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         Despite its name, Ponder, Texas, pop. 1,101, isn’t a very good place to think. Four months out of the year, it’s too damn hot to think.

         It is a good place to get lost. That’s what my mother did thirty-two years ago. The fact that she successfully hid this from almost everyone who loved her makes her a pretty good liar. I’m not sure what it says about me.

         When I was a little girl, my grandmother would tell my fortune to keep me still. I vividly remember one August day when the red line on the back porch thermometer crept up to 108. Sweat dribbled down the backs of my knees, a thin cotton sundress pressed wet against my back. My legs swung back and forth under the kitchen table, too short to reach the floor. Granny snapped beans in a soothing rhythm. I stared at a tall glass pitcher of iced tea that floated with mint leaves and quarter moons of lemon, wishing I could jump in. Granny promised a storm coming from Oklahoma would cool things off by dinner. The fan kept blowing the cards off the table and I kept slapping them down, giggling.

         The fortune is long forgotten, but I can still hear the anguished joy of my mother playing a Bach concerto in the background.

         Two years later, on the worst day of my life, what I remember most is being cold. Granny and I stood in a darkened funeral parlor, the window air conditioner blowing up goose bumps on my arms. Cracks of September sunlight tried to push in around the shades. It was at least ninety degrees outside, but I wanted my winter coat. I wanted to lie down and never wake up. Granny gripped my hand tighter, as if she could hear my thoughts. Merle Haggard blared from a passing pickup truck and faded away. I could hear my mother crying from another room.

         That’s how I remember Mama—present but absent.

         I’m not like that. People know when I’m around.

         I’ve been told that I have a strange name for a girl, that I’m nosy, that I’m too delicate to carry a gun. The first two are true.

         I’ve been told that it’s weird to love both Johnny Cash and Vivaldi, that I’m way too white for a Texan and too skinny for a fast-food junkie, that my hair is long and straight enough to hang a cat, that I look more like a New York City ballet dancer than a former champion roper. (In Texas, New York City is never a complimentary adjective.)

         I’ve been told that my sister, Sadie, and I shouldn’t have beaten up Jimmy Walker in fifth grade because he is still whining about it to a therapist.

         I’ve been told that growing up in Ponder must have been an idyllic childhood, picket fence and all. I tell those people I’m more familiar with barbed wire and have the scars on my belly to prove it.

         I learned early that nothing is what it seems. The nice butcher at the Piggly Wiggly who saved bones for our dogs beat his wife. The homecoming queen’s little sister was really the daughter she had in seventh grade. That’s the way life was.

         In a place like Ponder, everyone knew your secrets. At least, that’s what I thought before. I never pictured my mother, the legendary pianist of the First Baptist Church of Ponder, as a woman with something to hide. I never dreamed that opening a stranger’s letter would be pulling a loose thread that would unravel everything. That, one day, I’d scrutinize every memory for the truth.
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         The letter is five days old and I have read it forty-two times. It is pink and smells like the perfume of a woman I don’t know. It arrived on a Wednesday, right to Daddy’s office, sandwiched between a plea from Doctors Without Borders and a brochure on a new exhibit at the Amon Carter Museum.

         Daddy’s secretary, Melva, a former teacher and widow on the upside of her sixties, picked the envelope out of the stack as something I needed to see. Personal, she said. Not spit out by a computer. A sympathy card, perhaps, because that was one of the few things people still felt obligated to write by hand.

         When I opened it and read the careful feminine scrawl, I felt the earth shift. The tremor started low, in my toes, and worked its way up, although I can’t say why the letter had such an instant effect on me.

         The odds were that the woman who wrote this was a scam artist. Or simply had the wrong girl. The wrong Tommie Mc-Cloud, spelled with an ie.

         Each of the forty-two times I read the letter, I wanted to hop in my pickup and go home to Mama, even though Mama isn’t there and home is now an empty ranch house with faded flowered sheets covering the furniture like an indoor meadow.

         But home is also endless rolling land, shimmering heat, sweet memories that thrum in the air with the cicadas. Home pulls at me like a magnet. Even when my body is hundreds of miles away, my soul stays behind, clinging to the live oak by the cement pond where I learned to dog paddle.

         They say that Lyndon Johnson’s shoulders rolled back and he relaxed as soon as he could see his ranchland stretching out below Air Force One. My Granny called LBJ an egotistical lunatic, but that profound connection he had with a patch of earth makes him OK in my book. I’ve tried to leave for good, to beat a new path, but I have been safest and happiest on Elizabeth Ranch, where my great-great-grandfather was born, where I grew up.

         Less kind people would say I never grew up. They call me a runaway.

         If anyone asked, I would describe myself as temporarily off-course ever since eight hundred pounds of steer stomped on my wrist fourteen years ago in a rodeo arena in Lubbock, Texas, knocking me from the pedestal of my saddle into mortality. It took two seconds for Black Diablo to crush twelve bones in my hand and wrist, and any wispy thoughts in my mother’s head of tearing me away from the rodeo and turning me into a concert pianist. My fingers never worked the same again.

         Goodbye to getting a master’s at the prestigious Curtis Institute of Music. Goodbye to my collegiate rodeo competitions, because a year of physical therapy later, I couldn’t swing a rope. I had the yips, like a catcher who suddenly can’t throw a ball straight back to the mound after doing it thousands of times.

         What else did I know besides Bach and rodeo? When the shattered bones healed, I left home, raw and angry, not sure whose dreams I’d been living. I spent a year in Europe as a backpacking, hostel-living cliché. Four years at the University of Texas getting a degree in child psychology, three more working toward my Ph.D. at Rice. Five years in Wyoming at Halo Ranch, a nonprofit that uses horses to coax sick and emotionally distraught kids back to life, lured by an internship and an irresistible fellow Ph.D. candidate. Somewhere in there, I fell out of infatuation with him and back in love with horses.

         Then, two weeks ago, Daddy died, and I came home to Ponder for good. I hadn’t said it out loud, but I knew I wouldn’t leave again.

         My eyes close for a second and I can picture every word on the perfumed pink page in front of me, the spidery scrawl that is setting everything in motion.

         Dear Tommie, it begins. Have you ever wondered about who you are?

         Always, I tell myself. Always. But not in the way you think.

         I’m looking for my daughter who was kidnapped July 15, 1981, when she was only one.

