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Prologue


From his idling van atop the Golder Ranch Road bridge, Gerald Peasil examined his next girlfriend. With his elbow leaning out the open window, and his face resting on his forearm, the slide of his lips back and forth on the hair of his arm aroused him a little, that and the salty sour odor of his skin. No hurry to introduce himself. Savoring the anticipation of meeting was part of the thrill


The little woman would have been poking among the rocks in the dry riverbed below, too busy to spot him. She didn’t have all the qualities that her picture promised. Sure, wisps of gray hair snuck out from under her khaki canvas hat, and she leaned on her walking stick whenever she stopped to examine a rock, but her body was so erect she could almost pass for hot.


The idea of a hot granny frightened Gerald a little, but no matter. It had probably been a lifetime since she got any, and she’d welcome the attention of a younger man. With his free hand Gerald rearranged himself through his thin nylon workout shorts and thought about his own mother. Mom used to grab him there really hard to discourage him from touching himself, until he got big enough to smack her across the chest with her prize Amway skillet. Dad thought that was pretty funny, only told him he should pick on someone his own size. But anybody telling Gerald not to touch himself from then on was asking to swallow their own teeth.


Gerald turned the van left at the end of the bridge and eased down the steep hill that stopped at the edge of the dry riverbed, what they called a wash here. He paused again and looked up and down the wide expanse of sand that was the color of wet concrete.


It was mid-August hot and not a dry heat by any standard. The summer monsoons had pummeled the desert in the last couple of days, so the usually dry sand showed dark rivulets where the rain saturated the ground. Another storm like the one last night, especially in the Catalina Mountains to the east where the river started, and the wash would fill with water, would “run.”


But today you could walk in the riverbed, as the woman was. While Gerald watched, she shifted her exploration to underneath the bridge and faded from his sight. He was unconcerned; she couldn’t see him either and that gave him all the time he needed to plan what he would do next, and next, and after that.


Gerald put the van in gear and turned at the end of the bridge down the dirt road that led to the very edge of the wash. He stopped just before the packed dirt became tractionless river sand and maneuvered a careful three-point turn so he faced back up the hill. That way the back of the van was open to the wash for ease of loading, and, if they had unexpected company, he’d be able to get the hell away. He didn’t worry about whether she could hear the engine. A second dirt road that ran along the side of the river meant other cars sometimes came this way, so she wouldn’t be alarmed at the sound of his. Besides, she was likely hard of hearing. At that thought Gerald blew a little puff of air out his nose, in a kind of laugh.


He jerked up the emergency brake, got out, and made sure the blue plastic shower curtain was smoothed out on the floor of the van and the restraining straps within easy reach. He picked up a set of pliers that had fallen from their niche on the side of the van. A place for everything and everything in its place. When he had tidied up and made his preparations, from a small box he pulled a roll of duct tape and yanked off a six-inch piece that he stuck lightly on the front of his sleeveless T-shirt so it would be at hand when needed. Then he pushed the doors shut but didn’t close them altogether.


Gerald stopped once more to check out the hillsides on either side of the wash. Just a few prefab houses clinging to the side of the hill. Sweet location, from a made-to-order wet dream. There wouldn’t be the fuss there was sometimes getting them into the van. He fingered the square piece of foil attached to a string around his neck and stuffed it down under his shirt.


His rubber flip-flops skidded on the fine gravel covering the slope into the wash, but he recovered. Tucking an oily strand of hair behind his ear and adjusting himself one more time made him feel presentable enough to approach his date.


The woman appeared not to notice him as she picked up rock after rock with her bulky garden gloves, examined them, threw some away and put others in a dusty olive green backpack resting on a larger stone. That was a good sign, her ignoring him. You could tell they were a little fearful if they didn’t look at you. Fear was a good sign.


As he watched she bent down and one-handed a rock that looked to be about five pounds. Did a couple curls with it. Maybe not so old after all?


But then he got closer and saw that, yes, this was the one he was looking for, and she was ripe. Face not wrinkled, but lined a little with the dryness of the desert, and a trace of softness along the edge of her jaw. Gerald sucked in a sudden breath as he thought about running his nose over that jaw. Freckles sprinkled the part of her chest that showed above the neckline of her T-shirt. So thin and frail he wondered if her hips might break when she spread her legs. Fantasies of cracking bones aroused him again. She took off her hat and wiped her face with it. The hair that looked gray on first sighting from the bridge glowed white in the mid-morning sun.


The reflection of the sun in her hair made Gerald think about how goddamn hot it was. At least a hundred and five, maybe more. More humid than usual, too. You could almost feel steam rising off the wet sand. His head itched and he scratched it, picking the residue from under his nails as he picked his way through the hardening mush of the riverbed.


A trickle of sweat ran down his inner thigh, matching a sheen of moisture where the woman’s denim shirt formed a V between her cushiony breasts. Ten degrees less would make this a whole lot more comfortable. Most guys of his persuasion did their work at night, but when your specialty was older broads you had to take advantage when the opportunity arose. All the older ones had been to the early bird special and were in bed by the time darkness fell.


His thoughts for a moment took him far away from the wash, to other sites and other women. Returning, Gerald was surprised to discover the woman looking at him. No “hi,” no friendly wave, just observing him with an unblinking gaze. Her left hand that held the stone paused in mid-curl. She was so still she creeped him out, made him want to back away, to nix the deal. But then he remembered there was more than just satisfaction at stake here.


“Hiya,” he said. The urge to tug on his balls was unbearable but he knew it could be off-putting in a new relationship.


