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I was halfway across the room when the dynamite went off.


The concussion knocked me flat. I thought my eardrums had ruptured. I couldn’t hear a thing. All of a sudden the air was full of dust and sunshine and silence. Hunks of plaster dropped from the ceiling. Cracks marked the wall above and below the window. More cracks ran along the ceiling. Nevertheless everything held. I couldn’t tell whether any brick had been blasted off the wall outside on to the sun roof, but I didn’t hear any screaming.


Ginny lay beside me. White plaster dust covered her like a shroud. At first her eyes were open. Her lips said, ‘Brew,’ without making any sound. Then her head rolled to the side.


Her left hand was gone. Nothing remained of her forearm except mangled meat. But her heart went on beating. Blood pumped out of her stump on to the floor. It looked like all the blood in the world.


I couldn’t think of anything else to do, so I clamped my hand around her arm just below the elbow and squeezed with all my strength until the bleeding stopped.


Hung on to her like that until help arrived.
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Part One


TUESDAY NIGHT / WEDNESDAY




CHAPTER ONE


I WAS SITTING at the bar of the Hegira that night when Ginny came in. The barkeep, an ancient sad-eyed patriarch named José, had just poured me another drink, and I was having one of those rare moments any serious drunk can tell you about. A piece of real quiet. José’s cheeks bristled because he didn’t shave very often, and his apron was dingy because it didn’t get washed very often, and his fingernails had little crescents of grime under them. The glass he poured for me wasn’t all that clean. But the stuff he poured was golden-amber and beautiful, like distilled sunlight, and it made the whole place soothing as sleep – which drunks know how to value because they don’t get much of it.


It made the dull old fly-brown santos against the wall behind the bottles look like the saints knew what they were doing and it made the drinkers at the tables look peaceful and happy. It made the men playing pool in the back of the room look like they were moving in slow motion, flowing through the air as if it were syrup. It made José look wise and patient behind his stubble and his groggy eyes. It was one of those rare moments when everything is in the right place, and there’s a soft gold light shining on it, and you feel like you’re being healed. It never lasts – but you always think it will, if you just stay where you are and don’t stop drinking.


By the curious logic of the drunk, I felt I’d earned it. After all, I’d been drinking most of the time for several days now, just trying to create that amber glow for myself. So when Ginny walked in the door – when every head in the bar turned to stare at her – I didn’t know which to feel first, surprise or resentment. There wasn’t any doubt she was looking for me.


I had the right to be surprised. For one thing, she had no business walking into the Hegira like that – especially at night. The Hegira is down in the old part of Puerta del Sol, on Eighth Street between Oak and Maple. Cities are like that. The old parts – where the descendants and countrymen of the founders live – have street names like ‘Eighth’ and ‘Oak’. The rich suburbs – half of them built in the last ten years – have flashier names like ‘Tenochtitlan’ and ‘Montezuma’. And in the old part of town women don’t go into bars at all. When the Chicano and Mestizo and Indian women want their men to come out, they stand on the sidewalk and send in their children.


As Ginny pushed her way through the door, scanned the room, and came striding over towards me, the quiet buzz of voices stopped. José’s eyes went blank and empty – you could tell if she spoke to him he was going to say he didn’t speak English. The men with the pool cues stood very still, as if they were waiting to start a different kind of game.


But I also had another reason to be surprised. This wasn’t the way Ginny was supposed to come looking for me. She came looking for me often enough – I would’ve probably drunk myself to death by now if she hadn’t been so faithful about it – but this wasn’t the way. We had a system worked out, and she was breaking it.


What the system did was let me get ready. She didn’t bother me in the morning, when I was taking those first stiff drinks, trying to push the sickness back down my throat where it belonged. She didn’t bother me during the day, when I was drinking slow and steady to control the shakes. She didn’t bother me in the afternoon, when I started to hit the bottle harder because the stuff didn’t seem to be having any effect. She didn’t bother me in the evening, when I went to places like the Hegira looking for amber and comfort. She didn’t bother me when I left whatever bar it was and bought a bottle and wandered away into the night to pay the price.