         I do the simple math one more time. She was kidnapped thirty-one years ago and I am thirty-two years old.

         Her name is Adriana Marchetti.

         She’s Italian, I think. I am pale. I freckle in the sun. My hair is untouched blond.

         I’ve spent most of my life searching for you. I believe you are my daughter.

         I want to shout at this invisible woman. My mother never lies. Never. It was the one thing that disappointed her the most, if her girls lied to her. And my father? Even less likely.

         But I cannot lie to myself now. There was another letter to consider. This one had shown up at the ranch in Wyoming. An official one, with my name, Tommie Anne McCloud, behind the envelope’s waxy window.

         The envelope contained a Social Security card with a brand-new number and a letter informing me that an extensive internal review of the past fifty years of Social Security numbers unearthed hundreds of clerking errors. The first three digits of my number did not reflect where my birth certificate said I was born.

         Take this number instead.

         No big deal. To them. But that number had been a part of me all my life. I was attached to it, like I was to my hair, my childhood cat Clyde, and the date of my birth. It was one of the few numbers I could spit out automatically, packed in my brain with all of the other passwords and security codes required for membership in the twenty-first century. It had been a nightmare to change it on my passport, insurance cards, credit cards.

         But I’d never called to ask any questions. Why would I?

         That letter was somewhere in a landfill by now. Daddy’s Mac in front of me glowed, encouraging. I typed “Social Security Administration” into Google, found an 800 number, punched it into my cell, and spent ten minutes bouncing around telephone menus that had no options for grieving, emotionally distraught daughters possibly kidnapped more than thirty years ago. I yelled “Representative” into the phone until the fake voice gave up and transferred me to a live woman, who introduced herself as Crystal.

         “I got a Social Security card with a new number in the mail a couple of years ago,” I told Crystal. “My name is Tommie Mc-Cloud.”

         “Uh-huh. Hundreds of people did. Is there a problem?”

         “I just wondered … why? Where did the first three digits indicate I was born?” As I asked this, it occurred to me that I probably could have Googled this kind of information and saved a lot of time.

         “You’re just asking now? Never mind. Give me the first three digits of the old number and the new number.” I recited them obediently and she came back on the line a few seconds later. She had probably Googled it.

         “Chicago, Illinois.”

         “I was born at a hospital in Fort Worth.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” Her tone was overly patient. “That is why you got a new card.”

         “This has been a huge hassle,” I said, irritated with her patronizing air, wanting to be distracted from the reason I called her in the first place.

         “Ma’am, do you have any issues I can specifically help you with now? This is in response to our nation’s heightened vulnerability to security threats and identity fraud. Do you not want a safe nation?”

         Ah, the twenty-first-century tactic: Switch the blame right back to the consumer. Yesterday, a representative for the phone company told me it would take a month to set up phone and internet service at the Ponder ranch. When I sputtered a protest, he asked whether I really thought I deserved to be put ahead of other consumers in line. And was I not aware of Texas flooding? I couldn’t dignify that with an answer. The black earth in Daddy’s fields was cracking from the heat. I pictured the phone rep shutting his eyes and stabbing his finger pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey style at a list titled Natural disasters: Excuses they might fall for.

         “You’re attacking my patriotism?” I asked Crystal, thinking that wasn’t her real name or accent, that her own dry, un-American ass was probably sitting in India. “Are you reading from a script? Because I’d recommend you get a new script.”

         “I’m going to put you down as a customer hang-up,” she said.

         “What?”

         Silence on the other end. Crystal was gone.

         It didn’t matter. I couldn’t avoid it any longer.

         Rosalina Marchetti’s letter was clear on this fact. Her daughter, Adriana, had been kidnapped in Chicago, Illinois. Rosalina wanted me to travel there sometime in the next few weeks, all on her dime.

         Did she know that my father had just died? Wasn’t that how these scammers worked, with a cold eye on the obituaries, one of the few places where unusual names are usually spelled correctly? Because that’s the thing: Rarely did anyone spell my name right who wasn’t a blood relation, and half of them didn’t, either.

         I read the letter for the forty-third time and it’s like I’m twelve years old again sitting in the corner of a horse stall with a flashlight and a terrifying book, frantic to warn the heroine of terrible peril but secretly knowing I can protect her for a day, for months, for years, forever, by simply slamming the book shut. Ending her story in the middle.

         I stare at Rosalina Marchetti’s signature. It sweeps arrogantly across the right bottom half of the page, tall and loopy. Under her name, like an afterthought, she had scribbled:

         And the angels cried.
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         “Are you OK, Tommie?”

         A familiar gravelly voice. A voice like my father’s, worn raw by smoke and sawdust. I lifted my head from the pile of papers. If I squinted, I could pretend he was Daddy. Tall, angular lines, a fifteen-dollar haircut from Joe, jeans and boots that had met some cows, a face like the Texas earth, wrecked by sun and drought and cigarettes. The damn cigarettes. I pushed away the image of Daddy at the end, with his oxygen tank at his side like a loyal pet.

         “Wade. Hi.” I finished pulling my uncooperative hair through an old rubber band I’d found in the drawer and flipped it down my back. “I’m awake. Just unsure where to begin with Daddy’s papers.” I wanted to say that the whole room made me physically ache.

         Instead, I spread my arms to encompass the scarred oak desk in front of me, slotted and pegged together like a master puzzle by a cowboy more than two hundred years ago. Not a single metal nail. I took naps on top when I was three. Daddy bragged that it required five men to get the desk through the door.

         The oversized leather couch in the corner still held the deep imprint of my father’s lean body. A plastic hanging bag of dry cleaning, Wrangler jeans and lightly starched pressed western shirts, was hooked over one of the closet doors; a case of Corona Light and two cases of Dr Pepper sat by a small refrigerator on the plank floor, vices as hereditary as the cigarettes that killed him. I quit smoking at sixteen, the day Daddy slapped the first one out of my hand behind the barn, the only time he hit me. I stuck with the Dr Pepper.

         My eyes lingered on the photo behind Wade’s head, from another lifetime, a blown-up print of Daddy and Wade in federal marshals’ gear. Arms around each other, cigars drooping out of their grinning mouths. A good day, Daddy always said. A bad guy went down.

