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Chapter 1
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Six months later. January, 2016. New managers at Sagebrush Springs, the trailer park where I lived. They seemed to be doing a good job. Unlike the previous one who was a dope-dealing liar.

I’d turned sixty in the fall. Didn’t think of myself as old although the wisps of grey in my goatee gave me a hint. That, and the steady stream of emergency vehicles into our community were unwelcome reminders. I watched my favorite neighbor, Joanie, as her health declined. She didn’t need in-home care yet, but the day would come sooner than later. The neighbor across from me had been taken to a hospital in Palm Springs last week and I wondered if he’d be back. Seemed unlikely. His place was lifeless without the bluish cast of television streaming through the front window curtains.

I’d just returned from the mall, the only place nearby with an auto parts store. My mood was okay when I drove under the crossbeam that read “Sagebrush Springs.” As if there’d ever been a stream in this part of the desert. The straggly yucca plants in front of my house had done without, until I’d ended their misery permanently. Creosote bushes and sagebrush with a few lava rocks was a big improvement.

I was thinking about what I’d do next on my 1970 Cutlass Supreme. Not thinking about Patty, until I saw a white SUV parked in the lane across from my unit.

It wasn’t Patty’s rig. She drove a Land Rover and this was a Dodge Durango. Its engine ran, gug-gug-gug, and I was annoyed that I couldn’t easily maneuver into my carport to unload my groceries. I also didn’t like the IXOYE license plate frame. I’m a believer but I’d rather show it with actions than advertising.

A skinny guy in his late thirties with curly brown hair waved at me. Scooted to his driver door and got in. Eased forward just enough to let me make the tight turn into my carport. I immediately decided that as soon as I stuck my groceries in the fridge I’d go back outside and have a chat with him. What I called a chat. He might call it being reamed out. Then he’d say “Ok, Boomer” and I’d try to keep from hitting him.

In my carport, I shut off the engine. He approached and planted himself at my driver side door. A really stupid move on his part.

“Hiya! You must be Mr. Dean.” I didn’t correct him by telling him Dean was my first name. He leaned his arm across the top of my car window. “Sorry about that.”

I squelched a dirty look and jiggled the door latch to let him know he was in my way. He backed up slightly but not far enough. I swung the door open, forcing him to jump back toward my trailer. He smiled at me with a wide jaw full of uneven bleached-white teeth. That’s when I knew he was a salesman.

I stood up, looked down several inches at his scrawny frame. He wore a long-underwear shirt and jeans.

“What do you want?” I asked as I brushed past him and went to the trunk to get my bags. 

A frosty breeze blew down the driveway reminding me I should have buttoned up my corduroy barn coat.

“Lou Lewis, here.” He thrust out his right hand. 

I ignored it. Opened the trunk and stuck a brown bag under each arm.

“Your neighbor died.”

Slammed the trunk lid. Pushed around him and walked toward the stairs at my back door.

“I’m gonna sell his place.”

I mounted the wooden steps to the back door which opened into my kitchen. My warm kitchen.

“Any requests?” he called after me.

I was on the stoop. Turned to look. He was still touching my car. I bristled. When I came back outside, I’d do a little more than push him with my car door.

He caught my eye, winked. “Long legs? Long hair?”

“Get lost.” I unlocked my door, went inside and slammed it.

Through the thin kitchen window glass I heard him call out, “Can’t take a joke!”

I unloaded my groceries as fast as I could and went back outside to my car. I wanted to work the guy over. But it would be wiser to drive to Mac’s where I could decompress. I got in the car, slammed the door. Started my engine. Okay, I gunned it.

Lou stood at his passenger side door in the roadway.

“Have a nice day!” he called to my tail lights. “God bless!” I heard as I drove away.

I hated phony people who used platitudes in place of conversation. Maybe he’d sell the place really fast and be done with it. In the rearview mirror, I saw him use a mallet to pound a red-white-and-blue “For Sale” sign into the hard ground.

* * *
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I spent a lot of time at Mac’s Arena. Mac Ortega, life-long friend, had become my A.A. sponsor. His restaurant was a mile away. I could reach it with a short freeway jaunt or by the back road that had no speed limit. I chose the second option. Jammed the accelerator and let the dust billow behind me as Teenage Wasteland by the Who blared through my speakers.