No, we had a system.


When I was ready for her, I knew where to go at night with my bottle. One of the benches in a cheap little park down on Tin Street. It was still in the old part of town, which meant the city didn’t water the grass and the cops didn’t roust drunks who spent the night there. And when the sun came up I’d be sitting on that bench, waiting – just waiting because I was too sick to hope. And then I’d see her walking over to me. She always came from the east – the sun was always behind her, so I couldn’t see her face. She always said, ‘Brew.’ (My name is Mick Axbrewder, but not even my enemies call me Mick.) I always said, ‘Ginny.’ And then she always said, ‘I need you.’


That’s when I knew I was going to get sober and go back to work.


Sometimes I said, ‘What do you need me for? I’m a drunk.’ But that was just a variation. She never gave me a straight answer. I wouldn’t have known what to do with a straight answer.


So I was surprised when she walked into the Hegira looking for me. But I resented it, too. I was having one of those rare moments, and she took it away from me. And I wasn’t ready.


But Ginny Fistoulari isn’t the kind of woman who lets things like that stand in her way. She’s tall – about the only time she doesn’t look tall is when I’m standing beside her – and five years younger than I am, with the kind of lean and ready look about her you see in a good racehorse. Her eyes are the same colour grey as the .357 Smith & Wesson she carries in her purse, but other than that you wouldn’t know she’s tough as rivets unless you look at her up close. From a few feet away she’s just an attractive blonde with a nice mouth, delicate nostrils, and a perfect chin.


Up close you can see her nose was broken once – broken the way a nose gets broken when somebody clips it with a crowbar. The clown who did it didn’t live to regret it. She shot him three times in the face. For that the commission almost took away her licence. She’s tough the way you have to be tough in order to spend your time getting involved in the messy side of other people’s problems. As a result, she’s reasonably successful. Fistoulari Investigations can afford to refuse surveillance cases and domestic problems, even if it isn’t making her rich.


Maybe she would’ve made more money if she hadn’t insisted on dragging me back to work every time one of her cases got hard. Maybe in the long run she could’ve had pricier clients if that big goon working for her (me) wasn’t always in trouble with the cops for carrying out investigations without a licence. I don’t know. When I was sober, I never asked her why she put up with me. I just did the work. She didn’t have any use for my gratitude.


But this time I wasn’t grateful. I wasn’t ready. When I saw her striding straight at me as if the Hegira and all its patrons didn’t exist, I wanted to tell her to go to hell. I could see from the way the men watched her that I was never going to be welcome in the Hegira again. And I resented that – a bar where you can get amber and quiet is hard to find. The words were right there in my mind. Go to hell, Ginny Fistoulari.


If I’d said that, she probably would’ve turned around and walked away and never come back. So it was a good thing I kept my mouth shut.


But I had to do something. I swung away from her and went back to my drink. The stuff was there waiting for me. It was the right colour, even if the feeling was gone. I wrapped my fist around the glass and raised it in the direction of my face.


Ginny’s hand came down hard on my wrist, slapped the glass back to the counter so hard the stuff spilled all over my fingers. Which isn’t easy to do to me, even when I’m not expecting it.


If anyone else had done it – anyone at all – I would’ve taken their hand off. At the wrist. People don’t do that kind of thing to me – just like they don’t call me Mick.


Only this wasn’t anyone else. It was Ginny Fistoulari. I couldn’t even try to get her hand off of me. I was doing everything I was capable of when I worked up enough energy to be mad.


‘God damn it, Ginny–’


She came right back at me. ‘God damn it, Brew’ – she had one of those voices that can do anything, melt in your mouth or tear your skin off your bones – ‘you’re going to come with me, or I swear to God I’ll let you have it right here.’ At the moment she sounded like being pistol-whipped. She didn’t shout – she didn’t have to. When she used that tone on me, there was no question about which one of us was in charge.


