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As Grace Watanabe crested the hill approaching the Manzanar National Historic Site, she was surprised to see a Toyota Prius parked alongside the entrance road with the driver’s door open. Drawing closer, she noticed that there seemed to be something entangled in the barbed wire fence behind the car. 

Grace, who was not a morning person, was driving to Manzanar to open the site. Still half asleep and sipping iced coffee from her travel mug, she assumed an animal had run into the fence the previous evening, and that one of the rangers was checking it out. Yes, there’s a ranger there. Wait, why is he tangled in the fence?

Pulling off the access road and parking near the Prius, Grace trotted to the scene, her mind unable to comprehend what she was seeing. At first, she thought someone had dressed a mannequin in a Park Service uniform and tangled it in the wire as a joke. Getting closer, she saw blood staining the ranger’s shirt.

“Oh geez! It’s Red Petersen!” Stopping a few feet behind the abandoned Prius, Grace dialed 911.

“Inyo County 911. How may I assist you?”

“There’s a dead ranger at Manzanar.”

“Where is Manzanar, and are you sure the person is dead?”

“Manzanar is a national historic site off the highway. It’s where the Japanese Americans were relocated during World War II.”

“Can you provide a nearby crossroads?”

Grace, who’d driven to her ranger job on the same route for 37 years, looked over her shoulder at a passing car on the highway. The shock of the discovery caused her mind to go blank. “There’s no crossroads. The entrance is right on the highway. You can see the guard tower from miles away.”

“Which highway?”

Becoming infuriated with herself and the dispatcher she replied, “There’s a long name for the highway. The Grand something or other.”

“Is there a road number?”

“Of course, there is. I’m standing here staring at a dead body and the highway number isn’t coming to mind.”

“Is the historic place on ‘The Grand Army of the Republic Highway’? That’s Highway 395.”

“Yes,” Grace sighed. “Can you send someone?”

“You said there’s someone dead there? Are you sure the person is deceased?”

Cocking her head, Grace watched several flies buzz around the victim’s neck. “I’m reasonably certain. I mean, there are already flies circling his body.”

“Do you know the deceased person?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s Erik “Red” Petersen. He’s the only red-headed ranger here.”

“I’ve dispatched a deputy. What’s your name?”

“Grace. Grace Watanabe. I’m a ranger here.”

“Ms. Watanabe, can you stay at that location until the deputy arrives?”

“Yeah. Sure. This is where I work. I’m technically on duty now.”

Ending the 911 call, Grace punched in her superintendent’s phone number. “What’s up, Grace?”

“Red is dead. I found his body when I arrived at the visitor center this morning. The Inyo County dispatcher is sending a deputy.”

“Red is dead? Was he in an accident on the highway or...”

“It appears his throat was cut. His Prius is parked outside of the entrance and his body is hanging from the barbed wire.”

“What the hell?” Ed Richardson asked rhetorically. “Everyone liked Red.”

While not looking directly at the body, Grace tried to keep the growing hysteria out of her voice. “Clearly, not everyone liked Red.”
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Converting a back bedroom into a home office offered me privacy and fewer interruptions, allowing me to dig through piles of US Park Service cold cases. The downside was the lack of interruptions left me sitting in my chair for hours at a time without mental or physical breaks from the files. The silence, compared to the constant background noise and interruptions of working in my North Padre Island National Seashore office, seemed like a godsend. After a few weeks of working from home, I discovered that I missed walking to the break room for a cup of coffee where there was always a ranger to speak to. The topics of weather (hot and humid), and sports teams (I didn’t care) seemed inane, but they offered me a chance to stretch and talk to someone besides my wife. They also brought me up to date on North Padre Island National Seashore gossip, as well as updates on new stores, restaurants on the island, and Texas politics.

I missed all that as I walked to my home kitchen and poured my third cup of coffee from a carafe that had been cooking down since I brewed it at 6:30 AM. A splash of creamer diluted the acidity and nearly covered the burnt flavor. I was pouring the dregs into the sink when the front door opened and Jill, my wife and investigative partner, walked in. Quickly assessing the coffee situation, she shook her head. “Let’s buy a Keurig. Every cup is fresh.”

