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      for Lynn Nesbit

   
      
      
      … Peace is poor reading.
      

      
      – Thomas Hardy

   
      
      
      A girl was missing.
      

      
      In any other town it would have been local news.
      

      
      Even here, on any other day, it might have been just local news.
      

      
      But it wasn’t any other town.
      

      
      It was Boulder.
      

      
      It wasn’t any other day.
      

      
      It was Christmas.
      

      
      And a girl was missing.
      

      
      Again.
      

      
      God.
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      The fact that I was sitting with Diane behind Hannah Grant’s office at 6:30 on a mid-December Thursday evening meant that
         I’d already lost the argument we’d been having since she yanked me out from behind my desk five minutes earlier. She killed
         the ignition on her Saab and summed things up for me anyway. ‘We can’t leave in the morning if we can’t reach Hannah. It’s
         that simple.’
      

      
      She was right.

      
      With only nine shopping days until Christmas, Diane Estevez and I were scheduled to make the short flight over the Rockies
         to Las Vegas for a weekend professional workshop – Diane, I suspected, was pretending to be much more enamored of EMDR than
         she really was – and Hannah was generously providing coverage for our clinical psychology practices while we were away. Without
         coverage, we couldn’t go.
      

      
      Diane had switched our Frontier flight the next day from noon to the cusp of dawn so that she could cram in a few additional
         hours getting intimate with some dice, and Hannah needed to consent to the slight change in plans. But Hannah – whose adaptive
         lassoing of her myriad OCD symptoms typically dictated that an unreturned phone call caused her a degree of psychological discomfort equivalent to the physical distress of a sharp stone
         in her shoe – had failed to return three different messages from Diane since breakfast.
      

      
      ‘Is that her car? Do you know what she drives?’ I asked. The only other car in the tiny lot was a silver Volkswagen Passat.

      
      ‘Looks like hers.’ Diane offered the comment with a slightly sardonic lilt, and I assumed that she was referring more to the
         car’s pristine condition than to either its make or model. In stark contrast to the spotless Passat, Diane’s Saab was covered
         in the gray-beige film that adheres to virtually every moving vehicle in Colorado after any slushy late fall snowstorm, like
         the one we’d had the previous weekend.
      

      
      I stepped out of Diane’s car and peered into Hannah’s. No clutter on the console. No errant French fries on the floor. No
         empty Diet Coke can in the cup holder. In fact, the only indication that the vehicle hadn’t just been hijacked from a dealer’s
         showroom was a copy of Elle, still in its plastic sleeve, on the backseat.
      

      
      The mailing label on the magazine read ‘H. Grant,’ and was addressed to the Broadway office. The code in the corner indicated
         that the subscription would terminate the following April. ‘It’s hers,’ I said.
      

      
      Diane had joined me beside the Passat. ‘Hannah reads Elle?’
      

      
      My own reaction was a little different; I was thinking, Hannah leaves magazines in her car? Shame! I said, ‘I think you’re missing the point. It means she’s inside with a patient. She’ll return your call when she gets a
         minute.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know about that. I’m getting a feeling,’ she said. ‘And not a good one.’

      
      ‘About Hannah?’

      
      ‘A little, but more about Vegas.’ Diane’s tone was somber. She took her craps seriously. ‘Let’s go inside,’ she said.
      

      
      Hannah was a clinical social worker and her therapy practice was in one of the old houses aligned on the side of Broadway
         closest to the mountains, only a few blocks from the Pearl Street Mall. The cumulative force of more than a decade of migration
         by psychotherapists had allowed mental-health types to usurp most of that particular urban habitat from sundry lawyers and
         accountants who had previously set up shop in the houses – some grand, some not – in the row. The uprooted professionals had
         moved to less charming but eminently more practical spaces in the modern buildings recently erected to fill parking lots a
         few blocks away on Canyon Boulevard.
      

      
      The back door of the single-story house was locked. Diane and I followed a flagstone path down the side past a hedge of miniature
         lilacs that stood naked for winter. We made our way to the front of the building and strolled up a few stairs into a waiting
         room that had probably been the home’s original parlor. On the far side of the lamp-lit room a thirties-something woman with
         an astonishing quantity of frizzy hair was sitting on a green velvet settee reading a copy of Yoga Journal while munching from a bag of Cheetos. I noted that she checked her wristwatch after she glanced up at us.
      

      
      I also noted that her fingertips were almost the exact same color as her hair.

      
      ‘Which office is Hannah’s?’ I whispered to Diane. I’d never been in the building before. Hannah was one of Diane’s close friends;
         I had no doubt that Diane knew which office she occupied.
      

      
      ‘Down that hall on the left. The one on the right is Mary’s.’

      
      ‘Mary’ was Mary Black, M.D., a psychiatrist who without benefit of fertility concoctions had given birth to triplet boys only
         a few weeks before, on Thanksgiving eve. Both Mary’s extended maternal adventure and her extended maternity leave were in
         their earliest stages, which meant that Hannah was without doubt going to be working alone in the building for a while.
      

      
      Diane stepped down the hall toward the offices. ‘Look,’ she said.

      
      Stuck into the jamb of Hannah’s office door were four folded notes. Two were addressed to ‘Hannah,’ one was addressed to ‘H.
         Grant,’ and one was intended for ‘H. G.’ Diane picked the one addressed to ‘H. Grant.’ It appeared to have been written on
         the back of a page from a daily calendar of unintentionally humorous quotations by the second President Bush.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing, Diane?’ I blurted. ‘Those are probably from patients. You can’t read them.’

      
      Without even a microsecond of indecision Diane rejected my protest. ‘Of course they’re from patients. That’s the point,’ she
         said. She glanced at the first note, handed it to me, and said, ‘Look, Hannah missed her one o’clock.’ Next, she grabbed the
         paper that was addressed to ‘H. G.’ ‘And see? She missed her four-thirty, too. How come she’s missing all her appointments
         if her car’s here? Huh? How the hell do you explain that?’
      

      
      I didn’t know how to explain that.

      
      The other two notes were from patients whose therapist had stood them up earlier in the day. Hannah had apparently been missing
         her clinical appointments since at least nine o’clock that morning.
      

      
      The woman with the orange Roseanne Roseannadanna hair appeared behind us in the narrow hallway. Despite the fact that she
         was balancing on tall, chunky heels, she still had to gaze up at an acute angle to look Diane in the eyes. ‘Are you here to see Hannah?’ she asked. ‘I have a six-fifteen
         appointment. Every Thursday. She’s never late.’
      

      
      The woman’s voice was part annoyed, and part something else. Concern? Fear? I wasn’t sure. But her point about Hannah’s reliability
         was well taken. Hannah’s obsessiveness was legendary among her friends and colleagues. She was never late.
      

      
      Never.

      
      I’d begun tasting acid in my throat; I had a bad feeling, too. Though, unlike Diane’s, mine had absolutely nothing to do with
         dice. I tapped lightly on Hannah’s office door with my knuckles. My cautious incursion was apparently way too timid for Diane;
         with an NHL-quality hip-check she moved me aside and grabbed the knob.
      

      
      The door slid right open.
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      Hannah’s classic black patent-leather purse, as un-scuffed as the day it had been crafted, rested on the floor in the middle
         of the room. It stood up neatly, its arched handles perfectly vertical. But the bag was on the floor.
      

      
      It shouldn’t have been on the floor.

      
      Diane apparently had the exact same reaction I had to the presence of the purse in the middle of the room. But since the distance
         between her cortex and her mouth was much shorter than mine, she verbalized her conclusion first: ‘Hannah would never put
         her purse there.’
      