So much for my being mad. I’ve never been able to be mad at her at the same time she was mad at me. Which is probably a good thing. But this time I didn’t have the vaguest idea why she was mad at me.


I didn’t want to have any ideas. I wanted to drink. Without looking at her, I said, ‘I’m not ready.’


Her voice practically jumped at me. ‘I don’t give a flying fuck at the moon whether you’re ready or not. You’re going to come with me.’


That reached me. Ginny doesn’t talk that way very often. Only when she’s furious. I turned, met her eyes.


She didn’t look furious. The anger was just in her voice, not in her face. Instead, she was worried. Her nostrils were flaring and pale, and there were lines at the corners of her eyes that showed only when she’s worried. And her eyes were wet. They looked like they might overflow any second now.


I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her look so concerned. Concerned about me. All of a sudden my throat was dry, and I could barely scrape the words out. ‘What’s the matter?’


Anybody else, and the tears would’ve been running down her cheeks. But not her. She was Ginny Fistoulari, private investigator. Licensed by the state to work on other people’s misery. Human trouble and pain did a lot of different things to her, but they didn’t make her cry. She just looked straight at me through the wet and said with all the anger gone out of her voice, ‘Your niece is missing.’


I heard her, but something about it didn’t penetrate. ‘Alathea?’ Of course I had a niece, my dead brother’s daughter. Her mother hated me. Alathea was another one of those people I was responsible for without being able to do anything about it. And on top of that I liked her. But I couldn’t seem to remember what she looked like. ‘Missing?’


I couldn’t call up an image. All I got was her name – and a blank wall of dread. ‘What’re you talking about?’


Ginny didn’t flinch. ‘Lona called me today. I’ve been looking for you ever since. Alathea has been missing for a week.’


I went on staring at her. Then it got through to me. Alathea was missing. Her mother had called Ginny. Ginny had come looking for me. We had work to do.


There were things about it that didn’t make sense. But right then they didn’t matter. Not with Alathea missing, and Ginny looking at me like that. I fumbled some money on to the bar, got off my stool and started for the door. I didn’t know how much I owed because I didn’t know how much I’d had to drink, but José didn’t even blink at me so I must’ve paid him enough – or else he was just glad to get a woman out of his bar without trouble. I stumbled once, then Ginny took my arm. I didn’t say goodbye to the Hegira. Together we went out into the night.




CHAPTER TWO


GINNY TOOK ME back to my apartment to get me sobered up. I didn’t have a car, and she’d left hers at my apartment, so we had to walk.


I live in one of those run-down apartment houses on the edge of the old part of town. The place was just far enough from the centre to have been named La Cienga Apartments, but still close enough to be in danger of being torn down for urban renewal every time the city fathers felt like they had to make some kind of choice between ‘modern’ and ‘quaint’. In Puerta del Sol those words are really two different names for ‘profitable’ – the city is growing, and people like to come for a visit, so it’s just a question of whether money is going to be made from redeveloping real estate or from tourism.


Right then I didn’t give a damn. They could blow up the place or sell tickets to my bedroom for all I cared. I was in one of those horrible ‘between’ places any drunk can tell you about – too drunk to cope, not drunk enough to be anesthetized. I was half-blind with dread and my mind kept repeating, Alathea Alathea Alathea. I wanted Ginny to talk to me, tell me what was going on. But she just hung on to my arm and dragged me along and didn’t say a thing.


The walk must’ve done me some good. She didn’t have to carry me upstairs.


At least I was spared the embarrassment of a messy apartment. I’m tidy enough when I’m sober, and I hardly ever visit my apartment when I’m drinking. The place smelled musty and it needed dusting, but it wasn’t a mess.


I was a mess. Getting sober is something I usually do for myself. It’s not a pretty business, and you don’t like having people watch. With Ginny there I kept noticing things that didn’t usually bother me – like the fact that I couldn’t put one foot in front of the other. Or that I stank. How many days had I been wearing these clothes? I had no idea. I needed a drink, and I didn’t like having Ginny see it.