“The old Mr. Coffee machine still works.”

Jill stared at the tarry residue in the carafe. “I know it just kills you to throw away things that are still functioning but think of it as moving ahead in technology. We got rid of our Blackberries, and now we have Android cell phones with more functions.”

“I never owned a Blackberry. I had a flip phone I used to make phone calls. I never needed all that other stuff.”

“I’m continually amazed that an intelligent man can’t throw away a coffee maker that came in a box with Joe DiMaggio’s picture. When did he die?” Jill pulled out her phone and started pressing the buttons. “There. A second-generation Keurig will arrive tomorrow by 7:00 PM. It’s coming with a K-cup sampler pack so you can decide which flavor of coffee you prefer.”

Unhappy with the turn of events, or possibly about losing the argument, I rebelled. “I like coffee-flavored coffee. I don’t need a sampler pack of foo-foo drinks.”

Jill walked over and turned her phone so I could see her screen. “All the options are coffee flavored. There’s Donut Shop blend, Hawaiian blend, Blue Mountain blend, Nantucket blend, and more. I didn’t buy you the assortment with hazelnut and cinnamon bun flavors.”

My cell phone, still sitting on the desk in the other room, chirped. Dashing back to the office, I accepted the call and activated the speaker function before it rolled over to voicemail. “Fletcher.”

“I’ve got an investigation you’re not going to like,” my boss said.

“Great, Jack. You seem to find a lot of those.”

“I don’t find them, Doug. They just show up.”

“Do your other investigators get distasteful investigations, or do you save them all for us?”

“Most of our investigations are more straightforward. I need your detective expertise and Jill’s diplomatic skills in places I wouldn’t send my other investigators.”

Curious about the conversation, Jill leaned against the office door. “So, you’ve got another ambiguous case with political implications you’d like us to take?”

Jack laughed. “Jill, you make it sound like you have a choice in your assignments.”

Jill sat in the chair next to the speaker. “So, what’s the case?”

“A ranger was found dead in Manzanar National Historic Site yesterday morning. One of the other rangers came in to open the visitor center and found Erik “Red” Peterson, who’d been on duty the previous afternoon, dead. His throat had been cut and his body was draped over a barbed wire fence.”

Frowning while deep in thought, Jill asked, “Is Manzanar the World War II Japanese relocation camp?”

“That’s it. The location is just west of Death Valley National Park. It’s in California, not far from the Nevada border.”

“Was there something special going on with that ranger?” I asked. “A recent divorce or breakup? Financial problems? Gambling?”

“According to the superintendent, the victim was congenial and well liked.”

“Is there something going on at the site?” Jill asked. “Are they having protesters or is anyone suing the Park Service?”

“Richardson says, there’s always a low level of discontent among several groups. People show up on special occasions to hang prayer ribbons on the monument or a person might picket the gate. None of that has been going on recently.”

“You mentioned a political aspect to it,” I said.

“The Inyo County Sheriff’s Department was called to the scene. They apparently have problems with shipments of Mexican drugs moving up the highway past the site. The sheriff is convinced that the ranger was either dealing drugs, or he was killed by someone when a drug deal fell apart.”

“Is there any reason to believe the dead ranger was involved in the drug trade?” I asked.

“Not at all. By all accounts, Erik Petersen was a boy scout. He drank only to be sociable. He wasn’t in a relationship with any of the female rangers, although some of them thought he was cute. The superintendent was with the county deputies when they searched Petersen’s apartment, and they didn’t find drugs or drug paraphernalia. It’s highly unlikely he was into drugs.”

“Maybe he stumbled into a drug deal,” Jill suggested.

“That’s an angle to consider,” Jack replied.

“Why do you want us involved?” Jill asked.

“The superintendent told me the sheriff isn’t even going to look at any of the protestors or other parties with potential issues. The sheriff told Richardson that if the Park Service wanted something else investigated, he’d have to find someone to do it.”

“That doesn’t sound political,” I replied. “The sheriff is looking one way. We can look the other.”

