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To TEE—

My thanks for your impeccable sense of the
language, your kind words and support ... may ellipses and dashes
always give you pause.




Chapter One

 


 


The sharp crack of sound didn’t register,
hushed as it was in the whoosh of hot air being pumped into the
balloon’s envelope. Even when the balloon faltered some two hundred
feet above the bridge and began its lopsided, rapid descent into
the high voltage wires, its importance eluded her. She didn’t
scream. She simply dropped the camera and clung to the bridge as
the gondola burst into flames.

Then the basket broke free. Strips of flaming
yellow and red nylon fluttered in the air; the embroidered logo,
the Five O’Clock Shadow, flapped crazily before the gondola
slipped between the wires and fell heavily the last seventy feet to
thud against a sandbar in the middle of the Rio Grande.

She started running, around the edge of the
concrete embankment, down the dirt road, and out into the knee-high
water. She scrambled across one sandbar and slipped back into the
paralyzing cold of the river.

She screamed for Randy, screamed his name
over and over, crying, choking on the words. Then she stumbled and
slipped under the surface of the freezing water, clawed her way
upright, tried to stand and lean into the current, make her body
move forward, make her arms and legs carry her in the stultifying
numbness toward the gondola.

And that’s when she saw the apparition. For
lack of any better word, that’s what he appeared to be. A child,
wearing a man’s white t-shirt and Randy’s jean jacket, tumbled from
the gondola, not fifteen feet in front of her, stood, watched as
she splashed through the water toward him, and then ran. Barefoot,
bare-ass naked, small brown limbs seemingly oblivious to the
temperature as he entered the water, he floundered, drifted a
moment then got his footing. Without looking back, he reached the
opposite bank and disappeared into the thick brush that even in
November instantly swallowed him up.

But she had no time to wonder how he had
gotten there; he hadn’t been at the launching some forty-five
minutes earlier. She pushed the image from her consciousness and
stepped over the body of the pilot, his eyes open but unseeing, a
round almost bloodless hole opened in the middle of his forehead
and the back of his head obliterated. She swallowed and tried not
to step on the bits of pulp that had ten minutes ago made up a
reasoning human being.

No, she had to stop. She couldn’t allow
herself to think, not yet, not until she knew. Knew for a fact. She
took a deep breath, fell to the sand and crawled forward to look
into the charred basket. Without a sound she simply rocked back on
her knees.

She didn’t need to prod the twisted body in
the bottom of the gondola. Randy was dead. Her husband of six days,
her life, her dream. And the only thought that sifted to the
surface, allowed itself to break through the swirling confusion,
the near massive blackout of thought, was something about hyphens.
She wouldn’t need to worry about hyphens. Pauly Caton hadn’t been
McIntyre long enough to even tack the name onto hers.

That’s the way the paramedics found her,
rocking back and forth, sitting in the crusty, frosty sand hugging
her knees and muttering about hyphens. The paramedic who helped her
up thought she had been a passenger, too, and it was a confused
couple minutes before she could convince him otherwise.

“You’re freezing.” The man wrapped a blanket
around her shoulders before adding, “You’ve got to get out of those
wet clothes.”

“I’ll be fine.” But her teeth were chattering
so loudly she didn’t think he’d understood her. The bone-chilling
cold of the New Mexico dawn had numbed her senses. She slipped off
her stocking cap, shook her damp hair, tightened the rubber band
around the thick wad of auburn curls and stuffed the mass back
under the knit dome. She started back toward Randy but the man
stopped her.

“Why don’t you wait here by me?”

“Broken neck,” called out a man who knelt by
Randy. “Impact of the fall.”

She didn’t comment, just sucked in her bottom
lip and bit down hard. This couldn’t be happening. It was a dream.
Any minute now she’d awaken.

She turned to the man beside her but he was
gone, helping two other paramedics bring a stretcher out to the
sandbar. The three of them lifted Randy, strapped him down and
without extending the collapsible metal legs, carried him back
through the water and up the sloping bank.

“I want to ride with him.” She splashed
behind them. “Please, I’m his wife. I have to be with him.” Her
voice didn’t sound like hers as she frantically clutched at the
blanket that had been pulled over Randy’s face.

Finally one attendant shrugged and motioned
her forward, then helped her step into the back of the ambulance
and squeeze in beside the stretcher. He gave her another blanket to
wrap around her legs, then slammed the doors shut. She had fifteen
minutes to say her goodbyes and make the most important decision of
her brief married life.

It came to her in a rush. What she wanted,
no, what she had to do. She knew the hopes and dreams of
this man so well. This man who at forty-one felt life slipping
away. Three months ago he had said, “I need to get married.” And
she had retorted, “I think that’s my line.”

They laughed and he fell over himself trying
to explain what he meant, but she thought she knew. She understood
the loneliness, the sudden realization that life was whizzing by,
and he was a non-participant when it came to feelings and sharing
emotions with one special person. There was no family of his own.
No little McIntyres. No feeling of belonging.

And now the least she could do would be to
have his baby. She’d read about it somewhere how sperm could be
harvested after death, how they stayed viable some twenty-four to
forty eight hours after the death of the host, but the sooner the
better. She would meet with the doctors when they brought him in,
sign the papers, oversee the procedure. There would be a life born
out of all this sadness, the sadness she couldn’t allow herself to
dwell on. The time for mourning would come, but not now. Now she
had to remain brave, direct this one last operation, make certain
Randy’s wish would come true.