“Hello.” Her rich, elderly vibrato made him swell. Hers was an odd voice, not high and airy like most old ladies, but almost as deep and strong as a man’s. She looked down briefly at the boner pushing up from underneath his shorts. Her head jerked involuntarily, and gave a little tremble. Maybe she hadn’t seen a hard-on for a long time. Maybe she was excited.


“You okay down here?” Gerald asked. Back and forth in the sand he bent the rubber edge of his flip-flop, casually, to show he was relaxed, to put her off guard until he could get closer.


Her eyes crept to the right and left of him, scanning the mesquite trees on the side of the wash with the intensity of prayer. She started to speak, coughed once, unsuccessfully, but managed to croak, “Fine.” In the sand her walking stick swizzled nervously.


“It’s a hot day and it’s noon,” Gerald said. “You could get dehydrated before you know it, and no one around.” With that he took a step closer, not directly but a little to the right like a coyote sidestepping to figure out the best approach to his prey.


The woman didn’t deny she was alone. “I’ve got water in the bag.” She indicated the backpack nearby, then turned her head to look at the bridge above and behind her, at a single car going over and going gone. Funny how most of them never screamed for help, like they’d rather be dead than embarrassed if they turned out to be wrong. She turned back to him, startled, as if afraid she’d looked away too long. “I want to get back to my rock hounding. Please.”


“What’s with the rocks?” Gerald asked, shaking his head, taking a step closer, a little to the left this time.


“I like rocks.”


“Are you a—what do you call it—”


“Geologist?” The woman asked. She was very still again. You could almost imagine her tongue where it stopped after hitting the t sound.


Step closer, little to the right. “Yeah, a geologist,” he said.


“No . . . please, lea—” she stopped in mid-word, as if knowing that begging Gerald to go would make what was happening to her too real. As if it would rub her face in her own vulnerability.


“Well, that’s good.” Gerald wasn’t much for small talk. He had kept angling toward her while they spoke, right and left, like the rivulets in the sand, so she wouldn’t get scared and bolt. Sometimes even the ripe ones could give him a run for his money, and it was too hot to chase her.


But standing flat-footed, alert yet indecisive, gripping her walking stick, this one let him come within about four feet. Her steadiness made Gerald falter again. Then he remembered hearing about people being paralyzed by fear. She looked like that. Maybe he’d just pick her up under his arm like a stiff cardboard cutout and carry her back to the van that way. He puffed another laugh. Later, when he had her secured, he’d have to tell her that one.


The hand that held the rock suddenly shifted, getting a firmer grip.


“That looks heavy,” Gerald said. “Let me help you with that.”


“No,” she drew out the word, made it sound a lot like please.


He was near enough now. Fast as a nightmare Gerald closed the gap between them and knocked the rock from her hand so she couldn’t drop it on his foot. He took a few steps back again to gauge the effect.


Still unmoving, she might as well have been another rock for all the reaction she had. This wouldn’t be any fun if she didn’t get scared. Was she some kind of retard? Gerald licked his lips. He’d never done a retard before. Maybe a more direct message was necessary. He tugged on the string around his neck to raise up the foil-wrapped condom attached to it. Not like he needed a condom—there would be no evidence to be found—it was just to make them think he wasn’t going to hurt them. The woman studied the little package resting on the outside of his T-shirt.


Maybe now she understood.


The woman’s eyes widened.


“Why?” she said, fear now taking up what he knew would become permanent residence on her face.


Gerald only grunted with his final dash forward and the effort of grabbing her arm by the wrist and wrenching it behind her back. With his other hand he tore the duct tape from his shirt and clamped it over her mouth.


The woman flailed ineffectively at him with her walking stick, really just a dowel of the kind you got at Home Depot, not much heavier than balsa wood. When she did connect with his hip, the stick swinging behind her, he could hardly feel it. He knew the fifty feet or so to the van was the most dangerous time. If a car went by, and if the person happened to look, they would see struggle. But she was small, and weaker than he thought when he saw her lifting the rock. The most she could do was drag her feet, which she did mightily. Gerald punched at the back of her knees with his own to buckle her, and that made the rest of the way go faster.


One more sharp knee to her backside and into the van she went, messing up the shower curtain. He could tell she noticed the dried blood underneath it. The duct tape kept her from screaming as she tried to get very small against the back wall. That gave Gerald a moment to close the doors to the van, to get her secured before taking them both to his place near San Manuel, about a forty-five-minute drive north.


Now that they were safe in the van, the woman cowering and so in shock she didn’t realize her hands were free to pull off the tape, Gerald took a more leisurely look at her. The canvas hat had been left in the wash, and the wisps of pale hair he had spotted were falling among thick white waves almost to her shoulders. The only sound for a moment in the van was her noisy breathing. Somehow she had kept a hold on the dowel, and pointed it at Gerald, not knowing it was about as threatening as a chopstick. He held out his hand, palm up, kept his eyes on hers.


“Give me the stick. Come on, sweetheart. Give me the stick. I’m not going to hurt you. I just wanted to come in out of the sun. Talk about rocks.” Gerald puffed a laugh and grabbed at the stick, then sucked his breath back again. A sharp sting on the palm of his hand made him release the stick. He gazed in surprise at a gash that ran from the bottom of his index finger to the top of his wrist. As he watched, blood seeped up through the cut. What had caused that? His blood had no connection to what he imagined happening in the van. He struggled to put the blood in context and then saw that it wasn’t just a dowel she held. It was a dowel with a blade attached to the end, a blade that formed a triangle with a razor on one side and a point at the end.