“The problem may come if you find a murderer who isn’t part of a cartel. The sheriff might not be willing to accept that result. It would call his total focus on the drug aspect into question, which would make him look bad.”

Jill grinned at me and said, “A smartass former St. Paul detective told me to collect evidence, then let it lead me to the motive and murderer. By finding the solution first, cops tend to pick and choose evidence that fits their preconceived decision.”

“Does Jill always refer to you as a smartass?” Jack asked.

“She does, and I want to file a harassment complaint.”

“No problem,” Jack replied. “Fill it out on the Park Service Human Resources database. Make sure to cite specific incidents and the dates they occurred. The Park Service will have an inspector general or legal counsel contact you to discuss your complaint.” Jack paused. “Oh wait, that won’t work because Jill does all the computer paperwork. You probably don’t know how to pull up a form in the HR database.”

Snorting, Jill replied, “He’s a dinosaur, Jack.”

Ignoring Jill’s dig, I asked, “Which airport is closest to Manzanar?”

“You can take your pick. Las Vegas, Reno, and LA are all about two hundred miles away.”

“Great,” I replied. “Centrally located in the middle of nowhere.”

Jack laughed. “Fletcher, you were the person who told me he hated big cities. There are no big cities near Manzanar. You’ll love it.”

“How soon do we need to be there?” Jill asked.

“The body was found yesterday. The superintendent called me this morning after talking with the sheriff. I think the sooner you get there, the sooner you can stop the sheriff from running too far down the wrong rabbit hole.”

“We’ll book flights and start packing,” Jill replied as I ended the call. Looking at me, she asked, “What are you thinking?”

“I think this sounds suspiciously like the Hawaiian case where the ranger had decided what happened, sent in his report, and closed the case before looking at the evidence.”

Jill patted my arm. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you go on a helicopter ride with a suicidal killer on this trip."

"That won't be a problem,” I said as I walked to the bedroom and took out a pair of well-worn suitcases. “You will never get me on a helicopter again. NEVER.”

“It wasn’t so bad. Your eyebrows grew back after the fire.” She looked at the small carryon I’d opened and gave me the look. “You need the big suitcase. Your uniform and bulletproof vest won’t fit in a carryon.”

“I hadn’t planned on being shot, so I wasn’t going to bring my vest.”

Pulling the large suitcase out of the closet, she rolled it to me. “We didn’t plan on being shot in Wyoming. Yet, there we were in the middle of a gunfight. Pack your vest.”

Staring at the suitcase and contemplating the hassle of checking and collecting the bags at the airport, I paused. “The airlines lose checked bags.”

“Fine. Wear your vest on the plane while we’re flying.”

The prospect of sitting in an airline seat wearing a bulletproof vest, along with the undue attention we’d attract, made my decision easy. I set the carryon aside and opened the larger suitcase.

I noticed Jill’s smirk as I packed the vest as the bottom layer in the suitcase. “I really don’t need to bring a uniform. We’re investigators, we can dress casually. Tell me what you know about Manzanar.”

“I heard it’s located on the site of a Japanese American relocation and internment camp. People were uprooted from their homes, jobs, and businesses, then sent to Manzanar. It was one of the ten relocation centers built in the western US during WWII. That’s about all I’ve heard.”

“By today’s standards the internment of a whole group of people seems incredible. There are rules and laws about unlawful arrest, seizure of assets, etc.”

“Pearl Harbor had just been bombed by the Japanese Imperial Navy. There was a lot of distrust and fear of anything Japanese. Things were different.”

“Yeah. As a kid I remember hearing stories about German immigrants who changed their names, so they sounded more American.” Intrigued, I asked, “How do you know all this history of the internment camps?”

Jill smiled. “Maybe I stayed awake in my history class.”
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After looking at a map of Manzanar and speaking with the government-approved travel agency, Jill booked flights into Las Vegas. I called our friend Matt Mattson, asking if he or his wife would water our plants and keep an eye on the house while we were gone.

“Of course, we’ll water the plants and chase away the burglars,” Matt replied. “When are you flying out?”

“Jill booked flights to Las Vegas for tomorrow morning.”