“Hello, Dean,” Mac said as I slid onto a stool in front of the bar counter.

Mac had an old roadhouse that was now an alcohol-free restaurant, which was great for me since I couldn’t touch the stuff. I’d been warned that one more slip-up would likely be the final one. Mac couldn’t drink either. His savory meals made up for the “no booze” policy, and his live entertainment drew people from the surrounding counties. Country western dancing on weekends. Horse shows in the arena when weather allowed. It was still painted red on the outside. The inside was as big as a cavern but never felt too big. The peppery scent of good bar-b-que sauce hung in the air.

“Coffee?”

I nodded and he set a mug in front of me along with a miniature milk pitcher which I ignored. I drank mine black.

“So,” Mac said, resting his hands on the counter and leaning his bulk forward. His shiny black hair was showing a little gray at the temples, but he didn’t have a lot of wrinkles. I knew he was older than me, though not that much older. “I see you’ve been real regular with the meetings.”

“I have.”

A group got together every morning at seven in the back room. As a recovering alcoholic and drug addict, I had committed to going every day. That wasn’t always possible, but I refused to beat myself up if I missed a day now and then. I’d been sober more than nine months, though I hadn’t obtained a replacement for the ninety-day token I kept in my shirt pocket. Rubbed it like it was a lucky charm when I felt nervous. I knew that I could stumble so I continued to read The Big Book and work the steps whether I went to meetings or not. I’d messed up several times before, when Mom was still alive. She’d used up her savings on my last trip to rehab, before she passed away.

“The name Kadence mean anything to you?”

“Not a thing,” I said.

He reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a strip of lined paper. Set it in front of me. The polished mahogany counter was all that remained from the original late-1800's establishment. “She came in here asking for you.”

I read the name and phone number in artsy feminine cursive.

“Does she want to hire me for something?”

Occasionally I followed up on cases when people felt the police weren’t helping them enough. “The police” meant our one deputy sheriff, my former partner Pete Lopez. He handled our roadside stop known as Mahuenga, located in the small county of Mahuenga in the California desert. A county so small his office was at the Riverside County substation in Palm Springs.

“Pretty gal,” he continued. “Movie star pretty.”

I drank more coffee and felt myself relaxing a little after escaping Loser Lou the salesman.

“She was wearing one of those big floppy dresses some women like, but it didn’t hide the curves.”

“Is this a set-up?”

He backed off the counter into his full stance. “Nah. But I needed to say something to get your attention. I can tell you’re in a funk.”

“It’s nothing. I just don’t like my routine disrupted.”

“Spoken like a true silver citizen.”

“Up yours.”

“Or a recovering addict. You know - restless, irritable and discontent.” He chuckled. “Choose your stereotype.”

I picked up the slip of paper and looked at the dainty scrawl in blue ink with our area code and a local prefix.

Mac leaned forward. “You have no idea who she is?”

“Nope.”

“You could ask over at the Desert Sunset Cafe. Sheryl probably knows her. She knows everybody.”

I drank more coffee.

“After you’ve had a second cup, of course. So you’re in a better mood.”

“What makes you think it will only take two cups?”

His eyes twinkled and we both laughed.

* * *
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I had a second cup of coffee before I left his place. This time I traveled at a calmer pace. Took the freeway back to Main Street in Mahuenga. It was one block long with a gas station, a post office, a salvage yard, and the Desert Sunset Café. They’d been serving good food since the 1930s, a well-known road stop between L.A. and Phoenix. It was the only architecture we had, a cheap hat tip to Art Deco with a row of glass blocks cemented in next to the plate glass entry door.

I had avoided it since last August, right before Hadley Burton blew his brains out in front of me. I didn’t want anyone to know I’d been there when it happened. And that wasn’t the only secret I kept from the Café owners, Jack and Sheryl. Enough time had gone by that I hoped no one would ask me about what else happened that night.

I pulled into the Cafe’s side parking lot, which was almost empty. No early dinner customers yet. I got out of the car and jerked my coat collar tighter around my neck and cursed the baseball cap I’d left at home.

