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	Preludes

	 

	Lake Tahoe, 1940

	It is an act of mercy...

	Isn’t it?

	 

	Her name is Constance. In her day, she is a shimmering waterborne phantom: breathtaking one moment, lost in her element the next. Even now she is like nothing the lake has ever seen. Men and women still turn to stare at her regal lines, her upswept knife-edged bow. With their children they have waved and cheered. Only now, they cannot save her. 

	No one can save her.

	She lasts four hours past midnight, as though awaiting the curtain that will grant her the end she deserves. Slowly, defiantly, she has closed on Echo Bay when the storm hits, rain in driving sheets, thunder in percussive sets, Stateline’s bright diamonds to the south all but vanished with her. And, near enough to hit with a deck gun, the darker Nevada side where her odyssey began, forty-four years before: 

	Home. 

	Echo Bay.

	1896. 

	Star-spangled pennants and straw hats and a brass band and champagne and a profile so white the celebrants must shade their eyes as her hundred-and-sixty-nine feet leave the ways. 

	William McKinley soon will be sworn in; the Spanish-American war lies ahead. The gay nineties are at full rip, an era that knows and appreciates a lady for what she is. 

	Hardly this darkened hulk, the crew aboard the tow agree in silence. Shameful how she’s been brought to this, they brood; and with the Tamarack himself watching: Cyrus Chandler Holmes, indistinctly separated from the night, the occasional red of his cigar and waft of smoke the only indication he is present at all.

	Yet in a way it is fitting. The Tamarack, after all, made Constance what she was and would become. Loved her, if you will. He, if anyone, has the right to feel her torment and release her from it, stop the ravages that time and man have wrought. 

	Hasn’t he?

	The rain comes harder now, sluicing off the tow’s blunt wheelhouse and driving the crew below. They crowd the ports to keep Constance in sight, to see her as she is not. No longer a bride, she is a pain-wracked dowager embarrassed by the stains that have bled into her dress, bewildered that no one has come forth to tend her except in this slipshod fashion. A thoroughbred led away on a crude leash. 

	Halfway out, it is as if she understands. 

	Her pride, the way she meets the rising chop, the bearing that would always be hers—each conveys acceptance. She seems to embrace the water that holds dear its secrets and its dead, the water that has entered to know her as it never could before.

	The crew light cigarettes; they drink from flasks they’d known they’d need, ask again if only by their inability to meet each other’s eyes.

	It is an act of mercy...

	Isn’t it?

	 

	 

	Squaw Valley, 1984, Men’s National Final

	 

	He is alone on the mountain. Alone and not alone. 

	Activity he has shut out swirls behind him; a start gate harbors him, if only for the moment he will leave it. From far off he hears a disembodied voice: the Coloradoan’s time, forty seconds off his first run, an eternity in the Downhill. But his first time is not enough.

	Not for him. 

	Not now.

	Take no chances, they’ve told him. Especially under the conditions that cost the Coloradoan: flat light with ice, shave-off piling up in the turns, the temperature falling, more treacherous with each run. Just finish and it’s Sarajevo.

	They do not understand: 

	Who it is for and why.

	He feels the tap on his shoulder, sets his goggles, seals them. The world is amber now; he draws breath to focus and calm: mind out front, legs strong enough to hold the turns and absorb the shock, no compromise. 

	The timer is activated. 

	He coils, hears the matching count, the last human sound until it is over. Drummed in since age seven: If you can hear the crowd, you might as well be in it, watching. 

	Five...four...three...two...one:

	He explodes. 

	The light is bad, the ice worse, but he puts them from his mind; they are his light, his ice. From first tuck the speed is there, for this is what he has prepared for more years than not. He is the course, the descent, the burn, the need. 

	The gates bend to him, shudder in his wake.

	Hip in, lead shoulder forward, carving, carving... 

	The pounding is ferocious; scraping obliterates all other sound. Halfway down, roaring from a chute and into a turn, he is peripherally conscious of a sign held by a team member. It is the round amber of a traffic light, their prearranged code: “Slow down. You don’t need it.”

	His mind frames a name. 

	Like a current, it surges into his performance: Ice or no ice, light or no light, he is ahead of the run that put him in first, alternately on and over the edge of control. As it should be.

	The name comes again. 

	This time, however, it is from a crack in a vault, a sprung door. This time he sees the face to which it belongs: contorted, gasping his name, and he is there, hearing its voice again...

	Begging him: Let go...

	A millisecond, but enough. 

	He is too deep into a gate; an edge catches. At once his balance is a memory. He is airborne, one ski gone, the ice an onrushing semi. 

	God oh God—

	He hits at freeway speed: slams, wheels, bucks, bounces—directly at the safety netting between him and the scattering, frightened crowd. At which point his remaining ski digs in and shatters, he ricochets along the netting’s frozen length, and there is only the furnace roar of his own pain.

	 

	 

	 


 

	1

	 

	New Mexico, Present

	 

	No one saw her go under 

	Not her brothers, who’d abandoned their fishing poles for a Tarzan romp in the vines, an illicit cerveza, and a turn-green rum soaked crook. Not her old man, who by their count had popped his third Tecate by the time the old Mercury drew up in the mid-morning heat, clouds of dust heading for his throat, sun on a water-bounce for his cap-shaded squint. 

	Rosalinda Quesada Luna, age nine. 

	La Florera, her family called her. 

	Flower girl.