“Hang on, Doug.” I waited while Matt passed the information to his wife, Mandy. A moment later, Matt was back. “Mandy says supper will be served at 6:00. Bring your departure information because she’s driving you to the airport. She added that there would not be any discussion about that arrangement. She is driving you to the airport. You won’t take an Uber. Understood?”

“Yeah. Tell Mandy the message is understood. Can we bring something for supper?”

“No. Just pack your bags and get your butts over here at 6:00. Mandy is walking out of the door to buy groceries.”

Jill walked into my office as I ended the call. “Are we going there for supper, or is Mandy preparing a traveling feast to be delivered here?”

“Did you listen in from the hallway?”

“No, I just know Mandy. She’ll have to pick us up before 6:00 tomorrow morning to make our flight.”

“And we both know her hair will be perfect, and her makeup will be done. I suspect she may have to stay up all night just to be prepared to deliver us to the airport.”

Jill turned to leave and said, “I’m sure that’s all part of her debutante training.”

“She can’t leave the house unless she looks like she’s put together,” I said to the empty doorway.

From down the hall, Jill responded, “You’re catching on, dear.”

* * *

THE AROMA OF BOILING shrimp preceded our arrival at the Mattsons’ door. I handed over a growler of Lazy Beach beer when Matt met us at the door. “I have beer,” he replied, looking at the brown half-gallon glass jug. “But this looks more interesting.”

Jill pushed past us and was met with a hug in the kitchen. Looking over Jill’s shoulder, Mandy smiled and said, “Y’all get your fannies in here. The shrimp are done, and the margaritas are poured.”

Over dinner, we shared what we knew about the case. Jill provided the details on which plants needed watering, and Mandy chatted about her improving golf scores, which she attributed to a new putter. 

Matt carried the growler of beer onto the patio while the ladies cleared the dishes. Closing the door, he refreshed our mugs of beer as I sat in a chair overlooking the lawn. “I spoke with Ed Richardson, the Manzanar Park Superintendent,” Matt said as he settled into his chair. “He warned me that the Inyo County Sheriff will not be pleased that the Park Service is sending investigators. The sheriff views the case as his, and your assistance will not be appreciated.”

“Yeah, I got a little of that from Jack when he called to tell us about the case. Jack said the reason he assigned the case to us was because of the political considerations. He thinks Jill can keep the sheriff at bay while I dig into the case.”

Looking over his shoulder at the women through the patio doors, Matt said, “Jill is good, but Richardson made it sound like mere diplomacy will not overcome the sheriff’s stand. You may want to return to Las Vegas and catch a couple of shows rather than sitting in your local motel room.”

“The travel agency booked us into the Mount Whitney Motel. It sounds like the pool and cable television are their big attractions. If we’re really blocked from the investigation, I think we’ll call Jack and tell him we’re changing our flights and returning to Texas. I’m too old, cynical, and grumpy to stay where I’m unwanted.”

Matt’s smile and stare were hilarious. “Gee, I wouldn’t have used those adjectives to describe you. I must be too polite.”

“But you’re not arguing about my choice of words.”

“Not at all. I’m just saying I’m too polite to describe you like that.”

I lifted my beer mug and touched it to Matt’s. “A toast to cynical park rangers everywhere.”

After sipping his beer, Matt shook his head. “You know, park rangers don’t get cynical like old cops. We just get tired of smiling and acting interested in the repetitive questions our visitors pose.”

“Like telling people why they can’t keep the silver coins they find on North Padre Island National Seashore beach?”

“That, and politely telling people that smoking marijuana is illegal in the park and asking visitors to pick up the debris from their picnic tables and campsites, and deposit it into the provided waste receptacles before they leave.”

I leaned back in my chair as the patio door opened. Jill and Mandy joined us. Sensing that they’d interrupted a conversation that was inappropriate or about them, Mandy put on her best debutante smile and asked, “Which one of us were you talking about, dear?”

Matt shook his head. “We were talking about getting old and cynical. You two were not the topic of our discussion.”

