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Grace is alone at the trail head. Odd, she thinks. But I guess it is pretty hot and I am a bit late today. Saturday, at seven in the morning, and the scruffy brush, mesquite and Palo Verde trees are already barely shading the trail. Grace is late today, June in Tucson and already in the hundreds by noon. The tree lined area at the beginning of the trail gives false hope to those seeking a shady trail and minimal risk of seeing a rattler or two. The trail is known for snakes, but Grace does not worry about them. She does not want one, or like them, but has respect for them, and an appreciation for the desert.

Breaking away from beginning stretch about three miles in, dust and brush turn to rocky gravel and baby boulders. The rocky sections she knows by heart, if only because they are her nemesis. Mile three, that group of rocks she has never found her footing on. Walks every time. Annoys her too, but better safe than sorry.

Grace Walker has always been safe. She has taken care of those in need her whole life, starting with her own parents. Family members through the years, and now, her private therapy practice. An accomplishment she cherishes since grad school. The decision to go it alone, open her practice and help others, no matter how scary at the time was perfect for her. Even though it was about five years ago, it still brings a smile.

Today, she runs. God, what a perfect day, hot of course. Where is everyone? That is when she remembers, the Black Canyon Trail Ultras are today. All the best trail runners will be there. An endurance race for the ages. Not as big as the Cocodona 250 miler in May, but not for the faint hearted either. She did Black Canyon last year – only the fifty miler - loved it.

This year has taken a toll and today it is just Grace and her thoughts. I should have done it, gone with Kelly and Chris. But... Grace chides herself - not for being absent from the Ultras - but because she is a people pleaser, and said no. Now, feeling sorry for herself and maybe a little guilty, she shakes her head to clear the mess of thoughts before it becomes too silly and ruins her run.

Stop it, I did not want to go. I am glad I chose the massage and facial at the El Conquistador Resort and Spa instead. I deserve a day of beauty. She laughs out loud at her own silliness. Too many years of being the fixer and today she is finally working on “fixing” herself. Funny, but apparently it starts with a long run in the woods and a day of beauty.

Grace rolls her eyes and shrugs into her hydration pack. Water, snacks, phone, fully charged, of course. Pepper spray, never too careful. Finally, extra water for the two front pockets. Buckling the straps, she adjusts herself and clicks the door locked on the car. Looking down, she finds the timer on her iWatch and presses start. Only an easy fifteen miles today.

Grace loves the trails, any trails. She was a marathoner early in her career, college standout at Arizona State University. She decided to give it up, well, change to trail running soon after she went pro. She gave her contract with Nike a year, then left for the trails. She feels it was for the best, too many injuries due to the punishing nature of elite running. Things are changing, slowly, but changing for the better. It has been a challenging time for elite running, and she is grateful to be out of it. She left with no pomp or parade, just a quiet switch. Quiet to all but the running community, of course. She was all over ESPN and Runners World did a feature. Her first big endurance run was the coveted Black Canyon Ultra 100K – sixty-two miles. It was amazing and she was hooked.

That was back in 2019. A change in life circumstances, running goals and general need to do something else spurred her on. She was hooked. Did she win? Heck no, it was brutal and she finished mid-pack. That poor finish for an elite athlete of her caliber would have been a certain disappointment. Probably some disappointment from the marathon community too. The trail community embraced her, from day one. They knew of her, but the two are very different categories. Trail running is fun and not as competitive as road racing. Many up-and-coming athletes are marathoners, very competitive and disciplined. Two traits she always carries with her.

The Black Canyon was the beginning of the endurance trail running competition she craved, it was her newfound happy place. She loved the gritty feel of the run, sticky shoes and muddy falls. She loved that it rained the day before and the trail had a few leftover puddles. Just enough to splash, well, not really splash, but get your shoes wet, muddy. It was magical. And Grace was in love.

Five years later, she reminisces about the first few runs. Not paying attention, she knows the trail so well  that she instinctively stops at mile 3 to walk. After the rock bed, a return to clipping along. She is still not marathon fast but holds her own better now. As she comes into mile seven and a half, she sees the clearing where she will turn around and head back.

Easy day, other things to do. Turning slightly to the right, she is hit by something so powerful and fast she goes down quickly, without a sound. Quiet, but for the birds frightened squawking.

Oh my God, please no.... And with Grace’s whisper, she is gone.
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Jenna is flying up the hill toward the clearing. Fast, like usual. Racing herself. In the brush she sees - wait, what? Legs? Slams on the breaks as a full body comes into view, a female. Jenna is no drama Queen. She is calm, cool – always. An EMT for Gold Valley, she knows what death looks like. She slams on the breaks, panting from the exertion of the ride and the adrenaline shooting through her. Grabbing the phone from the handlebars, she dials 911 and speaks calmly to the operator. Sad, scared and a little pissed she came this way, Jenna waits for help, knowing the body, the woman, is dead.