         This refurbished 1800s building in the historic Fort Worth Stockyards was once a place where bad guys went down every week, usually with a chunk of lead in the back. Sometimes in the saloon below, sometimes surprised in this very room while stuck in a woman spreading her legs for a few pieces of change.

         Over the last thirty years, among these violent ghosts, my father turned his family’s legacy of land into a multimillion-dollar oil and gas business, with the assistance of a secretary, seven lawyers, two investment advisers, and the man slouched in front of me the way only cowboys in jeans can get away with, a Tony Lama hat that had seen better days held with one giant hand over his crotch.

         Wade Mitchell, ten years younger than Daddy, was the heir to the big job, so specified in my father’s will, unless I wanted to step up. My sister, Sadie, had eliminated herself as a candidate years ago.

         “I hate to ask, Tommie, but have you made a decision?” At first, I wasn’t sure what Wade meant. Was he talking about his job? About Rosalina Marchetti? How would he know about that? I fingered the pink stationery nervously. Then I remembered, at Aunt Rebecca’s house, at the wake, his urgent whisper.

         “You mean about the wind farm?” I ask him.

         “Yes. It’s the one thing that we need to sign off on this week. BT Power wants to put up a hundred more turbines in Stephenville. If we don’t, they’re choosing another site. They’ve also got their eye on our Big Dipper property near Boerne.”

         “I don’t know,” I said slowly.

         “Tommie, you need to leave some of these early decisions to me. We’ve got a good lease going with them.”

         “Is there any controversy over the farm so far? The seventy-five turbines already in place?” I’d stood on our land just once since the turbines had been erected. I’d had mixed feelings. Nestled near an old farmhouse, they had a strange beauty about them, rising higher than the Statue of Liberty, gently whirring and spinning with the wind, turning the plains into an eerie, alien landscape when night fell, their red eyes blinking.

         “What do you mean?”

         “Exactly what I asked. A year ago Daddy put in seventy-five turbines on this land with an option for more. Do you think it has gone smoothly?”

         Wade looked surprised that I had this much information. Or maybe surprised that I cared at all.

         I’d never liked Wade much. He was brusque, always around, quick to shoo us away from Daddy when we were little. But Wade and Daddy once walked into bad situations with nothing but each other and a gun. Shared violence is like human superglue.

         He decided to answer my question. “The rancher to the north makes a lot of noise to the media about the way it looks,” he drawled. “Says the turbines destroy his view. The town’s happy about the taxes improving their school system. They got a turf field out of the deal.”

         “I told Daddy a few months ago that the turbines are bothering the kids,” I said. “And the horses.”

         “What the hell are you talking about?”

         “They put up a wind farm near the rehabilitative ranch where I work. We can’t see the turbines, but they’re close enough for the kids to hear. They call them the whispering monsters. The horses don’t sleep as well. Some of the kids deal with constant nausea since they went full power. Wind turbine syndrome, they call it.”

         Wade frowned. “I can’t deal with this damn hippie crap right now, Tommie. This is what your father wanted. You keep dawdling and we’ll lose two million dollars like this.” He snapped his fingers, leaning over the desk, a little too near my face. “You can’t decide based on a few courses in psychology and a bunch of cancer kids and gimps and four-legged animals. That ain’t how you make business decisions.”

         He used ain’t to underscore his irritation, since we both knew Wade was a literate cowboy with a master’s in agribusiness from Texas A&M. But in his mind, the only kind of satisfactory therapy involved a bottle of Old Rip Van Winkle whiskey and an hour to kill with a gun and a bull’s-eye.

         “The Big Dipper is a beautiful piece of land,” I told him. I bit back that I was finally only a couple of months from my Ph.D. “Untouched. There aren’t that many properties with natural running water from streams and the river.”

         “It’s recreational property,” Wade countered. “People aren’t paying for it anymore, not a prime piece like this.”

         We’d never sell that piece. I stared at him steadily. He was deliberately missing my point. I was deliberately missing his.

         Grief for Daddy poured out of both of us, seeping into the cracks in the floorboards where blood used to run.

         I knew that Wade fished with his twenty-five-year-old autistic son every Saturday, a promise he never broke. Wade’s cowboy boots were custom-made at Leddy’s down the street because of a limp that he’d never talk about. With that limp, he insisted on carrying my mother out of the house the day she left it for good, a rag doll in his arms.

         He was mostly a good man, a smart man. I knew it. I just didn’t like him.

         “Get out,” I said, because I didn’t want him to see me cry.

         “Yes, ma’am. Call when you need me. It’s going to be sooner than you think.” He gestured to the wooden file cabinets that lined the walls, to the mail stacking up on the desk, to the Apple computer that had yet to reveal its secrets, and my heart sank because I knew he was right: I would need him.

         Wade turned with his hand on the doorknob.

         “Tommie, you’re going about this dead wrong. But I will say, it’s nice to see a little fire in you. I thought that side of beef stomped it out of you for good.” His face softened. “I hear you’re still wicked on top of a horse. Maybe we should take a ride and works things out.”

         He shut the door quietly.

         My eyes roved over the walls, tears gradually softening the edges of the cattle drivers and whores and gamblers, historic photographs of Hell’s Half Acre that Daddy picked up one at a time out of dusty boxes in antique shops.

         I stopped at the picture of Etta Place, the beautiful, unfathomable girlfriend of the Sundance Kid. Nailed in a place of honor over the doorframe, one of Daddy’s favorite pictures, a Christmas gift from Mama pulled out of a shiny silver box.

         Long, dark hair piled up, gray eyes, a slim, lithe body. Etta didn’t look wild or cruel but they swore she was.

         Why did no one know her real name? Was she really a prostitute when she met the Sundance Kid? And where did she vanish to? How do you live a life without a beginning and an end?

         As a child, I would sit cross-legged on the hard floor directly in front of her, craning my neck up, willing Etta to speak, to spill her secrets just to me, until Daddy finally glanced over from his desk and said:

         “She’s a mystery, honey. A goddamn mystery.”
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         Five minutes after Wade left, I decided to turn the page and allow the plucky, foolish heroine to plunge ahead.

         I wondered what it meant that I was now thinking idiotically of myself in the third person and using words like plucky. My colleagues would offer up the fancy term disassociating. Sadie would say not wanting to deal.

         Rosalina Marchetti could be a con woman, I told myself. Or a stalker. Emotionally unbalanced. Dangerous.

