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Dedication
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For my grandchildren, Mia, Max, Julian, Riley and Mallory - proof that the fulfillment of our dreams lies in our future.
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The portrait of a life is painted by many masters. My canvas was touched by my parents, brother, husband, children, and grandchildren. Look closely, and you will see the many colors, shades, and influences of teachers, co-workers, neighbors, friends, castmates, and the many animals who walked with me over the years.

The landscape is populated by the trees, flowers, and skies of my childhood, the storms and rain showers of time, and the brilliant sunlight and moonbeams of joy I witnessed and experienced.

Thank you to all those who had a hand in creating the simulacrum, the essence, and the portrait of my life.

I would be remiss if I did not mention my dear friend, Garrett Duncan, my Diné consultant, who agreed to review my research and my representation of the Navajo people and to provide crucial insight into the language, ceremonies, and culture of his people so that I might paint a more authentic picture. I couldn’t have done it without you!
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1946.............................................1

1947............................................71

1949............................................94

1950...........................................104

1952...........................................114

1955...........................................138

1957...........................................152

1958...........................................188

1959...........................................274

1961...........................................340

1962...........................................359

1970...........................................361
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The gray, wood-paneled station wagon swept across the dusty parking lot, its tires crunching on tiny rocks as it rasped to a halt. The child knelt on the back seat of the car, her vision bleary from a restless sleep. She peered out the window, shielding her eyes from the reflection that winked off the stainless steel siding of the diner.

Greta flung her arm over the bench seat and twisted her body toward the back of the car to look at her daughter. “Breakfast, Charlie,” she chirped.

Bill Levant threw a glance at his wife and frowned worriedly. “Let’s go, Girly,” he groused. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

“Alright,” Greta agreed. Her tone was pleasant, in direct conflict with her mood.

Bill was overreacting. No one had followed them. Greta was sure of it. She had been watching the side-view mirror since they left Seligman, and there was no hint of a sheriff. They were safe. She knew it. Now, if she could just convince her husband.

Bill yanked hard on the rear door, and Greta heard a squeal of metal. The Pontiac Torpedo had seen a lot of miles and, from the looks of it, the original owner put it through its paces. Bill wasn’t sure it would get them to Mexico. He said as much the night before, as they pulled out of the lot behind Jolly’s Black Cat Café. “We might have to find another mode of transportation,” he

had said. “This thing is pretty ragged.”
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Ragged it was, but it had gotten them this far. If they had to steal another car, Bill would make short work of the task. He was good at what he did, and stealing was what he did.

Greta watched Charlie slide out of the back seat. Bill didn’t do much to help the little girl. He had been acting strangely ever since Sunday night at the motel. That’s when they made the plan. Bill waved Charlie toward the diner, and the little girl ran across the parking lot, her blonde sausage curls bouncing on her

shoulders.

“C’mon, Girly,” Bill ordered, bending in to meet Greta’s gaze. “Let’s get going. We need to eat and get back on the road.” He shoved the gun under the driver’s seat, and stood up straight, raking his fingers through his dark hair.

Bill Levant was handsome. At six feet even, his large dark eyes and square jaw could charm any woman he chose to seduce. Not that Greta suspected him of cheating. They were soulmates. She knew that, and she trusted him implicitly. Why else would she let him talk her into robbing the Harvey House in Seligman?

And now he wanted to go to Mexico. She wasn’t altogether sure she wanted to leave the United States, but she did want to escape arrest.

“Coming,” she piped. She opened the door and slipped out of the car, taking a moment to work out the kinks from a late night nap in the front seat of the beat-up jalopy. She watched her husband walk away, his shoulders squared, his purpose set and fixed. “Mexico here we come,” she whispered.

***
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Ned was restocking the coffee cups on the shelf below the service counter, when he saw the child running toward the stairs. She

danced up the broken cement steps, her fingers outstretched, reaching for, but missing, the railing.

The sun streamed in through the open door, and Ned squinted past the glare. When he told this story later, he would always say it happened during the Golden Hour – that time of day when the entrance to the diner glowed with the first, rich rays of the sun, and the steel walls of the building were burnished and shining.

It wasn’t long after Jock Blessing hired him, all those many years ago, that Ned first witnessed the effects of the Golden Hour. Sometimes, it was a simple, but wondrous experience. Like the day the pigeon landed on the stair rail at the entrance, its murky white wings reflecting the sun. Ned knew pigeons. He spent his childhood avoiding them on the streets of New York. But he had never seen a pigeon in Arizona, and he would never see one again. The bird jerked its head left and then right, and thrust its beak forward, staring into the open door with an intensity that stopped Ned in his tracks. He had just enough time to see the gray-blue patterning on his wings, and then the bird flew away.

At first, he didn’t connect the timing of these odd events to the Golden Hour. Some experiences were simple, yet unexplainable, and some filled him with wonder. There was the time the mountain lion wandered into the diner and climbed up on Table 6. Jock was in the kitchen rustling up some eggs and ham for Dinty Long when the incident occurred. Dinty whirled around on the stool, and gaped at the big cat, and Ned reached across the counter and clamped a hand on Dinty’s shoulder.


“Don’t move,” he hissed.



The two men stared at the cat, as it peered out the front window, and Ned wondered if might be waiting for its mate. By the time Jock slid Dinty’s plate of eggs and ham onto the pick-up counter, the animal was gone. Till the day he died, Jock
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refused to believe Ned’s story. But Dinty knew, and he relished the opportunity to tell the tale.

***
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Ned squinted into the glare of the sun, watching as Charlie ran up the stairs and burst through the door. The image of her corn- silk curls and pale skin would stay with him for the rest of his life. “Hi, little one.” Ned raised a hand in welcome and waited for

the child to find her footing. She glanced around the diner, then turned to look for her family.

Bill climbed the stairs carefully, side-stepping the broken edge of the second stair, and holding fast to the handrail.

“Morning,” Ned said, his tone friendly, his smile genuine. “Take a seat anywhere.” He raised a hand and gestured toward the tables. “You can grab a booth or sit at the counter, as you please.”

Bill considered the empty diner and shrugged.

Ned would later tell Sheriff Goshen about the dark-haired man who accompanied the little girl. “I didn’t think much of it at the time,” he told the sheriff. “But he seemed in a rush. He didn’t look at me when I talked to him, and he was short-tempered with the girl’s mother.”

The woman with the beautiful smile and the strawberry blonde hair grinned widely at Ned and waggled her fingers in a wave. She pointed to Table 6 (the same one the mountain lion had chosen) and Ned nodded.