The diner hadn’t been updated since my high school days in the early seventies. The inside was still decorated with aqua naugahyde booths, scuffed floor tiles, and a jukebox that had been roughed up one too many times by a jilted boyfriend. The place smelled like coffee and waffles.

Sheryl was talking to the fry cook through the service window. She was a blondish woman in her early forties. She hadn’t heard me enter because of the blaring ’50s rock music. As I approached the counter, she whirled around. Stared at me, mouth open. Her eyes lit up. 

“Dean!”

The fry cook, Todd, looked toward me. I waved. Todd and I saw each other regularly. He was dating Lacey, a young lady I’d rescued from a sex-worker career. I was now her stand-in dad.

“Hi, Sheryl.” I sat down at the counter.

She brought the coffee pot over, along with a cup and saucer.

“Haven’t seen you in ages! Where have you been? Someone was in here looking for you.”

I may have colored a little. “She came here, too?”

“Oh, you know, then.”

“Yeah, I heard. I don’t know what she wants.”

Sheryl smiled and laughed at the same time. It came off like a smirk. “You always did get the pretty ones.”

“I don’t know who she is.”

“Well, she sure knows who you are. She says you’re an old friend. She saw you somewhere in Leland last summer and realized you were back in town.”

I had a bad feeling. I’d gone to Leland for the Snake Festival and I’d noticed a woman in the crowd looking at me. Our eyes met briefly then she disappeared. 

Sheryl interrupted my daze. Leaned on the counter. “Kadence O’Connor.”

“You know her?”

“Sure. She’s lived in Leland all her life.”

“And?”

“She’s single.”

“What else?”

“She’s a checker at the supermarket, there. She’s stayed real pretty. Looks young for her age and she’s older than I am.”

I smiled weakly.

Sheryl busied herself wiping down the counter which was already clean.

“She hasn’t been by here in a while. You’d think, with Leland so close.” She shook her head. “Well, anyways, when she asked about you I told her all about our Sarah and how much you helped us last summer. Thanks again, Dean.”

She looked straight at me and her doe-shaped eyes teared up.

On one of my better days I would have hugged her or squeezed her hand but I wasn’t feeling warm and fuzzy today. 

“Do you think she needs my services?”

“No,” she laughed slightly. “Her interest in you is purely personal. When are you going to call her?”

“I don’t know.” I pushed my cup forward and she refilled it. “Sheryl, I don’t remember who she is. If she says she knows me, she probably does. But I’ve been away for over thirty years, and I don’t remember much of what I did that long ago.”

She shrugged coyly. “Well, I never saw you two out together. Of course, you were a married man so I’m sure you didn’t want to be seen.”

I choked. Coffee sloshed over the side of my cup and drizzled into my goatee.

“I mean, I’m just saying. It could have been some other reason. Maybe it had something to do with one of your cases. Lots of women fall for a cop who helps them out.”

Sheryl yanked her smart phone out of an apron pocket. “Let’s check her Facebook page and find out about her.”

“You don’t have to do that—-”

“Or we can do it from your account.”

“I’m not a Facebook guy.”

She laughed. “I thought so. That’s why I’m helping you out.” Her finger tap-tapped on the glass surface of her smart phone, then she frowned. “Nothing here. I guess she’s not a Facebook gal.” She slid it back into her apron pocket. “So, you have that in common.”

I was intrigued by what she mentioned earlier, that there could be a connection to an old case. “Can you think of anything she might have been a victim of?”

She stepped back and leaned against the wall near the order window. Looked up at the ceiling. “It seems like there was something. A long time ago. I can’t recall what it was.”

I finished my drink. “Can you ask around?”

“Sure.” She took my empty cup and put it on the dirty-dishes tray. “Or you could call her and find out for yourself.”

I really didn’t want to. But I would drive to Leland and take a look at the mystery lady. Maybe a quick peek at her would do the trick. I’d run the risk of her seeing me. She might take that as a higher level of interest than it was. Before I called her, I wanted to jog my memory so I’d be in a better position to respond to whatever she wanted. Especially if it wasn’t about business.