         I had to know.

         My fingers leapt over the keys of Daddy’s computer, suddenly alive after a week of crippled hesitation. It took just thirteen minutes before I found the right Rosalina Marchetti in the Chicago Tribune archive. And, when I say right, I mean wrong, so wrong.

         Rosalina Marchetti née Rosie Lopez, more poetically known in her stripper days as Rose Red, married Chicago mobster Anthony Marchetti on January 27, 1980. A month after that, Marchetti stood before a judge and received a life sentence, convicted on six counts of first-degree murder and unrelated charges of embezzlement and bribery. The sentence seemed light. Anthony Marchetti belonged in hell. He’d viciously murdered an FBI agent, his wife, three children, and an agent guarding them at a safe house. But the court left a chance for parole.

         Marchetti stared coolly out of his wedding announcement, a dark and charismatic stereotype. He looked as if he would be equally comfortable attending the opera or chopping off body parts in a back room. The glowing woman is usually the star of these kinds of photos, but his new bride, Rose, hung back shyly, her face in shadow. It was ridiculous to think that either of these people had anything to do with me.

         Their melodrama didn’t end there. A little more searching confirmed that Rosalina’s story held up. She’d given birth to an unlucky little girl six months later. I say unlucky because the child was kidnapped three days after her first birthday. My stomach hurt as I kept reading, one of the “hot reads” on a true crime site with 136,000 hits. Days after the abduction, the kidnapper had sent Rosalina her daughter’s finger. I looked down to confirm that my fingers were still attached. Why didn’t Rosalina ask about the finger in her letter?

         Details were scarce after that. I fought off another little chill after finding the girl’s name—Adriana Rose Marchetti—still active on the FBI’s missing persons list. She’d never been found.

         Rose Red now lived in a lavish, gated Italian-style villa on Chicago’s North Shore. Anthony Marchetti still sat in prison. She’d never divorced him. According to various society columns, she was a generous contributor to AIDS causes, missing persons organizations, and library charities.

         But I could find only her name. After the wedding photo, there were no more pictures.

         My eyes glazed a little. I hadn’t slept more than four hours a night in two weeks, not since Sadie’s pre-dawn phone call saying Daddy was gone.

         I should go. This would be the first night I’d spend at the ranch instead of at Sadie’s, and there weren’t sheets on a single bed or anything in the fridge but Miller Lites and Cokes for Daddy’s friends who dropped by the ranch to hunt. Daddy asked our longtime housekeeper to shut down the house six months ago, and Daddy had worked here, showered here, and slept here, unless he took a suite at the downtown Worthington.

         It was at least a forty-five-minute drive home. Maybe the Worthington was a good idea for tonight.

         I could see nothing but inky black out of the windows that lined the west wall, not even the brick of the building next door, so close I could touch it if I leaned out. The other offices in Daddy’s building—an insurance agency, an orthodontist, and a law practice—had emptied by 6 p.m., so I was alone with the ghosts. The air-conditioning clunked on and my heart did a little frog jump.

         Still, one more nagging thought.

         It took only a few more strokes to find out where Anthony Marchetti wound up.

         Twenty days ago, he had been moved from the Level 1 maximum security prison in Crest Hill, Illinois, to a jail cell in Fort Worth, Texas. Marchetti was up for parole. And he was about a five-minute drive away.

         Someone was messing with me, either up there or down here.

         My tired eyes processed movement, a blur of green.

         Someone was in the room, at the door.

         My right hand automatically took hold of the Beretta M9 my father kept in a special holster attached under the desk and I whipped it up, evening it directly at the head of a man I’d never seen before. This took approximately three seconds. Good muscle memory.

         A long time ago, Sadie and I taught our little hands this move with a squirt gun. The object then: to get the other player wet and to wipe up the floor before Daddy returned from his conference room.

         “Whoa.” The stranger stopped short, about a foot in.

         This guy had to be a lost tourist. Not bad-looking, but not my type. An aging frat boy. He wore a lime-green polo shirt like a flag from another country, with a tiny pink pony on his left bicep. His ripped $150 jeans were made to look as if he’d worked a lot of cattle, but had instead been beaten and distressed by slave labor in Vietnam.

         He was a pretender.

         As a Levi’s devotee, who’d worked cattle since age six, I counted this as the first strike against him. There were other strikes, like short hair moussed into an unnatural state.

         “Are you lost?” I asked carefully. “This is a private business.”

         Eyes on the Beretta, he plopped himself in the leather chair facing me. He set a small digital recorder on the desk and a briefcase on the floor.

         “I’d feel better if you put that thing away,” he told me. “I’m from Texas Monthly magazine. We have a mutual acquaintance. Lydia Pratt? I didn’t mean to scare you but I thought I’d try to catch you here and set up a time for us to meet. Here’s my card. You weren’t answering your cell.” He tossed the card across the desk.

         His story rang a few true notes, but the man himself set my nerves screeching like teenage cheerleaders. I lowered the gun, returned it to its safe place under the desk, and picked up his card.

         Jack Smith. Senior reporter. Texas Monthly magazine. Two phone numbers and a fax number with an Austin prefix, and an email address.

         “Call me Jack,” he said, grinning, sticking out a hand I didn’t take.

         Get out. The words screamed in my head. I glanced down at my cell phone and considered a less lethal move. Two missed calls from a cell phone with an Austin prefix. So he probably wasn’t lying about that, either.

         “And?” I asked.

         “And I’m working a story about the success of horse therapy with kids who have aggressive or antisocial behavior. Lydia said you two were doing research together. I badgered her to give me your cell number.”

         True. Lydia Pratt was a former mentor and professor of mine at UT and a long-distance research partner.

         “How did you get in the front door downstairs?” I asked. “The computer security system locks it automatically after five.”

         He shrugged. “It was open.”

         “How did you know I’d be here?”

         “I’m a reporter,” he said, like that explained everything. “I interviewed Lydia in Austin on Friday. She mentioned you were in Fort Worth. I flew in to work on another story and you and I happened to be in the same place at the same time. The guy I interviewed today said your father had an office down here.”

         “Who is that? The guy you interviewed?”

         “I gotta protect my sources.”

         This guy was annoyingly glib, like he was speaking lines in a movie. “This isn’t a good time,” I said abruptly. “And my part of the research is focused more on treating kids who’ve experienced a devastating trauma. The suicide of a parent, the death of a sibling. Horse therapy is only part of my research. You need to leave.”