“Sure,” he said. “There’s specials on the board.” He pointed to the chalkboard on the wall behind the counter. “Or, if you want, I can bring you some menus.”

“Menus, please,” Greta chirped. Bill threw her a sidelong look as he slid into the bench seat. “And we are kind of in a hurry,” she said, stiffly.

“No problem,” Ned replied. He grabbed the menus from under the counter and followed the little girl to the booth.

The child hesitated and then chose to sit next to her mother. “You’re not very busy,” Greta said, hopefully. She was glad not to have to hide from prying eyes.

“I was,” Ned explained. “Our customers are early risers.” He placed the menus on the table and stood back as the man considered his options. “Some ranchers, some laborers who work in Kingman.” Ned smiled at the woman, and she smiled back. “I do have a couple of regulars who are widowers. They come here for breakfast on most days.” He paused and waited to see just how much of a hurry this family was in, and when no one spoke up, he continued. “But they have all been and gone.”

Ned smiled at the little girl, and she smiled back. “What’ll you have, young lady?”


“I’ll have two eggs and some bacon and toast,” the man said. “That sounds good, Bill,”the woman agreed.The man snapped



to attention, glaring at his wife as if she had just committed a punishable crime. “I’ll have the same,” the woman stammered, her voice faltering to a whisper.

“And the little girl?” Ned waited expectantly, but the woman didn’t answer.


“You have pancakes?” the man asked.



“Sure,” Ned said. “Best in town.” He chuckled. “Then again, that’s not saying much. We are kind of the only....”

Before Ned could finish the joke, the man said, “That’s what she’ll have.”

“OK,” Ned replied. “Sure, no problem.” He took the menus and nodded, politely. “Would you like some coffee?”


“Yes,” the man said, curtly.



“How do you take it?” Ned asked. The man looked up in surprise and flashed Ned a tight smile.
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“One black and one with milk and sugar.”

“Draw one in the dark and a blonde with sand,” Ned replied. “Coming right up.” He expected a response to his diner lingo. Most customers would at least chuckle. But these people didn’t blink an eye.

“And she’ll have orange juice.” This last the man said as an afterthought. He glanced nervously at his watch.

“Right,” Ned said. “I’ll be right back.” He delivered the coffee and hesitated near the table. No one acknowledged him, except the little girl, who smiled happily in his direction. “I’ll be in the kitchen,” Ned said. “Just holler if you need anything else.”

***

[image: ]


Greta waited until Ned was through the door and into the kitchen. When he was safely out of earshot, she leaned across the table and whispered to Bill.

“You didn’t have to be so rude,” she said.

Bill relaxed against the button-tucked seat cushion and scowled at his wife. “We have to stay under the radar,” he said quietly. “We don’t want to be noticed.”

Greta considered this for a moment, and then replied, “But if we’re rude, it will be noticeable.” Charlie wriggled in her seat, kicking her legs against the bottom of the bench.

Greta put a hand on her daughter’s arm and squeezed it gently. “Sit still, honey.”

“I need to go potty,” the child said.

“Bathroom,” her mom corrected. “Or toilet.” She smoothed the little girl’s hair, fondly. “We don’t say ‘potty’ anymore, remember?”

“Toiyet.” The child attempted the word with aplomb, and her self-assurance made her mother laugh.

Greta put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder and started to slide out of the booth.


“Not now,” Bill said, eyeing the kitchen. “Stay put.” “Bill, she has to go,” Greta insisted.



“Not now,” her husband repeated. “And don’t say my name again.”

They waited in silence for Ned to bring the food, and it didn’t take long.

Over the years, Ned had become quite the short-order cook. He might not be a full-fledged chef, but he could make a satisfying meal, and he could do it quickly.

He delivered the plates, and the coffee, as ordered. “I’ll bring the orange juice right out,” he promised, as he headed for the kitchen.


“Do you have the map?” Bill asked. “It’s in the car,” Greta replied.



Ned brought the orange juice and retreated to the counter. He busied himself with clean-up and restocking, keeping one eye on the family in the booth. He was always attentive to his customers but in this case, he had a hunch that something was going on. Ned followed his instincts, and his instincts told him to pay attention.

The family ate in silence, as the little girl fidgeted and fussed. Ned heard the mother admonish her a few times, but he wasn’t sure why. She was just being a kid.

The child had barely touched her pancakes when the father slid out of the booth and approached the counter. “I need some directions,” he said.


“Oh, alright,” Ned answered. “Where do you want to go?”



The pause was nearly imperceptible, but Ned noticed it all the same. The man didn’t want to tell him where he was going. That much was clear.
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“I’ll get a map,” the father said. He left the diner and went back to his car.

Ned watched the mother and the child carefully. The mom sat stock still as if she was afraid to move. The little girl worked at her pancakes, oblivious to the drama playing out around her. Bill returned with a map and spread it out on the counter, perching on a stool and tracing a route with his finger. “I want to go south,” he said. “But 66 takes this jog here.” He pointed to a spot on the map, still refusing to meet Ned’s gaze. “Is there a way

to go straight south without going this way?”

“Route 66 is well maintained,” Ned explained. “Are you going to Phoenix?”

Bill ignored the question. “I don’t mind the scenic route,” he said. “But....” Here he paused as if he was afraid to say too much. “That car isn’t the greatest.” He nodded in the direction of the parking lot. “I don’t want to get caught on a side road without a service station.”

“Then 66 is your best bet,” Ned reiterated. “The route has some motels, service stations, and a few food stops.” He scratched his head and stared out the window at the gray, wood-paneled station wagon. “Of course, there isn’t much along the way between. Just open land, and Indian reservations for a lot of the way but, if you wanted to go to Los Angeles....” Here his voice trailed off. He knew the man wouldn’t tell him where he was going, but he wanted to be of some help. “Route 66 is going to take you to California.” He paused again. “Now, if you wanted to go to Phoenix or Tucson, you could cut down off 66 but, again....”

Bill was folding the map now and shaking his head as if he had gambled a lot on the conversation and got little in return. “That’s what I thought,” he mumbled.

Ned glanced over at the booth and saw the man’s wife staring at him as if she was waiting for some signal.

Bill reached into his pocket, dug out some bills, and handed them to Ned. Ned went to the register to make change, but the man waved him off. He returned to the booth and sat down.