      
      Diane meant on the floor. Nope.
      

      
      In the middle of the room. Never.
      

      
      What was certain was that Hannah had a place for her purse. A specific place. A correct place. I didn’t know where she kept
         it. Probably in a drawer in her desk. Maybe someplace more esoteric, in her filing cabinet under ‘P.’ But in any circumstance
         that approached ordinary, she absolutely wouldn’t put it on the floor in the middle of the room.
      

      
      The rest of the office was neat. OCD neat, with one exception: Hannah’s coat was tossed carelessly over the top of the desk.
         I noted the swirled torn paper from an open roll of LifeSavers licking out of one of the coat pockets.
      

      
      Hannah’s 6:15, the woman with the Cheddar-colored locks, was trying to peer past us into the office, but she was too short
         to manage a look over our shoulders. I felt her hand on my back and turned toward her.
      

      
      I said, ‘Hello, I’m Dr. Alan Gregory, one of Ms. Grant’s colleagues. Why don’t you have a seat in the waiting area while we
         try to figure out what’s going on?’ Not over-confident about her emotional stability, I’d adopted a voice that was as comforting
         as a hot-water bottle wrapped in fleece.
      

      
      Neither my words nor my tone had the desired effect, though. ‘This is my time,’ the woman protested, tapping the crystal of a garish purple Swatch on her wrist. I detected more than a little pout
         in her retort, considered the bag of Cheetos, and gave a momentary thought to the clinical regression that Hannah was confronting
         in her therapy with this woman.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ I said even more gently. ‘I know. But the circumstances today are a little unusual. If you want to leave your name
         I’ll make sure that Ms. Grant gives you a call as soon as we straighten all this out. I’ll tell her you were here. I promise.’
      

      
      She wanted none of it. ‘I’ll just wait,’ she said. ‘It is my time. Though I do hope I’m not being charged.’

      
      I sighed, pausing a moment as the woman retraced her steps and resumed her perch on the velvet settee in the waiting room.
         As she lowered herself to the sofa her fingertips left bright orange imprints on the forest-green velvet upholstery. Once
         I was sure she was settled, I joined Diane inside the doorway to Hannah’s office.
      

      
      I said, ‘I think you should go check the bathroom, Diane. Maybe Hannah fell or something.’

      
      ‘Oh God!’ she said. ‘Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?’ She rushed past me and down the hall.

      
      I’m not sure why I did what I did next. Maybe it was because I was standing by myself in the hallway feeling lost and stupid.
         Maybe it was intuition. Maybe it was because I thought the Cheetos lady might be back and I was looking for a place to hide.
         I don’t really know.
      

      
      What I did was that I took half a step across the narrow hall and tried the knob on Mary Black’s office door. To my surprise
         I discovered it unlocked. Immediately after I let go of the knob the door began to swing open on its own, as though the old
         building was listing just the slightest bit in that direction.
      

      
      One look inside and I knew Hannah was dead.

      
      I knew it because living people’s flesh is never that shade of gray and living people can’t, or don’t, hold the posture that
         Hannah was in. Her body was splayed backward over a leather cube ottoman, her head only a yard from the edge of the open door.
         Her legs were spread immodestly, her torso twisted forty-five degrees at her waist. A dark pool stained an area the size of
         a basketball on the dhurrie rug below her legs. My gut reaction was blood. But my nose said urine.
      

      
      Hannah’s right arm was bent at the elbow and the thumb of her right hand was hooked in the fabric of the silk blouse near
         her armpit, as though she’d been thinking about hitchhiking someplace when she died.
      

      
      Oddly, the left front tail of Hannah’s blouse was tucked up under the front of her bra, exposing a few inches of pale abdomen.
         Why a woman would tuck her blouse up under her bra, I couldn’t begin to guess.
      

      
      Hannah’s mouth was open, as were her eyes, and her fine dark hair spilled down, perfectly filling the eight- or nine-inch
         space that existed between the back of her head and the worn finish of the old pine floor.
      

      
      I dropped to one knee and touched the smoothly stretched skin on Hannah’s neck with the tips of three fingers. I tried not to look into her dark brown eyes but they drew
         me in like pools of still water. Despite shifting my fingertips a few times I couldn’t find a carotid pulse. It didn’t matter;
         the chill of Hannah’s flesh on my own had already confirmed to me that I wouldn’t.
      

      
      Hannah had been dead a while. I recalled the four notes that had been stuck in the jamb of her office door, and figured that
         she had fallen into her current posture sometime that morning. The arithmetic was simple. My watch said 6:45 P.M. Hannah’s
         first known missed appointment had been almost ten hours earlier, at 9 A.M. A brief stint as a coroner’s investigator earlier
         in my career had taught me the usually trivial fact that, after death, human bodies at room temperature yield core temperature
         at the rate of about one degree an hour. Ten hours meant ten degrees. I guessed that the flesh that my fingers had just touched
         was probably a good ten degrees cooler than my own.
      

      
      But I knew it could have been cooler than that, or warmer than that. My experience touching the flesh of dead people was,
         admittedly, limited. I allowed for the possibility that Hannah had been dead since the night before and I tried to recall
         how long a body needed to be dead before the stench of death became apparent. Couldn’t.
      

      
      I began inhaling slowly and self-consciously, as though I hadn’t already been breathing the air in the room. I thought it
         tasted stale and sour, but the only foreign odor I detected was that spill of urine.
      

      
      I knew that medical examiners working to determine time of death also did calculations about flying insects and their eggs
         and the life cycle of maggots, but I quickly decided that I would leave that entomological arithmetic to them.
      

      
      I was also self-aware enough to know that I was doing all the distracting contemplating so that I wouldn’t be forced to confront
         the fact that I was unexpectedly alone in an office with a friend’s dead body.
      

      
      Behind me I noted the sound of a toilet flushing, followed by the timbre of water running, the click of a door opening, and
         the cadence of familiar footsteps down the hall. Diane, apparently forgetting that she and I were not alone, called out, ‘Hannah’s
         not there, but I really had to pee.’
      

      
      I backed out of the room and saw Diane retracing her steps down the hallway from the bathroom. Her eyes caught mine, registering
         wariness that quickly disintegrated into shock as she digested my expression. I blocked her path and took her into my arms
         before she could reach the entrance to Mary Black’s office. I whispered into her hair, ‘Your friend is dead. I’m so, so sorry.’
      

      
      The sound that came from Diane’s throat as she processed my words was plaintive and poignant. Resignation and denial and the
         first disbelieving chords of grief were all mixed into one long, sad wail.
      

      
      When I looked up I saw the Cheetos lady standing at the other entrance to the hallway, tears streaming down her face. A bright
         orange smudge across her cheeks marked the spot where she’d tried to wipe away her grief.
      

      
      And failed.
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      Neither Diane nor I was going to get home in time for dinner.
      

      
      It had taken all of my physical strength to keep Diane away from her friend’s inert body – I was far from being able to consider
         it a corpse – and it had taken all my powers of persuasion to get both Diane and the Cheetos lady out of the house while we
         waited for the police to arrive.
      

      
      I was staggered by Hannah’s death, but my loss was nothing compared to the loss that either Diane or Hannah’s patient was
         feeling. I kept telling myself that I could freak out later.
      

      
      Diane needed to freak out now.

      
      Outside the house, after I’d called 911 on my cell, I was standing helplessly with Diane on the front walk when she said,
         ‘I don’t want to leave Hannah alone. She shouldn’t be alone. Let me go in and wait with her. Please. What can it hurt?’
      

