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PHILLIP RANDALL WAS getting old, and it showed. His skin was scorched and wrinkled from the Arizona sun. Since leaving the East Coast, the years had flown. His wife was gone, his daughters gone—one married in Los Angeles, the other in Texas studying chemistry. Now his only company was the loud silence of an empty house. Sometimes it hurt to still be alive while his wife lay in the ground. She’d died of skin cancer; the doctors blamed the desert sun on her pale Irish skin.

After leaving the noise and corruption of Bayside City—a better place now than before the war—Randall had changed. He and Monica had fallen for Oro Valley north of Tucson, built a house, and built a life. Even when his private detective agency collapsed after his partner, Dick Devereux, was killed, they stayed. Randall took a job with Tucson PD, earning a reputation for moral standards and an eye for solving crime. Then Monica got sick, and he retired early to care for her.

The phone rang. Randall rose from the veranda, Coca-Cola bottle in hand, and answered. A short conversation. He went back outside.

The deep blue Arizona sky calmed him. There was nothing else to do now. His daughters loved him, sure. But they were busy, and he’d always been a model father—drinking moderately, staying faithful. At least that’s what they thought.

The truth: since Monica’s diagnosis, he’d been drinking like a fish. Nobody knew—not his wife, his kids, or his friends. Neighbours waved at the “stand-up guy” with a Coke and straw, never guessing half the bottle was vodka. Randall would rather die than let them know.
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