Ned could feel the nervousness rolling off this man. It was as if he was on the verge of panic. Everything in his demeanor said he wanted to run out the door, but something was keeping him here.


“Can we get some more coffee?” the man asked.



“Of course,” Ned said. He brought the pot over to the table and topped off the cups.


“Toiyet,” Charlie said again.



The woman put a hand on her husband’s arm, and he looked up at her. Some unspoken message passed between them, and the mother excused herself, pushing her daughter out of the booth and brushing past Ned.

“Is the bathroom in the back?” she asked, politely. Her voice was shaking.

“Yes,” Ned said. “But it’s a little cluttered back there.” He put the pot down on the table. “Let me show you.”


“Oh, that’s OK,” the woman said. “I’m sure we can find it.”



She headed back toward the storeroom, and the bathroom beyond, and Ned returned to the counter.

“I was just thinking,” the man said. “Maybe we could get some sandwiches for the road?”


“Sure,” Ned said. “What would you like?”



“Oh, nothing fancy,” he replied. His tone was different now. It was as if he had finally found an answer to his problem, though Ned could not imagine what that problem might be. “How about two ham and cheese sandwiches with a little bit of mayonnaise.”


“And for the little girl?” Ned waited.



The man looked up as if he had been caught in a lie. “She’ll have the same,” he said, curtly.
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“Coming right up,” Ned said. He headed into the kitchen to fill the order.

The last time he saw the dark-haired man, he was sitting in the booth, his knee cocked up on the bench seat, looking comfortable and satisfied, like a man with a plan.

***
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Greta fumbled with the toilet paper, spinning it off the roll slowly, so as not to tear the wafer-thin ply. “Here, honey,” she said. Her eyes darted to the closed door, and then back to her daughter.

Now that she was finally here, she didn’t think she could do it. Bill knew what he wanted to do, but he didn’t know how the final step would play out. They needn’t have worried. Charlie had given them their exit plan.

Charlie, this beautiful little, porcelain-skinned girl, the one who couldn’t pronounce the word ‘toilet,’ provided the solution. It was so simple.

“Charlie, here’s your toilet paper,” Greta said. She handed the little girl the sheets and patted her on the head. “I’m going to finish my coffee, while it’s still hot.” She squatted in front of her daughter. “Can you find your way out on your own?”

Charlie nodded amicably and smiled at her mother.

***
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“Hurry up,” Bill hissed. He was standing at the door, his eyes glued to the kitchen, hoping the cook would not appear before they made their escape. He grabbed Greta’s hand, and they slipped out of the diner and ran to the car.

Greta threw herself in the passenger seat and slammed the door. “What was that,” she snapped. “What happened to

staying under the radar?” She raised her hands above the broad dashboard and slammed her palms down hard. “You practically begged him to look at your face.” Greta turned on her husband, as the tears began to fall. “Shoving that map in front of him and cozying up to get directions.” She was sobbing loudly. “He will remember us, Bill, I just know he will. Down to the damned birthmark on your cheek.”


“Shut up,” Bill commanded. “Let’s just get out of here.” “I can’t,” Greta cried. “I can’t leave her like this.”



Bill threw the map on the seat next to him, started the car, and pulled out of the lot, spinning tires on the gravel.

“We talked about this,” he said, his tone biting, brooking no argument. “We can’t take her to Mexico. Who knows what’s going to happen when we get there? We’re going to be on the road and trying to find jobs. She’s just going to be in the way.”

Greta stared at her husband in disbelief. “That’s what you think of your daughter? You think she’s in the way?”

Bill sighed, his shoulders rising and falling heavily. “You know that’s not what I meant. It’s just...you know, what if we are caught? What if we end up in jail? She won’t have anyone.” “And she has no one now,” Greta said. “What do you think

that cook in the diner is going to do with her?”

Bill reached for his wife’s hand, and she pulled away. “She’ll be fine,” he assured. “Look at her, for God’s sake. She’s the cutest kid. And she’s smart. No one is going to abandon her. They’ll take care of her. Someone will take care of her.”

“Just not us.” Greta stared out the window, tears streaming down her cheeks, her hands knotted in anxious fists, grasping at the hem of her shirt. “How can we do this, Bill? How can we leave her?”


“We have to,” he said.
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It was that simple, and it was done.They had done it.They had abandoned their daughter in a diner in the middle of nowhere. Greta uncurled her fingers and reached for her husband’s hand. He laced his fingers through hers and looked away from the road to consider his partner in crime.

Bill tugged Greta’s hand toward him. “Look at me,” he commanded. She did. “Next stop Hermosillo,” he said, brightly. Greta didn’t answer. “C’mon, honey. Say it.”

She shot her husband a hesitant smile.“Next stop Hermosillo,” she repeated.

“That’s my girl,” Bill beamed.

***
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The little girl stood in front of the old porcelain sink, smoothing her pinafore. She hitched up on tiptoe, trying to reach the faucet, but she fell short of her goal. After a futile search for a towel, she settled for wiping her hands on a swath of toilet paper. She threw the used paper in the bowl and stretched up to grab at the pull chain. She waited for the water to swirl down.

“Mommy?” She called, and listened, but heard no reply.

The girl reached for the door handle and managed to wrestle it open. She pulled the door toward her and peered into the hallway. A single, bare bulb illuminated the narrow corridor.There was no sign of her mother. She followed the light streaming in through the round window of the service door, her fingers lightly tracing the wall as she walked.

Ned was standing in the entryway, cradling a brown bag of sandwiches. He heard the service door creak and turned to find the source of the sound. What he saw only added to his confusion. Not only did the couple leave without their

sandwiches, but they seemed to have forgotten their daughter as well.

“Hi, little lady.” Ned’s friendly waiter persona kicked in. “Where’s your mom and dad?” He wasn’t sure why he asked this question. The child seemed just as confused as he was, and more than a little frightened.

The little girl walked to Table 6 and placed her hand on the seat bench. Ned joined her. He looked out the window at the empty parking lot, trying to wrap his head around this turn of events. The girl boosted herself up on the seat and waited for something to happen.

Ned pushed aside the dirty dishes and placed the bag of sandwiches on the table. He slid onto the bench seat opposite the little girl. “I’m sure they’ll be right back,” he said, but he wasn’t at all sure.

It was eerily quiet in the diner, and the silence seemed heavy and foreboding.

“What’s your name, little one?” He told himself he was just trying to make conversation, to calm her until her parents returned. But he knew better. He had already decided that he would need as much information as he could get.