* * *
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Dry brown bushes swept past my car as I drove to Leland. Rifled through my memories like a stack of index cards, hoping that something would come to mind. The last name sounded familiar, but it was a common name. I listened to Captain Beefheart whine Nowadays, A Woman Has to Hit a Man to Make Him Know She’s There on my car’s cassette player. The syncopated rhythm improved my frame of mind.

There was a hazy desert sunset and I was glad to see the supermarket’s double doors faced west. I could stand at the glass side panel and peer through it without her spotting me.

I saw one cashier on duty, facing away from me, chatting up the only customer in line. As he moved forward with his bags, she turned toward me and I got a good look. Long brown hair. A sensual face with full lips. A playful smile. I still didn’t know who she was but I wanted to find out.

When I got home, I saw my flip phone was on the kitchen counter, right where I’d left it. A message awaited me.

“Hi, Dean, it’s Sheryl. I know it’s not late but Jack and me turn in early so don’t call us back. Come by the diner tomorrow. I got that info for you.”

* * *
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The next morning after my A.A. meeting at Mac’s I drove to the Desert Sunset Café. The parking lot was crammed full of semi-trucks and dusty cars with out-of-state plates. Inside at the counter I took the only seat available and ordered a country breakfast, a large portion of eggs, bacon, and pancakes. When the room was empty enough that Sheryl could take a break, she sat down on the stool next to me and moved in close.

“I’ve got the story.” I could barely hear her over the kitchen noise of clanking pots and pans and the whirring of the industrial dishwasher. Her eyes sparkled. “There was a stalker.”

“That’s it?”

Her eyes narrowed.

“I mean, thank you.”

“It was a long time ago, before we even called them that. I was still in high school when it happened. I had to make some calls and ask around. Kadence was already married but some guy took too much of a liking to her and wouldn’t leave her alone. I’m surprised she and her husband didn’t just move away.”

I wasn’t sure why she thought this was so juicy, but I’m jaded. “What happened to the stalker guy?”

“I don’t know. But they must of gotten rid of him somehow ’cause she’s still here.”
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Chapter 2
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The stalker story didn’t mean anything to me. I thought it was weird that her husband hadn’t done something about it. I know what I’d have done if someone stalked Cyndria. I’d probably still be in prison.

I sat down in my living room, relaxing into the battered wing chair that had been Dad’s favorite. It was a large living room with a plaid sofa from my high school years, a few side tables, a scarred coffee table and some Robert Wood landscape paintings on the walls. Someday I might change things, but it was fine for now.

I dialed Kaye’s phone number. Our talk wasn’t as awkward as I’d imagined. She invited me to meet her for coffee, and we settled on Jasper’s in Obsidian. The place with the twenty-dollar burgers and six-dollar coffees.

I still wasn’t sure what she wanted. Was this a date or a job interview? I dressed nice but casual and met her there at eleven. Close enough to lunch time that if we hit it off I’d pony up the fifty bucks for a meal.

She was also dressed casual but nice in a long flowy dress with lots of flowers and other stuff on it. A lace t-shirt peeked out where she left the dress unbuttoned at the top. Her brown hair was halfway up and half down, framing her face. Her eyes were an unusual color of green, dark and deep, like a plant from an exotic jungle. She was as good-looking as Mac said.

We sat facing each other in that fancy place with its pastel tablecloth and linen napkins. She beamed. I tried to relax. We made small talk about the drive and the weather while the server brought our soft drinks. Once he’d set us up, she spoke first.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” It sounded more like a tease than an accusation.

I shook my head and started to drink, never taking my eyes off her.

“The name Kadence didn’t mean anything to you?” Before I could answer, she giggled. “That’s because you called me ‘Kaye.’”

Kaye. That sounded familiar.

“Kadence is what my parents named me, but I had to grow into it. It sounded too chichi for a small-town desert girl.”

I swirled the spoon in my coffee cup, even though there was no cream or sugar in it. “How did we know each other?”

“Oh. You really don’t remember.”

I laughed, not a real laugh but one of those phony ones that comes out like a bark before you can stop it. Was she going to tell me she’d been my dope dealer?

“There’s a lot I don’t remember. I wasn’t on the straight-and-narrow back then, but I am now. I don’t do drugs, don’t drink. I’m in A.A., and I go to church every Sunday.”

