questions stacked up on her tongue, waiting for a weak spot in the wall the girl constructed between them, but a tap on her shoulder made her jump.

      “You were not waiting.” Her driver stood before her, puffing on a fresh cigarette. “You do not want to be here after dark, gringa.”

      The back of the truck was empty during her early evening ride back. Amanda stretched her legs; her feet grew cold in the boots even though the heat of the day lingered.

      The name Vargas wasn’t new to Amanda, and it was the only lead that connected Josh with El Paso. As one of  her ex’s private clients, she knew nothing about him other than he was a VIP investor. Fear and elation curled around each other and settled in her stomach. The cashier’s reaction should steer her away, but finally, after weeks of marking X’s over Mexican villages, she circled the town she just visited with weary satisfaction.

      Here. He’s here.

      She relished her victory with two stabs and a slash of her pen, adding a smiley face in the circle.

      The sun hung low by the time her ride bumped along the dirt road back at the river. Her chauffeur leaned out of the window when she jumped out.

      “I’ll be back in two days,” he called.

      “I’ll be here. Muchas gracias.” Amanda couldn’t hide her excitement, as much as she tried to lower her voice and slow her words, her body betrayed her. It was high on hope, a drug she hadn’t had a hit of in a very long time.

      The girl might not have wanted to talk to her today, but she knew the power of pleasant persistence. She hadn’t traveled this far and lose everything—including David—to let Josh slip through her fingers again.

      He was hers.

      It didn’t matter who stood between them. They’d either get out of her way or get knocked down.

      She jogged back through the dark canyon, shadows so thick that she reached out in front of her to avoid running head first into a rock.

      On the other side, the gray twilight of evening settled over the calm river like a cool blanket. Her canoe waited where she’d left it. A quick check to make sure nothing with fangs, pinchers or poison stowed away, and Amanda pushed off the bank to paddle the fifteen strokes directly across the river.

      Eager to be back on U.S. soil with enough light to secure the boat in her Bronco, she hopped out a moment too soon and water rushed into her boots. Her shoulders tensed, she could feel tiny bacteria invading her pores. “Crap,” she mumbled, inhaling deeply to calm her nerves.

      With a hold on the canoe, she tugged it up the shore. At the sound of a click, she held her breath and paused, squinting into the near darkness.

      The only sound she heard was the lapping of the river. She took two more steps.

      Three other clicks assaulted the air and bright lights battered her eyes.

      “U.S. Border Patrol. Put your hands up.”

      The bow landed on her foot, causing a tidal wave of river water to splash her leg. Amanda shielded her eyes to try to see beyond the blinding light, but the command echoed.

      “Both hands up. Now.”

      “Shit.”
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      Amanda laid her head on the table but jerked upright as soon as her forehead hit the cold metal. How long had they had her in this room? Her butt tingled from the awkward angle of the uncomfortable chair and her toes were icicles inside her damp rain boots.

      This had to be some sort of police brutality.

      White-painted cinderblock walls stared back at her, neither foretelling her fate nor the time. She expected them to sweat answers out of her, but in south Texas, they employed air conditioning as the weapon of choice.

      Agent Burns, the man who’d barked orders at her and the younger men in his wake, walked into the room with two steaming Styrofoam cups and a folder tucked under his arm. “Thought you might like something to warm you up.” He set the cups on the table before taking the chair across from her. Burns scowled as he flipped open the folder to an empty page, seeming to take on the role of good cop and bad cop simultaneously. “See this piece of paper here?” he drawled, a pen poised in his right hand and his left stabbing down at the blank page. “This is how much information you’ve given us about yourself in the six hours since we brought you in.”

      Amanda crossed her arms and leaned back against the gray metal chair, commanding her body to suppress shivers from the cold. “It’s appropriate, considering you’ve told me nothing about why I’m here.”

      “Miss ...” His face hardened. “You see, right there we have a problem because you refuse to tell me your name. Miss whoever-the-hell-you-are, you are in no position to take an attitude with me.”