The child didn’t answer. She folded her hands and stared at the half-empty glass of orange juice.

“Can I get you some more orange juice?” Ned asked, trying to capitalize on the moment.


She shook her head. “I hate it,” she sniffed, haughtily.



Ned stifled a laugh. “Never been much of a fan myself. But if you tell me what you like, I’d be happy to get it for you.”

The girl lifted her eyes to scan the diner and, finding no one there to judge or argue with her, she proclaimed, “I yike coffee.”

Ned did laugh at that and, when he did, the child looked crestfallen.
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“Alright, then,” he said. “One cup of coffee, coming up.” He tapped the table with the tip of his index finger and slipped out of the bench seat. “Would you like some milk and sugar in that?”

“Yes, please,” the child replied.

“That’ll be a blonde with sand,” Ned said again, and this time the child smiled, though he wasn’t sure she understood the reference.

Ned glanced at the big clock on the wall. It was nearly time for lunch. He didn’t have as many regulars at lunchtime, but he always got a few travelers who miscalculated the distance between the larger cities. If he had a nickel for every person who wandered in with a big smile, and a colorful assessment of their hunger, he would be a rich man.

But right now, he had other things to worry about. He had to figure out this problem, and he wasn’t sure there was a quick or easy solution.

“Be careful,” Ned advised, as he placed the cup and saucer in front of the child. “It’s a little hot.”

He watched with amusement as the child picked up a spoon and carefully stirred the coffee. She lifted the cup to her lips, blew softly on the liquid, and then took a sip, with all the poise of one of those Park Avenue ladies Ned used to see in the windows of New York restaurants.

“Is it good?” Ned slid into the booth across from the girl and relaxed against the cushions, trying to sound casual.

“Yes, thank you,” the child replied.

“OK, then, maybe we can talk while we wait for your mom and dad to come back.”

The little girl looked up at Ned, her blue eyes bright with tears. “Where’s my Daddy?”

Ned leaned forward, meeting her gaze with honest concern. “I don’t know, honey. I wish I did. I guess they had something

to do.” He didn’t want to promise what he couldn’t deliver, but he wanted to reassure the child, all the same. “I’m sure they will be back soon.” He smiled confidently. “In the meantime, you can stay here with me.”

“I want Mommy,” she cried. The tears flowed freely now. “I want Giryee.”

“Girly,” Ned repeated, correcting her pronunciation. “That’s your mom, right? I heard your dad call her that.”


“Yes,” the child said. “Mommy.”



“Alright, good. That’s a start.” Ned went to the counter and grabbed paper and a pencil. He sat down in the booth and began to write, adding a note about ‘Girly,’ and one about the car - the gray, wood-paneled station wagon. He wrote a description of the man and the woman, what he could remember of the clothing they wore, and anything they said. He made note of the map and how the man had asked him about going south.

The child said nothing. She sipped at her coffee and watched Ned write.

When he had written down all that he could remember, he looked up at the girl again. “Now, little lady. Do you know your mom and dad’s name?”


“Giryee,” she repeated.



“Yes,” Ned said. “I know that’s your mom, but do you know her name?”


“Mommy,” she said.



“Yeah,” Ned said, shaking his head. “Alright. Let’s try something else. Do you know your last name?”


“Yast?” Her nose wrinkled with the question.



“For example, my first name is Ned, and my last name is Connors.” He placed the pencil on the table and leaned forward. “What is your last name?” Ned could see the wheels spinning in her head. A fresh spate of tears began, and he knew he had to
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back off. “It’s alright, honey. We can try something else.” He considered his options for a moment and then dove in again. “Do you know where you live? What city do you live in?” She shook her head. “Do you have a house, or do you live in an apartment?”

“No,” she said.

“Where did you sleep last night?”

“With Mommy and Daddy,” she murmured.

“In a motel?” He wasn’t sure she understood. “You know, a place with a big glass window, and a counter, with a person who tells you where to find your room? You get to stay in a room with a bathroom and a bed, but just for the night.” Was that clear? He didn’t know. Why was it so hard to explain the concept of a motel?

“Yes,” she said.

Ned beamed. “Good,” he trumpeted. “That’s good. Now we are making progress. So, you are on the road on a vacation away from home? Did you drive for a long time after you left home?”

“Yes,” she said, simply.

“Alright. So, you have been on the road a long time?” “Yong,” she said. “A yong time.”

“And how old are you?”

The little girl raised her hand and straightened four fingers. “Four,” Ned exclaimed. “Four years old. OK, that’s great.”

The child waited while Ned wrote some more notes.

“Now, I want to ask you again,” Ned said. “Because I think we are friends and, if we are going to be friends, I need to know what to call you.” He sat back against the seat cushion and smiled his most welcoming smile. “You know my name. I’m Ned. So, what should I call you?”

“Charyee,” she said, simply.

“Charlie.” Ned said the word slowly and waited for the child to acknowledge. She nodded, and he added this information to his notes.

The little girl slipped out of the booth and walked to the door, and Ned followed. He would always remember the way she looked that day, standing at the open door, the fingers of one hand resting lightly on the door frame, one foot cocked up on her toes, as if she was about to take flight, the sun shining brightly on her straw-colored curls.

She stood like that for a good long while, staring out into the parking lot, waiting for her parents to return.

***
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Arthur climbed out of his truck and approached the diner, briefcase in hand. Sometimes, when he was suffering from writer’s block, he found it helpful to get out of his own head, go out and visit a friend, or have a bite to eat, and at Ned’s diner, he could do all of that. Just to be safe, he brought his notebook along, in case he came up with any great ideas.

Arthur Morrissey was a fifty-nine-year-old, retired English teacher, whose tenure at the university in Flagstaff came to an end when he decided to hang up his chalkboard and write a treatise on the Trail of Tears.

When he entered the diner, he saw Ned sitting at Table 6, the first booth to the right of the door. He was talking to a little girl. “Hey, Ned,” Arthur called. “Did you hire a new waitress?” The smile on his face faded when he saw the child was crying. “What’s wrong?” He placed his briefcase on the table of the

neighboring booth and looked down at the child.

“We have a bit of a predicament,” Ned said, meeting his friend’s gaze. He nodded lightly as if to say, ‘Be careful.’
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“Really? What might that be?” Arthur asked.

“Charlie here came in for breakfast with her mom and dad, and they seem to have gone off to run an errand. So, Charlie is keeping me company for a bit.”

“I see,” Arthur said, lightly. “Would you mind if I join you?”