She didn’t give me any choice. Before I could get past Alathea’s name to try do something for myself, she had me undressed, God knows how. When you’re six foot five and two hundred and forty pounds, other people usually can’t just take your clothes away from you. Then she prised me into the shower. She slammed on the water and left me there as if she wanted me to drown. But after a while she came back, scrubbed me, got me out of the shower and into an old bathrobe. Then she began pouring coffee down me.


That lasted for a while. Then the coffee and the other stuff started to do a little dance inside me, and I threw up for a while. After that I felt better. I was about to tell Ginny about Alathea when I fell asleep.


It was dawn before she woke me up and began treating me again. Orange juice, coffee, toast, vitamin pills of all kinds. She’s a vitamin freak – carries whole bottles in her purse, along with her .357. She even got me shaved. But it was close to nine before I was in any condition to go anywhere. All that time she didn’t say a word. And I didn’t ask any questions. I was too sick.


I was going to be sicker. Already I wanted a drink so bad it brought tears to my eyes – and this was just the beginning. Shame is an awkward thing to live with, and having Ginny there, having her see me like this, made me ashamed on top of all the other remorse and responsibility. And there aren’t many cures for it. Sometimes work is one of them. But the only one you can actually count on is alcohol.


But Alathea was missing. When Ginny asked me if I was ready to go, I didn’t answer right away. I went over to the dresser in the bedroom half of the apartment and got out my gun, a .45 automatic, which is about the only gun I’ve ever found that doesn’t feel like a toy in my hand. I checked it over, made sure it was loaded, then strapped on the shoulder holster and put the .45 under my left arm. Then I looked Ginny in the eye as steadily as I could and said, ‘Alathea is my niece. My brother’s daughter. She’s thirteen years old – and beside the fact she’s one of those cute kids that makes you happy just to look at her, she also happens to like me. For some reason, Lona has never told her exactly what happened to her father. She thinks I’m just her nice old Uncle Brew. And besides that, she’s solid as a rock. Half the time these days when things get too much for Lona, Alathea carries her – which is one hell of a job for a thirteen-year-old, and she does it beautifully. It doesn’t matter whether I’m ready or not. Let’s go.’


For a second there, Ginny almost smiled. The lines of worry around her eyes faded. She seemed to shake herself, and then it was as if she hadn’t been up most of the night taking care of me. She didn’t look tired anymore. ‘That’s more like it,’ she said, mostly to herself. She handed me a jacket, and a minute later I was walking down the stairs.


Talk is cheap. I wasn’t ready, and it showed. I almost didn’t make it down the stairs. My knees felt like mush, and the stairwell kept trying to stand on edge. There was a little voice in the back of my head saying, You need a drink you need a drink you need a drink. It wasn’t easy to ignore, even with Ginny watching me.


But I didn’t figure out why she was acting so much like she was worried about me until she took my arm to steer me towards her car. Of course she knew all about the connection between me and Alathea. Now she thought something serious had happened to my niece. She was afraid of what knowing that would do to me. She knew killing Richard had pushed me right to the edge. She was afraid whatever happened to Alathea would push me over.


I wanted to ask her about that. Ask, hell! I wanted to drag it out of her. But I put it off. Just climbing into her Olds left me weak as an old man. And I’d forgotten my sunglasses. Already the sun was beating down on the streets like bricks out of the dry thin blue sky. Made my eyes hurt. If it hadn’t been for the tinted glass in the Olds, I might not have survived as far as Lona’s house.


Lona Axbrewder, my brother’s widow. I wasn’t exactly her favourite person. There was one question I had to ask. When we parked in front of the house, I stayed where I was for a minute, trying not to hold my head in my hands. Then I said, ‘Why did she call you? You know how she feels about me.’


‘Ask her yourself,’ Ginny said. ‘I’m not a mind reader.’ But her voice was stiff, and I’d heard that stiffness before. It meant she knew the answer and didn’t want to tell me.