      
      My arm was firmly around her shoulders and I know I whispered replies to her pleadings, but I don’t recall exactly what I
         said. My tight grasp on Diane reinforced my words: I didn’t think she should go back inside.
      

      
      Had Hannah died at home after an illness I would have led Diane to her friend’s bedside, not held her back. But Hannah had apparently died in strange circumstances in her colleague’s office. Until those circumstances became clear, I knew
         from my coroner’s experience that the environment around Hannah’s body should stay un-contaminated.
      

      
      Three things kept replaying in my brain.

      
      Hannah had been in Mary Black’s office, not in her own.
      

      
      Hannah’s purse had been in the middle of her office floor.
      

      
      Her shirt was pulled up and tucked under her bra.
      

      
      Why, why, and why?

      
      The lady with the frizzy hair had moved away from Diane and me and taken off her shoes. She was sitting, almost immobile,
         her chin in her hands, on one of the steps leading up to the wooden porch at the front of the house. Her tears had stopped
         flowing, her expression a blank mask of shock.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure she’s dead?’ Diane demanded more than once in those first few moments. I explained that I’d felt for a pulse
         and told her that Hannah’s skin was already cold. And then I explained it again.
      

      
      I didn’t say anything about the dark stain of urine.

      
      ‘She hates being cold,’ Diane protested. ‘Hannah shouldn’t be cold. She doesn’t like winter. Maybe a blanket. I could find
         a blanket. I have one in the car. Raoul makes me keep one in the car in case …’
      

      
      It wasn’t easy but I was able to get Diane settled on a kidney-shaped concrete bench that sat amidst some wild grasses beside
         the front walk about halfway to the street. I stepped a yard away from her, pulled out my cell phone, hit the speed dial and
         reached Lauren, my wife, who had probably just walked in the door from her job as a prosecutor for Boulder County.
      

      
      ‘Hey, it’s me. I’m glad you’re home.’
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      She could tell something was.

      
      ‘Hannah Grant?’ I said. ‘You remember her?’

      
      ‘Diane’s friend.’

      
      ‘She was going to cover for us while we were in Vegas. She’s dead. We just found her body in her office. We’re waiting for
         the cops.’
      

      
      ‘My God. Are you all right?’

      
      ‘We’re okay. Call Raoul, okay? Tell him Diane’s going to be late. I don’t know how late, but you know how these things go.
         It’s probably going to be a while.’ Raoul Estevez was Diane’s husband. ‘Diane’s very upset. They were close friends.’
      

      
      Lauren set her empathy aside for a moment and got down to business. Her business. Cops and courts and lawyers and bad guys.
         ‘Do you and Diane need lawyers?’
      

      
      ‘No, nothing like that. Hannah wasn’t returning Diane’s messages about coverage for our trip. We were concerned. We just walked
         in and … found her body. That’s all.’
      

      
      ‘You’re sure? Don’t just say yes. I want you to think before you answer me.’

      
      I thought. ‘Yeah, that’s all.’

      
      ‘How did she die?’

      
      ‘No idea. There was no blood I could see. Could be natural causes, but my gut says not. Her body’s in a funny position.’ I
         was still thinking, too, about that black patent-leather purse in the middle of the floor and about the blouse tucked up under
         the front of her bra. ‘Is there any reason a woman would tuck her shirttail up under the front of her bra?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘What? The front tail?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘No, not that I can think of.’
      

      
      From the south side of the Pearl Street Mall I heard the piercing intrusion of a siren approaching, fast.

      
      I said, ‘The cops are here, babe. I should go.’

      
      ‘I’ll make some calls. Stay in touch. I love you.’

      
      ‘Me, too,’ I said. Diane walked up next to me. I said, ‘Lauren’s going to call Raoul and let him know what’s going on.’

      
      ‘What is going on?’ she asked me. ‘Do we know?’

      
      The first of what would become four squad cars rolled up over the curb and then slowly powered up onto the sidewalk, blocking
         the path. A couple of patrol cops I didn’t know jumped out of the car. The look on their faces was either that they didn’t
         believe whatever the dispatcher had told them about why they were rolling to the Broadway address, or that they were hoping
         the dispatcher had gotten the story wrong. I stepped forward, introduced myself, told them I had called 911, and I explained
         what we had found inside.
      

      
      One cop marched to the front door to check out my story. The other one stayed outside with his three witnesses. A minute later
         a couple of EMTs arrived in their bright, boxy wagon. They too went inside to confirm what I already knew. Everything everyone
         did, it seemed, was preceded and followed by whispers into radios.
      

      
      To me it all felt like slow motion. I was thinking: Somebody is dead. We should hurry. The reality was, of course, different. The reality was: Somebody was dead. What was the point of hurrying?
      

      
      More patrol cops arrived in the next few minutes, and after a brief consultation with the two first responders a couple of
         them strung a perimeter of crime-scene tape that reached all the way to the big trees along the front curb and included the larger houses and yards on each side. Gawking drivers quickly brought traffic to a virtual standstill.
      

      
      Call it bad luck, call it a side effect of being married to a prosecutor, or of being best friends with a cop, but I’d been
         around enough crime scenes to know what to expect and wasn’t at all surprised that Diane and the Cheetos lady and I were soon
         separated from one another.
      

      
      The women were each offered a seat in the back of different squad cars while I was shuttled to the front porch of the elegantly
         restored Victorian next door. From there I watched the cluster of uniformed cops disperse. Two headed to the back of the house
         clutching a fat wheel of crime-scene tape. The ones who’d stayed in front were trying to look like they had something important
         to do, something besides wait. The EMTs waited for something, too.
      

      
      We were all doing indeterminate time in the wake of unexplained death, a sentence that would endure until the arrival of an
         unmarked car bringing detectives to the scene.
      

      
      Part of me wanted to see my friend, Sam Purdy, step out of the detectives’ sedan.

      
      That was the selfish part.

      
      The generous part of me hoped that he had the evening off.
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      Sam had the evening off.
      

      
      As soon as the two detectives who were catching new felony cases on that shift climbed out of their car, I recognized them.
         One was a buff, square-jawed, tight-eyed man named Jaris Slocum. Over a year before, while I’d been visiting Sam in the detective
         bureau in the Public Safety Building on 33rd Street, he had introduced me to Slocum as we passed each other in a long hallway.
         Once we’d paced out of eavesdropping range on our way to lunch somewhere, Sam had added, ‘Slocum’s kind of an asshole.’
      

      
      I recognized Slocum’s partner, too, though until that moment I hadn’t known he was a cop. He was, like me, an avid recreational
         bicyclist. We ran into each other a few times a year on Boulder’s back roads or in the nearby mountain canyons. The previous
         September we had ended up in an impromptu posse that had done a couple of memorable training climbs together up Four Mile.
         He was a pleasant, not-too-competitive guy who had legs and lungs that were designed for steep inclines. He was younger than
         me, stronger than me, and better looking than me. I knew him simply as Darrell.
      

      
      The two detectives ambled across the sidewalk and checked in with the patrol cop who was manning the log. I watched him point at me seconds before the detectives climbed the
         slope of the front lawn toward my solitary aerie on the neighboring building’s front porch.
      

      
      Remembering Sam’s caution about Slocum, I greeted the bicyclist detective first. ‘Hi, Darrell. What a night.’ I held out my
         hand. ‘Alan, Alan Gregory. Remember me?’ He didn’t. ‘We climbed Four Mile together a few months back? I see you occasionally
         when you ride.’
      