He saw the blood before he felt the real pain, and felt the pain before he felt the rage when the woman ripped the duct tape halfway off her mouth and the exposed side grimaced.


She was thinking. In the shaved moment while she watched the pain reach his consciousness, watched him process the absurdity of an attack by a woman who two minutes ago had been immobilized with fear, watched the rage flash in anticipation of his own counterattack, she was thinking.


The dried blood on the floor of the van confirmed she wasn’t his first. There were bodies hidden somewhere. She was in a unique position to confirm that without the legal strictures of interrogation and defense counsel. But he was stronger than she had originally judged, and it had been a long while since she had moved in these ways. A little less strong, reaction time a little slower, she was out of practice, and the confines of the van limited her options more than she had foreseen. She should not have let him get her into the van; that was an error in judgment.


Things may have already gone too far, but no time to think about that now. For now she felt her forty years of conditioning kick into fight or . . .


That was it, fight. There was nowhere to run.




One


Ten days earlier . . .


I’ve sometimes regretted the women I’ve been.


There have been so many: daughter, sister, cop, tough broad, several kinds of whore, jilted lover, ideal wife, heroine, killer. I’ll provide the truth of them all, inasmuch as I’m capable of telling the truth. Keeping secrets, telling lies, they require the same skill. Both become a habit, almost an addiction, that’s hard to break even with the people closest to you, out of the business. For example, they say never trust a woman who tells you her age; if she can’t keep that secret, she can’t keep yours.


I’m fifty-nine.


When I joined the FBI there weren’t many female special agents and the Bureau took advantage of that. A five-foot-three-inch natural blond with a preteen cheerleader’s body comes in handy for many investigations, so they were willing to waive the height requirement. For a good chunk of my career I worked undercover, mostly acting as bait for human traffickers and sexual predators crossing state or international lines.


I did the undercover work for nine years. That’s about five years longer than usual before agents burn out or lose their families. Because I never married or had children I might have done more time if it hadn’t been for the accident that necessitated fusing several vertebrae. It could have been worse; you should have seen what happened to the horse.


The surgery made problematic many job requirements—leaping across rooftops . . . dodging knife thrusts . . . lap dancing. I could have taken disability but couldn’t see what life would look like outside the Bureau, so the second half of my career was spent in Investigations. Then I retired.


No, that’s not the whole truth. Toward the end I was having a little difficulty making decisions. Specifically, a couple of years ago I killed an unarmed perp near Turnerville, Georgia. Contrary to what you see in movies, FBI special agents seldom use deadly force. It causes the Bureau embarrassment. Look at Waco, or Ruby Ridge. As for the agents, they’re not trusted so much anymore and the defense can use it against them in court, paint them as a rogue who might plant evidence or slant the facts to fit a case.


There was an investigation by our internal affairs group, the Office of Professional Responsibility, which cleared me with a decision of suicide by cop. The civil suit by the relatives of the guy I shot took longer and was more expensive. That’s another thing you don’t see in the movies, that the evil serial killer has a large extended family, including a sister with a limp who teaches special needs children and who testifies that her scumbag brother is the sweetest person who ever lived.


The family claimed I shot him because I was afraid he wouldn’t get convicted. They lost, but it left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth. By that time my career was over and they reassigned me to the field substation in Tucson, which everyone told me was a lovely place but that felt a lot like Siberia, only hot. I hated the agent in charge and lasted a little less than seventeen months before opting for retirement, which is what they were hoping for in the first place.


Now that’s the whole truth. Mostly.


For a year I gave retirement my best shot. I joined a book club, but the other women started ignoring me when they found out I never read the book. I tried yoga at the advice of a therapist who said it would help my “anger issues” but was kicked out by the Bikram instructor after she wouldn’t let me drink water in a humid room with a temperature of one hundred degrees. I’m the one with anger issues? Namaste, my ass.


I kept going to the gym every other day to at least stay in shape, which had always been pretty good, and absolutely necessary given the work I did. I had to be able to improvise, to be flexible. I had taken special ops training from a Navy SEAL named Baxter. That was his first name. I can’t remember his last. We were very close and he was wise, for a trained killer. Whenever I picture Black Ops Baxter he’s cracking crass jokes about teaching me to use my cleavage as a weapon. He’s dead now, Baxter is.


Come to think of it, like the kid in that movie, I might know more dead people than live ones.


But back to my retirement: it felt like I was still undercover, temporarily posing as a Southwestern Woman of a Certain Age. If anyone asked me what I did for my work, I told them I investigated copyright infringements. That always killed the conversation because everyone has copied a video at some point.


I’m still gifted at disappearing into whatever environment I encounter, fading into the background, happy to succeed at what other women my age dread.


That’s who I am, and that’s what I hid from my next-door neighbors, from my beloved new husband, and sometimes from myself. No one likes a woman who knows how to kill with her bare hands.


As I said, retirement didn’t work out that well except for, also at the advice of my therapist, auditing a class on Buddhism at the university. That’s where I met the Perfesser. And shortly thereafter stopped seeing the therapist.


Mutual attraction was fairly immediate. During the first lecture I watched the intense Dr. Carlo DiForenza pacing back and forth in front of the class lecturing like a caged tiger who had eaten the Dalai Lama. In the middle of Carlo’s review of the cyclical nature of karma, one of the girls, wearing a tube top that squeezed her out the top like toothpaste, pressed her elbows together and said, “Oh, you mean, like, ‘wherever you go, there you are.’ ” The professor’s pacing stopped and he blinked out the window without turning toward the speaker, a tiger distracted by a gnat.