She gently pulled back the edge of the
blanket covering his body. His face was bruised and scraped. She
caught her breath but knelt and promised, whispered that a Jonathan
or Zoe would carry on the McIntyre name. She would do that much for
him, this man who had been her life for such a short time. But
there were no tears. When the ambulance pulled up at the emergency
entrance, she emerged dry-eyed and didn’t flinch when the driver
referred to Randy as a DOA.

She calmly walked beside the body and spoke
with the nurse at the desk who said she’d get someone who could
answer her questions. Another nurse offered to dry her clothes and
Pauly followed her to a large room partitioned by drapes on
circular metal pipes and exchanged two layers of soggy sweaters and
wet jeans for a crisp hospital gown. As an afterthought she pulled
off the stocking cap and tossed it on top of the pile, then
absently rubbed her forehead where the wool-blend cap had raised
welts. Randy had teased that she looked like a cone head but she
hadn’t noticed any fashion plates among the balloon crew.

She heard the attendants wheel Randy’s body
into an adjoining cubicle discreetly screened from view. And within
minutes Dr. Marsh bounded into the room. He was sympathetic and
honest and hopped up to sit on the bed beside her. They had done
this particular operation just once before, but with positive
results, the baby had been an eight-pound boy. He understood her
concerns, agreed with her that it made perfect sense. He added that
he knew from talking with her that would be exactly what Randy
would have wanted. He offered to put her in touch with the
appropriate medical personnel when the time came for the
insemination.

Then he patted her arm, told her she could
stay in the cubicle but to try and rest. He insisted she put her
feet up on the bed and lean back; he would prescribe something if
she wanted, a relaxant, but she declined. Then with another
reassuring pat, he rose to go, saying he’d have the urologist and a
lab technician down in just a few minutes and that they would have
the paperwork with them. She could take care of the formalities
then. He offered his condolences, again championed her decision,
and left.

Pauly took a deep breath and looked at her
watch. Only eight-twenty. Hadn’t she just lived through a century
of time?

She leaned back against the paper-covered
pillow and tucked bare feet under a cotton blanket and marveled at
the starched cleanliness of the bed. Her thoughts tried to stray to
the bridge, the shot. Abruptly she fought to bring her mind back to
what was in front of her ... what she was going to do: create a
living monument to the man that she loved.

Finally, she closed her eyes and pressed the
heels of her hands against her temples. She applied a steady
pressure and consciously made herself breathe in and out evenly.
Better. She let her hands drop to her sides and tried to picture
babies, some in blue, some in pink, all with curly blond hair and
Randy’s eyes. Then a dark-haired child in a t-shirt and jean jacket
floated across her vision, naked, cold, frantic with fear as he
splashed through the water running from her.

She sat up. Someone had entered the cubicle
where Randy waited. She wasn’t going to join them in a gaping gown,
but she relaxed knowing that soon a specimen would be in the
freezer and the next decision would be when to activate it. And
that was a good question. Did she want to be pregnant in the summer
or carry the child over the winter? Odd that it was going to be her
choice, dictated by science, not chance. She heard the sound of a
razor. Prepping. Of course, she hadn’t thought but they would need
the area to be sterile. There was the sound of something being
dropped in a metal tray. There must be two people working on Randy,
but hadn’t Dr. Marsh mentioned a urologist and a technician?

One person was humming but not a tune she
recognized. It had the disjointed atonal quality of an attempt to
recreate a classical masterpiece. Still, it was comforting.
Suddenly there was silence, then the clang of metal hitting metal
and an exasperated, “God damn it, is this some kind of joke?”

Pauly heard the pop of latex. Was the doctor
taking off his gloves? Why was he stopping?

“This cowboy’s been shooting blanks for
years.” There was no missing the disgust in his voice.

Blanks? What was he talking about? Pauly
quickly stood and wrenched the curtain aside in a clattering of
C-rings against metal pipe. The two male attendants looked shocked
to see her, but one managed to stammer, “Wife?” and point her
way.

Pauly nodded but simply said, “What do you
mean by blanks?”

“Vasectomy,” the gloveless one offered,
obviously the urologist from his authoritative stance.

“I don’t believe you. That can’t be
true.”

“Listen, I don’t know what illusions you’ve
been under but we’re not talking fresh scars and the vas deferens …
Ed, pull one of those out again.”

“Pull what out?” Pauly asked. They weren’t
making sense.

“Come here.” The doctor stepped up beside the
corpse and motioned her to join him. The technician moved to the
opposite side of the table, picked up what looked like a stainless
steel crochet needle that was hooked at one end, and bent over the
body.

Pauly forced herself to watch the procedure.
Randy’s head was covered, green drapes reached to his waist, then
there was a gap and a green drape covered him from the knees down.
The genital area was shaved clear and his penis had been pulled
upwards and taped to the stomach. Something labeled a “hot-sac” had
been pushed between his legs and propped up the scrotum. A syringe
with flexible needle was in a metal tray beside the table. It would
have been easy to disassociate in this brightly lighted, scrubbed
clean, surreal environment, but her singlemindedness of purpose
kept her focused.