	Elizabeth’s age, Shawn Rainey kept thinking, trying to drown the thought with peach brandy, his knee stabbing him now in earnest. Which would make La Florera two years younger than Nathan, Nate on his way to middle school in a year. Years gone to bloody where, Shawn added, shifting his weight to little effect. Bending to rub the knee, he had a flash of when he’d landed on it: flat light, snow flurries, blurred faces hunched deep into their parkas. Suddenly flying for real, the mountain exploding white, pain that became his universe even as the course monitors swarmed him once he’d finally come to a stop, their voices under his own ice-crusted scream.

	Jesus, he’s alive? 

	Had to be doing close to eighty. 

	Shawn straightened, arched his vertebrae, felt them crack. This made his second hour after parking the pitted Sable bought from the guy he’d replaced, adrenaline giving way to the washed-out faces waiting now in silence, somebody murmuring a rosary down the way, other side of the sheriff’s deputies hunched over a chart. 

	She’s playing with us, they’d nodded to each other as the searchers first spread out. Such a tease our girl has become soon became a prank that has gotten out of hand, Rosalinda in for a switching when they finally would turn back a branch to discover her hiding place, find her dissolving in giggles. Which ground down to Merciful God, please let us find her. 

	Down to that.

	Shawn knew from having filtered it through his piecemeal Spanish, Florera’s K-mart sneakers, jeans, and T-shirt piled under a cottonwood while the old man stared out at the green murk, bathed now in the generator floods, a deputy named Ortiz going over it yet again with the brothers. The old man looked as if he’d opened his eyes to a nightmare world in which the colors and players all were wrong and he still was trying to blink them away though it had been hours since the sun delivered him to the darkness.

	At one point a mud-spattered Caprice pulled up, teenager at the wheel, woman in front—the mother, it turned out—female relatives in back. But after wailing like a chorus, their cries sank under the weight of the heat and the lights, the smell of mud and despair. Like the rest of them now, they just stared, breathed and stared—as though the scene were made of poorly fired clay and to move was to shatter the last vestige of hope into the night.

	In the glare the Mexicans looked as pale as Shawn did. Already he’d asked Ortiz the few questions the deputy would answer someone like him, nobody from the larger newspapers even giving it the time of day, though they could have picked it off the same scanner Shawn had. As his boss had laid it out, sex is news—sex, murder, fire—bring it on, the more the merrier. But simple death is like birth: the relatives read it, so we concede the space. You get the point here, Shawn?

	Shawn did. All too well. 

	Depending on when they brought her up and worked over her, shook their heads and took her away followed by the relatives and onlookers, the pond would gradually return to the crickets and bottom feeders, the coons and night birds. Girl Drowns would sum it up: four lines, well in, her name if the news pool’s night editor was in the mood. 

	Shawn sipped from the half-pint in his pocket. 

	Why was he not now on the road, phoning it in? Was it the need to tell old man Luna it might have happened anyway, even if he had been alert? That what the man faced was only just beginning, how life could change in a heartbeat: words he’d wished someone had said to him when it mattered. But either the moment passed or it hadn’t yet come, Shawn didn’t know which, so he said nothing. That was the problem with life: It knew, you didn’t.

	The brandy had joined his pulse in lockstep. He could tell from the direction his thoughts were taking: fool’s gold in random flecks. Gawkers—coarse big-bellied men and women, dirt-streaked kids—were statues in the light. Bugs spun, black snow. The tangle surrounding the pond was a wall of snakes appearing closer each time Shawn glanced up. 

	Thirty yards out, deputies in the skiff splashed the hooks again, dragged and splashed again, visibility impossible for divers. Apart from the occasional moan from a relative, conversation lay like trampled ground cover, the mother having slipped into the same vacant shock as the old man. Bubbles from the river-fed aquifer led to finger pointing and murmurs by those unfamiliar with how the pond sustained itself.

	Or didn’t, Shawn threw into the mix, an image not dissimilar from this one afloat beyond his reach. To dispel it, he looked down. Near where Ortiz was standing a string of fish, abandoned in the excitement, surfaced and rolled, driven by a gulping smallmouth bass. Somewhere between seven and nine-thirty, when Shawn finally left, his knee having had it with him, Darvocet popped so he could drive, he saw the bass had given up and stayed down.

	 

	 

	Forty minutes later, Shawn stopped at Quincy’s for the single beer that soon became three with Bushmills backs. He’d heard it on the way home, scanner: They’d found the flower girl. Wedged in a knot of submerged roots a stone’s throw from where she’d gone in.

	Shawn pictured it without much trouble, tangled hair and painted nails, the sodden pale form. He drained his glass, watched Art, Quincy’s night-weekender, pour him another and set it up. And now it was Florera’s living face Shawn saw in the draft, peering out from the yellowed sleeve in the old man’s wallet opened up to show the deputies and, indirectly, Shawn before he’d lapsed into silence.

	“Bad one, huh?” Art ventured: directionless, in case Shawn decided that was the way he liked it, nobody much in the bar on Sunday night, one couple in a back booth lost in each other.

	“Nine years old,” Shawn answered his beer. “Never made it out of the damn pond. Make sense of that.”

	Art stopped wiping the glass he was polishing and set it down. “You gonna be all right?”

	“Ask the family that one.”

	“Not looking at them,” Art said, “I’m looking at you. You ever think about professional distance?”

	“Now and again. You ever think about hanging out a shingle?”

	Art shrugged, hesitated, broke open the cash drawer, walked to the juke, fed in quarters. Emmylou came up, “I Still Miss Someone,” Art setting the remaining quarters down beside Shawn’s glass. “On the house,” he said, head tilted in the direction of the pay phone. 

	Shawn looked at the quarters, at Art again.

	“Go,” the bartender added. “Probably catch ’em still up, you get to it and quit mooning. Elizabeth and Nathan, right? The next Brooks Robinson?”