      “I’m not some criminal you can scare into compliance.” She shot up from the chair. Blood drained from her brain to fill the veins in her butt, clouding her vision with stars. “Unless I’m being charged, I’m going home.”

      “Well, I’m glad to know who you’re not.” Burns didn’t lift his eyes. “But if you don’t sit your ass down it won’t matter what your name is, you’ll just be an inmate number.”

      Amanda fell to her chair as her heart took the plunge on the first hill of a roller coaster, pulling G’s as it sped up around a curve.

      The agent was right.

      Sitting in a stark interrogation room loomed on her horizon like a jagged mountain, far enough away that it was always out of reach, but close enough to cast a shadow. Despite who she was before, who she became since and who she was today, in the end she would just be known as a number.

      Sneaking in and out of Mexico was the least of her crimes, but it would be the one to get her caught. Images of a gunman in Chicago and the dead bodies of her colleagues flickered behind Burns’ head, like another story trying to bleed into this one.

      The steam from the stale coffee in front of her wafted to her nose, but it smelled more like the acrid smell of burned flesh. In just a little more than a year, Amanda had lost everything.

      Her career, her family, even her new life in Phoenix and the love of a really good man. Losing her freedom while trying to find the person who caused the contagion of harm seemed fitting.

      “I see that got your attention.”

      “Do you interrogate everyone who canoes down the Rio Grande?”

      “We saw you come across it. It’s illegal to enter this country outside of a checkpoint.”

      “You found nothing in my canoe, right? Or, my car. It’s not what you think,” she said.

      “And, you carried no valid ID. Put yourself in my seat and tell me what you see.”

      Amanda took a long drink of her coffee, hoping the warmth of the bitter liquid would prevent her from outwardly blanching. Her purse, with her fake ID tucked inside, stayed home during her journeys into Mexico. If she were caught by the cartels, it’d be better for no one to know of her demise. Getting caught by the good guys had never figured into her equation.

      Burns leaned back and laced his fingers at the back of his head. His dark green eyes narrowed to study her. She could see his assessment of her in his face; a fair-skinned young woman, who despite her cheap tank top, worn cut-off jeans, and rubber rain boats carried herself like she was in control of a boardroom. Amanda didn’t fit his image of a strung-out junky crossing into Mexico for discount drugs. There was more to her story, and by the gleam in his eyes, he was eager to crack open the book.

      “My name’s Mandy,” she said. “I answered your question. Can I go, please?”

      His pen moved across the page and Burns looked up from under his dark brow. “Not quite. Now tell me why you were coming across the river rather than down it.”

      “I needed to use the bathroom and the weeds on the south shore offered more privacy than on the Texas side.”

      The officer expelled an I-don’t-get-paid-enough-for-this sigh, sat his pen down and stared her down. “Now, little lady, you and I both know that’s bullshit.” His face grew red and he stabbed the air with his pen. “You asked if you were under arrest, the answer is not yet, but I can damn sure make that happen.” He slapped the folder shut and his chair screeched as it scooted back against the linoleum floor.

      The whole room shook as he slammed the door behind him. Once he was out of the room, the strength in her shoulders melted and her forehead fell to the table in a clunk.

      “Good job, Martin,” she whispered as she gently beat her forehead on the metal. “One step forward, one landing-on-your-butt-in-jail backwards.”

      Six hours.

      That was how long they had her. Her landlord and boss, Elridge Calchera, would be sufficiently freaked out by now. And, had likely called Hank.

      Hank will turn fifty shades of red when he finds out.

      The thought of her private investigator’s reprimand launched another wave of head thumping. Intoxicated by impatience, Amanda had ignored Hank Snare’s repeated requests to leave the case to him. With each day that ticked by, she could feel Josh slipping further away, taking her resolve with him.

      She couldn’t lose her determination. Finding Josh was her only companion in life. Without it, all she had left was loneliness, fear and loss.