The man on the right, still in latex gloves,
tore free the swath of tape across Randy’s stomach, tugged the
penis farther up, re-taped it and stretched the mottled skin
underneath to show a recent surgical cut.

“That’s my original incision. Now watch. Ed
will find the vasa deferentia—the deferent ducts of the
testicles that transport sperm from the epididymis to the penis. In
just a second, my comment about ‘blanks’ will be crystal
clear.”

With the small hooked instrument, Ed dipped
into the opening and fished for a moment before snagging what he
was looking for. He brought the end of a thin, stringy
spaghetti-like tube through the incision, and attached a clamp to
keep it from reentering the body.

“Vas deferens. And as my aunt would say, this
guy’s been snippled.” Ed, whoever he was, sounded proud of himself
and quickly had a matching limp duct clamped and waiting for
inspection on the right side.

Pauly just stared. The end of the tiny piece
of human flesh had been cut, tied-off, or cauterized in some way;
she wasn’t certain what they did, but the urologist was rattling on
about how the separation was manmade. He guessed it was a number of
years old, which meant they could test, but it was almost assured
that there would be a problem finding healthy, viable sperm, enough
to get the job done anyway.

She didn’t fight the numbness that spread
over her body, kept her from forming words to comment on the
urologist’s findings. How could she comment? What was there to say?
Randy had chosen to have a vasectomy sometime in the past, sometime
before her, but had led her to believe there would be babies, as
many as they wanted.

It was becoming difficult to collect her
thoughts, to truly assimilate what was in front of her. This proof
of deception, an ugly twisted lie that could change her feelings
for him forever … and why? What did he have to gain by this
colossal lie? A lie that could have torn them apart, ruined their
relationship … was doing just that, right now.

“This isn’t my husband.”

Pauly knew she sounded irrational the moment
the words left her mouth in a strangled rush of sound. But she
couldn’t help herself. This lie was beyond comprehension.

She pushed past both of them and jerked back
the green tarp that covered the head of this poor unfortunate,
sterile man. But it was Randy. Her husband, Randy, sallow skin
pockmarked with blue bruising, mouth twisted in pain … She clutched
the edge of the table, doubled over with nausea, and sank to the
floor as blackness choked in around her and robbed her of
breath.


Chapter Two

 


 


“No.”

“No, you don’t know? No, you don’t want to
help us?” The detective was leaning over her and the tone of his
voice had the edge of exasperation as it filled the sparsely
furnished, stark white room. “You were in shock, could it have been
possible that this strange child in white robes—”

“A man’s white t-shirt.” She accentuated her
enunciation, punctuated each word with aspirated pauses. She wasn’t
crazy.

She had reported what she’d seen, but the
sigh from her interrogator said he thought she was bonkers. And
probably his pal did too—the one standing by her hospital window,
which looked out onto Montgomery Boulevard from Heights
Psychiatric. So, maybe these guys weren’t the only ones who thought
she was … how did her chart read, “possibly dangerous to self”?
When instead, she was simply a twenty-eight-year-old widow trying
to figure out why the accident, only it wasn’t an accident, had
happened. One week ago.

She didn’t realize she was crying until she
heard one of the detectives whisper, “Should we get someone?”

“No.” She willed her voice to sound strong.
They were here to help, and she had to know. Some of the pain was
slowly being replaced by an insatiable curiosity. And instead of
killing the cat, her curiosity just might make her well, help her
have a reason to get out of there.

She pulled herself up straighter and reached
for a box of Kleenex on the metal nightstand. She took an elaborate
minute to dab at her eyes, usually her best feature. Large, warm
brown, wide set under naturally arching brows, they now oozed along
with her nose, a roughed-up red blotch in the middle of an
otherwise pale cream complexion. She had to stop crying. But as
many times as she admonished herself to “get a grip,” she’d slip
back into a little “poor me.” She took a deep breath and smoothed
the light blanket over her legs and hugged a pillow to her chest
before she gave him her attention again. He waited, watching her
every move.

“Was the child a boy or a girl?” he
asked.

“I don’t know. “ She laughed
self-consciously. “I couldn’t tell … the features seemed
androgynous, just those of a curly headed kid, maybe seven or
eight, nine, I don’t know. Probably, a boy, if I had to guess. I
think I thought it was a boy at the time.”

“But you’re not sure.”

“No.” She could close her eyes and see the
child clearly, his or her face registering horror, then wide-eyed
fear as Pauly approached.

“And you had never seen this child before?
Not at the launch site?”

“No. I would swear that the child ended up in
the gondola later. He wasn’t there when they took off.”

“Why weren’t you flying with them?”

Pauly paused. What was this? Some sort of
accusation? “I’m afraid of heights. My knees bang together just
thinking about the rim of the Grand Canyon.” The man stared, then
turned over a page in his notebook. Did he expect her to say more?
“I was the photographer,” she finished lamely.

“If you were afraid of heights, why did you
arrange such a flight for your husband?”

“The flight was a gift.” Pauly thought with a
smile of how thrilled Randy had been. He’d been a pest, bugged the
balloon crew mercilessly with a hundred questions about how things
worked. But that was the engineer in him, the inquiring mind. And
the crew indulged him, explained burners and ropes and flight
patterns.