	“Clemente,” Shawn said. “You always been this much of a pain in the ass?”

	“So I’m told. Don’t thank me or nothing.”

	“Thanks, Art.”

	“Just make the call.”

	Shawn slid the quarters off into one hand, left the stool, steadied as the room did. Once at the alcove, he dialed and waited, night air blowing in under the back door, air that minus the day’s heat smelled of Rio Grande, dust, and cottonwoods with their feet in the water. He heard Emmylou hold a note no one else could then a voice that generally rattled around inside him long after whatever words had faded, even the hard ones, even just hello. 

	“It’s me, Loren—Shawn.”

	In the pause, he saw her straighten, blonde hair angled against the receiver, saw her rub her neck when she heard who it was. God—now what?

	“The kids still up?” he asked. “I’d like to say hello if they are.”

	Shorter pause. “You know better than that, Shawn.” 

	“Meaning what? They’re out?” 

	“Meaning San Francisco time, remember? Subtract two hours?”

	“Vaguely.” Trying to cover for his forgetting the time differential after too much booze. The fact was, he wasn’t sure what time it was here. “Some secret as to where they are, Loren?” 

	Extended sigh. “Terry took them to a film.”

	A film. 

	Shawn could picture it: NR-17 or whatever bullshit Terry Dahl felt like, Loren at home at her laptop banging out plays nobody would read because she wouldn’t let them. Pal Terry: nobody-has-to-know-but-us, kids-have-to-know-what-their-friends-are-talking-about Terry—doubtless taking a vote that ended three to nothing while ripping along in his Beemer. Shawn popped another Darvocet: a headache now to go with his knee, the beer and Irish having not nearly enough effect on either. 

	“Okay,” he said. “Tell me when they’re due, and I’ll call back.”

	“Not a good idea, Shawn.”

	Not a good idea...How many times since they’d run away to Vegas then Frisco, neither one looking back, only forward? Loren Slater Rainey was as restive as he was then, if for different reasons, hers literary, that whole black-turtleneck rapt-attention scene, his the more miles from Lakewood the better. Unfortunately, the distance mainly had applied to them, their wing-it and wedding-chapel underpinnings, something he might have seen coming if he’d only looked around now and then. 

	He took a breath. “Loren, if you don’t mind, I would really like to talk to them.”

	“You’re not supposed to call here. When is that going to sink in?”

	“Thanks. I really needed that.” 

	“As for your tone, go find a mirror. You can thank the one who did it to you.” 

	Shawn flashed, saw his anger-management numbers veering off like Spitfires homing on a Fokke-Wolf, as much as hearing their engines in his head. “Loren, look, I’m asking. I don’t know how else to put it.”

	“The question is why, when you know the answer?”

	“My kids, too,” he said thickly. “Remember?”

	“Remember?” Up a notch. “Let’s talk about where you’re calling from, shall we? Rally ‘round old Shawn while he buys another round and we all hate the bad ex-wife?”

	“Loren, people go to bars. Hell, we went to bars. It’s not how you say it is.” 

	“Then what is it, your knee? Fate and how it robbed you? Poor Shawn, hard-luck Shawn: two tenths of a second versus a spot on the platform with “The Star Spangled Banner.” You ever think about that, the why it happened part? About playing the game the way other people do?”

	“Will you just listen? A girl Elizabeth’s age drowned today. I covered it. I just wanted to talk to her...to them. Tell them—”

	“What, Shawn? That you’re not really like the last time they saw you in action?”

	Shawn widened a scratch on the wall as Emmylou gave way to Steve Earle, “Goodbye Is All We Have Left to Say.” 

	Loren took it as an opening and plunged. 

	“Now you listen. Do you know how much I envy your way of making people feel for you, on and off like a faucet, what I’d give for that? God!” He heard her lighter’s metallic snap, her long exhale. “All right, let me in on what you’d do if you were me, these kids you cared so much about you nearly put Terry in the hospital while they watched? Do you know what that does to a kid, the lessons it imparts? The fear?” 

	“My kids, too,” he repeated, leaning to take weight off his knee, knowing this was going to end badly but short on fallback. As always, she was right—in microcosm. That was her gift, small-picture solid. 

	“I know,” she was saying, “your kids, too. And now Nathan has trouble in school and Elizabeth cries in her sleep. While Terry, by the way and thanks for asking, still needs therapy for his hand.” Exhale, another lighter snap. “I’m truly curious, Shawn. What would you do? Something I can use this time, because I would honest-to- God like to know.” 

	A breeze off the river took voice under the back door—or was it the windows in the restroom? Either way it felt like something undead had found his neck and run a finger over it before pulling back with its cape around itself. 

	“Here’s one for you, Loren,” he said before lowering the receiver into its cradle. “I would, too.”
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	The trailer was dented and doublewide; cheap digs that could move, Shawn had figured, even though it was up on blocks. He opened an eye to sun dissecting the bed, TV mumbling on the bureau across the room. Public access, a hip-hopper named Mr. Beanie was doing his thing in a studio barely large enough for him and the host, a kid not much older than Nathan dressed in baggie pants, the requisite three inches of underwear showing. 

	Shawn fumbled for the remote, remembered throwing it at the screen the night before and missing. He stumbled over and killed the set manually, in the process stubbing his toe, which screwed the pain back into his knee. Inside of thirty minutes he’d popped six ibuprofen—low on Darvocet and not quite needing it yet—started the coffee machine, and was leaning off the edge of the bed, wondering if the place had been this trashed before he’d come home from calling Loren, when his cell phone rang. 