      Amanda sat up with a start as the heavy door flung open, blinking at the harsh fluorescent light glaring down at her.

      Burns filled the doorway, scowling, but relief relaxed the tense muscles around his eyes.

      Rubbing her eyes and stretching her arms in front of her did little to shake awake her groggy brain cells. The cinderblocks gave no indication how long she’d slept, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Well, Mandy,” the officer said, putting extra emphasis on her name as if he didn’t believe it was real. “This is your lucky day. Your uncle came to vouch for you.”

      She opened her mouth to ask who, but a yawn interfered, giving El a moment to peek around Burns’ broad shoulders. His white hair glowed like a halo against his weather-worn face and light brown eyes. Dressed in his uniform of a New York Dolls concert T-shirt older than she was, faded jeans with dusty boots and a tattered cowboy hat, he managed to straddle the fence between the hippies and cowboys that made up the meager population of Pardon Falls, Texas.

      “Uncle El,” she smiled at her boss and private investigator’s brother-in-law. “I bet you were worried sick.”

      Burns stepped aside. “Despite what my gut is telling me, you’re free to go.”

      “Oh, well that’s good news,” Amanda said, cutting her eyes to El. She scooped up her half empty cup of bad coffee. “Mind if I take this to go?”

      The Border Patrol agent led them down the hall toward a glass door. Daylight streamed in and she guessed that he was coming to the end of his shift, meaning whatever lies El had fed him, he’d greedily consumed.

      Maybe that’s what’s churning in his gut, settling for the easy answer rather than the right one. Amanda knew that feeling. She settled for it time after time when something felt wrong during her relationship with Josh Williams.

      The bitter aftertaste never fades.

      “Young lady, you can save us all a bunch of time and trouble if you’ll just tell us the truth,” Burns lectured as he walked them out. His voice was slower and heavier than earlier in the evening. Definitely coming to the end of his shift.

      She turned to the man to her left and cocked an eyebrow, but said nothing. El walked on, his long wiry frame moved easily despite the bow of his legs.

      “Oh you know how young ladies are these days,” her ‘uncle’s’ gravelly voice bounced off the walls. “So stubborn and headstrong, refusing to play the victim. Mandy didn’t want admit to doing something as stupid as leaving her purse in her unlocked car and having it stolen.”

      “Well, she needs to report it and get a replacement ID,” he said as he pushed the door open.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, smiling perhaps a bit too brightly as she brushed past him to her freedom. “I’ll do that today.” She followed El three steps into the parking lot before Burns spoke again.

      “Oh, Miss Snare,” he called.

      Amanda wasted no time turning to face him, even though the name belonged to her private investigator, not her. The look on Burns’ face displayed his disappointment at not catching her and El in a lie.

      “Yes, Agent Burns?”

      “Keep your head down. Someone else may not be quite as forgiving and understanding as me.”

      Even though he had to squint to look at her in the rising sun, she read what his eyes were telling her. Next time I catch you, I won’t be throwing you back in with the other fish.

      Amanda nodded and caught up with her boss as he waited by his old truck. “Snare?” she murmured under her breath as El pulled a cigar out of his shirt pocket.

      “We both know that Hank would’ve dropped you as a client if he didn’t think of you like a daughter. You’re a pain in the ass, but we keep you around for the entertainment value. Is government-bucks coffee really that good?”

      She shrugged and leaned against the tailgate next to him. “Fingerprints.”

      “Good girl. Mind if I have a few puffs before we get on the road, Chicago?”

      El was one of the few people who knew her true identity. His nickname of her hometown made her feel somewhat closer to the city she loved, the city she hasn’t been to in over a year since she’d escaped a vengeful investor’s wrath at her part of securities fraud that robbed him and many other clients of their savings.

      The nickname also reminded her of Liz, and the little boy growing up without a mother because of her. Amanda had taken a big risk in being honest with him, but at the same time it was refreshing to not lie.