         “Think about it,” Smith insisted, not moving. “I’m sure you could add something interesting. A story could help you get more funding for your research. I won’t take much time. I’m at Etta’s Place until Monday night.”

         Etta’s Place. This had to be some kind of huge cosmic joke. I forced myself not to glance up at her picture. Etta’s Place was the downtown inn that thrived on the slim possibility that after the Kid died, Etta masqueraded in Fort Worth as a boardinghouse matron named Eunice Gray. Or, if you were reading something other than the slick hotel website, Eunice ran a brothel. I’m sure she didn’t charge the website rate of $150 or more a room, no matter what salacious service was offered.

         Sadie would call this serendipity. A sign, probably from Etta herself. An artist, my sister believed in magnet healing, braless summers, alien abductions, and that Granny’s psychic bloodline ran through our veins.

         As for funding, mine was plenty deep and directly from my trust fund.

         Jack Smith uncrossed his long legs and stood up. I followed him, through Melva’s office, down the narrow hall and stairs to the lock on the front door.

         “I just want to check it,” I remarked sweetly. The lock appeared to be in perfect working order.

         “How about that?” His grin widened. “Must have been a little glitch with the computer.” I didn’t reply. Daddy had told me the security company vowed the special feature was as reliable and about as technically complex as an alarm clock.

         “What’s the other story you’re working on?” I asked. “The one that brought you to Fort Worth?”

         Smith’s lips curled back up into that irritating grin.

         “I know where Jimmy Hoffa is buried,” he said, and sauntered off, leaving that hanging in the hot air.

         Our building’s entrance opened onto a side street, away from the tourists and bars and the daily cattle drive. The city had been chintzy with the lighting here, so Smith turned into a walking shadow until he hit the end of the block. The streetlight illuminated his shirt like a neon glow stick before he disappeared around the corner. I waited until I was sure he wasn’t coming back. Then I took the pistol out of my waistband, where I’d tucked it when he wasn’t looking.

         Jack Smith, reporter, would have been better off wearing American-made, boot-cut jeans for more than one reason.

         For instance, they would have done a better job of hiding his ankle holster.

         The jeans always told the story.

         Jack Smith, reporter or not, was a pretender with a capital P.
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         A half-hour later, I put my father’s Mac to sleep and turned out the lights, closing the door to Daddy’s office, checking to make sure it was locked. The 9 mm pistol was in my purse, right beside Rosalina Marchetti’s letter.

         I now stood in Melva’s little piece of the world. The cozy space doubled as a waiting area even though Texans like my Daddy didn’t make people wait.

         Melva always left a floor lamp lit before shutting the door behind her every weeknight at precisely 5:31 p.m., but tonight, right now, it just lengthened the shadows. The twenty-seven-inch Mac on her desk glowed with a picture of her six-year-old grandson’s Halloween impersonation of Frankenstein, casting an eerie high-tech rainbow on the Charles Russell print hanging behind it.

         I was gathering up the courage to venture back into the dark hall.

         In my mind, not moving an inch from Daddy’s door, I walked the entire route to where I had parked the pickup truck. Down the hall and the staircase, out into the sweltering night, up two more empty blocks until I hit the parking garage. No tequilasoaked tourists in stiff new cowboy hats showed up to keep me company.

         In my head, I rode up the creaky elevator alone to the third floor. I crossed a stretch of concrete and darkness to Daddy’s beater Chevy truck, alone. I fumbled to open the door, panicked by now about getting inside fast enough and punching down the inside locks. No electric locks, no keyless remote for this old girl of a truck.

         Standing there in Melva’s safe world, staring into that dark hallway, I considered turning around and spending the night in Daddy’s indent on the couch, the pistol on the floor right below my head. Instead, I punched a familiar number into my cell, hoping the creak above me wasn’t Jack Smith or Etta Place. Or my dead Daddy, angry that some stranger was trying to lay claim to me.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 4
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         My breath came in short, quick gasps. I could see nothing but blackness and tiny fragments of light, glitter falling in a dark galaxy. My aching arms reached up and my palms pushed against the satin-lined lid of the coffin. I was getting weak. I’d been at this for hours.

         A phone trilled, muffled but close. Someone was out there, six feet of packed dirt and red clay and crawling earthworms above my grave. They could help me. I began to scream so loudly I woke myself up.

         This is how it always ended. The dream haunted me at least a dozen times a year, and the worst part was not knowing which night it would strike, when I’d wake up soaked in sweat, choking on my own spit, gasping for breath. There was only one night—the anniversary, September 3, when I always pulled an all-nighter with the horses, never letting my eyes shut—when I was free of it. On most every other night of the year, I fell asleep to the canned laughter of late-night reruns.

         My dreams, since I was a kid, always had a physical consequence. If I fell off a horse, I’d hit the ground with enough force to wake me up, and my butt would be sore for an hour afterward. Two nights ago, I woke up from a sex dream so close to orgasm that my fingers took me there in seconds. Of course, that could be because my sex life had been a little lacking lately.

         It took a few beats for me to cross over the gray divide from dreamland to the deluxe king room at the Worthington. My body was slick with sweat, my hair damp at the base of my neck. My heart slowed at the sight of a gently starched white top sheet, the carved antique wardrobe, the cherry-red throw still folded neatly at the foot of the bed.

         Victor from El Salvador had been only too happy to drive up to the door of Daddy’s building last night in his Yellow Cab, pop me inside, regale me with tales of his own hopeless love life, then drop me into the waiting arms of a hotel doorman. Victor’s card has been a fixture in every McCloud’s wallet for the last decade, ever since the Christmas Day he slept near a DFW luggage carousel waiting on my long-delayed flight from Cheyenne that didn’t arrive until 3 a.m. He drove the forty-five miles to the ranch as dawn broke and charged only a standard fare. All the McClouds had a stomach virus that year, buckets at every bedside, some pulled from the horse stalls. Still, Daddy crawled out of his sickbed in his pajamas and slippers to hand Victor a crisp $100 bill as a tip.

         My niece, Maddie, is the artist behind the sign pasted on the back of his cab’s passenger seat. “Best Cabbie on Earth!” it shouts, accompanied by a vibrant drawing of a taxi with a friendly brown man waving behind the steering wheel while driving atop a misshapen green and blue planet.