      
      It took Darrell a second but he finally recognized my face. ‘Alan? Yeah, hi. You’re, um, part of this?’ He waved his left
         arm in the general direction of Hannah Grant’s dead body.
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately. I was the one who found her. Hannah. She’s a colleague. Was. I’m a psychologist.’ The last sentence felt like
         a complete non sequitur to me. I imagined that it did to Darrell, too. I added, ‘Hannah was a social worker.’
      

      
      ‘You’re the RP?’ He caught himself using cop vernacular and added, ‘The one who called this in?’

      
      RP. Reporting party. ‘Yes.’

      
      Slocum stepped up and took charge. His intrusion had all the subtlety of a belch during grace at Thanksgiving dinner. ‘Sit
         right there, sir. Yes, on those steps behind you. Don’t speak with anyone until we’re ready to interview you. Do you understand
         my instructions, sir?’
      

      
      For some reason – possibly the vice-principal tone in his voice – I found myself questioning the sincerity of his repeated
         use of ‘sir.’
      

      
      Jaris Slocum either didn’t recognize me, which wouldn’t have been surprising, or – and this was a more worrisome possibility
         – had recalled our prior introduction and decided that any friend of Sam Purdy’s deserved an additional bolus of hard-ass
         attitude.
      

      
      Fifty feet or so away from me a damn good woman lay dead. During traffic lulls I could hear Diane weeping from the backseat
         of the patrol car where she had been stashed. The Cheetos lady was still looking like she’d just lost her only friend in the
         world. The sum of those parts? I was in absolutely no mood for any I’m-the-boss-and-you’ll-do-what-I-say cop crap from Detective
         Jaris Slocum.
      

      
      ‘And you are?’ I said. My tone wasn’t exactly a model of I’d-love-to-cooperate-Detective.

      
      Detective Darrell’s badge wallet was hanging on his belt for all to see. Slocum’s wasn’t. Wisely, Darrell chose to answer
         my question even though it had been addressed to his partner. He was busily trying to douse the lit matches that Slocum and
         I were slinging at the kindling in each other’s pants. To me, he said, ‘This is Detective Jaris Slocum. And this is Alan …
         ?’
      

      
      ‘Gregory,’ I said.

      
      ‘He and I ride together sometimes,’ Darrell explained to Slocum.

      
      ‘That’s nice. Now sit, Alan Gregory. We’ll be back to talk to you. Wait for us, understand?’

      
      ‘I still haven’t seen a badge,’ I said. I shouldn’t have said it. But I did.

      
      Slocum couldn’t find his badge wallet. He checked all his pockets, and then he patted them all a second time. Finally, after
         an exasperated exhale he barked, ‘It must be in the car.’
      

      
      If Slocum had wanted to transport the annoyance that he packed into those few words he would have needed a wheelbarrow, or
         a tractor-trailer.
      

      
      ‘I can wait,’ I said. ‘Go ahead and get it. I’d like to see some ID. I think that’s my right.’

      
      Slocum and I both knew he wasn’t about to slink back to his big Ford and fish around for his detective shield at my behest. He gave me an icy blue-eyed stare. ‘I said to have a seat.’
      

      
      I said, ‘I’m fine standing.’

      
      He took a step toward me. ‘And I said to sit.’

      
      I came so close to saying ‘fuck you’ that my lower lip actually came together with my bottom teeth.

      
      Darrell sensed what was developing as though he knew either Slocum or me real well. I knew the person he knew real well wasn’t
         me.
      

      
      ‘Enough,’ he said.

      
      He was talking to both of us.

      
      I had to cool my heels for almost an hour before the detectives got back to me. From what I could see, they’d spent most of
         the time either singly or together with the Cheetos lady and with Diane. For a while I was perplexed why they didn’t go inside
         the offices and start detecting in there where Hannah and the evidence were, but then I realized they were probably waiting
         for a search warrant to arrive at the scene.
      

      
      In the meantime, I was cold and exhausted and hungry and sad and angry and impatient and would have been much more comfortable
         sitting on the stoop than walking in circles on the front porch.
      

      
      But I stood. It was a point of honor. Or a badge of stubbornness. One of those things.

      
      The story I had to tell about discovering Hannah’s body wasn’t complicated and once things had calmed down a little bit between
         Slocum and me, it was simple to discern from the detectives’ questions that Slocum and Olson – his cop ID had revealed not
         only bicyclist Darrell’s last name, but also a double dose of middle initials, C. and R. – were primarily interested in two
         specific areas of my narrative.
      

      
      The first? Why had I decided to reach across the hall and try to open the door to Mary Black’s office? I stuck with the truth
         on that one – I didn’t know. I just didn’t know. It was one of those things that I had just done.
      

      
      The truth, however, didn’t set me free. One of the detectives – either Darrell Olson playing good cop, or Slocum naturally
         taking on the role of bad – revisited the question of me opening Mary Black’s door at least five times during our relatively
         brief discussion. They seemed as dissatisfied with my fifth reply as they had been with the first. I told them I wished that
         I had a better explanation, but I didn’t.
      

      
      The second focus of the detectives’ interest was more concerning to me. They wanted to know what I had been doing the rest
         of the day – minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour – up until the moment Diane dragged me from my office to her Saab to drive to
         Hannah’s office.
      

      
      ‘What? You mean from the moment I got out of bed? That early?’ I asked in a futile attempt at levity when Slocum pressed me
         on my day’s itinerary for the second or third time.
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ he replied. ‘Assuming you have a witness for that part of your day, too.’ His cold eyes weren’t smiling at all but
         his cheekbones had elevated just enough to let me know that he was enjoying whatever temporary advantage he thought he had.
      

      
      Not for the first time that evening I thought, God, Sam, you’re right. Slocum is an asshole.
      

      
      ‘As a matter of fact, I do have a witness. I want you to be sure to write this name down. Are you ready?’

      
      He glared at me as though he’d rather beat me with a long stick than do what I suggested, but he brought his pen down so that
         the nib hovered just above the page in his notebook.
      

      
      Stressing each syllable for his benefit, I said, ‘My witness, for this morning’s events, is Deputy DA Lauren Crowder of the
         Boulder County District Attorney’s office.’ I slowly dictated the ten digits of our home phone number, and then added Lauren’s
         office number for emphasis. ‘Give her a call. Please. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to tell you what time her husband crawled
         out of bed this morning.’
      

      
      Slocum stopped writing.

      
      Darrell Olson took a step back so that his partner wouldn’t spot the smile that was forming on his face.

      
      I said, ‘I’m going home now, Detective. I think you know how to reach me if you have any more questions.’

      
      Slocum made a quick move toward me – or at me – but Darrell stepped forward and spoke before his partner could do something
         he would regret. ‘Warrant’s here, Jaris. Come on, let’s go inside and see what we have.’
      

      
      I didn’t go right home. I found Raoul, Diane’s husband, pacing outside the crime-scene tape and filled him in on all that
         had happened late that afternoon. He was almost too agitated to attend to my words. Raoul Estevez had a roster of relatives
         who had not survived Franco’s reign in Spain, and the sight of his wife squeezed into the back of a squad car being peppered
         with questions from law enforcement authorities wasn’t sitting particularly well with him.
      

      
      ‘She is not under arrest?’ he demanded, his words causing little cartoonish puffs of steam in the cold air. Although it’s
         his second language – actually, his fourth or fifth – Raoul’s English is better than Prince Charles’s, but the American legal
         system still perplexed him at times. English is my only language, isn’t in Prince Charles’s league, and the American legal
         system still perplexed me at times, too. Still, since I was the natural-born citizen, I assumed the responsibility of translating the proceedings for
         Raoul.
      