      “Does Hank know?” she asked.

      “If he did do you think I’d be here alone?”

      “How did you know?”

      He exhaled, the white cigar smoke lingering in the air before dissipating. “When my darling niece didn’t come home last night, I called the sheriff to see if there had been any wrecks or abandoned cars reported. He said he caught wind of some Border Patrol agents thinking they busted a drug mule down at the river.” El paused to draw another lungful of smoke. “Did you think you can really sneak across the border in my old beat up canoe without me noticing? Hell, I figured that thing would have sunk on your first go with it.”

      She shuffled, toeing at a rock with her rubber boots. She’d been eyeing the upturned canoe perched on a couple of sawhorses at the back of El’s house since she’d moved into the casita behind him. Snatching it and launching it across to Mexico was a knee-jerk reaction to boredom. After that first quick trip across the Rio Grande, she’d made contacts and built up her confidence, convincing herself that this was the only way to find Josh without anyone else getting hurt. “If you knew, why didn’t you try to stop me?”

      “Because I’d rather have you half-heartedly sneak behind my back than put a lot of effort into it. I showed up here asking if my canoe-enthusiast, dingbat of a niece was around.” Smoke huffed out of his lungs as he laughed. “Hell, I think they were ready to get rid of you anyway.”

      They stood silently, watching the sun finish its ascent into the deep blue Texas sky.

      “I think I found him, El,” Amanda’s voice floated out like one of his plumes of cigar smoke. “A girl at a store there said he’s working for Vargas. I’m close. Really close.”

      He tossed the cigar and snubbed it with the toe of his boots before turning to face her. “Chicago, I get what you’re doing. But there is a reason Hank sent you here. You’re lucky the folks with the big guns last night were the good guys. Next time might not be the case.” He turned to the driver’s side of the truck.

      Amanda drummed her fingers on the top of the tailgate.

      The past year of her life was nothing more than purgatory.

      She couldn’t go forward to jail for her part in securities fraud, nor could she go backwards to Phoenix; to David, to a place where she’d finally felt at home before she’d turned the whole town against her with a misguided murder accusation of one of their own.

      Amanda hated herself for publicly calling Shiloh a murderer.

      “I’m tired, El,” she called to his back. “I’m so tired of waiting for something to happen.”

      He turned slightly and squinted at her. “An attitude like that and you won’t have to wait much longer. Get in. Just because you spent the night in lockup doesn’t mean you get out of working this afternoon.”

      Work. There was no way she could focus on pouring drinks and talking to customers at El’s bar. She needed to strategize, plan, prepare.

      What would it take to get Josh?

      A translator, for sure. Maybe she needed to bring a backpack, plan to spend a few days there rather than have to meet her curfew.

      Money. Whatever her next move, it would cost money. Something she didn’t have much of.

      Amanda stared out the passenger window like a petulant child as El pulled out of the parking spot. A rusty red Ford truck appeared on horizon to the right.

      Just the sight of it sent her back, back to before she ruined lives, before she felt the pull to solve a murder, back to a night when she got lost in a run and followed a handsome stranger home.

      He turned, moving away from the truck.

      Amanda twirled around in the seat, ignoring the seatbelt cutting into her throat. She wasn’t ready to let go of the mirage of David’s truck. She wasn’t ready to look at the road ahead of her.

      She wasn’t ready to let go of this past.
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      The mirror wasn’t as kind to Josh Williams as it once was. He leaned close, examining the roadmap of the last year etched on his face. The crow’s feet told of blinking away desert dust. Wrinkles on his forehead whispered worry about working for a drug cartel. A deep tan against his blond hair, the only feature he was proud of, boasted the cruelty of the Mexican sun.

      He slathered more perfumed moisturizer on his cheeks, wincing at the powerful jasmine scent. The men in Mexico weren’t so worried about their skin, and the cheap, chemical-perfumed goop from the women’s aisle at the supermercado produced whispers behind his back. He didn’t care. These were necessary steps to stave off aging until he returned to the U.S. and his dermatologist.