“Who was the gift from?”

“My grandmother. The gift was one of the
reasons we honeymooned in New Mexico. Randy was starting a project
the end of the month. It seemed easier to stay home.”

“And this project? Do you know what it
involved?”

“Randy is … Randy … was an hydrologist.” She
paused just a second to see if he would ask her what that was. He
had seemed to hesitate over the spelling. “The contract was funded
by the federal government. There’s been a lot of talk about New
Mexico selling water to neighboring states in the future. Randy was
to have assessed the Rio Grande and its tributaries to see if,
combined with the aquifers around Albuquerque, that would be
possible.”

“In this state that could get a little
dicey.” The cop by the window threw in. Pauly glanced over her
shoulder. God, he was cute. But that didn’t seem an appropriate
thought for a widow. She cleared her throat.

“It’s controversial, of course. Randy called
it a ‘political hot potato.’ He would have checked on toxic waste,
equal distribution of resources, things like that. Toes would have
gotten stepped on.”

“Were you familiar with the flight plan?”

“What?” The abrupt change of subject caught
her off guard. “Did you know the route that the balloon would
take?”

“Only that they would fly from the West Mesa,
along the Rio Grande river, and touch down somewhere three or four
miles south. Buffalo Corner, I think. The pilot had promised Randy
a little splash and dash. That’s where they go up and down quickly,
skimming the gondola across the water.”

“Yes, I know. Did you have an unobstructed
view of the balloon from its point of ascent to when they reached
the Alameda bridge?”

“No, of course not.” Pauly paused. She
couldn’t keep the exasperation out of her voice; it was like
explaining something to children. “I got into my car and went
directly to the Alameda bridge to set up for pictures. I stopped by
Grams—my grandmother lives just a mile from the bridge—to see if
she’d like to watch. That took approximately twenty minutes, then
it took another twenty or so before the balloon came back into view
as it followed the river and floated toward the bridge.”

She paused to take a breath. “Have you asked
the crew these questions? The company’s name is Mesa Landings. I’d
think they would be the ones who could help you.”

“We’ve questioned the crew. No one saw a
child.”

“That doesn’t mean a child didn’t exist. He
could have jumped into the gondola while they were playing splash
and dash. The pilot had been skipping along the sandbars for a good
fifteen minutes before I started taking pictures. Maybe, the child
had been stranded in the middle of the river on a sandbar and when
they dropped down, he jumped in.”

The detective looked at her. “Not wearing any
clothing at six o’clock on a Sunday morning?”

She had to admit it didn’t make sense, but
she didn’t have another explanation.

“Do you feel up to going over your
pictures?”

She hadn’t noticed the stacks of eight and a
half by eleven glossy photos on the table in the corner. They had
been enlarged, probably to show detail, which meant they might have
found something. She slid out of bed, glad that there wasn’t a
mirror to show her the tangled, clumped mess of her hair that she
could feel clinging to her head. She pulled the night shirt below
her knees but not before she saw the detective by the window give
her legs an appreciative once-over.

“You’re on duty and they’re off limits.” She
lowered her voice just above a whisper and smiled sweetly then
watched the red creep up his neck before she pulled a chair out
from the table and sat down. The first hint of the old Pauly. Maybe
she was going to be all right.

And then she heard her breath coming in
thick, short gasps. There in front of her was a pictorial
reenactment of the murder, murder and death by coincidence … frame
by frame. The brutal death of her husband because Randy had been in
the wrong place at the wrong time … but, maybe, so was the
pilot?

“I don’t think I can do this. I don’t think
I’m ready.”

She had pushed back from the table but was
clutching the edge, steadying herself, staring at the glossy muddy
brown river in sharp contrast to the glossy yellow and red balloon
and the glossy brittle trees. The starkness drew her back and
something else.

Death was hidden somewhere in those trees.
What if someone had been stalking them? Hidden from view at the
launch site, tailing her in a car, adjusting the sights of a
long-range weapon, aiming it at…

“There. What do you see?” The detective
leaned close as he separated one photo from the rest. Clean-shaven,
Aqua Velva fresh, fortyish, intent on noting her reaction, his gray
eyes swept her face.

The man at the window had moved to stand
behind her. He was younger, still in his twenties somewhere, with a
hard muscled physique and trim-fitting uniform. Maybe he was still
in training; he hadn’t added much to the discussion so far. The
detective in front of her was pointing to something, a blur of
black roundness, just a knobby protrusion high up in an ancient
cottonwood at the river’s edge, the tree’s sparse fall foliage not
quite concealing him.

“Try this shot.” He rummaged through the
stack before finding just the one he wanted.

Pauly gasped. In the enlarged photo she was
staring into the round eye holes of a dark ski mask and could see
the outline of a long-barreled weapon. “Sort of rules out kids
trying to scare up a rabbit with a .22, doesn’t it?” she said.

The detective looked at her, tight-lipped, no
hint of a smile. She wanted to scream, “It’s a joke,” but she
didn’t. She just sat there waiting for someone to say something.
The man in back of her shifted his weight from one foot to the
other.