Mandy’s smile went from forced to softer when she turned to Jill. “As much as my mother taught me to be polite, tolerant, and considerate, young people try my patience. The poor young thing who rang me up at the grocery store didn’t know how to make change. She was counting out seven dimes and eight pennies to give me seventy-eight cents in change. I suggested three quarters and three pennies would be better, and she looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language. It made me wonder how she passed third-grade math.”

Jill stared into her margarita glass. “Doug’s cynicism runs deeper. Sadly, it’s starting to rub off on me.” Glancing my way, she added, “There are still nice, polite, and genuine people out there, but we usually deal with folks at the other end of the spectrum.”

Mandy’s forced smile returned, and she looked at me. “Can we move to a happier topic?” When none of us offered conversation, she said, “When we were teens, my best friend, Alli, took me to the swimming hole and suggested we go skinny dipping.”

All three of us were stunned. Matt, who’d been married to Mandy for thirty years said, “You never told me you’d been skinny dipping.”

“I never said that I went skinny dipping. Alli drove me there, but there was no way I was going to strip down to my altogether in front of a dozen other people.”

Cocking her head, Jill asked, “So, you just sat there and watched the others swim naked?”

“Well, I didn’t stare at them. That wouldn’t be ladylike.” Mandy paused, then added, “But I did learn more about male anatomy than any textbook or girls’ discussion ever taught me.”

Intrigued, I asked, “Like what?”

Getting a sly smile, Mandy replied, “I’d never heard about cold water shrinkage. And the whole circumcision discussion had never come up before that.”

Hiding my smile by taking a drink of beer, I said, “Those don’t seem like topics that would come up among debutantes.”

“I know!” Mandy replied. “It was eye opening. On many levels.” She paused then looked at the three of us. "Now wasn’t that a more pleasant discussion than talking about getting old and cynical?”

Checking her watch, Jill said, “As entertaining as this has been, we need to go home and get some sleep. I don’t want to be tired and hungover on the plane ride.”

Matt stood and gathered the empty margarita glasses. “And I thought you were going to suggest running into the surf buck naked.”

Shivering as if she was chilled, Jill shook her head. “No thank you.”

Following Matt into the kitchen, I asked, “How would an arrest for public nudity affect my Park Service pension?”

Jill responded, surprising me, “I caught a bunch of young rangers skinny dipping while I was the park superintendent at the Ozark National Scenic Riverway. I put the fear of God into them by telling them they’d been verbally reprimanded, and any additional events would result in written reprimands that would go in their permanent files.”

Matt nodded. “I would act tough, but realistically, I wouldn’t ruin someone’s career over something that trivial.”

Mandy hugged us on the front steps and admonished us not to injure ourselves on our walk home. While hugging me, she whispered, “Don’t get caught skinny dipping on your trip.”

Laughing, I replied, “Mandy, we’ll be in the desert, next to Death Valley. I don’t think there is enough water there for a skinny dip.”
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I looked around as we waited for our connecting flight to board in Dallas. “There aren’t any children here. I don’t recall ever being on a flight without noisy kids.”

“We’re flying to Las Vegas, Doug. It’s not a family travel destination.”

“Why did you choose Las Vegas over Reno or Los Angeles?”

Jill picked up her bag as the desk announced our flight’s pre-boarding. “The travel agency suggested it. Apparently, the flights are always full, so they’re cheap. Since it was a toss-up in terms of driving distance, and there’s far less traffic than driving out of LA. I agreed with her.”

Approaching the gate as pre-boarding started, I adjusted my windbreaker, making my badge visible to the gate agent. She nodded and scanned the boarding pass I’d loaded on my phone. “Have a nice flight, Mr. Fletcher.”

I entered the jetway and was halfway down before I realized Jill wasn’t behind me. I stopped and waited. A few moments later she walked down, wearing a sheepish grin. “What was the delay?”

“The agent asked if we’d be disturbed if the flight crew conducted a cash raffle on the flight. I said, ‘no problem.’”

“A raffle?”

“If you want to participate, you write your name or seat number on a one-dollar bill that is thrown into a basket. The flight attendants collect all the money, then draw a winner. The winner gets all the money in the basket.”

“Why did the gate agent ask you about the dollar bill raffle?”