      If I ever get back.

      Josh wiped off excess cream with a tissue as his final month in Chicago haunted him. It’d been pure luck when he’d started banging a pretty young attorney from the local office of the SEC.

      “You’re not as bad as they say you are,” she’d said one night, just two weeks before it’d all gone down.

      They’d been curled up in bed and she got post-coital chattiness. It’d taken two more nights, including one evening with an expensive bottle of champagne and caviar, before he’d gotten the whole picture.

      Another team in the agency had investigated his father’s firm for securities fraud; they’d narrowed their focus on three people, Keith Cooper, Amanda Martin and him.

      The breakfast bell reverberating through the compound broke his thoughts. Instead of joining the other tenants on his employer’s hacienda, he crossed his room in three steps and fell into an overstuffed leather chair.

      Josh recalled Keith’s panic when he’d shared the news. “What the hell did you do?” Keith had screamed at him in an empty Chicago baseball field, his anger captured in puffs of white frost from his breath. “You and your dick caused all this.”

      “You should thank my dick for uncovering this or we’d be preparing ourselves for the federal pen,” Josh said. Maybe it was because he’d had time to process the news, or he had his escape plan in place, but he was glad he didn’t get as riled up.

      Keith paced for a few minutes, calming with each stride. “You’re right. How much time do we have?”

      “Less than two weeks.”

      “Does Amanda know?”

      “She’s clueless, as usual.”

      “Good, let’s keep it that way,” Keith said. “The less she knows, the less likely she’ll be able to bargain with prosecutors. What next?”

      “Well, depending on if you want to go to jail or not, I’d say we need to get out of the country. I’ve got something in the works for me, but it’s best we part ways.”

      The man nodded. “I’ve been moving money off-shore just in case. We’ve got some time to get a little bit out of our stock options before they freeze them. You need to stop using your credit cards, get as much cash as possible. Don’t tell me where you’re going. When we part ways, don’t try to reach out to me.”

      A second bell sounded outside his window.

      The meaning was clear; his employer had done a head count and realized someone was missing.

      Josh exhaled and ran his hands through his shoulder-length hair. He’d had only one haircut since his arrival and the man had buzzed it, even though he’d given him exact instructions to work around his hair’s wave. After that, he’d just let it grow. He’d cut it when, if, he got back to the States.

      His subtle plan for escape was still in its infancy, but so far no one, including his employer seemed to be the wiser. So much money flowed in from Vargas’ men that skimming a bit off here and there, and pocketing it could be explained as a simple rounding error.

      Josh hoped, as his meager savings built, so would Vargas’ trust in him. It’d only take a few trips into town alone for him to make contact with someone who could drive him to the border. A quick swim across the river and he’d be back in the States.

      His mind vacillated between believing he could pull it off and thinking he was crazy for even considering it. It’d worked once in Chicago, but that didn’t mean that lightning would strike twice. If it did, he might get burned this time.

      He replayed his final days in Chicago so many times that it felt like an old VHS tape starting to wear out with parts missing, and his mind fast forwarding through others.

      When Josh had called Vargas, he’d expected to pay for an overpriced fake passport and a too-expensive plane ticket to a tropical part of Mexico, where he would sip margaritas by the ocean while the SEC thing blew over.

      He’d barely had time to take in the city of El Paso after his plane landed before the van had pulled over and a black hood covered his head without an explanation from his escorts.

      No ocean breeze waited for him.

      “Thank God I didn’t bring Amanda into this,” he said to his shoes. Even though he’d cheated, manipulated and lied to her, he still felt something for her.

      Not love, at least not in the way she’d wanted. His final gift to her was a stack of cash he hoped she’d stashed in her purse, and a call to her friend, reporter Roland Burrows, with the tip that the SEC was about to indict her.