“That would be great,” Ned said. He glanced at the dishes on the table and realized that Charlie had barely touched her pancakes. “I was just going to get a sandwich for Charlie. Would you like something for lunch, Arthur?” He stacked the dishes, silverware, and dirty napkins from breakfast, grabbed the bag of sandwiches, and stood up.

“Sure,” Arthur replied. “A grilled cheese sandwich with some chips if you will, and oh, a cup of coffee too.”

“A cup of mud and a GAC (grilled American cheese) it is,” Ned agreed.

“I can have coffee,” Charlie said, her tears ebbing a bit with the distraction.

“Can you now,” Arthur said. “Well, that’s really something.” “But she’s going to have some milk with her sandwich, isn’t

that right, Charlie,” Ned crooned.

“Yes, sir,” she agreed. Her little hand shot up in a salute, and Arthur barked a laugh.

He took Ned’s place at the table and picked up the paper to read the notes his friend had made, glancing up once or twice at Charlie, as he made his way to the end of the page. There wasn’t much here, but it was clear that Ned thought the child had been abandoned.

Arthur chatted with the little girl while Ned made lunch and, when Ned returned to the table, Arthur slid toward the window and patted the seat next to him.

“Take a seat, Ned,” he said, pulling the plate toward him.

Ned placed the sandwich in front of Charlie and watched as she picked at the crust. “Do you want me to cut that off?” he asked. She nodded. Ned picked up a knife and trimmed the crust from the sandwich, then pushed it back toward Charlie. “There you go, little one,” he said.


“Thank you,” the child whispered.



Arthur gazed out the window, watching the occasional car pass, and making light conversation. Charlie was quiet and Ned could see the storm clouds gathering in her mind as she tried to process what was happening.

When he finished his sandwich, Arthur offered to help Ned clear the table. He gathered his dishes and followed Ned to the counter.


“What are you going to do,” he whispered.



Ned shook his head. “I don’t know,” he muttered, softly. “I don’t think they’re coming back.”


“You should probably call Seligman,” Arthur suggested. “He said they were heading South,” Ned noted.



“Yes,” Arthur reasoned. “But if he told you that, they might change their minds. They might think you would send someone after them.” He considered the options. “They could be headed in any direction, Ned. You’ll need the sheriff.”

“Yes,” Ned agreed. “But I don’t see that happening today.” He looked toward the table where Charlie was picking listlessly at her sandwich.

“You’ll have to take her home,” Arthur said. Ned could feel Arthur’s eyes on him, and he looked up and met his friend’s gaze.


“You know I can’t do that,” Ned whispered. “Rebecca will understand,” Arthur said, confidently.



“No,” Ned guttered. “No, she won’t.” He slumped on a stool, and stared over the pick-up counter, into the shadows of the kitchen.
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Arthur sat next to him. “It’s been five years, Ned,” he said, stating the obvious. “She has to find a way to start her life again.” Ned’s expression was a complicated mask of sadness and frustration. “I can’t just walk in the house with Charlie,” he

reasoned.

“It would just be a day or two,” Arthur urged. “Just until Merrill gets here, and then I’m sure he would take custody of her...assuming her mother and father don’t come back.”

“They’re not coming back.” Ned slammed his hand on the counter, and Charlie gasped in surprise. He turned toward the little girl and raised a hand in apology. “Sorry, Charlie,” he said, sincerely. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Her lip quivered, and her eyes brimmed, and Ned had a moment to wonder whether the dark-haired man had ever hurt this child.

“No,” he said, turning back to Arthur. “I can’t take her home.”

Arthur raised his hands in a gesture of defense. “Well, I can’t very well take her,” he said. “All I have is the Murphy bed.”

“Oh,” Ned exclaimed. “Oh, no, I wasn’t suggesting that.” He shook his head. “This isn’t your problem.”

“No,” Arthur said. He turned and considered Charlie for a moment. “But it is her problem.”

***
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“Bessie, I need you to connect me to Merrill Goshen,” Ned said. He spoke softly into the receiver, his eyes on Charlie. She was still sitting in the booth. She had given up on her sandwich and, from the looks of it, she hadn’t eaten much.

Ned motioned to Arthur, who was seated across from Charlie in the booth. “Take her outside,” he mouthed, waggling his fingers in the direction of the door.




“Merrill,” Bessie repeated. “What’s wrong, Ned?”



“Never mind that,” Ned snapped. “Just connect me to Merrill.”

The woman heard the irritation in his voice and did as she was told. Ned knew she would listen in to the phone call anyway, but there was nothing he could do about that.


“One minute, please,” Bessie said, curtly.



Arthur led Charlie out the door, and down the stairs, and Ned lost sight of the duo, as they hooked right and walked toward the line of large rocks at the edge of the parking lot.

Ned heard the familiar clicks and blips of the old phone system, and he waited for someone on the other end to pick up.


“Hello. Sheriff and Justice,” the voice intoned.



“Josie?” Ned raised his voice to be heard over the scratchy connection. “This is Ned Connors in Valentine.”


“Ned,” Josie called back. “How are you?”



“I’ve got a bit of a problem here, Josie,” he said, dispensing with the pleasantries. “Is Merrill in?”

More static, and then, “No, he’s over in Peach Springs,” Josie said. “Something for George on Hualapai in the West Canyon.”


Ned sighed heavily. “Sounds like he might be gone a while.” “...so...sure....” Josie’s voice waffled in and out.



“Listen,” Ned said, knowing he was likely to lose the call soon. “Can you tell him I need him to get to Valentine when he can?” “Sure,” Josie said. The connection seemed better now. “Mind

if I ask what this is about?” She laughed heartily. “You know how Merrill is. He has to know the whole story.”

“I have a little girl here,” Ned said, obligingly. “She came into the diner with her parents, and it appears they left her here and ran off.”


“...awful...hear...when he can.”
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“Hey, do you have any idea when Merrill might check in?” Ned was trying to imagine how this was going to unfold. No matter how he looked at it, he was probably going to be responsible for Charlie for at least a few days.”

“End of the week, maybe,” Josie said. Now she sounded like she was right next door. “You want me to try to raise Owen and see if he can scoot down there?”

Ned ran a hand over his face and scrubbed his chin. “Um... sure,” he agreed. “I guess that would help.”

“Will do, Ned,” Josie agreed. “You take care now. And say hello to Lopee for me, when you see her.”

“She hasn’t been in for a week or two,” Ned said. “But I surely will tell her you were asking for her.”

