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      Hank

      I spotted Evangeline Ashe at a hospital seven years ago and knew instantly I’d marry her. I worked for the Reno Police Department back then. Meeting my future wife on the job was the last thing I expected to happen, especially considering I’d closed out a shift by hauling a junkie into the emergency room. That’s how I spent most shifts in those days. Any addict who couldn’t be cleared up with naloxone got cuffed to a bed before getting tossed to the jail uptown.

      When I finally dropped off the trash, Eve had been pacing outside the doors, just far enough from the entrance that she could smoke. Back then, she smoked all the time, walking around in a cloud so I could never quite see through to her face.

      I only glimpsed her profile as she paced away from the door, lit in red tones by the cherry of her cigarette when she inhaled. She wore lipstick that left a ring of dark-red on the filter. “Did you know you can’t smoke that here?” I asked.

      She confessed that she knew, but needed to relax. “My brother’s in the hospital.” Eve’s voice was both raspy and velvet.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “But you can’t smoke here.”

      The breeze picked up. Her hair was blown back, so I finally got a clear look at her gorgeous features, from the sinuous curve of a bottom lip begging to be nipped, to calf-eyes rimmed by fatigue. Her eyelashes were long enough to trap tears. Her hair fell in wispy locks, styled to give softness to an angular face.

      She asked, “Can I finish this cigarette?”

      I’d never wanted to tell someone yes before so badly.

      I walked away without answering. As long as I didn’t have to see it, I didn’t have to tell her to stop.
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      After divorcing my first wife, a fat stuffy bitch named Alice, I spent a few years’ worth of weekends playing poker at the Atlantis. I was a high roller. They gave me a room, drinks, food—all gratis. All I had to do was keep putting money on the table. I never went home in the red except that weekend I first met my queen of hearts. I was so distracted thinking about the specter of Evangeline Ashe, I burned through my chips before church on Sunday morning. It’s hard to break a losing streak when you start with a loss as spectacular as the one that had just hit me.

      When I returned to St. Mary’s on Monday—another patrol, another addict—I found Eve walking the halls, haloed by the scent of tobacco. She seemed more waifish in the hospital lighting. I could have lost myself in the shadows of her collarbones.

      “Still here?” I asked.

      “Here again.” Eve stopped outside an open door. Aaron was arguing with a nurse inside, and I’d arrested enough addicts to recognize a man chasing dragons.

      Eve had been quick to make excuses. “Childhood trauma,” she said. “It’s not his fault he has demons.”

      “You should come to my church. They know what to do with demons there,” I said, surprised to hear myself joking. “I mean, they have addiction groups. Come on Sunday. You can ask Pastor Johns about it.”

      “I don’t think Aaron will be out by Sunday. West Hills is taking him this afternoon, and they never hold him less than a week.” Eve was still convinced that Aaron would be okay once he got into the mental hospital. Once his meds stabilized. Once they got him back off opioids.

      The nurse left the room looking angry. Aaron remained in his hospital bed like some Jabba-looking asshole sprawled over the sheets watching TV with a Big Gulp in hand. Eve gazed at him with love. Big eyes glistening with tears, the smallest smile, fondness in the tilt of her shoulders. Even her bony knees knocked together like she was overcome just looking at him and needed help standing up.

      “You can come to church without Aaron, too,” I said. “I’d love to see you there.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      Eve showed up the next Sunday. She talked to Pastor Johns and let me take her to brunch afterward. Eve ate dainty nibbles of fruit and gave her phone number to me.

      We went on three dates while Aaron was in the hospital. The first time, we hiked Oxbow. The second time was dinner and a movie. The third time started at the Atlantis, passed through my hotel room, and ended with another Sunday at church together. Eve fucked with the wild abandon of a woman with something to prove, and she unraveled when she was naked on my dick. I could actually see her behind the mask of constant composure.

      Once Aaron was discharged from the hospital, he returned home to Carson City, and Eve stopped agreeing to dates at night. “Reno is too far away. Who’ll manage Aaron’s medication?” she asked. “He’ll need help for at least a few months before we can get new home care.”

      Just like that, my weekends at the Atlantis ended. I stayed over with Eve instead. The habits my first wife hadn’t been able to beat out of me, I relinquished willingly just to be with the queen. And it wasn’t that long before we got married. Like I said…once you know, you know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            EVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Years later.

      Aaron Ashe is a large man by any standards. He’s over six feet tall and almost four hundred pounds. He carries it in the tire around his neck, the slabs of his arms, and his belly like a bear’s. He barely fits through the trailer’s front door, more biblical Leviathan than man.

      Deputy Jobson’s body camera footage shakes as he takes quick steps back. “Put your hands over your head!” His voice is nasal.

      Aaron’s response booms out of his chest. “You don’t see it. You won’t look, so you don’t see it!” His rapid-fire words run into each other, one after the other. He keeps stuttering the syllables in a whispered echo. His fingers flutter over his temples, eyes squeezing shut. Y-you won’t-t look, you won’t l-look, you won’t, y-you won’t… He only stutters when distress has taken him beyond reason.