I watched her reaction carefully. Her poker face was good, with only a small twitch. “You’re not much fun, then, are you?”

“Depends on what you mean by fun. Some people like me.”

A nervous giggle. She reached across the table and squeezed my hand for a second.

“So?  How do we know each other?” I braced for the worst. Gripped my coffee cup and held her eyes as I sipped from the edge.

“We were all friends. Me and Jimmy, you and Cyndria. That was your wife’s name, right?”

I nodded.

“We had some good times together.”

I nodded again. I didn’t know what else to do. Still, nothing specific came back to me. Just a general uneasy feeling that once the memories did return, they wouldn’t be good ones.

“You probably heard that Cyndria died. Two-and-a-half years ago.”

“Yes. I heard.”

“Did you lose Jimmy?”

“Well, yes, but not in the same way. He walked out on me in 1986. A long time ago.”

That was two years after I’d lost my job with the Mahuenga County Sheriff’s Department and we’d moved away.

“He had a lot of bills, bills I didn’t know about. Luckily, the creditors didn’t stick me with all of them. But I don’t think they ever found him.”

I knew what she meant. Back then, we had some technology but it wasn’t interconnected like it is now, where agencies communicate with each other. A guy could leave one place, set up a hundred miles away with a new name and a new family, and no one realized it.

I asked, “What about his parents? They never heard from him?”

“Not that they would say. But they-all weren’t close to begin with.” She stared into her cup. “The desert is a strange place. People either stay forever or they can’t wait to get away. And when they do escape, they usually don’t come back.”

“I came back.”

She smiled. “I know. And I’m glad you did.” She touched my hand again, lightly. “How about dinner this Saturday night? At my house. I make a great spaghetti sauce.”

“With meatballs?”

She giggled and nodded. Her hair fell forward slightly. She tilted her head back and it settled.

“Deal.”

I walked her to her car, curious to see what she drove. It was an older-model silver Audi. Audis don’t look that remarkable but they’re super-fast. I could tell this lady had an edge.

* * *
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On the drive home from Obsidian, I took the back road. Part of it was dirt. There was no traffic, no scenery. It gave me a chance to think.

Kadence was very different from Patty. They were both pretty in their own way. Patty was sporty, athletic. Toned, confident. Taller and thinner. Kadence was warm, affectionate and sensual. Full figured but definitely not matronly. Both were playful. But Patty had a frank honesty. I always knew where she was coming from even when I didn’t want to. Kaye was mysterious. I sensed she was holding something back and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to find out what it was.

I sailed past the turn-off to my trailer park and drove the small dirt lane behind Main Street. My first time on this road since I’d come back. The road our old apartment was on, the place Cyndria and I lived when we got married. Now, there was just a cement slab and an outline of where the first-floor walls had been before it was torn down. The wind sent a plastic grocery bag skipping across the lot in a wisp of dust. I got out of my car, walked to the vacant lot and stared. Talked to Cyndria like I’d planned to do for a long time. Told her I was sorry about what happened to her. Told her what my life was like now. I could still see her smile, hear her laugh, as I stared at the grey cement pad with its missing walls. But I couldn’t see her as clearly as I used to. Then, I went home.

* * *
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At Sagebrush Springs, I stopped at Joanie’s. She lived across from the managers’ coach. She’d been friends with Mom and was very kind to me when I moved back. She’d bring food over, along with the local news – you know, whose cat was missing, who was getting dementia.

Joanie was only four foot ten and the arthritic hump on her back was shrinking her tiny frame. The biggest thing on her was her George Burns glasses. We visited a short while. My eyes swept across her kitchen counter and I made mental notes of what to pick up from the store. I didn’t know how much longer she’d be here, especially if she had another slip and fall.

* * *
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Saturday evening date. The drive to Leland was easy except for the glaring sunset in my rearview mirror. I was curious about Kaye’s house. Had I been there before? When I saw it, I didn’t think so. It was a two-story Victorian on several acres. Not the Queen Anne type but the whitewashed farmhouse version with very little gingerbread trim. The home probably had about six hundred square feet per floor, but the high ceilings of that era would keep it from seeming cramped inside.