	It was the shift editor telling Shawn that he liked Shawn’s take on the drowning story...that if it were up to him they’d use it, all of it, but budget cuts had prompted a review of the whole news operation, check back in a month or three and sorry about that. Throwing in that he always felt Shawn was too good for the job, nothing he hadn’t said before. 

	“So you did, Ray,” Shawn said after a pause. 

	“Fucking new economy, almost makes you miss the nineties. Stay in touch, now, you hear?”

	“Yeah, I hear. Don’t sweat it, Ray. Appreciate the thought.” 

	He tossed the phone in a drawer and shut it, moved to the living room with scrambled eggs he’d gone two rounds with the day before, salsa from a past take-out tamale dinner. Through the half-closed blinds, sun flared off the swimming pool across the drive, several kids already making noise, when he heard steps and a rap against the siding. 

	“Mr. Rainey? You in there?” Female hand shading worn eyes peering in: which meant Dorothea, the Anglo half of the managing Zepedas, the Mexican half likely in town getting garden supplies, Liquid Plumber, or loaded. 

	“Mr. Rainey, telephone for you. Person-to-person on our line. Mr. Rainey?” Dorothea sounding impressed, Shawn already thinking odd; anyone he wanted to reach him used his cell phone number. In fact, he’d never even bothered to connect a landline. Which meant what, collection agency? It was possible, but he doubted it; where he lived was not widely held knowledge. 

	Frustrated in light of such an obviously important call, Dorothea gave it a final try. “Mister RAINEY?”

	Shawn hollered that he was coming, found his sandals, opened the door as she was descending his steps. He followed her across the pink crushed lava rock and scalloped concrete borders into her pink-and-white trailer: pink-shaded lamp with white ruffles, pink Princess phone on the small maple table, low-backed pink-and-white-seated chair that hit him square in the kidneys.

	He picked up the phone and listened, trying to identify sounds from the other end, but all that came through was a presence. For a cold moment he thought it might be Cort again, although he knew that couldn’t be. It couldn’t be Cort again for the simple reason that this time he was sober.

	“Rainey,” he finally said.

	“What, I catch you in bed or something?” 

	Shit, Shawn thought, instantly recognizing the voice, shit, shit, shit. 

	Anytime Terry Dahl called it had to do with the kids—that or some ultimatum Loren wanted delivered by male. Which meant Loren could float above it all, part of the same strategy that Shawn had walked into ten months ago: his metaphorical Yugo meeting their metaphorical Peterbilt head-on. Blood alley. San Francisco.

	Sunday, it had been, Golden Gate Park, the Conservatory, where he’d gone to drop off the kids after a weekend, his turn for custody. And there it came again in full reverb echo, the come-on he’d swallowed hook line and sinker: Terry’s voice saying that even though Shawn had been returning the kids at the agreed-upon times and places, he—Terry—had incontrovertible evidence that Shawn’s environment was unstable and unsuitable. Dangerously unfit. 

	Looking back, it had been so obvious to anyone without a flash point, Terry trotting out the usual suspects: drugs and alcohol, the women who frequented Shawn’s place, the examples that set. This as Loren eased the kids over to the fern pond, where they made wishes and aimed pennies while she angled glances back at him, Shawn too stunned to feel anything but stomach drop, a cop on your tail when you think you’ve done nothing wrong, but aren’t that sure.

	“That’s a crock and you know it, Terry.” Scanning the database for anything remotely compromising, nothing yet. “I’d laugh if it weren’t so pathetic.”

	“Not a helpful attitude, Shawn. Under the circumstances.”

	Drop in temperature. “What circumstances?” 

	“Right on, hombre, a man should confront his shortcomings. Sheila Ainsworth—cherry little brunette with a rack like gangbusters. Ringing any bells?”

	Ice storm. Full-on Weather Channel alert. 

	“Well now, that’s more like it. Bells are ringing for me and my gal.” Terry smiling as if Shawn’s reaction hurt him more than Shawn.

	Sheila Ainsworth. He recalled her, a pretty girl coming on to him at the Buena Vista Cafe’s farewell party, him still gut-shot over Loren, the kids, Terry, their screwed-up arrangement, by then Terry in the house Shawn had bought for them. He and Sheila had been hot and heavy for a month before Sheila quit phoning, the whole thing suddenly making sense now, Terry still smiling as if it hurt.

	“All’s fair, Shawn, don’t tell me otherwise,” Terry said. “Besides, videotapes don’t lie.”

	“And bullshit is bullshit. You get that?”

	“You think keeping your voice down here might be a good idea?” Glancing at the kids and Loren. “You think this is my idea of fun?”

	“Only based on what I know of you.” 

	“Uncalled for, Speed.”

	“There’s the truth for you. Always in the way.”

	Shawn caught Loren’s eye before she broke off, handed the kids more pennies from a bright new roll. Locked and loaded.

	“Bottom line is we’ve already filed, Shawn. If it were just Nathan, I’d be less inclined. But Elizabeth’s eight now and she needs—”

	“I’m her father, dipshit, I’m aware of her age.” At which point the flash went off: “And what kind of garbage have you been feeding her? Answer me.” 

	The pained smile went to smirk. “Grow up, Speed, it’s called going to court; mature people do it to settle their differences.” Nonetheless giving ground to Shawn’s advance, Elizabeth and Nate hearing and glancing over, Loren’s confidence starting to show cracks. 

	“I asked you what you’ve been telling my daughter.” Ignoring the envelope Terry had withdrawn from his coat and was attempting to hand him.

	“You want to back off here, Sport? Not make it worse?”

	Houston, we have ignition. 

	Shawn said, “Whatever it is, it’s not going to work. You hear that, Loren?” Turning to Lizzy, then, Nate almost as wide-eyed as she was. “Sweetheart, whatever they told you about me isn’t true, I swear it. Not even close.”