         I hoped that in some small way Maddie’s art negated some of the prejudice that flowed Victor’s way since 9/11. I hated that he felt the need to paste three American flag stickers inside the cab for added passenger reassurance.

         The phone shrilled two more times before I made a supreme effort to try to find it, lost somewhere in the puffy clouds of the comforter.

         “Where the hell are you?” Sadie demanded as I pressed it to my ear.

         “What time is it?” I asked groggily.

         “It’s eleven a.m. You’re not at the ranch. I’m standing on the porch, so don’t lie about it. You told me you were spending the night here.” Her tone, accusing, was justified.

         “Oh, Sadie, I’m sorry! I was at the office late …” I wondered whether to tell her first about Wade or the obnoxious reporter or the woman claiming I was not Sadie’s biological sister.

         I chose none of the above.

         “I decided to pull a Daddy and take a room at the Worthington. I thought I’d be up at seven and home before you got there.” Sadie and my niece, Maddie, lived two miles from the ranch in a doublewide trailer they dubbed the Can of Dreams. It overlooked a sweet spot of the property that Sadie hadn’t committed to building on yet.

         “Uh-huh, right. Like you were going to pull yourself off of a million-count feather pillow-top mattress at the crack of dawn. Very optimistic. Well, at least you finally got some sleep.”

         She changed the subject abruptly.

         “Tommie, yesterday afternoon after you left, Mama had a little spell.”

         I sat up, fully awake now, taking in the three tiny empty bottles of vodka on the dresser and the fact that I was completely naked except for a pair of purple striped bikini underwear.

         “Why didn’t you call?”

         “I didn’t want to bother you while you were trying to get a handle on Daddy’s stuff because, Lord, we really need to do that. By the time I got there, she was calm. She said she just had another headache and asked why everybody was all bothered. Meanwhile, an orderly was picking up the lunch dishes she’d tossed across the room. She got a little V for that.”

         V is for Valium. At some point, I think every single word in the En glish language will be abbreviated or eliminated if it cannot conform to one to four letters. Sadie, an iPhone addict, is on board with this; me, not so much. A hundred years from now, I believe linguists will study our language and write (brief) papers on how inefficient we were with our brains. Why use a complicated word when a shorter one will do? Why store fifteen words in your head that mean essentially the same thing? The poetry, the nuance, the rhythm will no longer matter.

         “Did she recognize you?” I asked my sister.

         “No. Well, yes, eventually. After we got to Irene’s.” She paused. “We took a little field trip.”

         I slid back down in the bed. No wonder Sadie was so eager to forgive me.

         “And what did Irene have to say?”

         “I can hear your tone, Tommie.”

         There are words for people like my sister. Kook was harsh. I preferred free spirit. Sadie is both my polar opposite and my favorite person on earth.

         There are words in my head for Irene not nearly as kind.

         “She laid her out on her table. She thinks Mama stores too much energy in her head and that’s causing some of her headaches and memory problems.” Sadie took a breath. “I swear, Tommie, I think I saw something rise out of her like a fog. Mama kind of shuddered. And then we had a nice lunch at Catfish King. You know how she loves Catfish King. She called me Sadie Louisa. She hasn’t called me that in ages.”

         I stopped myself from saying that Sadie should be thanking a piece of fried fish for triggering Mama’s memory instead of a lapsed-Catholic/psychic/yoga instructor with an occasional marijuana habit.

         Two years ago, doctors diagnosed our mother with early dementia. Eleven months ago, Daddy gave in and moved her to a nursing facility that specialized in Alzheimer’s and its many unnamed cousins.

         No cure, just drugs that could help but often didn’t. All of us took it hard, but Sadie still passionately sought the supernatural miracle that would bring Mama back to us.

         “That’s great,” I said carefully.

         “Really?”

         “Really. Good job.” I wasn’t lying. It probably did Mama a world of good to get out of that place for a while. And who was I, the runaway, to criticize how Sadie took care of Mama when I was usually hundreds of miles north?

         We hung up, agreeing that I’d be at the ranch by mid-afternoon, with CFS in hand as a peace offering. That would be text-speak for Chicken Fried Steak.

         I spent twenty glorious minutes with my back to the shower’s luxury hot water massager, the equivalent of a generous man giving me a back rub without expecting anything in return.

         While I toweled off, my brain, still relentlessly processing, conjured up another picture. Mama pulling weeds in the garden, singing to herself, a mournful, bluesy song at odds with a bright day, knee deep in cilantro and lemon mint, the most cheerful of herbs. Still, it was a beautiful sound. Haunting. I was about thirteen, several yards away, cutting lilac for the sachets Granny liked in her underwear drawer.

         When I asked, Mama told me the song was an Ethel Waters classic from the twenties. She said her mother used to sing it to her when she was a little girl. She seldom mentioned her mother, so those few words, that tiny glimpse, were a rare gift.

         An odd lullaby, I thought. More of a lament.

         Ain’t these tears in these eyes tellin’ you.

         Right after Mama was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, I became obsessed with listening to every version of “Am I Blue” in digital existence. Ella Fitzgerald, Linda Ronstadt, Ray Charles, Bette Midler, Willie Nelson. At the time I just thought I was missing the Mama who used to know the words, hoping to trap her inside a little machine and plug her voice back into my head.

         Now I wondered if my subconscious had been bubbling up, telling me that even at thirteen, I already knew something was not quite right. That the song was a clue.

         A finger of dread found its way under the thick cotton of the complimentary hotel robe. I shivered. I stared in the mirror and told myself to buck up, raking my fingers through wet, stringy hair that reached halfway down my back.

         I’d never believed in layers or bangs or Chi irons. I washed my hair. I combed my hair. I let the air dry it.

         I’d only seriously chopped it off once, three years ago, donating it to a little girl named Darcy. In her case, A was for alopecia. She’d arrived at the ranch with a bad synthetic wig and the kind of emotional scars that only other little twelve-year-old boys and girls can scratch out on your heart. Darcy loved the horses first and my hair second. When she left, a hairdresser in town cut off fifteen inches. I put it in a plastic bag as a goodbye present, which sounds creepy but wasn’t in the least.

         Myra, a good friend and the psychologist who ran the therapy side of the ranch, pulled me in afterward.