      “Hands over your head, now!” In front of the body camera, a pair of hands lift a Taser.

      Aaron doesn’t hear the deputy. He swings around to glare at nothing. “I told you, it’s all right there. Fuck!” He pitches down the stairs, steps creaking under his bare feet. “It’s the manifesto. If you see it, I won’t have to do it!”

      Deputy Jobson doesn’t warn him again.

      A pop-sizzle and my brother is falling. The Taser has been fired. Aaron doesn’t land gracefully. He strikes the ground on his shoulder, stiff as the dead. Slender coils connect the gun to Aaron’s chest, bouncing between them as the deputy approaches at an angle.

      Aaron isn’t dead. Not yet.

      Nor is he down for very long. He’s a hardened addict used to trauma. And he’s an electrician who has experienced a few shocks. He recovers from the jolt, swiping the pins off his chest to roll onto all fours.

      “Stay down! Stay down, or you’ll get it again!” Deputy Jobson is panicking now. The body camera footage nods up and down frantically.

      “You don’t see him, but he’s always watching,” Aaron says. I’m uncertain those are the exact words. The audio is muffled by the deputy’s uniform shifting. “The manifesto. Ten twenty-seven, find the manifesto! Mack! Ten twenty-seven!” Those numbers are clear.

      He lunges at Deputy Jobson. Aaron’s face swells in the camera lens, moon-pale and just as round. His mouth is open. He’s slick with drool. His eyes are unfocused. My heart splashes into my stomach.

      “Stop!” cries Jobson.

      They collide.

      The body camera footage goes black with occasional flashes of light. Scraping floods the speakers.

      My husband, Hank Everhardt, stands over my left shoulder with his arms folded. Hank is wearing his deputy sergeant uniform, sidearm and all. Carolina blue eyes have narrowed to slits as he watches the footage over my shoulder. When he told me there was a video, I insisted that he bring it home. Hank has seen it at least twice. If it hurts him the way it hurts me, he doesn’t show it.

      The video ends with a shot of Deputy Jobson pressing one knee into Aaron’s back. My brother is facedown on the dirt. It’s the end of the file.

      “Where’s the rest?” I ask.

      “Isn’t that enough?” Hank scrapes a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Eve. That’s more than enough.”

      “Aaron.” My trembling fingertips trace his shoulders on the screen. I don’t recognize the mobile home. My brother lives in a little brick house in West Carson. It’s where we grew up. “Where did it happen?”

      “The incident occurred at a known drug house in Crest View Mobile Home Park.” He’s using his professional voice, emotionless and authoritative, and Hank is undiminished by taking the chair next to mine. Our home office is cozy, tucked away in the third bedroom. We’re sitting near enough that I can smell his aftershave and the starch on his uniform.

      “What was Aaron doing at a trailer park?”

      “Trespassing,” Hank says. “Nobody else was there. Odds are good that Aaron broke in for drugs and couldn’t wait to leave before getting high.”

      My body hums with cold. “Aaron’s not like that.”

      “You can see on the video that he’s ‘like that.’ It’s incontrovertible proof. Christ, I could get into trouble for showing you this. The least you could do is believe me.”

      Aaron’s dying words are trapped in my ears like the vibrations have imprinted my eardrums. The manifesto. Ten twenty-seven. Mack. Y-you don’t-t look so you d-don’t see it…

      Anything could send him skittering off on a manic relapse with delusions. It happened if he forgot his medicine. It could also happen with too high a dose or the wrong pills. Long-term stress or panic attacks brought the stutter to the surface, too.

      None of those things have been worries for a while. Aaron’s been getting better. He’s been going to the psychiatrist regularly. He attends the sobriety meetings. Aaron hasn’t been inside a hospital for three months except for physical therapy.

      My brother will never be in a hospital again. At last, he’s completely sober.
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      Going downstairs, I’m hyperaware of my husband’s footfalls on the stair behind me and the carpet under my bare feet even as my mind swims with Aaron’s muddied words.

      Ten twenty-seven. Mack. The manifesto.

      Once we’re in the brighter lights of the kitchen, the upstairs office becomes a distant dreamscape, adrift from reality. Everything looks normal. It’s a cramped space, but I’ve replaced the appliances with the best we can fit. I also repainted the cabinets last spring, updating light oak with masculine stormy gray. It’s my safe space, somewhere created with my hands, tailored to my husband’s taste.

      Hank grabs a beer out of the stainless-steel fridge I selected for him. I turn on my Keurig to preheat water and pick a tea pod out of the basket.

      This is a normal evening. News plays on the living room TV, which we never turn off. Our front curtains gap enough to see neighborhood children riding bicycles under a red-orange sky. There are wildfires east of town, out on Highway 50, but the wind’s blowing away from us. It’s not too smoky for the little ones to be out.