“Contrary to what that bumper sticker says,” I drawled, “it’s not precisely true.”


Carlo finally turned to the class and zeroed in on me. His grin shot to my loins. “Go on,” he said.


“It’s my experience that it takes about a year to catch up with yourself, so you don’t have to worry as long as you keep moving.”


He started blinking again. I expected I was going to be treated to a condescending retort. Then his grin returned. “Who are you?” he asked, emphasis on the “are.”


“My name is Brigid Quinn,” I answered.


“We should speak of this over dinner, Brigid Quinn.”


Most of the students tittered. Tube Top only looked chagrined to have been trumped by an older woman.


“I hardly think that’s appropriate in the middle of class,” I said.


“What the hell,” he had replied. “After this term I’m retiring.” He was a lot more aggressive with me in those days. I was a lot more honest with him until I fell in love on our first date. I’ll recall that date later if I’m feeling a little stronger.


Within the year, I married Carlo DiForenza and moved out of my apartment and into his house north of the city. With a view of the Catalina Mountains out the back window, the house itself had been decorated by Carlo’s Dead Wife Jane in the style of my crazy aunt Josephine—that is to say, red-fringed lamp shades and faux Belgian tapestries with depictions of unicorns. The large backyard had a life-size statue of Saint Francis sitting on a bench. That was all right; I had never decorated any place I’d lived and this fit the kind of person I wanted to be like ready-made slipcovers.


The house came with a set of Pugs, which are sort of a cross between Peter Lorre and a bratwurst. The dogs were given to Carlo by Jane just before her death from cancer five years before; she figured caring for them would give his life purpose after her death. We kept intending to name them.


But the best part of the deal was Carlo.


It, the marriage I mean, all happened so fast I could hear my mother whispering one of her platitudes, “marry in haste; repent at leisure,” but I knew what I wanted. What I actually had I wasn’t quite sure even now, but that meant he hardly knew me, and as I’d never known another way to live I was comfortable with that. One may say this is not the basis for a good relationship, but I’d learned my lesson: keep the violence in the past and focus on learning how to be the ideal wife. Ideal Wife was the woman I would be now.


Carlo took his time as well. He learned not to sneak up and hug me from behind and would place his palm ever so gently on my cheek so I would lean into it instead of tighten. He never tried to pry out of me the reasons for my fight-or-flight behavior, and I was certain he agreed it was best not to know. I was slowly relaxing, learning to trust him, and life was perfect except for those times in the middle of the night when I was overwhelmed by anxiety, when my heart would start to pound in habitual terror that he would leave me, that I would lose everything I had at last found.


That first year we made love, walked his Pugs, seduced each other into our favorite cuisines (him sushi, me Indian), watched movies (I discovered an appreciation for indie mind benders, he for things blowing up), and collected rocks.


I particularly liked the rock hounding. Besides being pretty, rocks don’t change, and they don’t die on you. My best local place for rock hounding was a quiet wash about a half mile down the hill from our house, under a bridge where Golder Ranch Road crossed it. The summer monsoon season, a flooding rain that brought the desert all of its yearly eleven inches within a few short months, tumbled the rocks from the surrounding mountains to gather there.


On the day I’m recalling, in early August, I had walked to the wash by myself, filled my backpack with twenty pounds of anything that looked unusually colorful, and trudged back up the hill, feeling a little woozy with the hundred-degree temperature but glad for the workout.


Soon I sighted our backyard at the eastern edge of the Black Horse Ranch subdivision. We’re a recent anomaly, surrounded by the real desert dwellers. People with horses. People cooking meth in their trailers. When it rained you could smell horse manure, and sometimes trailers blew up.


Does that sound critical? After spending most of my life in urban apartments I actually loved this rural area the way you love a sloppy old uncle who tells good stories from the war. I loved the smell of horse manure, and the occasional bray of a donkey coming from an unknown location when the wind is very still, and the reminiscent bark of gunfire from the direction of the Pima Pistol Club.


But like I said, what I loved most was Carlo. Tall as Lincoln with a slight Italian accent, Roman beak, mournful Al Pacino eyes, and a bad-boy smile to contradict them.


When I lugged the backpack into the kitchen and dumped the rocks in the sink to rinse them, Carlo was making hummingbird juice, mixing water and some strawberry-colored powder. Without my asking him to, he had hung the feeder on the white thorn acacia tree in the front yard where I could watch the hummingbirds from my office window.


The sight of him fixing the feeder for my pleasure made my heart . . . swell to overflowing is supposed to be a worn-out phrase, but for me it’s a brand-new feeling.


This may seem an unusually strong reaction to a man filling a bird feeder. If you have led a relatively peaceful life you will not appreciate its value and treasure it the way I do, not understand what it feels like to go day after day with that vibration in your chest, as if you carried inside of you a violin string that has just been plucked but now the string is silent and still because the threat of violence is long past.


Now I was living in peace with a man so gentle and sensitive he gave sup to hummingbirds. Does this seem precious? I don’t give a rat’s ass.


“What do you have to give me?” he asked, pouring the juice through a funnel into the clear plastic container. His low voice and the glint in his eye made the question a double entendre.


“Just some pretty rocks, Perfesser. You’ll have to tell me what I have.”


I turned to the sink where I’d dumped the stones, rinsed them off one by one, and placed them still wet on the dark granite counter for Carlo’s examination.


