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Near Alamogordo, New Mexico

Thursday, August 8, 2013

“There goes one!”

“Dude.”

It was 1:00 in the morning. Brandon Garth and Cooper Wayne were sitting on lawn chairs in the bed of Brandon’s truck. Brandon had brought the excellent weed and Cooper had brought the munchies. They were parked in a remote corner of Cooper’s grandfather’s ranch. If the old man knew they were out here, he’d have them arrested – but he’d never know. 

Brandon and Cooper worked on the ranch ten hours a day, Sunday through Wednesday. It was their Wednesday night end-of-the-work-week routine to come out here, gaze at the sky, think deep thoughts, and get totally baked. They were over halfway there, passing the blunt and the bag of Double Stuf Oreos back and forth. They were watching for meteors, blissfully unaware that they were a couple of days early for the Perseids. One or two – or maybe three, they couldn’t really remember – random meteors had obligingly appeared. It was a good night. It was an awesome night.

As they watched, another fireball appeared in the sky. Brandon leaned forward in awe. “Holy shit. That’s a fuckin’ big one.”

Cooper agreed. “Dude.” He tipped his head, considering the sight. “Are they supposed to drop straight down like that?”

“Dunno.” A small neuron in the back of Brandon’s frontal cortex was telling him that something wasn’t quite right. “It’s movin’ kinda slow.”

“Prob’ly cause it’s so fuckin’ big.” 

“Maybe.” Brandon popped another Oreo in his mouth.

“It’s awful fuckin’ close.”

Brandon mumbled around the Oreo. “Nah. Tha’s jus’ an op’ical illuzhin.”

As they watched, the ball of fire blossomed outward in a whoosh then disappeared. Cooper braced for impact – but nothing happened. There wasn’t a sound. “Dude. That was fuckin’ awesome.”

Brandon agreed. “Dude.”
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Alamogordo, New Mexico

Thursday, August 8

Steve Ferguson pulled into the parking lot of his building and drove to the back, to the spaces partially shaded by the scraggly row of trees just beyond. He was the first one there. The workday didn’t officially begin for another hour, but Steve liked to get an early start. As team leader, he wanted to set the example. The rest of his team – the A-team, they jokingly called themselves – should be there within the half hour.

As Steve got out of his car, Darren Speich pulled into the lot. Darren was his closest friend at work – also divorced, also childless, also an expat Californian. He parked in the spot next to Steve’s and got out of the car. Steve said, “Hey.”

“Hey. Ready for your vacation?”

“Completely.” Steve was taking the coming week off. His brother Pete, Pete’s boyfriend Jamie, and Jamie’s nephew Colin were arriving on Sunday, and Steve wanted to show them the sights. He was ready for a break from work. They’d been putting in long hours on their current project.

Steve waited as Darren lifted a small cooler out of his car then walked with him toward the building. It sat squat in the early morning sun, its white concrete block rising two stories into the air, the lobby attached to the building like an enclosed front porch. Steve’s team occupied the second floor. The first floor beyond the lobby consisted of a small IT office and a huge room full of servers. The work the A-team did required a lot of computing power.

Steve leaned forward, looked into the retinal scanner, and typed his PIN into the keypad. He heard the lock disengage and pulled the door open, stepping into the lobby. He turned to pull the door closed so that Darren could repeat the entry process, at the same time registering that something was off. The lobby was usually a cool, dim place. This morning it was warmer and brighter than usual and something smelled – bad. He turned back to the lobby.

Steve said, “Oh, fuck,” at the same time Darren came through the door and breathed, “Sweet Jesus.” There was blood and glass everywhere. 

There was a hole in the skylight.

And there was a bloody mess – what was left of a body – scattered all over the lobby.

The body, missing its right leg, was in a tangled heap on the floor under the skylight. The right leg was on top of the receptionist’s desk and there were some organs – Steve thought it looked like a liver, maybe some intestines – against the far wall. The guy’s head was crushed. It wouldn’t be possible to identify him from his face. 

Darren said faintly, “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

“Let’s get out of here.” Steve pushed his way back out the door and took several deep breaths before he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911. 

The voice of the dispatcher sounded in Steve’s ear. “Otero County 911, what is your emergency?”

Steve gave the details. The dispatcher asked him if he could check for a pulse. 

“No, I can’t. His – he’s clearly dead.”

“Okay, sir. The sheriff’s on his way.”
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Los Angeles, California

Thursday, August 8

“She’s dead, Jim.”

“Ha. Funny.”

“Okay, how about this?” My mechanic, Mitch, affected a terrible Scottish accent. “Captain! I cannae change the laws of physics!”

Behind me, my brother Kevin snickered. I groaned. “Mitch. C’mon. You know I’m more of a Picard man. There’s nothing you can do?”

“Nope.” Mitch patted the hood of my old VW Beetle. “The engine, drive train and transmission are all shot. It would cost you more to replace them than the car’s worth.”