      At any moment, my phone will buzz. Aaron will demand that I bring dinner to him. He’ll eat a Whopper while I read, then we’ll jump on a video game together for a few hours. I’ll medicate him before heading back home. He can’t control his pain pills, or else he’ll take the whole bottle at one time, you see. I administer them every day. Twice a day. Three times a day. Whenever he needs it and can safely have it.

      Normal.

      Hank opens his beer with a snap-hiss so sudden that I flinch. “SE&G filed a police report the day before Aaron died.” He takes a swig. “He stole corporate property.” SE&G is Sierra Energy and Gas, our local power utility. Aaron worked for them until two years ago. He hasn’t had a key to their offices since the accident. “We’ve also got a reason to think Aaron started the VC Fire.”

      “Really?” I’m as cool-voiced as my husband but with none of the authority. We’re having a casual conversation.

      “Really,” says Hank.

      The Keurig is ready. I move to grab a coffee mug, then realize I already put one on the base. “Can I see that evidence, too?”

      He takes another drink of beer. Condensation glistens on his fingertips like spit on Aaron’s chin. “I can’t be involved in the investigation, honey. He’s my brother-in-law. The sheriff won’t let me near it.”

      I’m supposed to agree. All right. Thank you, honey. I love you, Hank.

      I say, “He was terrified of fires. Why would he start one?”

      My husband shakes his head, silently disagreeing, or maybe silently lamenting what an idiot he married. “Eve,” he says in that tone. It feels like I’ve disappointed a stern teacher. The fifteen-year age difference between us doesn’t feel significant when things are good, but things often aren’t good. “I’ve told you a thousand times. I saw this coming from miles away.”

      This is our oldest, most enduring conflict. It plays out at least four nights a week, beginning when Aaron texts me for dinner. Hank gets angry that I’m leaving again, neglecting us-time to care for “a junkie loser.” Hank’s words. They weigh in the zero space between us every time we repeat this fight.

      I settle my hands on my necklace, a little diamond pendant on a gold chain. I’ve worn the setting smooth by fingering it too often. Aaron gave me that necklace. My throat aches, it’s so tight. “However you feel about Aaron, we both know he was afraid of fire. There is no reason to think he was involved.”

      Hank’s holding his breath like he does before showing his hand in blackjack. “They found his old pickup on the road by the VC Fire.”

      Now that’s a surprise to me.

      The fire’s a good drive out of town. It started in Virginia City Highlands two days ago, in the middle of the night, and wind spread it across Moundhouse. There’s no risk of it reaching Carson City, where we live. How would Aaron drive that far? The anxiety medicine he took after the fire made him fall asleep sitting up. He lost his driver’s license nine months ago. The pickup hasn’t gone anywhere since.

      “You heard him talking about a manifesto on the video,” Hank continues. “It’s possible that Jobson prevented Aaron from committing a bigger act of violence. Sheriff Wilkes will put someone good on the case. We’ll know the truth once they’ve found it.”

      “You’re the sergeant. Can you pull some strings? Find out more about the arson investigation at least?”

      Hank drains the beer bottle. “Seriously, Eve?”

      I’m very serious. I’m filled up with it from my tingling toes to the swimming crown of my skull. “Remember the time we went to Davis Creek and he cried in the camper all night because of the campfire?”

      “Yeah. A real chickenshit. It’s hard to imagine Aaron getting his shit together to commit arson. But he was pissed at SE&G.” He surveys me with suspicious eyes. “If I can pull a few strings, show you the proof that it was him, you’ll move on?”

      I massage my temples, seeking to relieve pressure that only builds. “Move on from my brother?”

      His jaw’s so tight that I think his teeth might shatter. “You’ll try?”

      Junkie loser.

      “He’s my brother, Hank.” My mug is filled. The Keurig beeps again, prompting me to drink. I hold Hank’s gaze, exposing what emotions I have to offer. There aren’t many. I’m in shock.

      Hank puts his empty drink into recycling, then lifts the bin to take to the garage. “Fine. Anything you want. As always. I’m your slave.” Hank bends down to kiss my forehead, and when I lift my face, he kisses me on the lips. “I’m sorry, Eve. I love you.”

      I didn’t know I needed to hear that. I brush my forehead against his shoulder, letting my eyes shut as I wait for the surge of emotions.

      I should be grieving. Aaron is gone.

      Yet the feelings won’t come. My soul is holding its breath for something that will never happen. Hank walks out. He opens the garage door and the faint scent of smoke wafts into the kitchen. I crave a cigarette, but I drink the tea.
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            EVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Little has changed at my childhood home since my father walked out seventeen years ago. My parents’ bedroom has the same wood paneling, and Aaron sleeps on the same sunken mattress my mom never replaced, set atop a brass bedframe from 1982. The bathroom counters are still pink. The refrigerator is green. The heart of the house has exposed brick walls offset by white carpet which is never clean.

      The only difference is the laundry room.