The rinsing heightened the vivid colors, smooth blood red, vanilla ice cream, round and speckled green like a dinosaur egg, silver shot with black specks. We opened the color atlas of minerals in the southwestern United States to see what we had.


Carlo was no more a geologist than I was. Rather, before becoming a philosophy professor, and before marrying Jane, he’d done time as a Roman Catholic priest. Father Dr. Carlo DiForenza could explain either linguistic philosophy or comparative religion so simply a learning-disabled bivalve could understand.


Carlo and I sat side by side on the stools by the breakfast counter where he leaned his gaunt frame over the stones like a giraffe protecting her young. His thin fingers tickled the rocks as he admired each one individually.


“Pudding stone,” Carlo said, pointing out the picture in the book. “See the quartz plugging it? I can imagine the megasurge of heat that boiled the granite into a juice that mixed all these elements together. Then a plunge of temperature that hardened the elements into a single mass with each mineral distinct. Gorgeous, Brigid. Oh, and you found some more shot with copper.”


I squirmed a bit and leaned closer. Plugging, megasurge, plunge, juice, shot—is it just me, or did Carlo talk dirty about a billion years of geologic activity as if they were one hot night of sex? Plus I got a kick out of watching him stroke the rocks.


The geo-erotica started working on us both. We went from stroking the rocks to stroking each other’s fingers stroking the rocks, and I made a lame joke about getting our rocks off and then I started licking his fingers and then Carlo started murmuring Bella, Bella, which is what he calls me when he’s feeling romantic and I didn’t care if he used that so he wouldn’t accidentally call me Jane because I knew in my heart that this time Bella meant me. That’s how it goes when you have a lot of life behind you, no self-delusion.


He didn’t mind that I hadn’t showered yet. We slipped off the stools onto one of Jane’s faux Persian rugs. Turkish. Oriental. Whatever. And kissed. But the Pugs stared, and lovemaking on the floor didn’t have quite the charm it once had. We moved into the bedroom and tossed aside Jane’s pink satin comforter with the blue trim.


The sex was spectacular, but don’t worry about my going into details of the act. You may be younger than I, and won’t like to think about someone outside your generation making love. For you the image may be embarrassing, vulgar, or comic.


Carlo and I were none of those.


While he dozed afterward, as always, in grateful lust I thanked him silently, from the center of my soul, for letting me live in his normal world. For giving me this new self, different from the one defined by any of the other women I had been.


But gratitude for the present invariably came with memories of the past where I’d learned my lessons. One of the things I brooded about: Paul, gentle, widowed Paul of the cello and the truffle oil, of the two cherubic preschoolers, Paul repulsed by me despite his best efforts. As gently as he could even though he thought I couldn’t be hurt, See, Brigid? You stare into the abyss of depravity, and sooner or later it begins to stare back. The abyss is where you’ve lived for so long you’ll never escape it. I fear it too much to live there with you. I can’t expose my children to you.


I was still terrified to think I might destroy my relationship with Carlo the way I had destroyed my relationship with Paul and determined that I would do nothing to make that happen.


Paul was the last man I tried to be honest with, twenty-two years ago. I still wonder what made me leave that crime scene photo on the kitchen counter. I didn’t expect the children would find it.




Two


Paul was right, your past doesn’t die. Hell, it doesn’t even wrinkle.


About a week after the rock-sex episode, I’m sunk into the overstuffed cushions of Jane’s shiny brown brocade couch, sipping coffee from a Grand Canyon souvenir mug from one of their vacations while pondering how hard it could be to bake something, a pastry or something. As I paged through one of Jane’s cookbooks her scent wafted up at me, honey and flour, and I wondered whether she would approve of me. Not for the first time I resisted the urge to just once go to my e-mail, key in Jane@otherworld.com, and ask her.


The doorbell interrupted my thoughts with “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik” and I cringed. I hate music, but I couldn’t figure out how to reprogram the doorbell.


I found Max Coyote on my front porch. Deputy Sheriff Coyote was half Pascua Yaqui tribe and half Columbia University anthropologist on his mother’s side. He and I worked a few cases together when I was still with the Bureau. Unlike many in law enforcement, he didn’t think FBI agents were total assholes and was part of the reason I stayed out here. We had become friends of a kind; I’d even told him about Paul over one too many Crown Royals, but this would not be an invitation to dinner.


The Pugs frisked and barked. “Hey guys, it’s just your uncle Max,” I said as I opened the screen door.


“Carlo home?” he asked, walking in and looking around comfortably, the way you do when you know people well enough that it’s okay to be nosy.


“He’s checking the price of gin at Walgreens. You here for poker or philosophy?”


Max and Carlo had met at a house party and hit it off, maybe were better friends even than Max and me. They would get together once a month and teach each other what they knew about Bertrand Russell and Texas Hold’em. Max was quite good at complex thought. Carlo kept losing his shirt.


Max didn’t answer right away, pausing instead to stoop and rub each grateful Pug between its bulgy eyes with his thumb before he moved aside one of the too-shiny purple pillows that lined the back of the couch and settled down. He had been at the house enough so that he no longer made fun of Jane’s peacock feathers in the oriental vase, but he did pick up the cookbook I’d been looking at and sniffed the stain on the bread pudding recipe.


“How’s the cooking coming along?” he asked.


“I’m still discouraged by ingredients like crème fraîche,” I said, taking the book from him and thwumping it shut. I put the cookbook on the coffee table but something about him made me stay standing. “Why are you stalling?”