“I think the law about gambling on a plane flying over Texas, New Mexico, and Utah might be murky.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like an in-flight raffle on a flight,” I replied as we reached the plane doorway.

“The Las Vegas flights are different. I guess the flight crews have fun, although some of the passengers start their Vegas drinking binge enroute, and they sometimes get a little rowdy.”

Seeing my badge, the flight attendant smiled and leaned close. “I’ll move you up to first class if there are any open seats.” Seeing Jill’s badge, she added, “Cool! We never get female cops on our flights. Welcome aboard.”

Taking our seats in the coach section, I looked around. “We’ll never get upgraded on this flight. There are too many Vegas high rollers who are willing to pay for first-class tickets.”

As predicted, we weren’t upgraded. I chose not to throw a dollar into the drawing, but Jill pulled a bill out of my wallet and wrote her seat number on it. The winner was a young woman apparently part of a group flying to Las Vegas for a bachelorette party. Although that group bought a lot of drinks and got loud, they weren’t obnoxious and the people around them seemed to enjoy their revelry.

“What happens at a bachelorette party?” I asked Jill.

“I’ve never been to a bachelorette party, so I couldn’t tell you. What happens at stag parties?”

“I was dispatched to a few rowdy stag parties when I was a St. Paul cop. I can’t believe women would do the things drunken young men...”

I got a look. “Really? You don’t think a bunch of drunk young women would act differently from a group of drunk young men?”

I looked at the laughing, singing young women. “I withdraw that argument.”

“I think there’s a bell-shaped distribution of peoples’ drunken stupidity. The extreme, like me, shrink into a corner and get very quiet or will leave. Then there’s the other extreme, becoming totally uninhibited and anything goes.”

“The people at that end of the bell-curve are the ones we see as cops. They behave normally when sober and have jobs. Get a few drinks in them, and they become sociopathic, willing to step beyond the bounds of what’s morally or legally acceptable.”

Leaning nearer to get heard over the increasingly rowdy people around the bridal party, Jill asked, “Do you think that’s what happened to our dead ranger? Someone was angry with him when they were sober, but after a few drinks their displeasure turned into murderous hatred?”

“If the murderer was a sociopath, that could be the case. There are also psychopathic people who will act on their aggressions without needing alcohol to lower their boundaries. Most premeditated murders are committed by psychopaths. Second-degree murder, those committed as part of a fight or other crime, are most often committed by sociopaths.”

“Like a guy who’s mad at the world and picks up a bottle on his way home from work. He takes a few drinks, then takes out his frustrations on his wife or girlfriend.”

“I saw a lot of that as a St. Paul cop. There really aren’t that many truly psychopathic people out there. I think a lot of them get locked up.”

“So, what would make someone so angry they would kill a park ranger?”

“That’s why I asked Jack if the guy had an angry roommate or girlfriend. Most murders are committed by someone known to the victim.”

“The sheriff seems to be focused on a drug angle.”

“He may be spot on. If the ranger was using drugs, or dealing, he might’ve gotten crosswise with a dealer. Or, he may have been dealing himself and ran into someone who couldn’t pay or wanted more than they could afford.”

Leaning closer so I could hear her over the increasingly vocal bridal group, Jill said, “Okay, that’s probably where the sheriff is looking. If we let him pursue that line of investigation, where will we look?”

“If it’s not personal, the murder is probably related to someone who’s unhappy with the park.”

“Perhaps a family member of someone who was held there?”

I watched the bride, who was wearing a tiara, stand up and lead the plane in a Taylor Swift song while I thought about Jill’s comments. “I think virtually all the people who were interned during the early 1940s are probably dead. If that was the motive, it could be the grandchild of an internee. But I don’t see that kind of anger flowing down through three generations.”

“Really?” Jill asked. “Think about Israel and the Palestinians. Their hatred goes back thousands of years.”

‘That’s a festering sore. There are people picking at that scab and stirring up the hatred. I don’t see that with the Japanese American internees.”

“Okay. Let’s talk about festering sores. Which tribe was ousted from this area and moved to a reservation?”