“We’re talking SWAT team accuracy. Must have
shot the pilot just as he was ascending full throttle. Here, at the
corner of this photo, is a flash. Then you’re concentrating on the
balloon, and I think that’s the last picture we have of the perp.”
He quickly looked through the stack in front of her. “Yeah, that’s
it.”

“But no kid?” The question came from the man
standing behind her. At least he was allowed to speak once in
awhile. Pauly didn’t turn to look at him.

“Nada,” his pal answered.

At any other time, she would have been
impressed with her photography. The shots had good light, good
framing. Pauly picked out five enlarged photos of the gondola when
it was twenty, then thirty, feet above her and scrutinized each.
The detectives were right. There was no hint of a child. The pilot
was obscured from view, but Randy was leaning over the side, waving
at her, something in his hand, possibly a helmet?

Yes, he was holding a helmet. Would it have
helped if it had been on his head? She didn’t think so because the
next series of photos showed the explosion. She couldn’t even
remember taking those pictures. A knot of pain constricted her
chest. She shuffled the pictures together and placed them back on
the table, then, on impulse, pulled out the shot of the murderer
again.

“I’m sure you’re investigating the pilot, and
this company, Mesa Landings. Maybe there was some reason, someone
who might have wanted the pilot dead.” She looked from one to the
other. “Bad business dealings, that sort of thing.”

“Right.” The detective swung a leg over a
chair opposite her and leaned against its back. “Unless the pilot
wasn’t the primary target.”

She jerked her head up to stare at him as he
stared back. Not the target? That left Randy. “That’s absurd.” She
turned to look at the man behind her. “In fact, that really pisses
me off. That you two could come in here and suspect and
accuse.”

Nothing. Both men were biding their time.
Watching her, waiting for her to do what? Most likely, they didn’t
know. She took a deep breath.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?”
She was feeling stronger.

“Not necessarily. Is there something
you’re not telling us?”

Cute. They probably rehearsed this. Just
dicking around. “Such as?”

“Were you getting along with your
husband?”

“Getting along? We had been married one week,
for Christ’s sake.” She wanted to throttle them. But she had to
admit the anger felt good, washed away any ‘poor me’ feelings in
two seconds.

“Was there a reason you got married after
what … a whirlwind courtship?”

“You mean, like I could be pregnant?” It was
painful to even say the word.

“Are you?”

“No.” She didn’t try to keep the sarcasm out
of her voice. It was obvious that they didn’t know about the little
debacle at the hospital, the discovery of the vas deferens in two
pieces. Abruptly she asked, “Where is this leading?”

And with a look, she dared him to get cute
again, say something like, “Where do you want it to lead?” But he
didn’t. He leaned back against the wall, tipping the chair off two
of its legs, and looked relaxed and in control.

“Tell me about your husband. His business,
how you met, that sort of thing.” From somewhere under the
pictures, he produced a tape recorder, small, not much bigger than
a pack of cigarettes.

She wasn’t thrilled, but this was probably
inevitable, might as well get it over with.

“I met Randy—”

“Full name of victim?”

They both laughed—a spontaneous burst of
sound. Victim of her meeting him and marrying him? Macabre humor.
It broke the tension for a moment.

“Randall Vincent McIntyre. I met Randy when I
interviewed for a technical writer’s position with his company in
April.”

“April of this year?”

“Yes. I started immediately and was promoted
to supervisor of technical editing and writing within two months. I
began dating Randy sometime later, in the summer.”

“Name of the firm?” The man sitting opposite
her still asked all the questions, but the presence of the other
detective behind her, the pressure of his hand weighing against the
back of her chair made her feel cornered. Every once in a while,
she knew their eyes met above her head. Silent messages? A strength
in numbers thing? She just wished they would get this over with and
leave.

“There were three founders, Randy, Tom
Dougal, and Archer Brandon. MDB, Inc.”

“And to the best of your knowledge, the firm
is solvent?”

“Yes. They’ve grown from the three of them to
over one hundred and twenty employees in a little over three
years.”

“Any idea of the company’s worth? Maybe, I
should ask, do you have any idea what your cut will be?”

“My cut?” No, she hadn’t thought of
that. Would she be rich? She guessed she would be. In the last two
weeks, money wasn’t very high on her list of concerns. But, it was
obviously one more thing she needed to consider. “I haven’t looked
into insurance or a will, that sort of thing yet, if that’s what
you mean.”

“Let me help you.” The man in the chair
leaned across her to take an envelope from his pal. “Randy’s lawyer
provided us with a will that was drawn up two days before the
wedding. Let’s see, that would be three weeks ago.”

He seemed to be waiting for her comment. But
what was there to say? She had no idea that a will even existed,
but it was like Randy to take care of details. She wasn’t
surprised.

“This leaves everything to you. His share of
the business valued at two million, any holdings, investments, bank
accounts, which in this case add up to another tidy one million.”
He was staring at her now, holding eye contact. “Makes the paltry
hundred thousand in insurance look like chicken feed.”

She was flabbergasted. Did it show? Her chin
had to be on the table. One million above and beyond the business?
She never thought of Randy as having big bucks, unlimited
discretionary spending money, what she would consider substantial
wealth. Wouldn’t he have told her?