      It used to be painted white with white appliances. The tiles had been the same as in the kitchen, white linoleum interspersed by black diamonds. There was a narrow gap between the stacked washer/dryer and the wall, just big enough for Ronnie and me to hide. Ronnie was my best friend. We played every day in summer and after school the rest of the year. When it was too cold to disappear into the foothills, we whispered secrets behind dusty pipes and wires, shielded by the handle of Mom’s mop.

      That was where I saw someone die the first time.

      Ronnie and I were going through a shoebox that had been hidden in the linen drawer. Dad’s six-shooter was in that shoebox. I remember so many details about that day, but not the gunmaker’s name engraved on the grip. I can recall the feel but not letters.

      Later, they told me it’s normal to forget parts of traumatic events. I don’t think I’d remember any of it if I hadn’t repeated the same story a thousand times. “We were playing,” I said in therapy, to my school counselor, to police. “Ronnie was acting like Bugs Bunny. She pretended to shoot herself, and the gun went off.”

      I forgot much of the day, but I remember the blood.

      When Ronnie’s skull came apart, there was enough force to splatter blood on my shirt, my feet, the laundry room’s white walls. With the knee-jerk judgment of a nine-year-old, I grabbed the gun to hide it. I knew we’d get in trouble if they discovered we were playing with it. But that got me bloodier still, and Ronnie wasn’t getting up, and I realized I couldn’t hide anything.

      Mom found us because I was screaming.

      Ronnie was the first person I saw die. That was the last gun I ever touched.

      Dad left the same night.

      My mother wallpapered the laundry room in gold and bought new appliances on credit that week.
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      Dad missed Ronnie’s funeral. By the time that date arrived, he’d emptied his drawers, taken our cash, and left a note saying he wouldn’t come back. He was going to start over across the country. There was no number, no address. He was just…gone.

      Nobody was angrier about his disappearance than Ronnie’s parents. Dad had been friends with her dad. His gun had killed her, and he never apologized for leaving it unsecured.

      My mom used to tell me to forgive him. “Most people can’t cope with that kind of guilt,” she explained.

      But I felt no forgiveness standing over Ronnie’s casket alone while her parents wept.

      Dad should have been there, but he wasn’t, and it was all his fault.

      If we’d had a funeral service for Mom, Dad wouldn’t have been there either. Nobody in Mom’s family wanted to hold a service for a woman who killed herself.

      And Dad isn’t at Aaron’s funeral, either.
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      I stand with my husband and my other brother, Wyatt Ashe, beside a tombstone. We’re shaded by a flimsy awning that flaps in the wind. Two of Aaron’s former coworkers stand behind us, politely aloof now that we’ve exchanged condolences. The only other person in attendance is Johnny, a wiry guy in a black wife beater and tattered jeans. Hank’s not grateful to see one of Aaron’s addict friends around, but I am.

      “From the dust we came, and to dust we return,” says the priest.

      The words are literal. I’m holding the box of Aaron’s cremains against my chest. This whole human being—a once-competitive gamer, a clever wit, and my best friend—now fits into a square the size of our childhood portable TV.

      “Let’s have a moment of silence,” says the priest.

      Only Wyatt audibly sniffles. He rubs his hand in circles over my shoulders like I’m a cat present for his comfort. On my other side, Hank’s hand cradles my elbow. He thinks that’s what he should do to make his wife feel better. He’s sent me flowers every day since I saw the video, too. He hasn’t sent me flowers in years.

      “It’s time to inter his ashes,” Hank tells me. He’s not choked up. His mouth is pinched at the corners.

      Wyatt lifts the lid off Aaron’s box, and I pour the contents neatly into a hole in the ground. It’s six feet deep but only a square foot across. A tiny oubliette. Aaron’s world is getting all the smaller.

      We pour.

      He’s gone.
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      It won’t take much time to close a grave this small, so the cemetery staff packs the awning and promises to close the grave in an hour. I can stay to grieve until then. I’m the only one who wants to. I stand alone at the headstone while coworkers leave. Hank and Wyatt talk under a gnarled tree scraping its branches at an ashen sky. Half the town is covered in old cottonwoods, and the other half is brushy desert—the strange duality of living in a high desert tucked against the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Lone Mountain Cemetery is on the desert half. The only things growing around my husband and brother are foxtails.

      My throat hurts from breathing the smoky air. Weather systems shifted over the Sierras, the VC Fire is funneling toward us, and the heaviness of the air makes it feel like Aaron’s ashes have coated my skin. Hank and Wyatt’s voices are distant, rendered incoherent by wind. There’s nothing but me and these last scraps of my brother.

      I’ve been waiting for the shock to wear off so that the grief can set in. Yet now I’m at Aaron’s gravestone, looking at his name, his birthday, his picture engraved in gray scale, and I feel…nothing.

      Wyatt appears silently behind me. “Hey, Evie.” He stares into Aaron’s grave, jaw clenched tight so that his cheekbones furrow to marionette lines. Unlike Aaron and me, Wyatt is an average healthy individual. He exceeds the FBI’s fitness standards. It must be easy to take care of yourself when you don’t have anyone else to worry about.