He sighed, looked mournful, but that was his default expression so I wasn’t too concerned yet.


Not too. Having lived in a world where the news was usually bad, I asked, “Why do you want to know where Carlo is?”


Now focused like a man on a mission, he again ignored the question. He put a hand on each of the Pugs that flanked him. I had the odd sense he was prepared to use them for cover if I threw something at him. “We have a serial killer in custody,” he said.


I’d been in the business so long those words could still send a pleasant little reverb up the back of my skull. “Good job. Who?”


He spoke cautiously, like an actor still learning his lines. “Long-haul trucker, name Floyd Lynch. Border Patrol picked him up a couple weeks ago about seventy miles north of the border on Route 19, heading to Las Vegas with a load of video-poker machines. Routine stop, but there happened to be a cadaver dog at the checkpoint who alerted to a dead woman in his truck.”


“In the trailer?”


“No, the trailer with the poker machines was clean. The body was in his cab. Both the sheriff’s department and the FBI got called to the scene.”


“They ID the woman?”


“Not yet. The trucker says she was an illegal.”


They use dogs to locate aliens who don’t make it across the desert. My mind was rushing about trying to figure why he was here telling me this while I let him take his usual time. I said, “Now I’m remembering. I think I saw this on the news. It died fast.”


“The FBI kind of made that happen.”


“But that was two weeks ago.”


“The FBI took over the interrogation.”


“Priors?”


“None. He never got so much as a traffic ticket.”


“You want a Diet Coke?” I walked across the expanse of open room to the kitchen area and pulled two cans out of the fridge without waiting for his answer, talking as I did so. “I assume you’re here because the victim has some connection to me.”


He paused, and then didn’t answer my question. “You couldn’t tell much from the victim. The body was mummified.”


“Curiouser and curiouser. Smell much?”


“No.”


I nodded, making a mental note to get more celery before I closed the refrigerator door. “Did he confess to killing her?”


“Not at first. He said he had found the body just off the side of the road, that it had been dressed in shabby clothing, the shoes already stolen, an illegal alien who hadn’t made it across the desert. He said he was just using it.”


“Using it. Nasty.” None of this explained why Max took this long to tell me, let alone why he was telling me at all. This should have been maybe a phone call in a bored moment, not a special visit. A nerve sparked on the side of my neck. I handed one of the Cokes to Max and popped open my own, but still couldn’t bring myself to sit down. “So far this isn’t a serial killer case, Max. You’ve got one victim and he denies killing her.” I didn’t have to tell Max that would only amount to a class 4 felony, desecration of a corpse. A little jail time. “Not to be all self-absorbed, Max, but what the hell does this have to do with me?” I sipped from the can.


“When the techs went over the truck they found a compartment with scrapbooks and journals.” Here Max measured out his words more carefully than he had before, if that was possible. “And postcards.”


Some soda splashed on Jane’s rug when my hand jerked. “Were they addressed?” I asked.


He shook his head. I shrugged. “Lots of people buy postcards. Even truckers.”


He took a deep breath and said, “The journals were all about the Route 66 murders.”


Route 66, the biggest sexual homicide case in my career, and the case I had failed to close. The case where I lost a young agent who became the killer’s last-known victim. She was the only victim who was never found. I didn’t want to ask the obvious question, the one I’d wanted an answer to for seven years. So instead I said, “A groupie. This, this what’s his name?”


“Floyd Lynch.”


“He could be a groupie.” Even serial killers have fans. It’s celebrity reality at its most debased.


“The journals really seemed to implicate him. He knew a lot, names of the victims.”


“That was in the news.”


“The writing was all, ‘I slashed her Achilles tendon so she couldn’t run, I raped her, I strangled her slowly and felt the bone in her throat give way’—”


“That was all in the news, too. He could have been fantasizing, making it his own.”


“—‘I sliced off her right ear.’ ”


That blasted the story I was making up. No one but law enforcement knew what the killer’s trophy had been. No one had ever found any of the ears. “We withheld that,” I admitted.


“That’s what they tell me.” Increasingly nervous, Max shifted on the couch and cleared his throat. His voice went soft and gentle to calm me. I hate it when people do that. It’s never a good sign. “Then, Brigid, when the techs told George Manriquez, the ME—”


“I know the medical examiner.”


“—about the journals he got the facts of the case and put them together with his examination of the body found in the truck. Despite the mummification he had detected a crushed hyoid bone, slashed Achilles tendon, missing right ear. It was all there, the whole MO.”


“The mummy on the truck,” I said.


Max nodded. “Just like the Route 66 victims.”


Unable to come up with any other explanation, I finally asked the question, my heart pounding in anticipation of the answer. “Is it her? Is the mummy on the truck her, Max?”


His answer was both relief and disappointment. “No. It’s not Jessica Robertson’s body. At least according to Lynch.”


“Oh,” I breathed, a very small, empty nothing of an oh. So close to finding her after all this time, and yet she wasn’t there. I fumbled my way to the recliner that faced the couch, and folded into it when my knees gave way.


And then he added more hurriedly than before, “But he says he can take us to her.”


Even with this information I didn’t trust what I was hearing. “Just like that, he confessed?”


“They had him boxed in and offered life.”


“The fucker made a deal.” The violin string I hadn’t felt in a long time vibrated in my chest, and I felt my ire rise. “Where is she?” I was ready to grab my bag.


“Allegedly, in an abandoned car. Off the old back road to Mount Lemmon.”


“Has anyone informed her father yet?”