      
      ‘No, they’re just questioning her about what happened, what she saw, that’s all. She’ll be done soon. She didn’t see much;
         I found Hannah’s body.’
      

      
      As if on cue, Slocum, who had not taken his partner’s advice about going inside and looking around, hopped out of the cruiser
         and, I thought, reached in to help Diane from the backseat.
      

      
      ‘See?’ I turned to Raoul. ‘It looks like she’s done.’

      
      Diane suddenly yelled, ‘Get your goddamn hands off me!’

      
      Raoul’s voice grew hard. ‘It doesn’t look that way to me.’

      
      I turned back to the cruiser. Slocum had Diane completely out of the car and was twisting her ninety degrees so he could shove
         her face-first up against the rear fender of the black-and-white. Instantly he had her legs spread past shoulder width and
         in seconds he had her arms behind her back and handcuffs on both her wrists.
      

      
      I was shocked. ‘Don’t, Raoul.’ I had to stand in my friend’s path to keep him from crossing the yellow tape and joining the
         fray. I planted my feet on the ground and both my hands on Raoul’s hard chest. Finally, he stepped back.
      

      
      Ten seconds later I had Lauren on the phone. ‘Get Cozy down here fast. I think Jaris Slocum just arrested Diane for something.’

      
      Lauren said, ‘Slocum? God help us, he’s such an asshole lately.’

      
      The verdict, it appeared, was unanimous.
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      Cozier Maitlin lived, literally, around the corner.
      

      
      From my sentry position just outside the crime-scene tape, I spotted Cozy on the sidewalk as he was descending the final steep
         section of hill that drops down from Maxwell toward Broadway. Despite the crowd of gawkers gathered around the yellow police
         tape, he wasn’t that hard to spot. Cozy stood six-feet-nine.
      

      
      I checked my watch – no more than seven or eight minutes could have passed since Jaris Slocum had cuffed Diane and shoved
         her rudely back into the rear seat of the black-and-white.
      

      
      Pointing toward the corner, I said to Raoul, ‘That’s the defense attorney Lauren called.’

      
      ‘That was fast. He’s tall.’

      
      ‘He’s good. He helped Lauren with that thing, you know, a few years ago. Hey, Cozy!’

      
      Cozy didn’t break stride as he approached, or wave. Maybe he elevated his chin an additional millimeter or two, but that was
         the only indication that he’d heard me calling his name. He was wearing the same suit I imagined he’d worn to his downtown
         office that morning – the blue was a navy that shared a lot of DNA with black, and it was lined with the palest of gray pinstripes.
         His white shirt appeared freshly starched and his black shoes were the shiniest things on the block.
      

      
      A nice, full-length umbrella or a walking stick would not have been out of place accessorizing his outfit.

      
      We shook hands. ‘Good evening, Alan. At least the location is convenient this time. And the weather is delightful for December.
         No blizzard. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for that.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks for coming so quickly, Cozy. This is Raoul Estevez. Raoul, Cozier Maitlin.’

      
      ‘A pleasure, Mr. Estevez. I’m aware of your work.’ That was Cozy’s way of communicating that he wasn’t worried about his fee.
         ‘It is your wife who is being detained?’
      

      
      ‘In that car.’ Raoul pointed at the squad that was parked at an angle on the lawn in front of the building where Hannah lay
         dead.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to know what happened?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I understand someone died here under suspicious circumstances. Beyond that, not really. If either of you was an intimate
         of the deceased, please let me offer my condolences,’ Cozy said, insincerely. He lifted one of his long legs, stepped over
         the crime-scene tape, and somehow managed to adopt an even more imperial deportment as he moved out onto the lawn. He paused,
         turned back to Raoul, and said, ‘Give me a moment or two to sort this out. Everything will be fine. It will.’ After one more
         step, Cozy looked back over his shoulder at me. ‘Lauren said I’d be speaking with Jaris Slocum. That’s true?’
      

      
      I nodded. I considered the wisdom of editorializing about Detective Slocum’s apparent personality flaws, but decided that
         I didn’t need to do anything to inflame the situation any further.
      

      
      ‘Slocum is … difficult,’ Cozy said. He said it in such a way that it sounded more damning than Sam Purdy informing me that Slocum was an asshole, or than Lauren concurring.
      

      
      ‘That’s been my experience so far this evening,’ I replied.

      
      I was feeling a million things. Grief, anger, frustration, fear, even some relief, now that Cozy was there. Still, my anticipation
         of what was to come next was so sharp that I would have yanked out my wallet and maxed out all my credit cards for a ticket
         to the production I was about to get to witness for free.
      

      
      Cozy immediately marched over to the cruiser and confronted the patrol cop assigned to keep watch on Diane, who was continuing
         to fume in the backseat. Cozy’s approach wasn’t tentative, and didn’t have any excuse-me-please in it. He moved in until he
         stood toe-to-toe with the cop, a young black man who was about six-two, 210.
      

      
      Cozy dwarfed him.

      
      Cozy’s introductory gambit to the officer consisted of a few words that caused the man to react by trying to step back to
         create some breathing room. But since the cop was already leaning against the car there was no place for him to go and he
         had to crane his neck upward to even see Cozy’s face. I imagined that the view was like gazing up from below Mt. Rushmore.
      

      
      The patrol cop listened to Cozy for only another beat or two before he raised his voice and barked, ‘Step back, sir! Step
         back! Now! That’s a warning!’
      

      
      The cop’s hand gravitated ominously toward his holster.

      
      I held my breath and instinctively grabbed Raoul’s arm so he wouldn’t do something valiant, and stupid. I’d known him a long
         time, and knew that Raoul was capable of both.
      

      
      Cozy, of course, didn’t step back an inch. He was daring the cop to get physical with him. And if the young cop preferred
         to do loud, Cozy could do loud just fine. With volume that matched the patrol cop’s do-what-I-say voice and then raised a
         few decibels for good measure, Cozy announced, ‘I am her attorney and I would like to speak with my client, Officer. Officer’
         – Cozy leaned back at his waist so that he could read the cop’s name tag – ‘Leamer. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My client
         – that is she, by the way, that you are protecting – won’t, will not, be answering any more of the detectives’ questions tonight.’
      

      
      The volume of that soliloquy drew virtually everyone’s attention to the cruiser, including Jaris Slocum’s. He was up on the
         front porch and immediately began a march toward the car with long strides, his hands tightened into fists. Cozy must have
         felt him coming. He spun away from the patrol cop and greeted Slocum with, ‘A pleasure seeing you, as always. Is my client
         actually in custody, Detective?’
      

      
      Slocum stopped five feet from Cozy. I don’t know why he kept his distance – maybe so that he wasn’t close enough to shake
         Cozy’s outstretched hand. Slocum’s mouth opened and closed about a centimeter as he tried to process the latest developments:
         A large, imperial criminal defense attorney had penetrated the perimeter and he seemed to be making speeches for the benefit
         of the dozens of gathered citizens.
      

      
      Not good.

      
      ‘Haven’t decided? Is that it? Perhaps I can help,’ Cozy taunted. His words were polite, his tone was even doing a clever masquerade
         as respectful. But everyone, especially Slocum, knew it was a taunt.
      

      
      Slocum opened his mouth again, but still no words came out. Finally he was able to mutter, ‘I’m trying to investigate a suspicious
         death here.’
      

      
      Cozy’s reply was immediate. ‘Good for you. As a taxpayer, I applaud your … conscientiousness. But that is neither here nor
         there at the moment, is it? The question at hand is, you see, quite simple.’ Cozy leaned over and smiled at Diane in the backseat
         of the cruiser before returning his attention to Slocum. ‘Is my client in custody? Yes or no?’
      