His apartment was Spartan. When they had
started looking at houses before the wedding, they had looked at
reasonably priced ones, nice neighborhoods in good school
districts, but nothing exorbitant. Yes, she knew that his third of
the business had quickly grown, but it was money invested, working
capital that he had struggled to pour back into an expanding
company. Things had been tight. None of the partners breathed
easily unless there was a backlog of contracts. And that had taken
awhile. The loss of one large contract, even now, could make things
shaky again. So, how had he amassed the other million? His parents
hadn’t been wealthy.

“I find it hard to believe, the part about
the investments, I mean.” There had to be some mistake. One million
gathering interest, and he had never mentioned it?

“That’s not even the interesting part. Your
husband might not have known how rich he was. The bulk of the one
million, some eight hundred thousand plus, was dumped into his
account, listing you as beneficiary, two days before he died.”

Now she was stunned. She felt both men suck
in their collective breath waiting for her answer. Finally, she
managed to shrug her shoulders.

“Not good enough.” The silence was broken by
the man opposite her, standing to lean over the table. She could
smell the sharp mint scent of his gum. He scrutinized her
features.

“We think you have an idea of where this
money might have come from.” This from the man with his hand on her
chair. She felt his shirt brush her hair. She pulled back and,
shaking her head, looked from one to the other. How could she know?
What did they know that they weren’t telling her?

“You have to admit that three million would
seem to be a pretty good motive for killing someone.” Back to the
detective leaning over the table.

“The pilot was shot, not Randy.” Just an edge
of anger crept into her voice.

“Same difference. The one who pulled the
trigger must have known the flight plan. Waited in advance, got his
equipment together, chose the perfect spot, timed it so that the
balloon was directly over the wires, and planned it so that there
would be no survivors.”

She couldn’t control a shudder. She’d tried
not to think of it that way, hadn’t allowed herself to dwell on the
obvious premeditation.

“What does this have to do with me?”

“Is this familiar?” The man across from her
sat down and, rummaging in the stack of photos, pulled an eight by
ten from a manila envelope, and tossed it toward her. It looked
like an ad for some kind of breakdown assault weapon, showing the
gun in pieces at the top of the picture and then together at the
bottom.

“It’s a gun. Do I get any points?”

“I’ll tell you what you don’t get points for
and that’s being a smart ass.” His chair had clattered to the floor
in his lunge to lean across the table into her face. “You think
long and hard, Missy, before you blow this off. You wouldn’t want
me to have to get a warrant for your arrest, now would you?”

Pauly stood and faced the two of them,
surprised by the hardness in her voice, “I don’t have anything to
tell you. I don’t know where the money came from. I don’t know who
shot the pilot—”

“And I suppose you don’t know how the gun got
into the backseat of your car?”

She sat down heavily as her knees turned to
mush, only there wasn’t a chair. Both men rushed to help her
up.

“Are you all right?” She thought she heard
real concern in the voice of the man who had stood behind her. Or
did she just want to hear it? He held out his hand, strong, warm,
steadying. She let him pull her upright.

“Yes.” But she knew her face was blanched and
every freckle must look like a crater. “I need to sit down.”

“Sure. Here.” The younger man pulled out a
chair, and the other one found a glass of water.

“Look, I don’t want to get off on the wrong
foot. If it’s any consolation, I’m just doing my job. It’s been
suggested that we check out any connection there might have been
between you and the sniper.” Something in her expression must have
said ‘big fucking deal’ because he covered with, “Hey, I feel badly
about coming here to the hospital. It’s just that—”

“It’s your job. You said that.” She wasn’t
going to cut them any slack.

His sigh was audible, and he sat back down in
the chair across the table. “Are you going to help us?” He made eye
contact but didn’t wait for an answer. “Let’s say you’re telling
the truth. You don’t know anything about the money or the murderer.
But somebody who knows you does. My suspicion is that the two are
connected. You could be in danger. There’s no proof that the
murderer didn’t think you’d be up there in the balloon, too.”

She hadn’t thought of that, and she knew the
surprise showed on her face. Could she be in danger? She seemed to
be moving from bereavement to scared shitless in under sixty
seconds.

“What do you suggest that I do?” There was no
animosity in her voice and more than a little fright—would he pick
up on that?

“Keep in touch. Lie low, but don’t run away.
Shut down your apartment and move in with someone; don’t live by
yourself. You have family here in Albuquerque, don’t you?”

“Grandmother.”

“Stay with her. No one can put a lock on the
money, but if I were you, I’d treat it like a landmine.”

She nodded. She had no intentions of touching
a penny of it. She could put school on hold now that there wasn’t
going to be a pregnancy. Maybe she should just kick back for six
months, not worry, and not force herself to pick up the pieces too
soon. Hope that in the meantime someone would come up with
answers.

“Out of my way.”

Pauly saw the door to her room burst open—no
mean feat since it was on hydraulic hinges—and a willowy woman with
bushels of lightning-white hair cascading down her back swept into
the room with a nervous nurse two steps behind.

“Here. Just toss it on the bed.” In one
practiced move, the woman slipped out of her Black Diamond mink
cape and handed it to the nurse.

“Grams!”

Pauly threw her arms around her grandmother
and tried not to think that Grams wasn’t wearing a bra and her two
grapefruit perfect enhanced breasts strained against a flimsy silk
tee.