      At least she wasn’t in that building when the psycho attacked. Maybe she’s on some tropical island sipping cocktails.

      Josh laughed at the irony.

      A knock on his door ended the movie in his head. “Señor Williams.” A teenage boy entered. “Señor Vargas asked me to check on you.”

      “Sorry, Pedro. I got a late start,” he said, tightening his shoelaces to reinforce his tardiness. “I need to run back into town today. Any chance I could get a ride?”

      Gaining trust was like building a stock portfolio. Josh would need to make some calculated investments that would pay off in the long-term, to prepare for a riskier investment with what he hoped would yield a one-time return.

      His freedom.

      The boy blinked a few times, as if trying to decide which words to use.

      “I’m not sure if that is possible today, Señor. Señor Vargas asked to meet with you after breakfast,” Pedro paused and looked down at his feet. “I can run to town to pick up what you need.”

      Josh closed the door behind him, sighing. He’d traded one prison for another.
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      The ghost of David’s truck haunted her the entire drive back to her car.

      “Get some sleep, Chicago,” El shouted out his window. “You’re south of pleasant without it.”

      Amanda took a deep breath, hoping the extra oxygen would rejuvenate her. “Rental turnover today, I have to help Willa clean.”

      He gave her a long stare with brown eyes that held the faintest hint of oncoming cataracts. His lips twitched, eager to form words but not willing to let them go. “I worry about you, Mandy.” He broke eye contact to look out over the rolling sandy bank of the Rio Grande. “You nearly get arrested, you’re working yourself to the bone. Is it worth it?”

      It was a question she’d asked herself so many times, telling herself over and over that it was all going to be worth it.

      The question on someone else’s lips splintered her resolve. Amanda shouldn’t have run that day, when her friends were killed and office on fire. She should’ve stayed in Chicago to face whatever charges filed against her.

      Was she on a fool’s errand? Was she simply arm wrestling fate and starting to lose?

      She squared her shoulders and straightened her back, lifting her head to give herself that much needed jolt of I-can-do-this. Her resolve was splintered, not broken. “It’s the most important thing I’ve ever done.”

      El’s head bobbed a slow nod. “Well.” He popped open his door. “Least I can do is take the canoe back for you. Get moving, so you can get a nap in before you have to come in.”

      Heat poured out of her Bronco. She lowered the ragtop hoping that moving hot air would dry the sweat sliding down her temple, but the desert sun scorned down on her.

      The drive along the Rio Grande to Pardon Falls was her favorite. Breathtaking cliffs rose up with vertigo-inducing drops into the river. Cacti dotted the roadside, rewarding those who survived this hostile environment with flowers of orange, blue, red and yellow. They were coming to the end of the spring tourist season. A few more weeks and summer would bear down with bouts of rain breaking the monotony of triple-digit heat and wide blue skies.

      When Hank had first insisted Amanda move to Pardon Falls, she wondered how she’d survive the heat. She’d suffered through several Chicago heat waves, but it was different in the south Texas desert. It enveloped a person, latched on in early June and wrapped its searing fingers around her neck, threatening to suffocate until winter scared it away.

      South of town, she pulled off the highway and followed a dirt road up to the top of a ridge. The adobe rental house was the local monstrosity. Built to serve as the roughing-it home of a wealthy oil baron several years ago, it’d ended up with an ex-wife who rented it out to vacationers.

      Willa’s dusty sedan sat parallel to the front of the house, the back bumper inches from the garage wall. The dashboard clock mocked Amanda for being a half hour late.

      “About damn time you showed up.” The woman shoved a pail of dirty water in her direction.

      “Sorry, Willa.” Amanda pulled her hair up in a bun. “If I told you why, you’d think I was lying.”

      Willa hitched her hand on her hip and glared. She fell to the hippie side of the Pardon Falls population. Her long hair was matted into dreadlocks, a gold ring snuggled one nostril. Although she was only a couple years older than Amanda, lines across her forehead tattled on too much sun and not enough sunscreen.