      
      Cozy’s voice carried through the heavy December air as though he were a thespian center stage at the Globe.

      
      ‘She is not under arrest.’

      
      ‘Ah, but I didn’t ask you that, did I?’ He was doing his best to sound like Olivier doing Henry IV. ‘I asked you if my client
         was in your custody – yes, or no.’
      

      
      I could barely discern Slocum’s response. I thought he said, ‘For now, she is … um, being detained for questioning.’

      
      ‘I appreciate that clarification. As of now she is officially declining your invitation for further questioning, so I assume,
         then, that she is free to go.’ Cozy leaned over and made quite a show of staring into the backseat of the cruiser. With mock
         horror he added, ‘Has she been handcuffed, Detective Slocum?’ He included Jaris’s name so that the assembled citizenry would
         know who was responsible for the travesty. Had he next recited Slocum’s badge number – had Slocum been wearing a badge – I
         would not have been surprised. ‘Is that possible? Is she really handcuffed and locked in the backseat of a police cruiser?
         Are you planning on taking her to the jail and booking her?’
      

      
      ‘She was not being cooperative.’

      
      Cozy held out his own wrists and used the full power of his baritone. ‘Was she? Like my client, I too am planning to be uncooperative
         if this is the way the Boulder Police Department is choosing to behave toward its law-abiding citizens.’
      

      
      ‘Mr. Maitlin,’ Slocum implored.
      

      
      At that moment I actually had just the slightest sympathy for Jaris Slocum. Cozy’s performance had gone more than a little
         over the top.
      

      
      Cozy ignored Slocum’s plea and made a great show of holding out his French-cuffed wrists to see if Slocum would dare put a
         slightly less elegant pair of cuffs on them. ‘Would you like to handcuff me, as well? Is that the current policy of the department
         when citizens exercise their constitutional prerogatives to grieve silently?’
      

      
      I could tell that Jaris Slocum would have loved nothing better at that moment than to handcuff Cozier Maitlin, but the presence
         of fifty or so civilian witnesses served to deter his more primitive impulses.
      

      
      Darrell Olson’s primary role in his detective partnership was, apparently, to sense what was about to go wrong between Slocum
         and one of Boulder’s citizens. Once again, Darrell did his job with aplomb. He rushed up, grabbed Slocum’s arm, pulled him
         closer to the house – and much farther from Cozy – and went nose to nose with him for about half a minute. I couldn’t hear
         a word of their argument but my respect for Darrell C. R. Olson expanded exponentially as he barked whatever he was barking.
         When the tête-à-tête between the two detectives was over, Slocum climbed the porch and marched into the old house where Hannah
         lay dead.
      

      
      Olson returned to Cozy. He used a low voice to address him, modeling for him, hoping to reduce the inflammation. As he spoke
         he spread his hands in conciliation, palms up, like a don trying to pacify a peer. I couldn’t tell what he was saying, but
         it took him a minute or more to get through it.
      

      
      Cozy’s reply wasn’t a whisper; his tone remained floridly oratorical. ‘No, Detective. Not in a few minutes. Right now. I want the cuffs off my client and I want her released. Now. There is no point whatsoever in prolonging her agony.
         She is despairing over her friend’s death. I guarantee you that this interview is over for tonight.’
      

      
      Olson dipped his head a little and spoke again. It was apparent that he was still determined to try to be deferential, to
         try to lower the temperature of the conflict a little, but that he was also trying not to roll over to Cozy’s demands.
      

      
      Cozy listened to Darrell’s continued plea, thought for a moment, and decided that he wanted none of it. He said, ‘Now, Detective.’
         Cozy gestured toward the old house and Jaris Slocum, and in a much lower, tempered voice added, ‘That man is your problem,
         not mine. You have my sympathy, but nothing more. Now, please.’
      

      
      Olson shook his head, scratched his ear, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and mumbled something to Officer Leamer. Without
         so much as a nod, the detective walked away from Cozy and the patrol car.
      

      
      Leamer opened the back door of the cruiser, helped Diane to her feet, and removed the handcuffs from behind her back. The
         fire in her eyes, if focused, could have ignited candles across the street.
      

      
      Cozy introduced himself to his client and said something to her so quietly I couldn’t discern a word. Diane had fresh tears
         on her face. She said, ‘Thank you, thank you.’ Then, as though she’d somehow forgotten, she cried, ‘My God, Hannah’s dead.’
      

      
      Raoul said, ‘That’s it?’ Actually, what he said was, ‘C’est finis?’

      
      I said, ‘For now.’

   
      
      6

      
      Diane and I didn’t make it to Vegas.
      

      
      Hannah Grant’s ashes were interred the following Tuesday after a sentimental service in one of the downtown churches. I had
         never before seen so much of Boulder’s mental health community present in one place.
      

      
      I was in a pretty good position to know that the police were flummoxed by the case. The local media was already reporting
         that the cops had no active leads. Lauren confirmed to me that after a week the investigation was spinning its wheels. My
         friend Sam Purdy, the Boulder police detective, usually wouldn’t talk out of school about important cases with me, but he
         did roll his eyes when I mentioned Hannah.
      

      
      That told me a lot.

      
      During one late-night phone conversation he went way out on a limb. ‘We got crap,’ was what he said.

      
      Lauren swore me to secrecy but revealed that Slocum and Olson had located no witnesses to anything that supported a finding
         of homicide. No one had seen Hannah leave her south Boulder condo the morning of her death, but she’d arrived at Rallysport
         Health Club early enough to work out before driving away just before 8:30. The time was almost certain. Two different witnesses
         recalled an incident in the locker room – Hannah had tripped over another woman’s gym bag on the way back from the shower and both
         women had fallen hard to the floor. The witnesses were confident that they knew what time Hannah had dressed after her workout
         before heading to her car.
      

      
      They were confident about one other thing, too. As she fell, Hannah had definitely hit her head on the tile floor. Someone
         had offered to go get ice. Hannah had declined; she said she was fine and had to get to work.
      

      
      No one reported seeing her arrive at her office building. The few of Hannah’s patients who had shown up for appointments on
         the day she died and who had voluntarily come forward to speak with the police reported nothing that provided any direction
         for the investigation.
      

      
      The detectives weren’t able to develop any motive for an assault. Hannah’s personal life revealed no promising leads. Her
         finances were pristine. Her professional record was free of formal complaints.
      

      
      The cops had no physical evidence that a crime had been committed. Actually, the truth was that they had way too much physical
         evidence. The little office building was chock-full of fingerprints and trace evidence. Dozens of different patients made
         their way through the space every week.
      

      
      Hair, fibers? All the police could want, and more. Apparently Hannah’s obsessive-compulsive tendencies had lacunae in the
         terrain where ‘neat’ stopped and ‘clean’ began. For investigators, Hannah’s housekeeping weakness created a problem. To use
         trace evidence to rule in the presence of an intruder in the building, Jaris Slocum and Darrell Olson had to rule out the
         presence of any and all routine visitors to the building, which meant – minimally – obtaining exemplar prints and DNA samples
         from all of Hannah’s patients and all of Mary Black’s patients and from any other routine visitors to the building, including the
         woman who delivered the mail, the guys from UPS and FedEx, and the various tat-ted and pierced kids who delivered takeout
         from restaurants on the nearby Pearl Street Mall.
      

      
      Mary Black, the psychiatrist and mother of three who shared office space with Hannah, declined to make her patient roster
         available to the police, citing doctor-patient confidentiality. Diane, whom Hannah had entrusted with the clinical responsibility
         of closing her practice in the event of her death, also declined to make Hannah’s patient roster available to the police,
         citing the same doctor-patient confidentiality issues. When the police pressed the issue, she’d enlisted Cozy Maitlin to run
         interference for her.
      