‘Maybe,’ I muttered to myself. Maybe I would ask her. I was in no condition to know what I was going to do. I had enough problems just getting the door open and climbing out on to the sidewalk.


Lona lives down on Mission Street in a neighbourhood that’s only about two levels up from my apartment building. None of the houses for blocks in all directions are new, none of them look big enough to have more than two bedrooms, and none of them are out of spitting range from the house next door. But it’s a nice enough neighbourhood, and people don’t spit. Lona’s house is adobe, but that squat brown shape is softened by rose trellises that frame the top and sides of the front door. She must’ve watered those roses twice a day to make them look so nice.


I spent a minute standing on the sidewalk, looking around. Trees along the walk cut out a lot of the sun, and after the glare of the roads and traffic it was restful in a way just to stand there, looking. The whole place was restful – shade, trees, grass, tidy brown houses. It looked like the kind of place where nothing ever happens. I didn’t want to move – didn’t want to find out any different.


But Ginny took my arm again, and before I knew it we were standing in front of the door, and the door was opening, and Lona was telling us to come in. Then the door shut behind us, and my retreat was cut off. I felt like I’d made a fatal mistake. The voice in my head started to shout, You need a drink! It sounded desperate.


Dumbly, I let Ginny steer me. We followed Lona into the living room and sat down.


I couldn’t see very clearly. The room was too dark – she had all the shades pulled down and didn’t turn on any lights. That made the air dim and cool and comforting, which was nice. It almost seemed like she did it for my benefit, as if she had any reason in the world to give a good goddamn how I felt. But it didn’t let me read her face. I wanted to know how hard she was taking this thing. That would tell me a lot.


The outlines I could do from memory. She was small and vague and somehow brittle, like most wives of cops I’ve ever met. They don’t start out that way. It just happens to them because they’re afraid of losing their husbands, and they can’t share the danger – or even the strain – and they can’t feel good about it because nobody loves a cop. It’s like living with a man who has some kind of terminal disease. She had medium-length brown hair and a habit of pushing both hands through it, pulling it away from her temples as if she were trying to drag some horrible grimace off her face. Even before she lost her husband she used to make me nervous. Now she could’ve made me scream with no trouble at all.


She sat Ginny and me down on the Naugahyde couch across from the TV, then asked us if we wanted any coffee. Ginny said, ‘Yes, thanks,’ before I could even think about the question. Lona pushed her hands through her hair, then left us alone.


I suppose I should have been thinking about Alathea – as a way of fighting off the need – but I was too strung out to have any control over my thoughts. I was sitting exactly where I used to sit when Richard and I watched football together. I knew from memory that there was a picture of him sitting on top of the TV, staring at me with that lopsided grin of his. Richard Axbrewder, my younger brother. Rick and Mick. It was when he died that people stopped calling me Mick.


Died, hell. I killed him, and half the city knows it. The papers didn’t exactly play it down. One of them had it right there on the front page, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR KILLS COP. BROTHER SHOOTS BROTHER. There’s no way I can pretend I didn’t do it.


It happened five years ago, when Ginny and I were partners. I remember everything about it. I was sitting at a table by the window in Norman’s, which is one of those downtown bars that caters to the business-man-getting-off-work trade. It just happened to be right across from the First Puerta del Sol National Bank. I was having a few drinks – exactly six, according to the testimony of the barkeep – and trying to make up my mind about whether I wanted or had the nerve to ask Ginny to marry me. Not an unpleasant kind of indecision, and I had enough stuff in me to glow while I thought about it. It was almost dark outside, but the streetlights hadn’t come on yet so I couldn’t see very well, and the air was dim and relaxed.


Then I heard gunfire. I snapped a look out the window and saw a man running away from the bank in my direction. He was carrying a bag of some kind and waving a gun over his shoulder, shooting at something behind him. There was a cop chasing him. I jumped to the conclusion he’d just robbed the bank.