Who knows how they all thought I’d react? His mission accomplished and observing my failure to freak, Max relaxed his spine and let himself get sucked a little into the overstuffed couch. “Don’t worry. We’re waiting for verification before we do that, but it was time to let you know. Your involvement in the case, I mean. I spoke with the special agent on the case, you know Laura Coleman?”


“I met her while I was doing time in the Tucson office. I thought she worked fraud.”


“She switched to homicide after you left. She thought we should tell you and bring David Weiss in.”


“David Weiss knows already?”


My tone must have gotten its edge back then, and Max struggled to extract himself from the back cushions, sit up a little straighter, and return to his soothing voice. “Yes. Since he was the profiler on the case he’s flying in tonight to do a competency test so we can make sure we’ve got all the ends tied up for life without parole.”


“I want to come to the dump site,” I said.


But before Max could respond, I heard the garage door go up and the Pugs both whisked off the couch to greet their master. Carlo’s deep voice of all things normal preceded him into the kitchen area. “Honey, the Tanqueray was ten dollars more than at Sam’s Club so I just got a few other things, Breath Busters for the dogs and a salami.” He stopped at the sight of Max and me staring back at him as if we’d been caught trying to hide something, which in a way we were.


“Walgreens sells salamis?” I asked.


“Hello, Max,” Carlo said.


“Hey, Carlo.”


“Is something wrong?” Carlo asked.


Max opened his mouth to speak but I got there first, shifted to normal for Carlo’s sake. It was a knee-jerk reaction.


“Everything’s fine, honey. Max was just saying he needs a poker and philosophy session.”




Three


The death toll on the day I talked to Max was officially six, if you didn’t count the new mummy found on the truck. There were five murders before Jessica, all girls from the ages of eighteen to twenty-three, their naked bodies left in degrading positions along or off State Road 40, what used to be called Route 66. A lot of travelers wanted to get their kicks hitchhiking the famous route from Chicago to LA, kind of like the Appalachian Trail, only paved. The girls who were killed over the course of five years never won their bragging rights.


The killer operated between Amarillo, Texas, and Flagstaff, Arizona, and only killed one girl every summer. It was how he spent his summer vacation.


You could tell the same guy murdered all five girls because his MO was very distinctive. Slash their Achilles tendon to prevent their escape, rape them (condom, no DNA), strangle them slowly, and remove their right ear postmortem, as a souvenir that would help him relive the event later. Then dump the body on a different road on a different night for us to find, sometimes a few miles from the supposed pickup spot, sometimes as much as a hundred miles away. We kept some of this from the media so we’d know a copycat or a false confession, someone who wanted to atone for another sin or get the fame without the wet work. There had been a few of those, but while they knew some of the details, they didn’t know all. That was why I asked Max all the questions about Lynch. No one had ever before told us about the ears.


The car the killer used each time was always rented under a different name and abandoned somewhere distant from the body. When the car was found you could tell it was the primary crime scene from the blood on the floor of the passenger seat, where he slashed the victim’s tendon, and in the backseat, where he raped her and sliced off her ear.


It became an obsession with me, these killings, as most serial cases do. After the second murder I had a hard time thinking about anything else all year, and as each summer approached I would look forward to the next hunt with an equal mixture of fear that another victim would be claimed and hope that the killer would be caught.


You can talk all you want about professional detachment. But you never really know obsession until it’s one of your own that gets taken. You never really experience death until it’s someone you know.


On top of the bad back that put me out of commission for the undercover game, I was now too old to make a convincing hitchhiker. But Jessica, fresh out of the academy, small like me, could pass for a fourteen-year-old runaway. I trained her myself. Weiss and I trained her. Between us she learned both how to tell a scumbag and defend herself against one. That summer I convinced myself she was ready to play with the bad dogs. Or was she? Did I just want to catch that guy too much?


Absurdly, the next morning I found myself putting on lipstick.


I had told Carlo I was just going along for a ride at Max’s invitation. So when three very official vehicles stopped in front of the house to pick me up at six thirty, Carlo looked understandably speculative. I picked up my hiking stick and regulation southwestern tote bag, big enough to smuggle a Mexican but more often used to carry a couple bottles of water, gave Carlo a public peck, and headed down the drive to meet them.


A tallish gal in the dark standard-issue FBI suit despite the already-scorching heat got out of the passenger side of the middle car like a praying mantis unfolding, introduced herself with a firm handshake and the kind of intense gaze that makes you suspect there’s something you still don’t know.


“I’m the case agent, Laura Coleman,” she said. “I’m so pleased to see you again, Agent Quinn.” It was nice that she called me Agent Quinn even though I’d been decommissioned. As an additional gesture of respect or seeing I had the stick for going over the rough terrain, she opened the back door for me. Maybe because I’d chosen cargo khakis and a short-sleeved cotton blouse for the outing and because the temperature was already hovering in the nineties, she relented and took off her jacket before getting back in.


The vehicle behind us was a crime scene van. The vehicle ahead of ours carried Floyd Lynch. I know I shouldn’t have, but before I got into the jeep I walked up to the vehicle in front where a U.S. marshal sat in the driver’s seat. The passenger seat window came down, a hand came out.


“Royal Hughes, the public defender,” he said.


“I guessed. Brigid Quinn.”


Hughes flashed satisfied teeth in a metrosexual smile, toned down some for the occasion. “I know,” he said.


What a cutie.