	Elizabeth’s eyes were high beams that pierced. “Dad, they told me to look for them. They said they’d be under things in your closet. They said I’d be helping you. Do you believe me that I was trying to help?” 

	And there it was, the full extent: tapes that Sheila had made of them at her place, surprising him with them afterward. Tapes she’d obviously hidden at his place instead of erasing, as she’d sworn she had. 

	Tears were forming; Shawn knelt to his daughter, wiped them away. She was so perfectly cast from her mother, delicate features and inner light, but with his green eyes, a lighter version of the chili-powder hair he’d seen in pictures of himself at that age. He drew a breath, steadied. 

	“Lizzy, we talked about this, remember? I’d never do anything to make you cry. I’m your dad. I love you.”

	“Might have been wise to give that some prior thought,” Terry tossed in. “You being such an aware parent and all.”

	Shawn felt Terry’s envelope brush his hand. He saw Loren’s look, saw the three of them again at the offices of Rainey/Dahl, media strategist Loren being drawn to Terry’s orbit like a wayward moon. As through a detached lens, a fog of alcohol and grass, Shawn saw the split again, saw himself forced from his own partnership because his assets, unlike Terry’s, were market-value facade: winter-jock contacts followed by a wider pool of jock acquaintances. 

	All of this Shawn saw before he uncoiled and, despite his knee, the height and weight disadvantage Terry held over him, knocked Terry ass-over into the fern pool and colored the water with him before a security guard and an off-duty cop pulled him off his ex-partner, ex-mentor, ex-confidant.

	New Mexico time...

	 

	 

	Shit squared...

	“How’d you get this number, Terry?” Shawn said into Dorothea Zepeda’s pink Princess phone.

	“Truth or Consequences isn’t the moon, Shawn, though it’s close.” Like a timing chain spitting out teeth. “Lucky for you, I’m also in a forgiving mood. At least in your case.”

	“That’s supposed to put me at ease?”

	“The idea, anyway. Stand to lose anything if I explain it to you?”

	Shawn had the sense a rattler was closing on his exposed foot, the feeling actually strong enough to make him look down. 

	“You have the balls to ask?” 

	“Pay attention here or wish you had: pink trailer, scabby gravel, cactus in pots? Woman looks like she rode with Sonny Barger at Altamont?”

	Shawn felt the eggs and salsa rooster-tail acid.

	“You’re a gambling man, check it out,” Terry added as if he were standing alongside, about to crawl into Shawn’s head, his specialty. “Good looking dude getting out of a white rental and coming up the walk, cell phone to his ear—he look familiar?”
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	They sat in frayed-web folding chairs behind Shawn’s trailer, Shawn in shorts, faded tee, and knee brace, Terry looking dressed for a media presentation in suit and shined boots, tinted glasses, Mexican Christmas beer he’d found in the back of the fridge dangling from one hand. 

	Gas stations and fast-food outlets stuck out across the highway; traffic fired north to Albuquerque, south to Las Cruces and Ciudad Juarez, the Black Range rising up in the distance. 

	“Interesting,” Terry was saying to the surrounding fissured asphalt, plastic petunias and metal shade extenders, palo verde trees and distant peaks, the crushed lava rock. “More water than I would have expected, all things considered.” 

	Shawn let it go, sipped his reheated drive-in coffee. 

	Terry shook the gold chain bracelet out from under his sleeve, where it caught the light. “Hard to wash the small town out of the boy, right? All those small-town values.”

	“I can think of worse things.”

	“Don’t take it wrong. I always admired that about you.”

	“Sure you did,” Shawn said, choosing to minimize, curious despite the throb in his temples, the crosshairs with Terry sighted in that kept appearing. “How’s the hand?” 

	“You did it a favor. Knee acting up again?”

	“Not much.” 

	“Yeah, I can tell.” Terry said with a glance at the brace. “And the newspaper business?”

	“Same as the asshole business, I suppose. Which judging by that suit appears to be as good as ever.”

	Terry broke another grin that sank of its own weight. “No need to be rude, Speed. That business fed you, if memory serves.”

	Shawn thought about responding, instead looked off at the mountains. Trucks rumbled by on 25. 

	“Hey,” Terry said. “Time out. I’m the guy who refused to press charges, remember? Me with the face and the broken hand.”

	Shawn flashed on Too little, too late, countered with, “So what’d you do: charge off on the red eye when you heard how I’d called up and harassed her?” Attempting to compartmentalize the image of the cop and security guard hauling him off Terry as a crowd swelled around the fern pool, Loren white-faced and the kids looking stunned. The subsequent court order. 

	Terry swigged the last of his beer, clinked the empty down. “Nothing so dramatic, I’m afraid. Six-ten to Las Cruces, rental car from there. Not a bad drive, you’re fond of desert.”

	“I rather assumed you’d made it. The question was more along the lines of why.”

	Terry creaked around to look at the trailer. “Got any more cerveza in there? I seem to have gone dry.”

	“If there is, it’s by some oversight.”

	“Get you one?” 

	“Not for what it might cost me.”

	The grin broke. “Taken as a compliment.” 

	Shawn watched him step into the trailer, marveling at the way he could push buttons in people and still come off as the great conciliator. It was what made him so good at flacking—that and a well-honed self-deprecation that charmed people. He remembered a time after they’d first hooked up, Exec-of-the-Year Terry winking down at him from the dais, saying in effect play the hand I deal and this is you, trust me. Followed later by it’s not how good you are, it’s knowing who buried the bodies. Proving it often enough to drive the point home.