***
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For better or worse, the diner was slow that day. The lunch rush consisted of three young men who were traveling to Flagstaff in hopes of finding employment.

Dinner was equally as sparse. An elderly couple stopped by for a bite. They were on a road trip to California. They fussed over Charlie, comparing her corn silk hair to that of their grandson, David, who lived in a far-off land called Canada.

Arthur stuck around until the light dimmed and the shadows lengthened. He promised to stop by the next day and asked Ned if he could do anything for him.

“No,” Ned said. “I think I have it figured out.”

When Arthur left, Charlie started to cry again. Ned knew this was a fragile situation, and he didn’t relish the thought of leaving the child alone.

Ned pulled Charlie into the kitchen, poured some milk into a saucepan and lit the burner on the stove. “I think some warm

milk might do the trick,” he said. He moved a box off the rickety folding chair and directed Charlie to sit down.

“I’m going to close up,” he said. “I’ll just be out there. I have to turn off the lights and lock the door.”

When he returned, he poured the milk into a cup and handed it to Charlie. “I don’t know if you like this, or even if you have had it before, but there’s a first time for everything.” He sighed and smiled fondly at the child. “They say it helps you sleep. It never seemed to work for Libby, but maybe it will work for you.” Charlie gazed up at him with wide eyes. She looked exhausted. Ned knew what he had to do, but he wasn’t sure how

to broach the subject.

“Look, Charlie,” he began. “It’s time to be honest here. I don’t know what happened to your mommy and daddy, but you are here with me now.” He squatted on the floor in front of her chair. “I know you are tired and it’s probably time for bed. So, I’m going to make a place for you to sleep.” He smiled at Charlie and sighed. “I know it won’t be perfect, but you will be safe here.” “Here?” It was the first word the child had spoken in hours. “Yes, honey,” he replied. “Here. It’s the only place I have for you.” He stood up and stretched his back. “You stay here and drink your milk, and I’ll be right back.” He pointed toward the back wall of the kitchen. “I’ll be right on the other side of that

wall.”

Ned left the kitchen and walked to the storeroom. He pulled the chain to turn on the light and rustled through the shelving. His memory served him well and, with some effort, he was able to find the box with the old tablecloths.

In the days when Jock owned the diner, his old boss had tried out the idea of creating a more formal atmosphere, complete with table cloths, linen napkins and candles. That experiment failed miserably. Jock soon discovered that the additional labor of washing
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the linens and treating stains was not justified by the benefits of an upscale atmosphere. But he never threw the linens away.

Ned dug in the box and pulled some tablecloths out of the plastic bags in which they were stored. The fabric smelled a bit musty, but the tablecloths were clean, and the neat creases were still intact. He cleared a space on the floor, folded the linens and made a makeshift bed, complete with a pillow and a blanket.

He took a step back and surveyed his handiwork. It was far from perfect, but at least Charlie would be safe and dry. He tried to imagine her lying on this bed of linens, alone and afraid. He didn’t like the idea, but it was all he could do tonight.

Tomorrow he would have to figure out something better.

***
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Ned knelt on the floor and smoothed the tablecloth over Charlie’s body. “Are you comfortable?” Charlie didn’t answer. She turned on her side and stared at the corner. Ned patted her shoulder. “Do you want me to stay with you until you go to sleep?”

He glanced at his watch and noted the hour. Rebecca would be worried. It was well past the time he usually arrived home. By now, they should be sitting at the dining room table, eating dinner. “Charlie.” Ned said her name, softly, and she looked up at him. “I’m sorry your mommy and daddy aren’t here. But I’m going to keep you safe.” He leaned in and kissed her on the

cheek. “It will be OK. I promise.”

Ned stood up and crossed to the door. “You know where the bathroom is if you need it,” he said. “Do you want me to close the door, or leave it open?” Charlie stared at him, her bright blue eyes wide with fear. “I’ll leave it open, then,” he said. “But the front door and the back door are locked, so you don’t have to worry.” He hesitated, uncertain of what to say next. “I’ll be back

tomorrow morning. First thing. I’ll be here early.” He reached up to pull the chain.


“I want the yight,” Charlie said. “Alright,” Ned said. “I’ll leave it on.”



***
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The little girl squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t stop the tears. She cried until she had no breath. The sobs wracked her shoulders.

Her mother said she was going to finish her coffee. That was what she knew. That was all she knew.

Scraps of sound and image flooded her brain.She remembered a big, fancy restaurant. She saw the crisp white uniforms, and she heard the bustle of the people, as she followed Mommy to the back of the building. She remembered Daddy whispering to the man in the office, and how the man’s eyes opened wide like he saw something scary.

She remembered walking in the dark for a long time, holding Mommy’s hand tightly. She saw a parking lot behind a building and a sign with a big black cat. She remembered how Daddy had lifted her and tucked her in the car. And then they drove, and she fell asleep. When she woke up, they were here in this place. And now, she was here with Ned.

The hours crawled by, and Charlie lay awake, waiting for Mommy and Daddy to come back. Waiting to be whole again.

***
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Ned opened the door and placed his keys on the table. Rebecca forgot to turn on the porch light again, and the entry hall was dark. He untied his shoes and left them on the mat at the door.
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“Becca,” he called. There was no answer.

He found his wife in the kitchen. She was sitting at the little table, staring out the back window.

“Hey, honey bun,” he said, softly. He crossed the kitchen and leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

She didn’t ask where he was, or why he was late. Matters related to daily schedules and the goings-on of the world had no place in this house. It had been a long time since Rebecca expressed any interest in the tasks, events, or worries of the day. It hadn’t always been like this.There was a time when Rebecca Connors could light up a room, a time when the possibilities of

life seemed endless.

When Ned and Rebecca first arrived in Valentine, they had no plans to stay. They only knew that they couldn’t stay in New York. Rebecca was raised in a Jewish family, and Ned was a not- so-faithful Baptist, who worked as a line cook in an old Irish pub. Rebecca worked in a small, but profitable family business on Maiden Lane. They met on a subway platform and, from the moment she brushed against him at the turnstile, he knew she was the one. But Rebecca’s family didn’t see it that way. They would not allow her to marry outside her faith.

When the United States joined the Allies in World War I, Ned was conscripted. He served in Picardy. He made two good friends and lost them both in battle. By the time he came home, much had changed. The world was different, and Ned was different. But some things had not changed. Ned was still in love with Rebecca and her parents still disapproved of the relationship.