In the back, behind a security screen, cuffed and wearing his orange jail garb, was Floyd Lynch. Slim but saggy body, curly brown hair, a ski nose, and little Bolshevik glasses. Late thirties, but hard-lived. More like an accountant than a serial killer, but that’s what they always say, don’t they? Except for those reptilian, affectless eyes that no amount of boyish charm can disguise if you know what to look for. He looked at me looking at him through the window as if he were a snake in a zoo, as curious about me as I about him. Then his mouth made a little self-effacing grimace and his head bobbed at me before he looked away. I was tempted to tap on the glass but sensed the two men in the front seat getting a little edgy at my nearness so I refrained.


At that point I knew he had killed seven women altogether, including the one found in his truck. He had tortured and raped them and gazed into their eyes, letting them hope for life while he strangled them slowly, and now he was going to show us the last crime scene. Because of that small act, his taking us to the body dump site, there would be no fair retribution for all the pain he had caused the victims and those who loved them. Jessica Robertson was going to be used as his ticket out of the death penalty. The life she lost, this scumbag gained in trade; she would have hated that, and so did I.


I wanted Floyd Lynch dead six times, and slow, and painful, but this trip was going to ensure the son of a bitch got a life sentence instead, and you could see he thought that was a fine deal. I imagined myself putting my pistol up to the window and watching the glass embed itself into his face with the bullet. I imagine things a lot. The fantasy temporarily eased my impotent rage at the injustice of our legal system.


Max stuck his head out of the driver’s side of the jeep, gestured at the open back door. “Come on, Brigid, the AC is getting out.”


I got in and there in the backseat beside me was Sigmund (aka Dr. David Weiss). We looked at each other. I don’t know what he saw, but over the last five years since I’d left the Washington Bureau the man had gotten a little old. Beard shot with gray, and his ears could have used a trim. His chest had become his belly and he needed to give in to a larger shirt size. He represented the best and worst of my time in the Bureau, all my nightmares, and the closest thing to a friend.


Emotions in a jumble over what we would see this day, I wanted to hug him till the juice ran. But the circumstances and present company didn’t call for it, so instead I buckled my seat belt while I said, cool and soft, “So nice to see you again, Sig.”


His eyes twinkled from a million light-years away, in that way that always made me think he was an extraterrestrial who found us all damn charming. I could tell he understood what I was feeling, but he was careful to express no sympathy or affection, knowing it was the only thing I couldn’t take.


“Hello, Stinger,” he said, and the mere use of our nicknames for each other made me look away and then lean toward the front seat.


“No Three-Piece?” I asked Max.


“No cameras,” Max replied.


The Tucson Bureau Special Agent in Charge Roger Morrison was named Three-Piece after his persistence in wearing a vest with his suits well into the nineties, not having gotten the memo that they went out with shoulder pads. Max’s “no cameras” comment referred to the man’s well-known ability to smell celluloid and only show up whenever the news crew did.


I was sitting behind Coleman, so I couldn’t see if she reacted to the jibes tossed back and forth about her boss. Max put the car in gear and our macabre little caravan headed toward the Samaniego Ridge of the Catalina Mountains.




Four


From where we live, it’s an hour-and-a-half drive up to the summit of Mount Lemmon if you go the nice paved route on the south side. Our destination on the old back road approaching from the north, with bumps connected by ruts, takes longer. As we headed up Route 79 to get around the Samaniego Ridge on the way there, Coleman was quiet. I didn’t get sullen vibes, just tense and brittle. Sigmund was quiet, too, but more comfortably so, looking out the window at the harsh beauty of the high desert. I named what I could, mesquite and prickly pear, barrel cactus crowned with hot-pink flowers as big as your fist, green-leafed ocotillo sporting red coach-whip blossoms, and white-capped saguaros. I didn’t know the names of all these things a year ago—Carlo got me an Arizona field guide and binoculars for my last birthday.


I tried to make a little small talk with Max and Laura Coleman, not very successfully, then steered the conversation in the direction of the crime scene, which is where we all wanted to be anyway. “So have you ever seen this car Lynch is talking about? How did it get there?” I asked Max.


Unlike most of us, Max is not a transplant. “It was kind of a rite of passage when I was in high school, to go up here at night. No one knew when or how it was abandoned. Seems it crashed off the side of the road and slid about thirty feet into the arroyo without rolling over. The driver was never found. We sat around it telling ghost stories about the driver coming to take his car back, drinking beer, smoking a little dope. That’s all I know.”


“And nobody ever looked inside?” I asked.


“Sure we did. Sat inside, too. But that was over twenty years ago. Kids stopped going, got more interested in computer games. Easy to imagine nobody looking in that car in the past fifteen years.”


“Who was the owner of record?”


“I can’t remember his name, not an Arizona man, and, like I said, they never found him alive or dead. It’s a local mystery.”


That’s when the road got bumpy. Coleman tried to say something about Floyd Lynch but had to stop for fear of biting her tongue. I wished I’d peed once more before leaving the house.


We were all pretty much silent as we bounced our way up the mountain, where the climate grew more temperate and offered pine trees instead of the drought-hardy vegetation in the valley.


About two-thirds of the way to the summit, Coleman pointed to the car ahead and said Lynch was lifting up his cuffed hands, gesturing. Within another second or two we had all pulled into a line on the narrow shoulder of the right side of the road.


The crime scene techs behind us were all efficiency, getting some small pieces of equipment and two body bags out of the van, along with slings to bring them up from the arroyo into which the rest of us looked as we waited. Lynch was explaining to Coleman the configuration of a saguaro with eight long arms jutting in all directions and a rocky outcropping that helped him locate the spot.
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