         “That wasn’t exactly protocol,” she said.

         “Do you think it was the wrong thing to do?”

         “I don’t know. It’s not Darcy I’m worried about, Tommie. Or any of the other kids. You have the highest degree of success of anybody here. I give you the most messed-up kids for a reason. The person I’m worried about is you. You get in too deep. I’m afraid the next body part you chop off will make you bleed.”

         I wasn’t sure whether she was speaking metaphorically or not.

         “I don’t know any other way,” I protested. “And I always let them go.”

         “Maybe you watch them walk away, Tommie. But you never let these kids go.”

         I scooped my jeans up off the floor by the bed where I’d dropped them last night, smelled under the arms of the peach-colored Lucky Brand T-shirt I’d borrowed from Sadie because the clean clothes in my suitcase had run out, found my bra and one boot under the bed and another near the door.

         I tugged it all on and checked my purse for the pistol.

         A weapon didn’t seem like overkill even in the light of day. Then I called down and asked for a cab to take me back to Daddy’s pickup in the Stockyards. Victor, I knew, had a lunch date with a single mom he’d met online.
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         I decided to take the stairs because all the magazines say you should.

         Those same magazines also advise you never to walk into a parking garage alone, even in the daytime.

         Later, when I thought about what happened, I wondered if it was sweat or intuition that sent a prickly feeling down my neck when I placed my foot on the first step. I’m not one of those women who walk with their keys poking between their fingers, ready to combat a would-be rapist, but I’m more wary than average and my paranoia had hit Level Orange about eighteen hours ago.

         My father descended from a long line of federal marshals, soldiers, and Wild West lawmen, one said to have put a bullet into Clyde Barrow. My late grandfather—federal marshal, combat veteran of two wars, and one-time sheriff of Wise County—religiously trained Sadie and me in target shooting and hand-to-hand combat on Sunday afternoons when Granny took her nap. The combat part mostly involved lots of giggling and kicking the straw out of a homemade dummy’s private parts while we knocked it around the trampoline. The goal was to empower us and it worked. Boys’ private parts never scared us much.

         Halfway up the second stairwell of the parking garage, I heard noises above me. A symphony of muttering voices, percussive thwunks, and intermittent groaning. Someone was getting beat up.

         Should I go up? Down? Was I the hero type? My heart began a slightly faster pound, like I was five minutes into a treadmill workout with the incline rising.

         Was my imagination working overtime? Yes. It was probably a couple of construction workers. Or tourists. What kind of bad guys struck on Sunday morning in the middle of a tourist haven famous for expensive western wear, saddle bar stools, and the Cattlemen’s restaurant where J. R. Ewing ate his big rare steaks?

         Sweat dripped little raindrop streams down my chest, my neck, my back.

         Do not, do not, do not, DO NOT have a panic attack.

         I whispered this to myself like a mantra, as if it would actually help, while I slipped off my boots and padded cautiously up the stairs, dodging broken glass from Coors Light bottles. The stairwell door was propped open on the third-floor landing, making me an instant target, so I dropped to all fours, jamming my left knee into a jagged two-inch shard of glass. I pulled it out without thinking, wincing, feeling blood dampen my favorite jeans.

         Tourists.

         I was wet with perspiration. I guessed that it was about 110 degrees in the unventilated stairwell. The concrete barriers blocked most of the brutal sun, letting in only slivers of light. It took a second for my eyes to adjust. Daddy’s pickup was twenty feet from me, right where I’d parked it yesterday.

         Ten other cars were parked on this level, leaving plenty of scary open spaces.

         This was important to note because the action was taking place in the far corner of the garage, about seven car lengths away. Three guys. Two standing up, faces shielded by large cowboy hats. And one on the ground, flopped over like a cotton dummy, on the wrong end of the punching. So far, they hadn’t looked my way.

         I blinked twice, not really believing what I was seeing.

         Today’s polo was the color of the Caribbean.

         What the hell was Jack Smith doing near my pickup truck? Staking me out? A self-centered reaction on my part, since he was the unfortunate man on the ground. I stepped back into the stairwell, ran partway up the next flight, and dialed 911.

         “Help,” I whispered. “Guy getting beat up. Third floor. Stockyards Station garage.”

         “Ma’am, did you say someone is getting beat up?” I could hear the click of her computer keys.

         I hung up.

         The logical thing would be to retreat down the stairs and outside into the sunshine. I wanted more than anything to leave Jack Smith to his own problems, especially because I half wondered if these two thugs were doing me a favor. But the thump of a hard boot hitting soft flesh reminded me of an old man in Ponder who used to kick his dog in public.

         One of the men continued to go at Jack; the other leaned against a car, arms crossed. Jack’s groans had stopped, his body’s reaction reflexive now instead of defensive. Not good.

         I grabbed my keys out of my purse, sucked in a breath, and, crouching, made an awkward, limping run for the passenger side of the pickup. I knelt down on the concrete to fit the key in the lock. I might as well have jabbed a pocketknife into my bleeding knee. It took every ounce of willpower not to cry out.

         I pulled open the door and gingerly stretched myself flat over the ripped Naugahyde bench seat. My hand groped for the gun tucked underneath the seat. I slid backward out of the pickup, peered around the bumper, and took aim.

         Daddy’s pistol in my purse wasn’t loaded.

         But the .45 under the driver’s seat of the pickup was. Unlike Daddy’s pistol, it felt as natural in my grip as a hairbrush or a tennis racket. My grandfather gave it to me on my twenty-first birthday after Mama had retired for the night. Lots happened while the women in our family slept.

         It was a big gun for a girl, my grandfather warned me, with a hell of a kickback if you didn’t know what you were doing.

         “But,” he added, “you’re going to know what you’re doing. It needs to be second nature or you have no business carrying.”

         Grip, stance, sight.

         Practice, practice, practice.

         It was a year before Grandaddy decided I had passed his training class and gave me permission to take the gun out on my own.

         The two men seemed to be arguing over whether to dump Jack into the back of a black Escalade.

         “OK!” I yelled, like an idiot, running straight at them with the outstretched .45. I imagined several generations of dead, experienced law-enforcing McClouds flinching from their bird’s-eye view in heaven. “Put your hands in the air!”

         “What the hell?” The biggest guy swung my way.

         I slipped behind a red mini-van, readjusting my aim over the hood to point at the guy’s left shirt pocket.