“I don’t know. That’d be a great topic to research on your phone after we land.”

“Jack mentioned protesters who showed up occasionally to picket and hang banners. We need to know what their issues are and who is leading the protests.”

I closed my eyes and thought. “Most protesters aren’t killers. There are protests going on all the time. Hell, there are professional protesters, like the ones we met in the Everglades. They move from protest to protest, just to be an irritant to ‘the system.’ Most of them are non-violent. I think they just like seeing their faces on the news.”

The bride moved into the aisle and started dancing. A flight attendant moved quickly to keep the aisle clear. A second flight attendant made an announcement over the speaker that safety was their number one objective and the aisles needed to be kept clear. She suggested that anyone not going to the restroom stay in their seat with the seatbelt buckled loosely around them.

Jill looked at me. “We helped with the one drunk guy on a flight, but I haven’t been trained to handle a riot."

Laughing, I replied, “A shot of pepper spray would probably quiet them down, but it would spread to everyone in the plane. They’d have to make an emergency landing.”

We watched the bridal group, now having a subdued discussion with the lead flight attendant. “I think they’re being advised to quiet down.”

After a few minutes of silence, I said, “We need to know why there are protesters at Manzanar. There might be one kook in the group who took the issue too seriously and went off the deep end.”

Jill wrinkled her nose. “Sometimes there’s friction between the rangers. I’ve never seen it get too out of hand, but there have been some park romances that turned sour.”

“Jack told me that everyone loved the victim.”

“Do you think anyone would tell you they hated a murder victim?”

“It happens. Not often, but it happens.”

“Yeah, about as often as the killer loses his wallet or cell phone at the murder scene.”

“That happens too,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows. “There is no intelligence test for being a murderer.”
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Chapter 5
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Once out of the Las Vegas area, we discovered that most of the four-hour drive was through the desert. As we neared Manzanar, the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada mountains provided a change of scenery. We passed through a few towns, but the region was surprisingly void of civilization. 

After I’d commented on that, Jill replied, “It’s high desert. There’s no water.” Using her phone, she’d done searches on Manzanar, protests, and history during our entire four-hour drive. “As a matter of fact, one of the 1990s protests in the Manzanar and Lone Pine area was over water rights that were sold so the water could be diverted to California cities and farms. There are people who want to reclaim those water rights so the area can be developed."

"How long ago did that transfer happen?"

"Some time in the mid-twentieth century."

"That water isn’t coming back. I’m sure farmers somewhere else are growing crops with it, and golf courses are green. They’d have to turn off the spigot to those existing uses.”

“That doesn’t mean people won’t protest over water rights again. There are people protesting about everything. A lot of the issues are moot or nonsense. That doesn’t mean there aren’t protesters willing to picket over any cause.”

“Yeah, I remember women picketing on a street corner in Roseville. They wanted the city council to declare Roseville, Minnesota a nuclear-free zone.”

“I didn’t know there were nukes in the Minneapolis area.”

‘There aren’t. And the nearest nuclear power plant is a hundred miles away. Just the same, there were nuclear protesters.”

With a few keystrokes, Jill was at another site. “People are protesting the mining of uranium in that region. Apparently, there were test holes and mines all over the Southwest. The protesters want a moratorium on uranium mining and exploration.”

“That seems like a more reasonable protest issue than water rights. I remember that coming up when we were in northern Arizona. As I recall, there were people getting sick and dying from radiation exposure due to the old mines,” I replied.

“As my smartass husband recently said, protesters don’t need to be reasonable or rational. If there’s an issue, someone will have a burr under their saddle about it.” Jill’s phone chimed and she looked down. “The Manzanar turn is in one mile.”

Moments later a watchtower came into view. As we approached, it became clear the old guard tower overlooked the Manzanar entrance. An unoccupied sheriff’s department car was blocking the road next to a stone shack at the historic site entrance to turn away any visitors. I turned into the exit driveway and eased past the cop’s car, noting the empty entrance guard shack. Another sheriff’s department vehicle was parked outside the impressive visitor’s center that resembled an airport hangar. Parked in front were another sheriff’s car, two Park Service pickups, and
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