The call goes out over the radio and an officer responds immediately. After a very brief review, Officer Thomas Kelly calls for a detective. Officer Kelly is one of the fresh new recruits, out of the academy about a minute. He is tall, lanky, and an ex-basketball player for the University of Arizona. Officer Kelly tapes off the scene and waits for the detective.

Detective Elias Hale is up today. Usually, he sits at the station completing paperwork from the past week. But today he is home, waiting for the phone to ring. Saturdays are not busy in Gold Valley but this call changes that. Somehow Elias knows today is shaping up to be a doozy.

Elias Hale, detective for Gold Valley PD is fit, just about thirty-five and baseball player. Big deal player, professional, Yankees star player, not minor league Bull Durham movie small. Elias was “the show”. Well, until he wasn’t.

He has been in Gold Valley for about five years, retired from the big leagues at thirty and left New York soon after. He decided to focus on helping others. He made his money, and his name wanted a change.

Elias spent his off seasons getting a degree in criminal justice, then shadowing an old friend who is a Sheriff in Ohio. Learned a ton, felt useful some days, not so great others. Like baseball, take the good and the bad. Lessons learned. Every March he’d return for Spring training and feel a little more optimistic he was making the right decision. He knew law enforcement would be for him.

After he completed his degree and quietly retired, no fanfare, no parties – he did not want that. By then he just wanted out. He needed a reset, back to childhood values. So he sold his apartment on Fifth Avenue and anything else he did not cherish, packed and headed West. Landed in Gold Valley after a bit of research and a chance meeting with the last Police Chief in Tucson.

Eilas was at a bar called the Con-Tiki. Yup, Polynesian themed, wood carved heads, silly straw hair joint. Not restaurant or bar – a joint . Alive and well in the 1970s, not so much today. But it was quiet that day, except for him and the Police Chief, Donald Clark. Don was a scrappy guy, built like a fireplug with an extra beer belly. Round face, boxer nose but eyes sharp and calm. Watchful, a cops cop. As Elias learned over time, Chief Clark – Don – always had is guy’s backs. But he demanded respect, not only for himself, but more for the population they served.

That day, he and Elias got to chatting over burgers and iced tea. Apparently, Don’s family was buying him a birthday present at a local mall, his grandkids said he could not come. He decided to walk across the parking lot to this corny bar. Elias stopped there to get his bearings – not sure where he’d go next. He decided to have lunch and contemplate Phoenix or Tucson or keep driving.

By the time Chief Clark’s grandkids returned, Elias had an opportunity, a plan and a good meal. Chief Clark knew Elias and his record on the field. Loved the Yankees and appreciated Elias leaving the team when he did. Elias knew then it was going to work out – even if he did not know how, yet.

So Elias Hale, retired big-time Yankees player, is now Detective Hale from the Gold Valley Police Department.
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“Hello, I’m Detective Hale, Gold Valley police department.”

“Jenna, Jenna Callahan. Uh, well – I guess you want me to start with what happened?” Curious green eyes gleaming, not scared, excited, maybe. Jenna seems more interested in him. And he knew that she knew who he was.

“Please.” Hale gestures for her to begin.

“Ok, well, of course I’m screaming up the hill. I love uphill. Not everyone loves hills, me, though... Ok, anyway, I have headphones on, Metallica, of course. Funny, Enter Sandman was playing. Weird, focus, Jenna. And I see what I think is a leg – weird. Then a body, female. I mean my brain says it can’t be. But, I mean, I thought I should check, messed up my ride time, but...” she trails off as the magnitude of what she saw finally hits her. Goodbye adrenaline. Hello, crash.

“It’s ok, go on.” Detective Hale’s voice is calm and encouraging.

“Oh, shit. Well, ok, so I slam on the brakes, almost did a header right into her, you know. I call out, of course, you know. Hey, are you okay or something like that. No response. I hop off the bike to check. You never know up here, animals, big rocks, one trip and it can be concussion city.” Jenna takes a breath. Glancing at Hale, she continues the story. More animation this time. Hale gets the feeling she is performing but innocent.

“So, I walk toward the legs and see there really is a woman attached to them. Blood all around her head and neck – I mean you saw the body, no? But I can’t see much else, by now I am pretty sure I need to call 911. So, I call and stand off on the side of the trial across from her. I did not touch her, you know. Did not need to check...No one comes by either. Quiet day on the trail, you know. I mean just because I am an EMT doesn’t mean I’m not a tiny bit freaked out. I knew she was dead. No reason to check pulse. Well, you’ll see. Anyway, I did not see or hear anything. But before I came up on her, well, Metallica was pretty loud and I was in the zone, you know?” Jenna stops talking and looks at Detective Hale. She seems to run out of air, deflated now.

“Ok, here is my card. Thank you. Please call if you think of anything else. Be safe riding back.” Detective Hale passes her the card, and she gets on her bike, rolls away. Detective Hale feels, senses maybe, she is telling the truth and wants to get away, finish the ride more than deal with this situation. Her excitement for the story is waning, and he is okay to let her get out of there. He wants to get to work. He knows she will tell her biking community, friends and family. He wishes she would
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