      “We have three hours to get this whole house ready. If I have to call in extra help, it comes from your pocket.”

      “I’ll clean all the bathrooms.”

      Willa dropped the empty pail and threw her arms around Amanda’s neck. “Thank you! This is why I love you.” She laughed, her earlier scorn gone. “Because the bathrooms are disgusting.”

      She grabbed her cleaning kit from the back of Willa’s car and set off to work. Cleaning was not only extra income, but free therapy as well. Some days she needed an abundance of both.

      The plastic gloves stung when Amanda snapped them into place, but her whole body relaxed, as if sinking into a therapist’s couch. She swept, scrubbed and shined, barely processing the dirt and grime. She wanted to think about Josh, to punish him through the dirty bathroom, but David kept getting in her way.

      When she first left Phoenix she’d dialed his number so many times that punching the numbers served as the connection she needed. Amanda didn’t dare save his number in her cellphone.

      Doing that would rob her of that ritual. But she never hit send. She couldn’t. What would she say to him?

      I’m so sorry I left. It was for the best. You didn’t expect me to stick around after the whole Shiloh thing, did you?

      She rocked back on her heels and surveyed the tile floor in the first of the four bathrooms. No dirt, no bugs, no hair. A crime scene investigator would be impressed.

      Willa was on the other side of the house, singing along to Madonna. Her friend’s voice rivaled the Material Girl’s, but it would stay hidden away in this dusty little corner of Texas.

      The second bathroom was going to take more work. A lot more.

      Amanda stepped into the soiled room. Mud streaked the shower doors. At least, she hoped it was mud. Murky lines smudged across the mirror.

      She opened the lid to the toilet and stumbled back out of the room, gasping for air as if she’d been submerged.

      This was the perfect room for Josh.

      A couple of hours south on a bumpy road and she’d be back in that town, talking to that cashier. The girl knew more. Amanda could draw it out of her. There had to be something the girl needed, wanted.

      She focused on her favorite fantasy to distract herself. A chagrined Josh, his head hung so low she could only make eye contact with his blond waves. Hands locked behind his back. She even sometimes imagined his feet shackled, but that was a bit extreme.

      A girl can dream.

      The realization of the fantasy came with a steep price, her own arrest.

      Amanda flushed away the first layer of grime and set to scrubbing the deeper stains, those that coated her heart with regret. If she’d never fallen for Josh’s charms, would she have still gotten caught up in his fraud? Or would she have been one of the innocent shot that day? Would she have been eulogized as a nice girl who fell under Josh’s thrall like so many other women?

      So many times she was a breath away from breaking up because of his infidelity, but she’d feared who she would have been without Josh.

      Now she knew.

      Without Josh, Amanda wouldn’t have ruined so many lives in Phoenix; those like Dugan who’d blindly walked into a crumbling stock market, or like Shiloh who didn’t ask to be publicly humiliated.

      Or, David ...

      Amanda looked up at the ceiling. The noxious fumes made her eyes water, but she refused to let them turn into tears.

      It always circled back to David.

      She needed to break herself of the habit of dialing his number.

      Tomorrow. I’ll start tomorrow.

      She studied the soiled paper towels in her hands. Without Josh, she wouldn’t have gone from being a public relations executive to scrubbing toilets. More stinging pierced her eyes.

      “It’s almost breathable in here.” Willa appeared in the doorway behind her. “Come on, let’s take a break and see what goodies they left in the kitchen.”

      As if by suggestion alone, her stomach grumbled. She followed her friend through the expansive house, glancing out the huge windows. A wispy haze hung over the top of the mountains. Scattered puffy clouds cast shadows over the desert floor, cooling the cacti and trees for just a brief moment before floating away.

      The town of Pardon Falls sat on a parallel mesa. If she squinted, she could make out El’s bar. The turquoise adobe building looked like a piece of the fallen sky.