So, the young couple ran away.

Ned borrowed money from his best friend, with the promise of returning it as soon as he was gainfully employed. They took a bus to California, where they worked for a time. But Ned wanted

to build something of his own, maybe buy a restaurant. And he definitely couldn’t afford that kind of future in Los Angeles. They talked about it every day, sometimes far into the night. It was Rebecca’s idea to seek their fortune on the road. Rebecca loved to read the newspapers her customers left on the table, and one day she saw an article about the growing popularity of Route 66.

“Wouldn’t it be romantic, Neddy,” she gushed. “We could get a little Roadster, and just drive.” She tapped her neatly manicured fingernail on the open newspaper. “It says here that there are lots of places to visit.”

“We can’t afford a vacation,” Ned reasoned. He pulled the paper toward him and scanned the article, skeptically.

“Not a vacation,” she said. “An exploration. We’ll drive until we find a little town that suits us. Someplace with a little restaurant we can fix up, and a little house where we can raise lots of babies.”


Her smile was enough to convince him.



They bought an inexpensive used car, packed up a few belongings, and headed out to find their fortune.

When they arrived in Valentine, they were beyond broke. But fate had found them a home. They stopped in the diner for directions and met Jock Blessing, a hulking bear of a man with a welcoming smile and a penchant for taking in stray puppies. He saw the young couple for who they were and offered Ned a job working in the kitchen.

“I must be crazy,” Jock mused. “But Missus tells me I oughta slow the engine, so I guess The Lord just gave me the chair and told me to sit ‘er down.”

Ned liked Jock immediately. He was easy to talk to and always willing to listen to suggestions on how they might do things better.
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For the first year, Rebecca and Ned lived on the second floor of Jock’s house. Neither Jock nor his wife, Mazie, could make the stairs, and cleaning had become a chore. At first, Rebecca stayed home to help Mazie with the cooking and cleaning. She started a garden, and despite the harsh Arizona conditions, the little garden thrived. Ned and Jock were happy to use the homegrown vegetables at the diner, thereby cutting expenses for produce.

Jock taught Ned to navigate the kitchen, and he showed him all of his recipes. From his secret meatloaf sauce to the mysterious, but delicious ingredients for the much revered Jock Burger: a mixture of ground beef, diced tomato and onion, shredded cheddar cheese, and hot sauce, topped with a fried egg and bacon. When Jock could no longer work with the customers, Rebecca came on board as the full-time waitress. Most of the customers loved her. There were a few locals who took a wide berth or at the very least considered her exotic because they heard she was a Jew.

With time, Rebecca won them over.

Only Bart Sherman was a holdout. Bart was a big-city lawyer from Chicago, who landed in Northern Arizona through a series of mishaps and questionable decisions. He was the only lawyer in the area, and he wrote wills for the few people who had the money and interest to prepare for the long sleep. He looked at real estate contracts and helped the locals with business issues. Bart wasn’t fond of newcomers, and he wasn’t crazy about the Indians on the reservation.

As for Ned, he followed Jock’s rule: welcome everyone and be friendly, and they will treat you right.

When Rebecca got pregnant with Libby, the whole world changed. Around that same time, Mazie’s sister Eleanor passed, and Mazie inherited her sister’s house. Jock and Mazie suggested that Ned and Rebecca might want to rent Eleanor’s house so they would have room for the new baby.

Libby was born in July of 1926, on the hottest day of the year. Life became a routine of diapers, night feedings, and diner duty. They lived a simple life, but they wanted for nothing.

Libby was a happy child, bright and curious. She spent her time at the diner, accompanied by her favorite stuffed toy, Flopsy the bunny. Locals and tourists loved the little girl.

When she wasn’t entertaining the customers at the diner, she was with Penelope and her dog Benji, out on the land. Penelope, or Lopee, as she was known, was a slender, raven-haired teenager, whose Diné family worked with the horse trainer, Marsh Loman. Lopee treated Libby like the little sister she never had, and the two became constant companions.

When Libby was five, Rebecca enrolled her at The Red Schoolhouse, Valentine’s only option for primary education. It took some time for the little girl to adjust to the new regimen. She missed her time with Lopee and Benji, but eventually, she found a new rhythm. Every day, Lopee met Libby outside the school and they walked to the diner, where Ned would make them something to eat. If Libby had homework, she would sit at Table 6 and work through the pages.

When Libby was finished with her schoolwork, Lopee took her out to explore, through the many washes and craggy hollows, up into the foothills to the low mountains she knew so well. This land belonged to Lopee’s people, and she had no fear of what lay beyond the railway tracks and the roads. Lopee taught Libby to love the land, and the little girl soon learned how to navigate. She could point to and identify the peaks, creeks, and mesas – Grand Wash Cliffs, Magic Mountains, and Clay Springs.

Jock died when Libby was ten and Ned and Rebecca stayed on to manage the diner. Mazie was frail and unable to leave the house, so Rebecca and Libby took on the task of keeping

[image: image]

her home tidy. Rebecca brought her meals from the diner and cajoled her into eating. Six months after Jock passed, Mazie took her last breath.

The small community gathered at Jock’s old house to mourn the loss of Mazie Blessing. When Bart Sherman approached Ned, Rebecca knew something was up. The man avoided them like the plague, and that was fine with her. She knew he didn’t care for outsiders and, after years of trying to befriend him, she had decided to let it go.

When Bart told Ned that Jock and Mazie bequeathed the diner to him, Ned could barely speak. Jock always knew he could count on Ned and Rebecca, and he wanted to repay their kindness. Jock and Mazie never had children, and their siblings were long gone, so it seemed logical to leave the business to Ned and Rebecca.

“Jock planned ahead,” Bart said. “Everything is spelled out in his will.” Bart handed the papers to Ned, and he stared numbly at the package.

“This place is yours too,” Bart said, gesturing at the walls of the living room.

“What?” Ned stared stupidly at the man.

“It’s yours,” Bart repeated. He paused and waited for Ned to respond. “And so is Eleanor’s house. If you don’t want both of them, I’d be happy to take one off your hands.” He sighed, as if he was carrying an unseen burden. “My son is moving to Arizona, and I’d like to find him a place nearby.”

“Oh.” Ned nodded, slowly. “Well, I can talk to Becca. But I expect that would be fine.” He shook Bart’s hand. “I imagine we’ll move here,” he said. “It’s closer to the diner. So, if you want the house we’re living in now, I think that could be arranged.” Bart put a hand on Ned’s shoulder and smiled tightly. It was as close as he would come to saying ‘thank you.’ And so, Ned and Rebecca

inherited the big house next to the diner, and life settled into a pleasant routine.