“Oh, child, look at your hair.”

“This is my grandmother.” Pauly hoped she
didn’t sound apologetic.

She had discussed wearing underwear with her
grandmother on numerous occasions, but the answer was always the
same. “No one wore bras when I was your age, we burned the things.”
Of course, when Grams referred to being Pauly’s age in the sixties,
it put her in her fifties today, making her about the same age as
Paul, Pauly’s father, Grams’ son. It was no use. She was
incorrigible.

“I hope you’ve told her to stay put. You are
detectives, aren’t you? And you’ve warned her not to leave town?
Because I plan on taking this adorable child home with me. She’s
been released to my custody. Oops.” Grams looked from one to the
other of the two detectives. “Not the best word, right? But she’s
not being detained, is she?”

Pauly saw both men shake their heads. They
seemed mesmerized, staring at her grandmother, their eyes locked
not at the too-perfect boobs, but at her face.

“Oh, Grams,” Pauly pointed to her mouth, “you
missed removing some makeup.”

“What? Oh, drat. Is there a mirror in here?”
But she had already pulled a large round compact from her purse.
“I’m in entertainment, this is just part of the show. Pauly, honey,
hand me a tissue.”

No one seemed to have anything to say as her
grandmother worked at removing the red circle around her mouth,
enlarged lips bordered in white and lined with black. In addition
to operating a bed and breakfast, Grams hired out as a clown,
sometimes traveling with one of the half dozen carnivals that she
owned. Pauly had considered herself to be the luckiest child in the
world. She spent every summer after her parents’ divorce on Ferris
wheels, pony rides, in haunted houses.

“This is on for life, without a little cold
cream.”

Still no one found an appropriate comment,
but it seemed Grams was telling the truth; five tissues had only
made a dent in the brightness of the red.

“Oh well, I was just waiting for the hospital
to let me know when I could pick you up. I didn’t expect a call so
soon, sweetheart. You must be all well now.” Grams was fussing with
Pauly’s hair, pulling what she called “wisps” forward and trying to
smooth other naturally curly strands, pat them in place across the
crown. It was a losing battle. Pauly could have told her that, but
didn’t say anything about her hair or the “all well” part. How
could she get well from the death of her husband, murder of her
husband, and his deceit? She made eye contact with the detective
who had questioned her. Was there a hint of sympathy?

“I’ll give you a call in a week or so. Let
you know how the investigation’s going. You’ll be staying with your
grandmother?” The younger man made it a question more than a
statement, and looked from one to the other.

“Oh dear, here, let me give you one of my
cards.” Grams dug to the bottom of her bag and produced a
fluorescent pink card shaped like the head of a clown with Lulu’s
Live Entertainment printed across the bottom next to a phone
number.

“Home entertainment, the works for little
people. Clowns, magicians, live animal acts, no party too big or
too small. Oh mercy, I am forgetting my manners. Lucille—I prefer
Lulu—Caton.” She held out her hand. The one with the three-carat
diamond in platinum. One of her nicer engagement rings, Grams
always said. Worth more than the giver, which was why he was no
longer around.

Pauly sighed. It was a barely concealed
family secret that Grams had performed more acts behind the
footlights than those aimed to entertain children. More along the
line of shedding clothing to music. Oh well, at least Grams was
using her first married name. Pauly’s grandfather had been husband
number one, or so Grams had led them to believe. If the new
boyfriend got her to the altar, that might be number five. Or was
it six? Pauly thought six.

“Now, unless there’s something else, I must
get this poor child home.” Grams looked brightly from one detective
to the other. “No? Well, then, I suggest you just shoo on out of
here. Our little girl needs to make herself presentable.”

Amazingly, the men followed her directions;
one shuffled the pictures together, stuffed them into a manila
envelope and picked up the recorder while the nicer, cuter one
offered the customary, “call us if you need anything—we’ll be in
touch,” before both disappeared into the hall.

“I just bet you will,” Grams muttered under
her breath. “Were they hard on you?” She didn’t wait for Pauly to
answer but continued, “I told the hospital not to allow visitors
unless I could be here. And definitely not the police. Not alone.
But do you think they listened? No. You’d think in this kind of
hospital, they’d know better.”

“Grams, please. I’m doing fine.” A lie, but
maybe if she left this place, got out into the sunshine and fresh
air, away from the blank walls, she would be.

 


* * *

 


“I took the liberty of moving you out of your
apartment.”

Pauly started. She had been staring out the
car window at the winter-bleak landscape. No more vestiges of fall
after a rain had beaten the last of the foliage from the trees.

“You broke my lease?”

“It was easy, uh, under the circumstances.
And I might have thrown in a couple free performances for the
owner’s grandkids.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound very convincing. I
honestly thought it would be too painful to go back to a place that
had memories of what’s-his-name.”

“Randy, Grams. Saying his name doesn’t
hurt.”

Grams had been against her marriage and had
wanted to know why Pauly couldn’t have found someone ‘already
broken in,’ whatever that meant. But if she knew Grams, there was a
sexual innuendo. So a man waited until he was forty-one to marry,
so what? It didn’t mean something was wrong with him. Their sex had
been adult. A coupling that quickly became comfortable and secure,
maybe not as romantic, or not as frequent as she had hoped for, but
adequate.