      “It never gets old,” Amanda sighed.

      “Why do you think I’m still here?” Willa spoke into the refrigerator. “So we have cheap beer and Fig Newtons.”

      “No wonder the bathroom was destroyed.” She perched herself on the counter and chewed on a cookie.

      “You left me hanging long enough,” her friend said through a mouthful. “Sorry I snapped. I was worried.”

      She let her mouth drop open and released a theatric gasp. “You like me?”

      Willa laughed and threw a dirty dishtowel at her. “Any other person, I’d assume you were sleeping one off, but since you won’t even drink free, bad beer... Want to talk about it?”

      Amanda popped another Fig Newton in her mouth to avoid a quick answer. Her friend never asked many questions, and she never volunteered much information.

      Everyone had a story in Pardon Falls. Some were more interesting than others, but like politics and religion, it was generally avoided in polite company.

      “Remember that guy I was looking for? The one I thought was in Mexico?” She waited for Willa’s nod before continuing. “I think I found him, but since I didn’t go through official means to visit Mexico, I got busted coming back in last night. Spent the evening with Border Patrol before El saved me.”

      A high-pitched yelp escaped the woman’s lips and her eyes crinkled shut. “You’re kidding? You just earned some serious street cred, my friend.”

      Amanda begged her face to smile and her lungs to join in the laugh, but the stony muscles disobeyed.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” Willa asked once her laughter passed.

      “There’s always more,” she answered, gazing back at the mountains. “Do you mind if I run outside? I need to make a quick call.”

      “Sure, best cell service in town. I was going to make a couple of calls before I left, too.”

      Her phone hid in her glove box, turned off and rarely used. Living in Pardon Falls was like living in the 1980s. There were only a few spots that had reliable cell phone coverage. It wasn’t uncommon to see a local pulled over on the side of the road on the phone, taking advantage of precious signal bars.

      Amanda’s hands shook when the little black device woke up. The tone of the buttons was deafening in the silence of the desert. She made it halfway through David’s number and erased it. What would she say?

      I’m sorry. The best two words she could start with.

      Forgive me. She meant it with every ounce of her being.

      I need you. Her heart stuttered at the thought of seeing him again.

      She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths. “I can do this. People make calls all the time. It’s like ordering a pizza.”

      The numbers appeared on the screen easily this time. Her thumb only hesitated over the send button for a moment before the word “Calling” appeared. With the phone to her ear, she held her breath.

      “The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service. Please check the number and try again.”

      “What?” Amanda asked the phone, but the message only repeated itself. She dialed again. She’d probably just messed up, but... then the same message.

      She held the phone over her head, but the number of bars never moved. Her fingers had been dialing this number weekly since she’d left; it was a number she had committed to heart in Phoenix.

      A number she knew almost as well as David’s face.

      She dug through her glove box for an old reporter’s notebook and flipped through the pages. An automated voice told her David’s home number was disconnected, too.

      Panic swelled in her chest. He couldn’t be gone.

      It took three tries to call the Phoenix Police Department. Her fingers trembled so violently she had to back up and start over a few times. A cry shot up her throat, but she swallowed it down.

      “Phoenix Police Department, how can I direct your call?”

      She could see the 9-1-1 operator sitting there with a magazine in her hands.

      “Captain.” The word came out in a watery whisper. Amanda cleared her throat and started over. “Captain David Stephens, please.”

      The woman paused so long, she looked at the phone to make sure she hadn’t lost the connection. “Hello?” she asked.

      “He no longer works here.” A cold, steel edge came over the woman’s voice.

      Pain and disbelief danced together, but let denial cut in. No. The word repeated in her head. Was it coming out of her mouth, too?

      “Do you know – do you know where I can find him?”

      “He’s gone. Left town and didn’t tell anyone where to find him.”

      The phone dropped out of Amanda’s hand and her knees hit the hard dirt.

      She was alone.

      Utterly, completely alone.
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