I was stunned. Mitch had taken care of my Beetle for years. It had been Kevin’s car before it was mine. He’d bought it for five hundred bucks when he’d begun college in 1997 and charged me the same when he sold it to me seven years ago. 

I couldn’t believe it was gone.

Kevin put his hand on my shoulder. “Is it worth anything for scrap?”

“Yeah. I can probably use the body at some point. I’ll give you $500 for it.”

At least I’d broken even. I gave the Beetle one more pat on the hood and took my $500. Kevin and I walked out of the garage into the hazy LA sunshine. He said, “Have you thought about what you want to do?”

“No! Up until ten minutes ago, I thought Mitch would be able to fix it. He’s always fixed it before.”

“Yeah – multiple system failure this time, though.” Kevin smiled at me sympathetically. “At least you’ve got a week to think about it.”

My boyfriend Pete and I were taking a week of vacation, our first real vacation together in the 14 months of our relationship, the first time we’d been able to get days off together. I’d wanted to get my car fixed before we left. Last night it had refused to start when we tried to go to the Y, and I’d had it towed. Now, when we got back from vacation, I wouldn’t have a car at all.

Crap.

Theoretically, Pete and I could get along with one car. I rode the bus daily from our townhouse in Santa Monica to my job as a librarian at UCLA, and Pete walked to work at Santa Monica College where he was faculty in the psychology department. Whenever we went anywhere, we usually did it together – but I wasn’t sure we were at a point in our relationship where we were ready to share a car. There were times where we both needed wheels. And – the Jeep was his car. I wasn’t going to bring it up.

It was like Kevin said. I had a week to think of something.

Kevin had picked me up from work and driven me to Mitch’s garage since Pete was at home loading the Jeep. We’d leave as soon as I got home and changed clothes. 

We were going to visit Pete’s brother Steve in Alamogordo, New Mexico. Steve’s fortieth birthday was at the end of the week, and Pete and Steve’s dad would be joining us then. Pete and I were taking my nephew Colin with us. Colin was eleven, my brother Jeff’s oldest. We were driving down to Jeff’s this evening and would start the trip east early tomorrow morning.

Kevin dropped me off at our front walk. I went in our front door and locked it behind me. Pete was in the kitchen, on the second floor of the split-level townhouse. “Hey. I thought you were gonna park out back.”

“There’s nothing to park. The Bug’s gone wheels up.”

“You’re kidding. Mitch couldn’t do anything?”

“No.” I explained.

“Damn.” For the last few years that Kevin owned the VW, he and Pete were partners in LAPD. Pete had more history with the Bug than I did. “What are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know. I was expecting him to fix it. At least I can think about it this week.”

Pete made me a sandwich while I changed clothes. I was still brooding about the VW a bit, but my mood picked up as we headed south. I’d been looking forward to this vacation. A few weeks ago, I’d been involved in a police investigation involving two continents, three murders and a stolen fifteenth century book. My ex, Ethan, and Pete’s ex, Luke, had both reappeared in our lives and complicated matters severely. Luke had complicated matters to the point that I’d punched Pete, back in June, and broken my hand. 

But the complications were behind us, and now there was nothing to do but relax with Pete and Colin for the next week.

It had been Pete’s idea to bring Colin with us. It would give Colin a break – his little brother Gabe was nine, and was Tigger personified. Colin was a reader and a thinker. He and Gabe got along well most of the time, but Gabe’s rambunctiousness could wear on Colin sometimes. Especially towards the end of the summer.

Jeff, Colin’s dad, had been a reader and a thinker also. He’d had two rambunctious little brothers to deal with in Kevin and me. He sympathized with Colin’s desire to get away.

I’d talked to Colin last night, and he was excited. Pete and I felt the same way. We were going to have so much fun.

Oceanside, California

Traffic was heavy on the 5, of course. But we didn’t care, we were on vacation. As Pete drove, I read to him from the TripAdvisor website about things to do in Alamogordo. The White Sands National Monument, New Mexico Museum of Space History, and the International Space Hall of Fame were all definite. I also wanted to go to one of the pistachio farms and to Carlsbad Caverns. Plus, we had to make a day trip to Roswell. We had a busy week ahead of us.

Jeff, his wife Valerie and the boys lived on three acres, several miles east of where we’d grown up near the beach in Oceanside. Val grew everything from lettuce to corn to a couple of varieties of wheat. They had chickens for eggs and goats for milk and cheese, and Val had a barter system set up with a couple of friends who raised free-range chickens and pigs. Val was always canning or freezing something, and Pete and I were the happy recipients of a share of the bounty any time we came to visit. 

Val met us at the back door, with Gabe right behind her. Gabe yelled, “Uncle Jamie!” and leaped at me. I caught him and flipped him upside down, swinging him by his feet like a pendulum. He giggled hysterically. Val grinned and gave both Pete and me hugs. “You’re not going to be able to do that too much longer.”

“Nope.” Gabe was already taller and heavier than Colin had been at this age. I lowered Gabe to the floor. “Where’s Colin?”