      “What can we do about this?” I ask, tipping my head back to study my eldest brother.

      “Aaron is beyond help,” Wyatt says.

      My French tips scrape his jacket when I grip the sleeve. “A deputy killed him. There has to be some justice.”

      Wyatt squeezes my hand. He’s browner than me, thanks to sun exposure and different genetic expression. Otherwise, we look much the same. Same hazel eyes. Same blond hair. His is clipped professionally short; mine falls straight to my shoulders. “I know what you’re thinking,” he says quietly enough that Hank won’t be able to hear us. My husband is on his phone by the tree. “You can’t get involved, Evie. Follow the rules, trust the process, and let the system work.”

      “You mean the system that killed Aaron? The system you’re still working for?”

      He rubs his puffy eyes and wipes a hand down his face. “His addiction isn’t the system’s fault. That’s always rested squarely on Aaron’s broad shoulders.”

      “Did you know half of people with severe mental illness fight substance abuse? Half of them, Wyatt. That’s a coin flip, not culpability.” But that’s not the point. “He wasn’t using again. I told you, Aaron was keeping up on appointments.”

      “You also told me that he was avoiding you last month. He wouldn’t do that if he were clean. Grief gives the bereaved selective memories, but…at some point, you’ll have to accept this is all Aaron. Accept it and move on.” Wyatt kisses me on the forehead. “I have to go. Don’t stay here too long. I’ll call you later.”

      He waves to Hank before heading for the gates.

      A young woman stands inside the fence, a few feet off the path from Wyatt. She’s a curvy little thing. Whiter-skinned than I am, but darker-haired too. Underneath all the makeup, her face says teenager, but she’s dressed in a tiny skirt I’d never let a daughter wear. She might be from one of Aaron’s addiction groups. She’s wearing enough eyeliner for it.

      She’s staring at me.

      “Hey,” I say, lifting a hand.

      Her eyes go wide when I take a step in her direction. She bolts like a deer fleeing the bark of a dog. By the time I reach the gates, the woman is gone.
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      From the first time I visited his house, Aaron hated me. He didn’t meet my eyes when we talked. Snorted derisively after every sentence I spoke. Answered my questions monosyllabically. He spent more time looking at his computer screen than getting to know me.

      On the second visit, I brought cards so we could play a few hands of twenty-one. It was an activity all three of us liked. It became a routine. We played a hundred games as the months wore on. “Lost again,” I said, grinning at Aaron’s cards. He’d reached twenty-three with a king on top of his nine and four. Busted. He always busted hitting too aggressively. “I don’t think you know how to win at this.”

      Aaron gave me a flat look and shrugged. “I win enough.”

      He was even easier to beat at Hold’em because he got a stutter when he bluffed. “I’m g-going all in,” he’d say, pushing in his chips while meeting my eye. It meant he had nothing. A pair, maybe. “Are y-you going to risk-k it?”

      I always risked it. And I always won.

      Couldn’t tell you which day it was, or which game we were playing, but there was a time Aaron got sick of playing nice with me. A timer had gone off, and Eve stood from our blackjack table like an automaton. “I’ll get your meds,” she said.

      “Took you long enough,” Aaron growled. “I’ve only been hurting for an hour. My back is killing me!”

      “You couldn’t have more until now.”

      “But I’m hurting! The nurse said it’s reasonable to hope for a pain score of zero.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. You just can’t have more than the doctor prescribed.” Eve left the room.

      “The doctor didn’t prescribe enough!” he called, leaning back in bed so he could watch her go. “I’m tall so I need more! They never give me enough!”

      She didn’t reply. She had to open a locked safe in the spare bedroom to get his pills, which took her across the house, too far to hear his verbal abuse.

      I was left sitting with Aaron alone. The man was ambulatory but didn’t like getting out of bed. I almost never saw him standing unless he was heading to relieve his bladder after another seventy-two ounce Big Gulp of Mountain Dew. So we were playing cards on his bedside table.

      I’ll never forget what he said then. Aaron scowled at me, right? And he said, “You never defend Evie. I make demands, and you sit there quietly.”

      “It’s not for me to get in between siblings,” I said.

      “So you’d let me do whatever to your girlfriend? What kind of man are you?” Aaron asked.

      In that moment, I was an angry man. But more importantly… “I’m a Catholic man who fears God and loves Evangeline Ashe. That means I love you like a brother. Maybe I would defend Eve if I weren’t trying to make friends with you. I can’t seem to win you over. Is it that hard to get along with the guy your sister loves?”

      “We’re never going to be friends, Hank,” he said, meeting my gaze. Another first for the night. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot, his pupils dilated.

      When I got back to my apartment on Sunday night, I discovered a hundred bucks missing from my wallet. Turned out the asshole would be ambulatory to steal from me, too.