      
      Diane was ambivalent about keeping the information to herself. After what Jaris Slocum had done to her the evening Hannah’s
         body was discovered, Diane wasn’t, of course, particularly inclined to cooperate with him. But she was eager to do anything
         she could to help identify anyone who might have had anything to do with Hannah’s death. As far as Hannah’s patient roster
         was concerned, though, Diane had decided that was information to which Slocum wasn’t entitled.
      

      
      Hannah’s death officially remained ‘suspicious’ until the Boulder County coroner issued his report eight days after her death.
         The medical examiner had identified two discrete blows to Hannah’s head, and he identified her cause of death as traumatic
         head injury resulting in cerebral hemorrhage. He specified the manner of her death as ‘undetermined.’ The ME’s opinion was
         that the damage inflicted by a flat surface, possibly the tile floor at Rallysport, had not been sufficient to cause Hannah’s
         death. Hannah’s death was directly attributable to the second head trauma, origin unknown.
      

      
      The dual traumas either had been unintentional blows suffered during the fall in the gym the morning she died – one impact
         caused by the tile floor, one by something else – or had been the result of two blows to her head intentionally inflicted
         by an assailant. Sam pointedly reminded me that a third possibility existed: One blow had been suffered during the fall at
         the health club, and the second blow, the fatal one, had been inflicted by an assailant at Hannah’s office.
      

      
      Diane heard the coroner’s findings first. Diane always tended to hear gossip first. What source she might have in the medical
         examiner’s office eluded me, but she found me on Friday morning at the office at a moment when we were both between patients
         and stunned me with the news.
      

      
      ‘Somebody may have killed her, Alan. My God, somebody may have killed her. Why would somebody want to kill Hannah?’

      
      I held her while she wept. I’d lost count of how many times I’d held Diane while she wept since Hannah’s death. The tears
         weren’t endless, but they were frequent. Diane’s grief arrived in short, intense bursts, like the August monsoons. Clear skies
         before, clear skies after.
      

      
      I asked myself the same question Diane was asking a dozen times a day for a while after that. Why would somebody want to kill Hannah?
      

      
      I couldn’t provide an answer. I used the fact that I couldn’t answer it to console myself with the likelihood that Hannah’s
         death had been accidental. Nothing more than a freak reaction to a silly accident in a health club locker room.
      

      
      But the police were left with a buffet of anomalies that they couldn’t explain. Why was Hannah’s purse on the floor of her office, a place she would never leave it? Why was Hannah’s
         body found in Mary Black’s office, a place she had no reason to go? And why was Hannah’s blouse tucked up under the front
         of her bra?
      

      
      Hanukkah had arrived and Christmas was growing ever closer.

      
      The effort to determine the manner of Hannah’s death turned colder along with the weather.

      
      Media interest in the case declined quickly, and Hannah’s very public death soon became what, perhaps, it really had been
         all along – a private tragedy.
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      If you don’t happen to be an inveterate shopper intent on milking the swollen teat of post-holiday sales – I am not – and
         if you aren’t required to be at work – it was a Sunday, and I wasn’t – the day after Christmas is a sleep-in day.
      

      
      Or maybe – if the snow gods have conspired with the ski gods to dump ten powdery inches of flash-frozen Dom Perignon on the
         upper reaches of Beaver Creek and one of your wife’s friends has generously offered two free holiday season nights at her
         Bachelor Gulch ski villa – the day after Christmas is most definitely a play day.
      

      
      Lauren and I had packed our ski stuff and winter clothing and an immense quantity of three-year-old paraphernalia the night
         before and were out of bed well before dawn in an almost certainly futile attempt to beat the preski traffic that seemed to
         always clog I-70 West into the Colorado Rockies during the winter months. She was fixing some breakfast for our still-sleeping
         daughter, Grace; I was loading the car. While I was on a trip into the kitchen to grab a cooler to lug to the garage, Lauren
         said, ‘See that?’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      She pointed at the tiny kitchen TV, which was tuned to a local channel so we could hear the ski-traffic report. Why? I wasn’t sure. If the traffic was awful, we’d take I-70 into
         the mountains. If the traffic was light, we’d do the same thing. She said, ‘That thing at the bottom of the screen.’
      

      
      I assumed she meant the crawl, the strip of text that I always seemed to be reading when I should be watching the screen and
         that I never seemed to be reading when news about some important update was moving across the screen that I should probably
         be reading. From the time that crawls first appeared on TV screens, I’d decided that I was genetically incapable of reading
         the moving words and simultaneously attending to what was happening on the rest of the screen. I’d long ago concluded that
         I did not possess a twenty-first-century mind.
      

      
      I lifted the heavy cooler laden with God-knows-what and took a lumbering step toward the door. ‘Nope, didn’t see it.’

      
      ‘It said that—’

      
      ‘We have breaking news from our Boulder bureau,’ interrupted one of the morning anchors. With that preamble I turned my attention
         back toward the TV, but my eyes immediately found the crawl and I couldn’t have told you which of the two anchors was speaking.
         ‘Apparently – and details are sketchy – apparently, and this is truly hard to believe, another little girl has disappeared
         on Christmas night in Boulder. We have a reporter on the way to the scene right now and should have more information momentarily.
         June?’
      

      
      June said, ‘You’re right: This is so hard to believe, that it’s happening again. For those of our viewers who aren’t familiar
         with Boulder, it’s even the same neighborhood as last time. That was what, eight, nine years ago? We’ll get those details for you and we’ll be back with more right after a break.’
      

      
      Lauren said, ‘I’m going to check on Grace.’

      
      ‘I checked her when I got up, sweets. She’s fine.’

      
      ‘So did I. I’m going to check on her anyway.’

      
      She hustled toward Grace’s room. I set the cooler on the floor.

      
      Another little girl has disappeared on Christmas night in Boulder.
      

      
      Lauren was breathless when she tiptoed back into the kitchen. ‘Grace is fine,’ she said.

      
      ‘Yes.’ I put my arms around her and planted my hands on her ass. Lauren and I were parents of a little girl who hadn’t disappeared
         on Christmas night. Somewhere else in Boulder another pair of parents couldn’t say the same.
      

      
      ‘Are you catching? You’re not catching, right?’ I asked. One of Boulder County’s prosecutors was always on call for legal
         emergencies that might require the presence of a representative from the DA’s office. Infrequently, that meant that she was
         called to crime scenes. Like to the location of the disappearance of a girl.
      

      
      ‘No, no,’ she said, pulling away from my hug. ‘I couldn’t leave town if I was on call. You know that. Should I wake Grace?’
         she asked.
      

      
      ‘Let me finish loading the car first. We’ll both get much more accomplished if she stays asleep until the last possible moment.’

      
      An hour later we were climbing through Mount Vernon Canyon on I-70 into the mountains, sharing the freeway with at least a
         million other vehicles. Maybe two million other vehicles. Every one of the other vehicles carried skiers or snowboarders who
         had, like us, crawled out of warm beds before dawn in order to beat the traffic. I searched for irony, knowing it was there somewhere.
      

      
      In back, secure in her high-tech car seat, Grace was flipping through a fat cardboard book about erudite dogs and talking
         to herself, while next to me Lauren was flipping through radio stations trying to find the latest news about what was going
         on with the missing girl back in Boulder. I wasn’t really listening to the radio, partly because Grace’s almost incomprehensible
         monologue was too cute to ignore, but mostly because none of the radio reporters seemed to know much about what was happening
         with this year’s missing girl, so they were using their airtime to talk about the other missing girl, the one who had disappeared
         eight Christmases before.
      