Kaye opened the door in a loose low-cut top, tight jeans and cowboy boots. She welcomed me with a quick hug and a peck on the cheek then stepped back to let me into the parlor. The rooms were so small I could see much of the house from where I stood. It was filled with a nostalgic mix of antiques and 1970’s comfy – the kind of patchwork knitted afghans and pillows that Mom used to make in the ladies’ sewing circle. Macramé plant hangers. Most of the décor was brown, gold and avocado. She motioned to a stuffed chair where I sat down, then she went back into the kitchen to stir a large pot simmering on the stove.

I glanced at her coffee table, an old black steamer trunk. On it rested a few magazines and a fancy carved tray piled with a stack of unpaid bills, including at least one with a pink envelope.

In the kitchen, I saw her reach over to the counter and touch a wine glass to her lips. Maybe I should have put my coat back on right then, but I didn’t. She took a small gulp, set it back down, stirred some more, then replaced the lid and joined me in the parlor. The spicy scent of tomato sauce drifted after her.

Kaye stood in front of me looking down, hands on hips, suddenly a bit nervous. “Silly me! No music!”

She walked across the room to a CD player and punched a combination of buttons. The lusty tones of Maria Muldaur filled the room. She smiled, then came over to sit on the sofa next to my chair. Her top teeth pulled on her lower lip and her eyebrows lifted. “Here’s a blast from the past. Midnight at the Oasis.”

“I remember that song.”

“You used to perform it for us.”

“I did? How did I hit those high notes?”

She leaned forward, giggling. Her hair flowed past her face. Then she leaned back and burst into a full laugh. “And that dance!”

“What dance?”

“That little dance you did when you sang it.”

I don’t know what kind of look I gave her. She stopped laughing. “Not really.”

Then she burst out laughing again. And I joined her.

We moved to the small dining table by the kitchen window. Outside, the landscape was stark under the indigo sky. Winter trees with slim branches and no leaves. An almost-full moon just above the horizon.

Two stemmed glasses clinked as she set them on the table before us and reached for a bottle of red wine. I shook my head “no.”

“Oh, that’s right. Sorry.” She returned the bottle to the sink counter and opened the fridge. Called over her shoulder, “Ginger ale?”

“Sounds good.”

She plopped some ice cubes in the glasses, poured, and carried them over. I noticed how she added the ginger ale into her wine glass and wondered how that would taste. She carried the plates of spaghetti to the table, already dished up. It was different from what I expected. I was used to pot lucks, where we served ourselves. When I’d been married to Cyndria, we went out for fast food.

It was obvious to me that Kaye knew how to cook. On top of the noodles was a thick sauce filled with chunks of ground meat, sausage and mushrooms. It looked good and smelled great. She slid into the chair across from me. A scented candle burned between us. I felt comfortable in the informal, homey atmosphere.

“May I say grace?”

She looked surprised, then nodded. “Of course.”

I gave thanks and blessed the meal. I never think I’m hungry until I eat something like this and then I wonder how long I was starving.

“Do you still play guitar?”

“Oh, no. I gave that up years ago.”

“When you went away, I knew you’d gone to L.A. I thought maybe you’d try your luck there on the music scene.”

“I did. It didn’t work out. I went to some open mike nights, but the competition was way above my level. There was no point.”

“So, what did you do?” She bobbed her head and again strands of curly hair fell forward slightly. The movement seemed familiar.

“You mean, for a job?”

She nodded, sprinkling her meal with grated Parmesan.

“I stayed in law enforcement. Most of the time I was a process server.”

“Fascinating.”

Not really. But it was okay if she thought so.

She reached for her glass, sipped and made a slight face because she’d forgotten the added ginger ale. It had been a mistake to come here. I’d stage a polite exit and lose her number. But, I decided, there was nothing wrong with being kind in the meantime.

“Kaye,” I said, “even though I’m a recovering alcoholic, it won’t bother me if you drink a glass of wine in front of me.”

Relief flooded her face. “Are you sure?”

“Of course. As long as you don’t get drunk.” I thought I was being funny, but she didn’t get the humor.

“I never get drunk.”