      Aaron relapsed the same day. One of a dozen relapses while I was with Eve. It was the same every time—acting weird, stealing money, buying drugs, going to the hospital. Again and again. I wasn’t upset after the first couple times. I threw trash like Aaron in the back of my car for a ride more shifts than not. I knew his type. Aaron Ashe was a dead man walking all along.
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      It’s a decent approximation of Aaron’s ugly face on the tombstone. He’s looking up at me with a triple-chinned smile. His lips are fat sausages. “Game over, bastard,” I whisper to his headstone. “Lost again. You shouldn’t have kept hitting.”

      My wife returns to the grave, squinting against a brassy bar of sunlight. She’s wearing a simple black dress that fits her like a paper bag, and the diamond necklace hangs from a slender neck. Her hair is pinned over her left ear with a cheap black bow. Something else that Aaron gave her.

      “Where’d you go?” I ask.

      She gestures to the fence with fragile fingers tipped by white nails. “I thought I saw someone I knew.”

      “Who would you know?” Eve doesn’t get out of the house except to take care of Aaron and attend church.

      “Nobody, I guess.” She clutches the straps of her purse. It’s the same purse she always carries, some huge bag that hangs to her waist. She stands close enough to Aaron’s headstone that her shoes overlap the edge, and she stares at her brother’s face.

      He’s dead, and he’s the only thing she wants to see.

      “I’ve gotta go, honey. The sheriff called me into work,” I lie. I’ve been trying to reach Sheriff Wilkes about the investigation on Aaron. Five calls and he hasn’t answered. I’d rather hunt him down than stand in the cemetery another minute.

      “Okay. I understand.” Her stiff nod is bird-like. “I’ll run errands.”

      That’s the same quiet, velvety tone she always uses. Eve has one purse for every occasion, and one emotion for every occasion. I haven’t seen her shed a single tear for Aaron. I wish she would. I can understand grief. I grieved when my father died; I grieved when my mother turned into a shell of herself; I grieved the loss of the family I once knew. But not Eve. That’s not her style.

      “You want me to take the afternoon?” I ask. “Stay with you?”

      She shakes her head. “Thank you, Hank. You’re so good to me.” I am good to her. So much better than her brother ever was. “But I’d rather you go to work and see what else you can find out.”

      “I’ll have something to show you tonight,” I promise.

      Eve isn’t looking away from the headstone.

      “Evidence,” I say. “About Aaron. If you still want to know everything.”

      “I do.” She kneels, kisses her fingers, and presses them to Aaron’s face on the headstone.

      Our hands link as we walk to the parking lot. Eve brushes a kiss over my cheek. It smells minty, like gum, rather than the toxic tobacco kisses I used to get. And when she leaves, she still hasn’t cried. She’s just like Aaron in so many ways. She’s already lost, a chance for victory long gone, and she won’t even get upset about it.
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      Living in Carson City is all right. It’s less urban than Reno and feels like a proper small town, even with the highway bypass. You can walk just about anywhere. Lone Mountain Cemetery is near enough to the Sheriff’s Office that you could probably hit a baseball from one to break a window at the other. The road clears for a patrol car even with its lights off, which makes it a quicker drive yet. I’ve got a couple twisty blocks past by-the-week motels, a cramped little library, and a few Victorians, and I’m there.

      The Carson City Sheriff’s Office is in quiet chaos when I arrive. The patrol deputies are clustered in a whispering group, and Gina’s crying at the front desk. For the first time, I consider the possibility Wilkes hasn’t been ignoring my phone calls. “What’s going on?” I ask Gina.

      She grabs another tissue. “Wilkes retired.” Gina honks into her Kleenex.

      “Retired?” He’s getting up there in years. He won’t run for another term, but the election isn’t until next year.

      “He stepped down,” she says so quietly that she’s practically mouthing the words.

      “Is he all right? Did he get hurt?” Wilkes is a sixty-something cowboy with a penchant for fixing roofs, digging trenches, and hauling rocks around his property for fun on the weekends. He won’t cancel lunch plans, much less the final year of his career.

      “No, he’s not injured. I know that much, thank God.” She crosses herself. Gina goes to my church, St. Teresa of Avila, and she relishes the gesture. “I can’t believe Sheriff Wilkes would go like this unless something’s wrong. I’m going to pray for him, Sergeant Everhardt. Would you join me?”

      I take her hand to say a few words, our heads bowed, hearts with God. “Lord, we ask for your blessing. May Sheriff Wilkes be in good health, with peace in heart and mind, from this day forward and each that follows. Amen.”

      “Amen,” she says fiercely, squeezing my fingers.

      Casually, I ask, “Is Bregan in today?” She’s a younger secretary, fresh out of Western Nevada College. Bregan has a perfect recall for conversations and such light feet you never know she’s listening in. Wilkes jokes we should put a cowbell on her. If anyone knows what happened, it’s Bregan.

      “Oh no, the fire’s getting down toward her house,” Gina says. “Bregan’s got to relocate the horses.”

      “Is she in the Highlands?”

      “Moundhouse. They’re evacuating now, too.”

      I blow a whistle through my teeth. That’s a lot of land for a wildfire to cover, but with the wind whipping the trees halfway to the ground outside the window, I’m not surprised. “Hope Bregan can get out.”