“He went with Jeff on large animal rounds.” Jeff was a veterinarian and spent two days a week driving all over San Diego County, seeing farm animals. I was glad Colin had gone with him today. The coming week would be Colin’s first away from his nuclear family, and I knew he and Jeff would miss each other. Jeff adored both his boys, but he and Colin were a lot alike. They had a special bond.

Growing up, Jeff and I had gotten along, but I’d been closer to Kevin. Jeff had been an introverted kid. While Kevin and I were bashing each other with plastic swords or building forts in the back yard with our friends, Jeff was inside, reading. Sometimes the temptation to rile him up overcame us, and Kevin and I would plan a sneak attack. It would infuriate Jeff. He didn’t want to be a snitch, but when the two of us ganged up on him, he had no choice but to report us to the authorities. Dad or our grandfather would separate us all, which was sufficient punishment for Kevin and me – neither of us could stand to be isolated for very long. When we went on car trips, poor Jeff suffered. When Kevin or I got bored, we’d see how long it took for us to break him. All we had to do was keep touching him. 

As we’d gotten older and settled down, I’d grown closer to Jeff. When I moved to Berkeley for college, he was already at Stanford, and we spent time together on the weekends without Kevin’s subversive middle-child dynamic. Jeff started dating Val during his freshman year at Stanford, and she brought him out of his shell. Jeff and my old boyfriend Ethan had liked each other, and we had some good times when the four of us would go hiking around the Bay area.

It meant a lot to me that he was entrusting Colin to me for the coming week.

After dinner, Jeff and Val got the boys to bed early while Pete and I transferred everything from Pete’s Jeep to Jeff’s CR-V. The Jeep was reliable, but it was old, and we weren’t comfortable taking it across the desert in the August heat. Jeff would drive it while we were gone. When we finished, Pete went to the kitchen to talk to Val, and I found Jeff in the family room, reading. He laid down his magazine and asked, “How’s your hand?”

I held it out for inspection. “Pain-free. I’m still working on strength and flexibility.”

Jeff moved my hand and wrist through their ranges of motion. “Looks good to me.”

I grinned at him. “Yeah, like you’re an expert on human hands.”

“Ha ha. The bones are all the same, they’re just arranged differently. And I did study primates.” He released my hand. “So. How are things with you two?”

When I’d punched Pete and broken my hand, I’d fled to Oceanside to try to put distance between us. Pete had come with me, though, and had stayed at Jeff’s while I was at my dad’s. He’d gotten a firm talking-to from both Jeff and Val. 

“We’re working on it. We’re still going to counseling every week.”

“Good.”

I glanced around. I could still hear the murmur of Pete and Val’s voices in the kitchen. “You guys have been through rough patches, right?”

“We have. It’s not just you. My years in vet school, the first few years we were married, were tough. Colin was a baby, so Val couldn’t work much, I was gone or studying all the time, we were flat broke, and then Val was pregnant with Gabe – it was hard.”

Jeff and Val had gotten married the week after they’d graduated from college. Colin had been born two years later, when Jeff was beginning his third year of veterinary school. “Colin was a surprise. That put a dent in your finances.”

Jeff smiled. “Colin is proof that a busted condom is a big deal.”

I laughed. “But you wouldn’t give him back.”

“Oh, hell no. And he was a good baby. He didn’t cause any extra trouble by being sick or having colic or anything. And we did plan Gabe because we wanted the boys to be close in age, like we were.”

“Not quite as close as we were.” Jeff was fourteen months older than Kevin, who was fourteen months older than me.

“No, but close. And Gabe was a good baby too. It wasn’t until he started locomoting that he turned into a combination of you and Kevin.”

“So, it was finances that put the stress on you all.”

“Yeah, plus I wasn’t available to help at home much. After you graduated from college, Dad was able to help us financially, but that’s when we had Colin and our expenses skyrocketed.”

“How did you work through it?”

“We finally sat down one night with a calculator and drew up a budget. And we got a dry erase board and put it on the fridge and wrote notes to each other. Part of the problem was that Val would tell me things and I’d forget. Or I’d use the last of the milk or something and forget to tell her. So, we started writing everything down. It helped with a lot of the picky little arguments. When you don’t have little arguments, they can’t escalate into big fights.”

“Yeah.”

Jeff studied my face. “And it takes commitment. You have to want to work it out.”

“We do.” 

“At least you all don’t have financial problems.”

“Not this time. The first time we dated, I was working, and he was still in grad school, so our incomes were very different. That created some stress. But this time we’re close in terms of income.”

“What about the house?”

“What about it?”

“How do you contribute to that? I know you don’t have a mortgage.”

“We split everything right down the middle. When he gets a utility bill or the property tax bill, he tells me how much it is, and I pay him. We alternate buying groceries.”

“You don’t have a joint account.”

“No.”

“Have you talked about that?”

“Not yet.”

“You’ll have a car payment when you get back from this trip, I guess.”
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