	And yet, Terry looked older than the fourteen months it had been, Shawn recalling a rumor he’d heard that all was not golden inside Terry’s Golden Gate. But that was the PR business, your basic bucket with holes in it you tried to keep filled. Besides, when Shawn threw himself up for comparison, Terry was Ozymandius in a summer weight.

	“Like old times,” Terry said when he’d banged outside with his beer and creaked the chair frame, freed the pants fabric as he crossed an ankle over. “You and me.”

	“And your selective memory,” Shawn tossed back. 

	“We had our innings, you have to admit.” Tilting the longneck and lowering it, another grin dawning. “The time you pulled the cosmetics maker’s fat out of the—”

	“Terry? Before I lie down with a bottle of ibuprofen, why are you here?”

	“Old Speed, two seconds ahead with snow piling up in the turns, and he’s still pressing.”

	Shawn leaned forward, took the weight off his knee preparatory to getting up, maybe knocking Terry over. “Don’t forget to say goodbye to Dorothea. She keeps track.”

	“Whoa, simmer down. You want it straight, you got it.” Pause for effect. “A client came to me with a job that has your name all over it. Big money, a piece of the action, the whole nine yards.” Creaking back in the chair. 

	Shawn said nothing. Just stared at him.

	“Don’t give me that Shawn Rainey good-time rock-and-roll, look around you,” Terry said, raising a hand to indicate pretty much everything in view. “Still want me to take a hike? Or are you so thrilled here in Bumwad with What’s-Her-Face over there you don’t even want to hear it?”

	Shawn got it, all right, what he’d seen so often at contract time: Terry Dahl, full-tilt visionary on fire with whatever-it-was—Jimmy Swaggart in a business suit. Walk with me and come out whole. 

	“Stuff it, Terry. I’ve caught the act before.”

	The barb stuck not at all; Terry smiled. “Growing up where you did—Tahoe, I mean—you recall the Constance?”

	Shawn just looked at him.

	“Queen of the Lake: that Constance? I don’t mean in person, I mean old photos of her. Course you do. I can see it on you.”

	“You want to run that by me again?”

	“If I may take that for surprise, join the rest of the lake. But sixty years down she’s still a cover girl up there. Travel guides, books, those old photos—nobody doesn’t like Sara Lee. Except that all this time she was beyond reach in 500-plus feet of ice water, technology was catching up. And this client—my client, mind you—sees it as the first step.” Glancing around as if he might be overheard.

	“Are you out of your mind?”

	“One word, pal: Disney. The smart one.” 

	“Disney...right.”

	Terry’s eyes previewed a grin. “The man had an eye, you’ll admit. All I’m saying here.”

	Pause. “Disclaimer, Terry: Don’t mistake what I’m about to say as interest because it’s not. We clear on that?” 

	“You see me going anywhere?”

	Longer pause. “First step toward what?” 

	The grin broke big. “You ready for this? Resorts, casinos, the goodwill after they bring up the old girl and restore her—give her back to anyone who’s seen her however and said to himself, ‘Damn, check that out.’ We’re talking pride, Shawn, historical societies in heat. Hell, the line of people waving money will stretch around the lake, and that’s just the VIPs.”

	It was so absurd that for a while Shawn could think of nothing to say. Finally he said, “You came all this way to tell me that?”

	Terry blew a breath; his eyes scanned the mountains. “Big deal, it means you’ll have to go back there, so what? We tested it. Lakewood loves you, even after all this time.”

	“You did what?”

	“Polled you, and skip the con, this is me. I mean Speed Rainey, that happy horseshit. Hell, to those people you walk on water. It’s only me who knows you like this.”

	Shawn was conscious of his grip on the thin aluminum arms, of heat welling again. “You really want to go there, Terry? Because if you do—”

	“Fuck that, I’m doing you a favor. No idea why, looking at you now. Guilt, maybe, at the way things turned out.”

	“Guilt...right. I might be more impressed if you’d ever felt some. That or anything else.”

	Shrug, a conspiratorial wink. “Straight up, I need you. So far it’s solid, but these people need to know you’re involved. National Downhill champ, French and Austrian champ, Sarajevo champ, you hadn’t fucked up the trials. Are you reading this—what your spearheading means up there?” 

	“I’m reading it,” Shawn said, the boil spilling over, hissing in the flames. “You’ve fucking promised me to them, haven’t you?”

	“Let’s just say they aren’t the kind to sit on their hands.”

	It took effort. “No kidding. Which must mean hurting you would be the upshot if I refuse.”

	Terry’s smug look vanished. “Bad thought, sport—more along the lines of who you’ll be hurting besides me. In addition to yourself, of course.”

	Been there, done that—in spades. “Before you take a permanent hike, Terry, you want to explain that?”

	Terry reached into his suit coat and held out an envelope. 

	Shawn saw fourteen months ago, Terry’s grin bordering on shit eating, and heard, “Friend of mine works for the cop lab, has access to one of those programs that adds years to missing kids? Have a look and tell me what you think. Because once my lawyers get through, that’s what Elizabeth and Nate will look like when you’re allowed near them again.”

	Snap: high heat, searing metal, bitter burn. Shawn was up and out of his chair, then he wasn’t; he was cocooned by pain and clutching his knee, Terry having driven a boot into it, Shawn barely hearing through gasps that were his, “You had your free shot, Speed. This time the meter’s running.”

	 

	 

	Shawn’s knee was wrapped in ice and up on the couch when he heard the knock, saw Dorothea Zepeda through the Plexiglas, light behind her fading on the hills. 

	“It’s open,” he said.

	“Your knee hurting again?” Poking her head inside. 

	“Just a slip.”

	“There’s Epsom salts at my place, if you want.”