      “Her mom’s got a ranch in Minden,” Gina says. “Bregan will be fine if she can get down there. I don’t know where everyone else in Moundhouse will go.”

      “The Emergency Management Division’s got it in hand.” Their plan for the evacuation sits in my inbox. We’ve got half the patrol division doing door-to-door checks. Aaron couldn’t have died during a less convenient week. “Where’s your house, Gina? Are you safe?”

      “Oh, I’m in town, right by the old hospital. Not far from Deputy Jobson in fact.” She smiles at me with wrinkled eyes. I think she’s forgotten that Jobson’s out of the office, and it’s my brother-in-law’s fault. “You don’t think the fire’s going to come this way, do you?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “That’s a relief. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to go to one of those SE&G evacuation centers. Have you seen them?”

      They’re parking lots with generators and Port-a-Potties. “You don’t need to worry, Gina. The fire’s not coming this way. Sit tight and think good thoughts. The Lord’s got a plan.”

      I leave her smiling, rolling a rosary in her fingers.

      Raising morale among my division isn’t going to be as easy. Wildfire season gets harder every year. The deputies who haven’t rolled out yet are clustered in the locker room for some girly-talk gossip, and we don’t have the bodies for this kind of bullshit.

      “Gentlemen,” I say, approaching them. “At least half of you were meant to leave for Moundhouse twenty minutes ago.”

      It’s enough to make most scatter, grabbing belts, hats, and service pistols heading out the door. Vasquez and Dresden linger. “Sir,” says Vasquez. He’s a short Black guy with a shaved head and dim eyes.

      “You two don’t look ready for your beat.” I made their schedules; I know they’re due on traffic patrol in twenty minutes.

      “We’re going.” Vasquez lowers his voice. “Do you know anything about Wilkes?”

      “It’s so sudden.” Dresden’s as white as they come, the wholesome football-player type. He never swears. His world is so simple, I wouldn’t be surprised to hear him say “aw shucks.” Dresden is genuinely shaken by the news about Wilkes.

      “Cuttino already took his office,” Vasquez adds. “Dumped all of Wilkes’s stuff in a box. He just put it out in the hall.”

      “This isn’t like a divorce where you gotta wait a while before dating again, boys.” I offer them a smile and jostle Dresden with an elbow. They laugh. It’s not hard to make these two laugh. They’re barely older than Bregan and probably shave twice a week, using washcloths. The new hires get younger every year. “Cuttino’s gotta get everything under control, stat.”

      “What’s this mean for Jobson?” asks Dresden.

      “Hey,” Vasquez mutters warningly.

      I lift my hands in a calming gesture. “Jobson’s one of us. I’ll make sure he doesn’t fall through the cracks.”

      “I’m not worried about the cracks,” Dresden says. “I’m worried about Cuttino’s claws.”

      “I’ll handle Cuttino too.” I tap my watch. “But we’ve got to keep things moving. It’s fire season, after all. Fire isn’t gonna wait for you girlies to get done gossiping.”

      “If you learn anything…” Dresden lets it trail off, an implicit question.

      “I’ll tell you about it at Jimmy G’s tonight.” It’s the local bar where the deputies congregate after work. I don’t always go. My guys need to unwind and talk without the sergeant listening. But stress is high, so I need to get hands-on. “Now get out there and do the job.”
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      I skip the locker room to don my uniform in my office. I’ve got a door that locks, blinds for privacy, and a view of the parking lot. Not bad for a guy who only transferred five years ago. I put in hard work to become sergeant—work that would have been harder without Wilkes supporting me. The deputies aren’t the only ones shaken. I can’t imagine a day that doesn’t start with coffee at Wilkes’s desk.

      A knock sounds at my door.

      “A moment,” I call, buttoning my shirt and straightening the line so it matches my fly.

      Cuttino stands outside my door. His face reminds me of the coyotes that stroll through my yard first thing in the morning.

      “Can I come in?” he asks.

      He’s already inside.

      Cuttino looks around my office with interest, surveying my Master’s in Criminal Justice hung on the wall, the Bible on my shelf, the photo of Eve. He’s never been in here before. We haven’t had many interactions. When Wilkes took me under his wing, he buffered me from middle management. Too much bureaucracy is bad for you, Wilkes liked to joke.

      “I tried to visit earlier.” Cuttino traces the crucifix stamped on my Bible’s spine. “You weren’t in.”

      “My brother-in-law’s funeral was today.”

      I don’t want the poison of Aaron’s name on my lips, but I don’t have to say it for Cuttino’s glass-shard eyes to go sharper. He knows whose fault it is that Deputy Jobson isn’t in the office this week.

      “Ugly business,” Cuttino says. “Wilkes, that is. Leaving like this.”

      “I understand you’re acting sheriff. Thank you for stepping up, sir.”

      We exchange a handshake. Cuttino grips as hard as I do, then squeezes harder. “It was a shock, but I’m not a man to back down from a challenge,” says the undersheriff. “I understand you’re close to Wilkes. I thought you’d already know all about his retirement.”