***
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Libby was fifteen when she disappeared. She was alone when she left the diner. She had stopped to grab a snack and complete her homework assignment and when she was finished, she told Rebecca that she was going out on the land. Lopee was teaching her how to make sumac baskets, and Libby was going to gather the materials she would need to start her project.

Rebecca glanced out the window of the diner as she placed the hamburger and chips in front of her customer. “Keep an eye on the weather,” she said. “It looks like rain may be coming.”

Libby gathered her books and took them into the storeroom. She grabbed her father’s denim shirt from the hook on the back of the door.

Rebecca was cleaning the counter when Libby swept through. She reached for her daughter’s hand and kissed her knuckles. The last thing Rebecca remembered was her daughter blowing a kiss as she headed for the door.

Libby had a canvas pouch slung over her shoulder, the one with a bright red heart on either side, in which she carried a pair of shears and other supplies for her adventure. Ned’s denim shirt was draped over her arm. She was dressed in a light blue blouse and a pair of khaki pants. As was her custom, Libby wore brown hiking boots, and her pants were tucked in the top of the boots to protect her from thorns, snakes, and spiders. She was wearing her favorite bracelet, the one Lopee’s brother Bidzil had made her. It was made of turquoise and cedar ghost beads.

The image of Libby walking out the door of the diner was burned in Rebecca’s memory and she could not close her
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eyes at night without seeing her daughter as she appeared on that day.

***
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After Libby’s disappearance, the tiny community of Valentine mobilized around Ned and Rebecca. They met at the diner and listened as Lopee told them where they should search. As the person who introduced Libby to the land, Lopee was the most appropriate leader for the search party. She, her brother Bidzil, and her father Mato knew the area well.

Merrill Goshen, and his then deputy, Fred Wilkins, joined the search for a time, and spread the word among state law enforcement officers, hoping to cover as much territory as possible.

Days stretched into weeks, and the search party dwindled. When she could, Lopee took Benji out on the land and together they walked the washes, rills, gullies, and gorges. But there was no sign of Libby and no explanation for her absence.

Ned was desperate with worry and Rebecca imagined the worst. Perhaps her daughter had been taken by someone. Perhaps she was dead. Rebecca imagined Libby lying in a wash, her body broken and torn by animals and vultures. Maybe she was lost, dying of dehydration and sunstroke.

Sheriff Goshen asked whether she might have run away, but Ned and Rebecca set him straight. There was no way Libby had run away.

Eventually, Ned had to go back to work. They were running out of money, and he had to face the truth. He was forced to leave Libby’s fate in the hands of Lopee and the sheriff, and hope his daughter would be found.

But Rebecca would not give up. She scoured the desert until the soles of her shoes were worn thin, returning home only when

dusk demanded she stop. Her hair matted with sweat, her clothes shrouded in dust, she would sit at the kitchen table and weep.

After months without a word, Rebecca turned her obsession to third-party assistance. She drove Bessie crazy, making toll calls to sheriff ’s offices around Arizona and in surrounding states. She wrote letters to the newspapers in the big cities. She climbed in Mato’s old Model A truck and bounced across reservation land, waiting while Mato visited with members of the Hualapai, Navaho, Hopi, and Havasupai nations. Mato showed them a worn photograph from Libby’s twelfth birthday and asked for help.

A year after Libby walked out of the diner for the last time, Ned sat his wife down and had a heart-to-heart. He told Rebecca that she could not continue the search, that she had to accept that Libby was gone. They didn’t speak for two weeks after that discussion.

Then, one day, Rebecca asked Ned if he would make a sweet potato pie for Mato and his family. When she arrived at the diner to pick up the pie, Ned was encouraged. It was the first time she had left the house since they had their heart-to-heart. She was dressed neatly, her hair pulled back in a bun, a light touch of lipstick adding some color to her pale countenance.

She drove to the Loman horse farm, where Mato and Bidzil worked, and dropped off the pie. She thanked them sincerely for their efforts and returned home. That was the last time she left the house.

It had been five years since Libby’s disappearance, and Ned had long since given up hope that Rebecca would return to a normal life. A spark of energy would occasionally light, and she might sweep the kitchen floor. Once a week, she occupied herself with the task of doing laundry. The old tub and wringer seemed to distract her for a time. On laundry day, Ned would

[image: image]

return from the diner to find his shirts and pants neatly folded on the bed.

Rebecca rarely made a meal. If she did prepare food, it was always something simple, like a tuna sandwich or the occasional hot dog. Most of the time she waited for Ned to come home and cook dinner. They spoke little and, when Ned tried to make conversation, his wife answered in one or two words.

***
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On Charlie’s first night in Valentine, Ned sat across from Rebecca and pushed aside the plate with the half-eaten tuna sandwich. “Would you like me to make you something to eat?” he asked.

Rebecca turned away from the window, directing her eyes to her husband’s face. She looked at him blankly and shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’m not hungry.”

“OK,” Ned said, agreeably. “I’m going to make a Jock burger. I’ll make you one too and, maybe the enticing aroma will encourage you to have a taste.” He waited for her to respond. “What do you say?”

She nodded, absently, and turned back toward the window.

Ned finished cooking and sat down to share a simple meal with his wife. She did eat a bit. Not much, but it was something, and that was better than most days.

When he had cleaned up the kitchen, he took Rebecca’s hand and led her into the living room. She sat in her usual chair near the archway, and Ned turned on the radio. Perry Como was singing, ‘If I Loved You.’ He crossed the braided rug and took his wife’s hand to pull her up for a dance. She pressed her cheek against his chest, and they swayed slowly to the music.

When the song ended, they sat side by side on the couch. When Nancy Norman, Billy Williams and the Sammy Kaye

Orchestra played Chickery Chick, Rebecca smiled at the crazy lyrics, and Ned pulled her in for a hug.

***
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The sun nudged at the horizon as Ned swung his legs out of bed. He dressed in the dark and closed the bedroom door behind him, crossing the squeaky floorboards at the head of the stairs. He stopped at the hall table, opened the drawer, and took the key in his hand.

When he got to the door, he stared at the brush strokes trapped in the wine-colored paint, his outstretched hand trembling. He hadn’t been in Libby’s room for a long time. He tried his best to prepare himself, and then turned the key and opened the door.
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