	“No thanks, Dorothea.” 

	She looked skeptical, but it passed, no match for the news she bore, saying, “That friend of yours is a peach. Came back with flowers and champagne, said you was celebrating and wanted me to celebrate, too. It’s a shame all men aren’t that considerate, one Mexican in particular.”

	He let it go, heard Terry again, bending over him: “Reality check, Speed: You recall the movie, real-estate guy to his sales people, ‘First prize is a set of steak knives, second prize is you’re fired?’ That’s you and me here. Piss it away in Bumwad, Shawn, or win the knives.”

	“Terry? Get fucked.” 

	“Oh, I don’t think so. You don’t care about the money, well and good. But you have a problem and I’m the one who can make it go away. Court order, legal standoff, penny-ante bullshit—all gone—Nate and Liz back in your life. Life back in your life.” 

	Liz...Shawn felt something shoved into his pocket, saw Terry’s boots backing off, and heard, “Room number’s on the card, I leave Las Cruces at nine. One-time offer: I don’t hear from you by then, our next contact will be through Jerry Lizardi. You remember him?”

	Shawn did: thousand an hour and eight-thousand-dollar suits. Big press, big spectacle, big wins. He managed a nod, Terry adding, “Be smart for once. This is your Get Out of Jail card. Don’t blow it.”

	“Wasting your time, asshole. I like it here.” 

	“Truth or Consequences, my man: Ever wonder why I kept you around when I could have had Loren right then, period, end of story? You kept my hands clean, dug the dirt out, nails all nice and buffed. In a word, you’re a fixer, the best I’ve seen ‘cause I made you. So go fix it.”

	“So, then...you’re okay?” Dorothea’s question floating in on him.

	“Fine, Dorothea. Just the knee.”

	“Dark in here,” she added. “You want a light on before I go?”

	“No—thank you. Maybe the phone there on the re-charger, though. And that bottle of pills.”
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	Loren was calling from across the stream, waving to him because he couldn’t hear her. Shawn knew that time was out of joint because the old van he and Joe Don McCandless and Tam Engleman and Jake Sharpe and Sonny Hardin used to haul their gear up to Alpine and Boreal—places they could afford to ski then—was parked there, the sliding door open and somebody shadowed inside. 

	Cort, maybe, that Black-Irish grin of his. 

	Or their mother. 

	Watching him. 

	He knew it was a dream because Loren was naked and she was stepping into the stream, her eyes fixed on his, and he couldn’t remember her naked and she hated the water. Now the water was rising around him, aroused yet feeling Cort’s eyes or whoever’s boring into him. 

	The water reached his knees yet he couldn’t go forward, only back as Loren strode deeper into the stream, which was now a river raging toward a waterfall he couldn’t see but could hear. Mist billowed from its unseen base and her blonde hair lay on the water, which had enveloped all but her head, those eyes that never left his. Then Loren was moving with the current, fast toward the waterfall, him limping after her, telling her she had to hold on—that as soon as he fixed the van and drove them to the chairlift, he’d be back for her. At least as long as there wasn’t good snow, in which case he’d pick her up later in the lake. 

	But then Cort’s voice was coming from the van, telling him, Let go, Shawn. You know you could have, if you’d wanted to. 

	 

	 

	Shawn woke drenched in sweat, the words as real as if Cort were in the room. He took a deep breath, limped to the bathroom, washed his face and more ibuprofen down, then limped back, too much trouble to undress. Besides, he knew he wouldn’t sleep, that the little he’d gotten was the result of the Darvocet and the beer, stale now in his mouth.

	For a while he watched an old movie: Cagney as a producer of musicals who somehow winds up at West Point directing a cadet talent show, gradually drifting from it. Now, more than Cort’s voice, Loren stayed, the ache where she’d been and was no more. Trying to bring her dream body into focus, Shawn realized he barely recalled their time together, the feel of her skin. That was months before the thing with Terry had grown like kudzu vine, eighteen before she sued for divorce. 

	Shawn checked back in on Cagney, prancing now with Virginia Mayo and the cadets led by Gordon McRae, everybody young and agile and beautiful, and he turned it off, his knee throbbing again. 

	What was Terry up to? Terry, who back then had seen something in him nobody else had; Shawn pitching him one day, riding a Chronicle grunt-job into an interview with Henri Dufresne, one of Terry’s pro skiing clients. Terry had seen something, all right. Shawn proved it with the people he’d brought in, spenders who grew the agency, leading to a partnership role. Until such time as Loren became the one Terry serviced.

	Ten months of lies, razor-edged looks, and hard time later, he and Loren split, custody to her with visitation, Shawn drunk at a motel that finally got as tired of him as he had of himself. Rock bottom—or so he’d thought—he got his act together, enough at least to bargain in family court, not his day for the kids that red-water Sunday but eager to show he’d adapted.

	Adapted...

	After being cuffed in front of them and led away, Terry’s last-minute dropping of assault charges and the restraining order that followed, Shawn had drifted to small-town jobs close enough to drive back, tempt fate, watch Lizzy on her way to Brownies, Nathan to baseball practice. Loren’s spotting the car led to no uncertain terms: out-of-state or jail. So when Shawn got wind of a news-pool job in New Mexico—Truth or Consequences, in a rat bite of irony—he’d taken it. 

	He’d tried, like crazy he had. Four months had eaten a hole in him not even booze and pills could fill; going on nine, it was the size of Tahoe. Then came Rosalinda Quesada Luna, his call to Loren, Terry showing up, all of that. Yet something showed up with Terry that had not been there in the dark days before. 

	Hope, his kids back. Him back. 