      “It’s a surprise to me as much as anyone.”

      He releases my hand and smiles broadly. “The deputies seem shaken to see me. I don’t think I’m popular.”

      “A lot of them were here during the Peters case.” That had been an internal investigation into the last sergeant of the patrol division. Cuttino had nailed Peters for stealing money out of evidence. And that had sealed the reputation that made Cuttino’s name a swear word among the deputies. “It was before my time, and as far as I’m concerned, the past is the past.”

      “You must have heard about it, though.”

      It comes up at Jimmy G’s constantly. Takes a few beers to get there. But once the older deputies start talking, I hear plenty. “Locker room talk,” I say. “I heard he stole to pay medical debts.”

      Cuttino sits on the edge of my desk. “Sergeant Peters was embezzling. He spent the money in Moundhouse.” He means hookers. Prostitution is legal on the other side of the county line. “I don’t begrudge a man his vices, Everhardt. Boys are gonna be boys. You know how it is.”

      “Sure do,” I say.

      “The DA agreed not to prosecute the embezzlement if Peters left. If Peters had gone to court, more than petty theft and hookers would have popped up—the kind of stuff that gets a guy in jail a long time. So instead, I got him fired.” He spreads his hands wide, a gesture of helplessness. “I can’t clear my name with the deputies without tainting his.” He keeps smiling while he says it. I’m a good guy, Everhardt, that smile says. Boys will be boys, and I’m just keeping the peace.

      “Sounds like Peters was lucky to have you on the investigation.”

      “I’m a lucky guy to have around.” Cuttino’s mouth looks empty, as if he should have a cigar butt crushed between his molars. “Do you understand the situation now?”

      “It seems I do, sir,” I say. At least, I’ve got a better understanding of Cuttino.

      “Could I have done anything else?” he asks.

      I know better than to criticize. “I’m not sure why you’re seeking my advice on something that happened before I started working here.”

      “It’s important that we get on the same page. I’ve followed your career, Everhardt. You keep the patrol division running like nobody else I’ve seen. Where you go, the other deputies follow. I’m running for sheriff, and your support would mean a lot to me.”

      In my experience, a man is on his best behavior the first time you meet him. They’ll always show strangers the mask they’ve chosen instead of their inner self. This is the best Cuttino has. Moving through my office like it belongs to him. Talking about the secrets he kept for Peters. I don’t have to guess why Wilkes kept this guy away from day-to-day operations, or why this kind of blunt glad-handing might be useful in the undersheriff’s job.

      The guy’s a tool, but every tool has a use. Cuttino is now in charge of the investigation against Jobson. He holds the key to Aaron’s case.

      “You’ve got my support, sir,” I say.

      We shake hands again. Cuttino’s hand isn’t as tight this time.

      He takes the photo from my desk. “This your wife? Sister to the guy Jobson tried to arrest?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Beautiful girl. Doesn’t look much like her brother. You ever heard that old Mother Goose rhyme? Jack Sprat could eat no fat, his wife could eat no lean...”

      “And between the two of them, they licked the platter clean.” My father used to read that one to me. It’s the perfect description of Eve and Aaron. “Look, I just want to say how sorry I am for the way things fell out with my brother-in-law. Jobson doesn’t deserve to catch flack for it. The arrest was by the books.”

      Cuttino’s eyes cut right into me. “You saw the body camera footage?”

      I wasn’t supposed to. It hasn’t been released to the public, but Wilkes let me copy the file. “Sir,” I begin.

      “I don’t blame you. If something happened in my family, I’d be curious too.” His thumb slides over Eve’s face in the photo. He traces across her brow, down the bridge of her nose.

      Something hot flops angrily in my gut. “My wife’s having a hard time coming to terms. She’s denying the fact Aaron was capable of any crime.”

      “Was he capable?”

      “Oh yeah, but Eve won’t hear it. I only wish she could see everything I’ve seen—maybe she’d stop treating her brother like the fucked-up saint of heroin, you know?”

      Cuttino sets the picture frame down. “Death makes everyone a saint. A girl like that couldn’t handle the truth. Most people can’t. That’s why we’re here, Everhardt. Men like us fight the true darkness in the seedy underbelly of humanity so that our wives and daughters can stay naive.” He pushes off my desk, straightening his jacket. “I’m gonna need a new undersheriff once I’m elected. Someone good with the patrol division. Someone who can build relationships with corrections and administration the way you have with your guys. Are you interested?”

      “I’m interested.”

      “If your wife’s too distracting, I can get someone else,” he says playfully. He means it, though.

      “I can handle the job and my wife.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Cuttino slices back to my door, bumping my chair aside with his knee so he can walk a straight line. “I can promise you this. I’ve seen the police report filed against Ashe. I’ve talked with Don DeVos.” He’s the CEO of SE&G. “You won’t have to wait long for your wife to see the truth about her brother. Plenty is going to come out. Plenty.”
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