      
      I’d long before decided that I despised hearing rehashes of that dreadful story.

      
      ‘It’s a teenager. They think she’s fourteen,’ Lauren summarized for me as the Denver station she was listening to faded away,
         its signal lost hopelessly in the mountain canyons. ‘Her father went to check on her early this morning. She wasn’t there.
         They were going to go skiing today, just like us. We did the exact same thing with Grace.’
      

      
      I thought, But at our house Grace was in her bed, and felt a chill crawl up my spine and gooseflesh spread across my shoulders and neck. What would it be like if she hadn’t … ? I tried comforting myself with the fact that it wasn’t really as bad as the last time a girl went missing on Christmas
         night in Boulder. It wasn’t.
      

      
      The last time the girl they couldn’t find was only six years old.

      
      The last time a terrifying note was discovered on the stairs.

      
      And I soothed myself with the obvious; the obvious being that six-year-olds don’t often run away from home, not for real, and certainly not on Christmas night. I reminded myself that a fourteen-year-old girl might run away.
      

      
      Fourteen-year-olds do run away. Maybe this girl had just run away. Probably this girl had just run away.

      
      Numerals representing the ages of the two missing girls lined up in front of my eyes as though they were symbols spinning
         on a slot machine. As the numbers came to rest, I did the math. Today’s fourteen-year-old missing girl was the same age –
         had been born the exact same year – as the tiny blonde who went missing eight years to the day before. If that other little
         girl had survived, the two children might be classmates, or friends, or sleep-over mates. They might go skiing on Christmas
         holidays with each other’s families.
      

      
      I felt another chill.

      
      ‘Their house is only a few blocks away from – you know,’ Lauren said. She meant from the other house, the one where the little
         beauty queen’s dead body had been found by her father on the day after Christmas in an unused room in the basement, her head
         smashed, her neck cruelly cinctured with a homemade garrote.
      

      
      ‘Where exactly?’

      
      ‘On Twelfth, they said.’

      
      Three blocks away. Just three blocks and eight years separated two little girls gone missing on Christmas nights in Boulder.

      
      At that moment we were passing an overhead digital highway sign, the kind that in winter usually cautions motorists of icy
         and snowpacked conditions ahead. But this one had an even more sobering message – an Amber Alert. All concerned citizens were
         supposed to be on the lookout for a missing blonde-haired, 115-pound, five-foot-six fourteen-year-old. No name was given.
      

      
      My first reaction? Selfish. I hoped I didn’t know her. I hoped she wasn’t the daughter of any of my friends, or any of my
         patients. I wanted to feel the relief of insulation. I wanted her to be a stranger.
      

      
      ‘Amber Alert,’ I said to Lauren. ‘Look.’

      
      She stared in the direction of the highway sign until we passed below it, then turned on her seat and faced our daughter.
         She said, ‘Your parents really love you, Gracie.’
      

      
      Gracie laughed.

      
      Obliviousness, I thought, can be a very, very good thing.
      

      
      My detective friend, Sam Purdy, told me later on that it was as though a giant warehouse had been surreptitiously constructed
         nearby when the other case of the missing girl had finally faded into near oblivion and that all the satellite trucks, and
         all the microwave trucks, and all the flimsy network pop-up tents, and a few hundred cameras and microphones had simply been
         secreted away so they’d be ready for the next time.
      

      
      The next time had turned out to be the massacre at Columbine and the time after that had been the Kobe Bryant circus up in
         Eagle County. After the Kobe invasion, all the equipment had apparently been returned to the secret warehouse to await the
         next, next, next time the almost-tabloid media would mobilize for a full-scale assault on a Colorado town. That was the only
         explanation Sam could concoct for how quickly the equipment reappeared on the streets of Boulder on the day after Christmas.
      

      
      I was determined to miss it all.

      
      By noon on that Boxing Day, Grace was either enjoying or enduring her first day ever in ski school and I was busy chasing
         Lauren, who was a much better skier than me, and a much, much better powder skier than me, through untracked down on the forest edges of the Golden Eagle run at the top
         of Beaver Creek.
      

      
      In Boulder, three thousand feet below us in altitude – based on what Sam would tell me later – the cameras were already in
         place, the high-tech satellite and microwave trucks were bouncing signals around and through the atmosphere, and producers
         had already begun choosing locations for the stand-ups the on-air talent would do for that night’s news.
      

      
      Some of the reportorial faces would be familiar from the last time Boulder had endured this invasion. Others were recognizable
         because of what the country had endured in the intervening years because of the tragedies that had befallen Chandra Levy,
         or Elizabeth Smart, or Laci Peterson. Or because of the innocent lives ended by the Beltway snipers. Or because of Kobe Bryant
         and whatever happened at Cordillera. Or because of whatever Michael Jackson was accused of lately. Or because of some other
         crime du jour.
      

      
      Or.

      
      In America, there were always plenty of candidates.

      
      As each fresh tragedy was anointed a mega-news event, I’d quickly grown fatigued by the relentless television and newspaper
         and Internet and magazine coverage afforded, or foisted upon, all the previous victims and all the previous perpetrators,
         and upon the unsuspecting but apparently ravenous populace.
      

      
      Somebody had to be watching all this coverage, right?

      
      I suspected that I’d fatigue of this latest criminal/media extravaganza, right in my hometown, even faster. I really was determined
         to miss it all.
      

      
      I was. Honestly.

      
      *

      
      Lauren and I grabbed a late lunch at Spruce Saddle, the big mid-mountain restaurant at Beaver Creek. It wasn’t lost on me
         that I was only a couple of ridge tops away from the elegant resort where Kobe and a young woman had crossed paths, and was
         within shouting distance of the courthouse where that diseased melodrama had played itself out.
      

      
      Lauren chose a table close to an overhead television so she would immediately know if there were any updates being broadcast
         about the missing girl in Boulder. I was silently trying to discern whether her acute interest in the case was an indication
         of parental empathy – or a counterintuitive way to stem the flow of understandable parental dread – or whether it was a more
         uncomplicated professional prosecutorial curiosity. I was trying to grant her the benefit of the doubt and not even consider
         the possibility that my wife’s interest might be simply voyeuristic. Unsure, I headed for the bathroom. When I returned I
         spied Lauren folding up her cell phone. I took a chair that left my back to the television.
      

      
      Which left me facing in the general direction of Cordillera.

      
      ‘Who’d you call?’ I asked.

      
      ‘The office.’

      
      ‘Yeah, what did you learn?’ I didn’t really want to know, and wasn’t sure why I’d asked. Probably the same reason that I tried
         the door on Mary Black’s office.
      

      
      ‘This is my job. I could be involved later on. I need to … you know, whether … the girl …’

      
      Not too bad, only slightly defensive. ‘I know,’ I said. I leaned across the table and kissed her lightly on her lips, tasting
         the waxy gloss of a fresh application of sunblock. ‘So, what did you learn?’
      

      
      I’d done it again; I’d once again asked a question that I didn’t really want to know the answer to. I convinced myself that my question was an act of marital generosity: Lauren needed
         to talk.
      

      
      ‘They don’t know what they have. But because of what happened last time – you can imagine – they’re being extra, extra cautious.
         They’re treating it like a crime scene, even though no one’s really sure what it is exactly. The girl’s family is cooperating,
         totally. So far the crime scene techs don’t think anything’s been unduly contaminated. That’s all good, considering.’
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