	All he had to do was go back—back to where it had started. Everything that over the years had grown as steep and treacherous as KT-22 in flat light, thick with ice and ruts, ball-breaker chutes, wind-exposed rock that took it all and more in nothing flat.

	He reached for the remote and punched the TV back on again, froth featuring Gene Kelly and Debbie Reynolds he turned up loud. 
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	Shawn straightened his seat and leaned into the descent, felt the letters of introduction Terry had sent along with business cards, fact and contact sheets, travel itinerary, odds and ends. As his ears popped, he ran Terry’s briefing through again. 

	“Basically, the deal’s in its infancy. The poll you lit up showed the pros and cons split, but the locals, when they have it laid out for them, back Constance 60-40. Strongest tilt against is the granddaughter of the man who built her—big-time lumber and transportation money. Old growth went to prop up half of Nevada, at least the half that counted then, the mother lode half. Comstock Silver Mines.” 

	“Holmes, Seneca DeWitt,” Shawn had said. “His son was Cyrus Chandler Holmes.”

	“And score one for our side.”

	Shawn heard horns from Terry’s end; Terry was phoning from his car. “The school I went to is named after him.”

	“It was a joke, Shawn, lighten up. The name you may not know is Catherine Mulvhill. Woman’s a certified pistola, still lives in granddad’s house on Echo Bay. All by herself, she’s 90% of the nays, meaning she’s your target, even though Nevada law states that any vehicle abandoned fifty years or better on state land is considered state property. The rest are the usual leave-it-be-or-I’ll-rend-my-garment types, anything-you’re-for-we’re-against. Ones that think it’s a shrine, even though nobody died.” 

	“Somebody have to die for it to qualify, Terry?”

	There was a pause, another horn. “In case you’re not just blowing smoke, Constance is a symbol for a way of life most people yearn for, at the very least are curious about. Who cares if it ever existed? People have made it what it is and that’s what we’re going to give them. And don’t tell me you don’t itch for a peek at the old girl or that your old man didn’t have a picture of her someplace.”

	Shawn took a breath. “How are my kids, Terry?”

	“So I get a little spouty, sue me. Things work out, Loren and I might even bring them up to the lake, do some water skiing. Sound like a plan?”

	He pictured it, said nothing because he couldn’t. Through beach towels wrapped around after they’d clambered back into the boat, he felt their damp warmth and shivery exuberance, smelled their banana-scented sunblock, and heard, See me cross that wake, Dad? You see that?

	Terry asked if he was still there.

	“I’m here. There anything else?”

	“Yeah: Make a statement with your wheels, a Jag or Caddy or something. And buy a couple of suits if your old ones don’t fit.”

	Shawn thought of some Goodwill customers who’d gotten lucky after the split. “When did they ever fit, Terry?” 

	“Cut to present, boy, beaucoup futures on the line.” Shawn heard him curse before saying, “Sorry, world’s full of assholes. Got you in at the Marcourt up there—see Bob Lamont, number-two man. He’s on board, knows everybody important to us.”

	Shawn thought about it. “Bad idea.”

	Pause. “So deal. I’m listening.”

	“Little things play big to some people. Why give them a target?”

	“Too cozy with the gaming interests, not enough with the locals....”

	“You always had the gift.”

	Pause. “All right, your call. Meet Bob, though. He has some things for you, and he speaks for a group we need.”

	“Like they need us...”

	“Damn—some teacher you had. Oh, and check in with Mal Kadich up there; he’ll run you through the dive op. Pretty impressive what they’re attempting. Deepest dive undertaken at that elevation, let alone salvage and restoration.”

	“Yeah, I’ll do that.”

	“And see Neville Autry at the Chamber of Commerce. They know a good thing when they sniff it. Already planning the dock they’re going to build us, who they have to grease.”

	Shawn remembered the name from Boy Scout days, Neville Autry an accountant whose uniform didn’t fit very well, son Neal a kid nobody liked because his dad always gave him the cush chores.

	“Need I say there’s a lot riding here?” Terry continued. “Put simply, donations have dried up with this Mulvhill dame. She’s that big.”

	“Sorry. I don’t get it.”

	“You’d have to be her, sport: site’s sacred, never meant by her grandfather to be anything else, intended for deep water, honor the memory, blah-blah. Bringing it up, even sending divers down, is tantamount to grave robbing. Like that.”

	Shawn said nothing. 

	“Spearhead—remember? The others add up to spit; the key is the Mulvhill woman. Appearances to polish up your star, put the pressure on, tilt the balance, and presto: she’s aboard and we all live happily ever after.”

	Something there in the delivery, unspoken. Leverage? “What’s the matter, Terry? Worried about getting your money’s worth?”

	“From you? Hardly. Not when you consider what redhead’s school picture I’m looking at right now.”

	Shawn fought it, but lost. “I swear to God, Terry. You and me for good when this is over.”

	Chuckle blew out into laughter. “Spoken like a man who’s in for the duration. Just don’t forget to sleep with one eye open and remember who leads in this dance.” Clicking off. 

	As Shawn did the same, he turned his image of the man into one of both his thumbs pressed deep into Terry’s windpipe.

	 

	 

	With the credit card Terry sent, Shawn rented a blend-in gray Cherokee, no Jag or Caddy statements. He left the side street, took the elevated freeway toward town. Despite how much it had grown since he’d been there, the malls and the big boxes, the loopy casino architecture, Reno always reminded him of the home spreads you found off piney foothill roads: broken washing machines and rusting pickups, rabbit hutches and old transmissions. Gambling had raised the ante, but like Vegas to him it still smacked of Dogpatch with dealers, trucker hats and green eyeshades, relentless sun and motel tans—that incongruity.
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