“Good to know.”

“Oh, I just thought of something, though.”

I waited.

“The sauce has burgundy in it. Is that okay?” She looked genuinely concerned.

“I don’t think it will affect me. I’ve never gotten drunk on spaghetti sauce before.”

This time she laughed.

After dinner, she served us ice cream and cookies then led me back into the parlor, leaving the dishes to soak in the sink. We sat in the same spots but as she lowered herself onto the couch her eye caught the stack of bills on the trunk.

“Oh!” She tried to push them under a magazine, but she could tell I’d seen them. “I’m so embarrassed. I’m just a little behind on my electric bill. It goes in the mail tomorrow.”

I shrugged. Wasn’t my business.

“I don’t want you to think I’m irresponsible. Or poor.”

“I don’t think that.”

Her shoulders heaved and she burst into tears. I wasn’t used to that. Mom, Cyndria, Patty - they weren’t criers. I wasn’t sure what to do or say to comfort her. I’d know if I was on the job, working, but this was different.

“It’s just.” She brushed her hand across her nose. “Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s just. Bridget.”

“Bridget?”

“My daughter. I’m still paying on her school loans. It gets tight sometimes.”

I nodded.

She stopped sobbing as quickly as she’d started. Sniffed. “I’m okay, now.”

I was ready to leave but the timing was bad. I had to be polite especially after such a good meal. “You have a daughter?”

She nodded. “Over there, on the sideboard, that’s her picture.”

I saw an eight-by-twelve framed photo of a glamorous young woman with perfect skin, brown hair, big brown eyes, and a winning smile.

“Where does she go to school?”

“Oh, she’s all grown up now. That’s her high school graduation picture.”

I fidgeted. “You must be very proud of her.”

“Would you like another drink?”

“Thanks, I’m fine.”

“She’s a great kid. She’s very artistic in music and painting but her specialty is performance art. I told her she’d never make a living that way, so she became a teacher at a performing arts high school in L.A.”

She noticed me playing with the corner of my shirt and leaned forward. “You probably wonder why I invited you over. Other than the fact that we’re both older adults and single.” Punctuated with a giggle. “I still have something of yours and I thought you’d like it back.”

She stood up quickly and chattered as she hurried to the stairway. “You really helped me out when you loaned me your gun, but I never got a chance to return it before you moved away.”

She skipped up the stairs holding the rail and returned with a heavy fireproof Sentry safe a little bigger than a shoe box. Sat across from me, turned the key and opened the lid.

“Oh, snap!”

There was no gun inside, only a few official-looking documents. We looked at each other, neither of us sure what to say. It almost seemed phony but that made no sense. Why would she make a big production of claiming to give me something she knew she didn’t have?

“Oh, Dean, I’m so sorry.” She moved the heavy box from her lap to the top of the steamer trunk and melted back into the sofa, her face in her hands.

I was afraid she would cry again. I reached out and touched her knee. “It’s okay.”

My mind was whirling. Missing gun. No robbery. Daughter. I had some ideas.

She brought her hands to her lap. No tears this time. “I guess I ruined a lovely evening.”

“Well, you did solve a mystery that’s been bugging me for thirty years. You could make it all worth my while by reminding me how you ended up with it.”

“You really don’t remember?” Her tone of voice suggested that I would regret the story. “The way we knew you and Cyndria... Well, it was the ’80s.  The four of us met through a swingers’ club.”

My gut clenched.

“A lot of us were, you know, bored. Anyway, you and me and Cyndria and Jimmy, we hooked up. I’m sorry, am I embarrassing you?”

“It was a long time ago.” I tried to make light of it. “Everyone’s done something they regret in the past. I never got a man-perm so I don’t regret that.”

She giggled. Soberly: “But, there was a problem. We were with another couple before we met you. Jimmy liked the wife, but, the husband?  Well, he liked me too much.”

The stalker.

“He started calling the house a lot and showing up at my work, buying me things and bothering me. It was creepy. So, you helped me by loaning me your gun, in case I needed it for protection. I wasn’t going to keep it long. Just long enough to scare him if I needed to. I figured as soon as he knew I had it, he’d go away. But, then you left town.”
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