         “Bubba, I think we have a little girl with a gun.”

         Bubba? The last time I heard that name I was sixteen, and dating one. Now Bubba walked toward me, unmoved and unarmed, into a slash of light. Brute nose. Evil grin. A black beaver-felt Stetson that cost about five hundred bucks new. Ostrich boots.

         Not a pretender. A professional redneck.

         “This ain’t just any little girl, Rusty,” Bubba said, seemingly unconcerned that I might blast out his heart. “I think this is our girl.” He punched at the screen of his iPhone. “Lookie here, cutie, I’ve got your picture. I’m not going to hurt you.” He strode forward, holding out the phone.

         “I will shoot you,” I yelled. “Stop right there!”

         He grinned and kept on coming. Thirty feet away. Twenty.

         Grip, stance, sight. White noise roared in my head.

         “I’ve already called the police. And you don’t think I can shoot?” I took aim at a Jack in the Box ball grinning from the antenna of a white Volvo station wagon to the right of his head, and it exploded satisfactorily into a puff of plastic. The human Jack had managed to drag himself into a seated position, but his arm hung at a sickening angle. Jack Smith wasn’t going to be any help. I guessed at least three broken ribs.

         I didn’t really believe I would shoot this guy, and by the look in his eye, he knew it. He would be on top of me in seconds. Grandaddy’s combat training raced through my brain while he advanced again, still smiling.

         When he was a yardstick length in front of me, I burst from beside the van and thrust an impressive high kick in the direction of his crotch. The ballet classes I still attended every Wednesday night paid off.

         “You little bitch!” he screeched. He grabbed his crotch with one hand and my hair with the other as I ran past. Yanking me violently to the ground, he pinned me beneath the weight of his boot. I saw long blond wisps in his fist.

         I don’t like to admit it, but I have a thing for my hair. As he leered above me, holding material from my scalp, I forgot to be scared.

         With both hands, I twisted the boot as hard as I could into the most unnatural and painful position possible. The steel toe made a ninety-degree turn, knocking him off balance. His phone clattered to the ground. He let out another howl. I flipped away from him as 250 pounds of hard fat and muscle hit the floor.

         My left cheek was now smack against the cold concrete, inches from the pointy toes of his boots and from his phone. The screen glowed with a picture of me from the staff bio section of the Halo Ranch website. There was no time to think about this. I scrambled up and ran toward Jack and his other attacker, fueled by frustration and anger and hellbent momentum, without a single thought of a plan.

         What was happening to me? I didn’t want to mess with these redneck freaks. I didn’t want the pink letter in my purse. I didn’t want my Daddy to be waiting for a headstone covered with a mound of fresh earth and a blanket of a hundred long-stem roses fried brown by the August heat.

         “GET ON YOUR KNEES,” I screamed at the other goon.

         I hadn’t even heard them coming, not until the two police cars screeched short behind me, and four uniformed officers, a bona fide battalion for a Sunday morning in Fort Worth, exited with guns raised. I braced, my own gun pointed at the head of bad guy No. 2.

         I was only inches from Jack, who peered up at me with a goofy expression.

         “Your hair. It’s so pretty,” he said dreamily. “Like an angel.”

         A cop gently pried the .45 from my hand.

         “Is this registered?” he asked me.

         I nodded, mute.

         “I’ll take your word for it. Let’s put it back where you got it.” Texas cops could be nice that way. His mouth was still moving, telling me how I should look into pepper spray or a more appropriately sized weapon. Texas cops could be sexist like that, too. Grandaddy’s advice was to never argue with them. Eighty percent of Texas law enforcement, he claimed, was the same kind of man, the kind on a lifetime power trip.

         The other cops were busy cuffing the two thugs, who turned as docile as little sheep and no longer had a word to say. The guy in the black hat winked broadly in my direction, though. He held up a few strands of my hair and tucked them in his shirt pocket like a souvenir, before a cop pushed his head down and shoved him into the backseat of a patrol car.

         Smiling at me through the window, he mouthed: You’re welcome, Tommie.
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         The cops insisted I take a short ride to the hospital with them so I could get “checked,” although I’m sure they were thinking there is not a pill for a 107-pound woman who tries to take down a 250-pound man with a ballet move.

         They reminded me about Texas’s concealed weapons law when they glimpsed the handle of Daddy’s pistol in my purse, and then proceeded with a barrage of questions about the events of the last twenty minutes. I told them the truth: that Jack Smith had showed up in Daddy’s office last night but that before that, I’d never seen him. I knew nothing about him except that he clearly irritated other people besides me.

         I had no idea why Jack and I ended up in the garage at the same time. It sounded unlikely even to my ears but the McCloud name gave me some clout (“You mean, of the McClouds?” one cop asked). I left out the part about my picture on Bubba’s cell phone. That was too complicated to process.

         At the hospital, while my bloody knee dripped onto a pristine hospital sheet, I punched Jack Smith Texas Monthly into the search function of my phone.

         Nada.

         All manner of Jack Smiths popped up, dead, alive, and Twittering, but none that appeared to be employed by Texas Monthly.

         It took about a half-hour for a resident to cut away the left leg of my jeans at the thigh, cleaning and stitching up the messy gap with the precision of Granny’s old Singer sewing machine. Then, an antibiotics prescription in hand, I tracked down Jack, parked on a stretcher in an emergency room cubicle, tied to a morphine drip. His faded gown bared nicely toned, tan arms with defined biceps, reminding me of a Harvard rower I once knew.

         “Who are you?” I demanded. “What do you have to do with me?”

         “Blue popsicle,” he said.

         “What? Is your mouth dry? Do you want me to tell the nurse?” I tried to casually examine the plastic bag that held his personal items, hanging conveniently on one of the bed’s metal rails, courtesy of an efficient nurse.

         “Angel,” he said.

         “I’m not your angel.” My surreptitious attempt to dig out his wallet only succeeded in wedging it deeper into the bag. I didn’t see a gun or an ankle holster. Maybe I’d imagined it. More likely, the cops took it. Where were the cops, anyway?

         “Chicago,” he mumbled.

         I pulled my hand abruptly out of the bag.

         “What did you say? Stop punching the morphine button. Jack!”

         It was too late. Jack was already drifting off into self-induced slumber.

         Chicago.

         A word that wouldn’t go away.
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