Contrary to what his name implied, Randy
never thought with his penis. And hadn’t that been one of the
welcome changes? One of the things that had attracted her to him?
She’d had enough of great sex and no substance. Randy had been
successful, wealthy—if she could believe the cops—and “together” in
every sense of the word. The worst thing she could have said about
her boyishly handsome husband was that he had been a nerd. Pauly
sighed.

“Oh, baby, I know this is so hard. But you’ll
feel better with your own things around you.” Grams patted her
knee.

“Where am I staying?”

“East wing. Private bath, view of the
Sandias. Sitting room/bedroom combination. A little over seven
hundred square feet with private entrance.” Grams didn’t miss a
beat as she maneuvered the Lincoln through heavy end-of-the-day
traffic.

Pauly thought of reminding her grandmother
that she wasn’t a potential bed and breakfast customer; she knew
the rooms. But she realized with a jolt that her grandmother was
thoughtfully taking Paseo del Norte and not driving her over the
Alameda bridge. Pauly wasn’t quite ready for that reminder, and for
all Grams’ strangeness she must have realized it.

“Hofer’s fixed up a real nice work area for
you downstairs, off the kitchen. Set up your computer, moved in
some bookcases.”

“Sounds great.”

“You don’t need to pretend with me. I detect
a genuine lack of enthusiasm. Honey, you just have to give life a
chance. Time alone is a powerful healer. Just don’t fight it. Get
involved. Take your mind off of what happened. You can’t dwell on
water that’s already passed under the bridge. Oops, not a very good
choice of words.”

Pauly smiled reassuringly. Then she pressed
her cheek against the coldness of the car window and closed her
eyes. Nobody had promised rehabilitation would be easy. And she
knew her grandmother meant well. But Pauly’s life wasn’t going
anywhere at the moment. Actually, for the time being it seemed
stymied. She felt like she was treading water.

“Here we are, sugar.” Grams turned off Coors
Boulevard and nosed the Lincoln down a dirt lane that wound back
toward the river. They were just passing the huge windmill that
marked the beginning of Grams’ property when she slammed on the
brakes and skidded to a stop.

“Damn. I’ve told him to keep those things
corralled.”

“What things? What did you see?” But Pauly,
who had hit her head on the visor, was talking to empty space since
her grandmother had hopped out and was bent over something by the
side of the road.

“Big one for its type. I think this is an
Egyptian albino something or other.” Her grandmother held a three
foot, almost transparent, and completely lethargic snake away from
her fur jacket as she climbed behind the wheel.

“Here, you hold him.” Grams gripped him
behind his head with a tight fist.

“Can’t you put him in the backseat?” Pauly
squirmed away.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, he won’t bite.” But
Grams hopped out again, opened the rear door and tossed the snake
across the dove gray leather cushions behind the driver’s seat.

“He looks dead.” Pauly leaned over the back
of her seat to keep an eye on the snake, make certain that it
didn’t slither off its perch.

“Just cold stunned. Sometimes they wander out
of the garage.”

“You mean there are more?” She hated snakes
but tried not to let her grandmother see how upset she was.

“Maybe a half-dozen. Snake acts are a big
draw. Bigger the snake, bigger the audience. We own the world’s
record reticulated python. Eighteen feet. Can you believe that?
Actually, there are a couple real doozies out there.”

“Out there” must mean the garage. One place
that Pauly would make off-limits. But her wondering was interrupted
when Grams jolted to a stop in front of the house and stepped out
to yell at a tall, lanky, not-so-young kid who was loping across
the yard.

“Harry, put this snake back where it belongs.
This poor critter was almost road-kill. I’ve told you to keep an
eye out.” The young man walked toward them, followed the wave of
Grams’ hand and opened the back car door, nodded at Pauly but
didn’t say anything, just scooped up the snake, tucked it inside
his shirt, and headed toward the garage.

“Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
Grams yelled after the disappearing man. “I told you to watch them.
Keep those cage lids tight.” There was no response and the nearest
garage door thudded shut.

“Come on, let’s get you into the house. The
quicker you settle in, the better you’ll feel.”

Pauly acknowledged that was probably true,
and she was ready for any change of scenery after a week of white
walls. And she had to admit it was comforting to see her own bed,
loveseat, TV, end tables. She gave her grandmother a hug. It had
been a thoughtful thing to do.

“Now, enough of this mush. Dinner in half an
hour.” Grams walked to the door then turned. “Sweetie, it’ll be
just great having you here.” And with a little wave she was
gone.

 


* * *

 


Dinner was strained. No, strange, Pauly
thought.

The big oak island in the center of the
cobalt and yellow tiled kitchen overflowed with the fixings for
tacos. It was a do-it-yourself meal. Go around the table
single-file, fill your plate, then adjourn to the plank tables in
the dining room. Buffet style was probably the best way to feed the
crowd gathered in the large kitchen. Sometimes the personnel from
one of Grams’ carnivals stayed for a month or so before traveling
on, and Pauly couldn’t keep her eyes off the man beside her.
Definitely carny material.

Every inch of his body, at least what was
exposed, was
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