I was out the door and on the sidewalk in no time. I had the .45 in my hand. I shouted at the man to stop. When he pointed his gun at me, I fired a couple of times. He kept running, but the cop chasing him went down.


It turned out the man was a purse-snatcher. Richard had already been chasing him for three blocks. If the snatcher hadn’t had a gun, I would’ve been indicted for manslaughter. As it was, the commission read the results of my blood-alcohol test, charged me with ‘negligence’, and took away my licence. For good.


The cops were not amused. For a while, a bunch of them used to roust me every time we ran across each other. I spent a lot of time in the drunk tank in those days, while bruises I couldn’t remember getting turned black-and-blue on my ribs and face. Probably that was where I got in the habit of not letting anybody touch me. But after a couple of years they let it ride. Then I got into trouble only when some cop got the bright idea I was working for Ginny without a licence. But that’s pretty hard to prove, because I was careful and I never got caught doing the kinds of things you’re not allowed to do without a licence. So far I’ve been able to get away with it.


So what? So now I don’t drink in bars like Norman’s any more. I go down to the old part of town, where they don’t care what I look like or smell like as long as my money’s green and my Spanish doesn’t sound like it came out of a textbook in some Anglo school. When I’m not working on a case for Ginny, I’m drunk. When I am working on a case, I’m sober. She’s the one friend I’ve got, and everybody who remembers Richard hates me. Except Alathea. She doesn’t know I shot her father.


Or at least she didn’t know. Maybe she was missing because she ran away when she found out the truth – the truth her mother hadn’t told her.


I was trembling deep down inside my gut. When Lona brought the coffee, I had to hold the cup with both hands to keep from spilling it. While I drank it down, she stood right in front of me as if she was waiting until I finished to start screaming at me. But she just refilled my cup, then put the pot down where Ginny could reach it, and went to sit in the armchair beside the TV. Her hands she knotted in her lap, as if she was trying to keep them out of trouble.


When she spoke, her face was aimed at me, and her voice was brittle. ‘Will you take the case?’


‘Of course,’ Ginny said smoothly. Her tone was sympathetic-neutral. Gentle but businesslike. The kind of tone she uses when she doesn’t want a client to break down. ‘But I have to ask you a lot of questions.’


‘Yes.’ Lona sounded small and far away. The light was so dim I couldn’t even see her lips move – her voice could’ve come from anywhere in the room. All of a sudden, I knew for a fact it was serious. Lona wouldn’t have me sitting in front of her like this if it wasn’t serious. She kept the room dark so I couldn’t see the need in her face.


The trembling climbed up through my bones. I had to clamp my forearms between my knees to keep from shivering.


‘How long has she been gone?’ Ginny asked.


‘Eight days.’ Her voice was as brittle as it could get. Brittleness was the only defence she had left. ‘Last week Tuesday she went to school and didn’t come home.’


‘Did you call the school?’


‘Yes. That evening. First I called some of her friends, but they didn’t know where she was. They said they hadn’t seen her since PE. So then I called the school. She goes to Mountain Junior High. It’s just five blocks up the street. They said after fifth period she wasn’t in any of her classes. Fifth period was PE. They thought she must’ve gotten sick and gone home. But she didn’t come home. She didn’t.’ Lona was insistent. ‘I don’t have anywhere to go on Tuesdays and I was here all the time.’


‘I understand,’ Ginny said. As smooth as Vaseline. ‘What did you do after you called the school?’


‘I waited – I waited a while.’ Her hands were starting to twist in her lap. One of them went up to push at her hair, but she jerked it back down again. ‘As long as I could stand. Then I called the police.’


‘You called the police.’ Ginny was good at neutral sympathy.


I wasn’t. Alcohol is a jealous comforter, and it doesn’t like to let go. Right then my nerves had had all the abstinence they could stand, and now they were going to get even with me. I was going into withdrawal. I was shaking all over. My head was shivering on my neck – my brains rattled in my skull. The need was using a vice to squeeze sweat out of my forehead. My jaws hurt because I was grinding my teeth, but I had to do something to keep from groaning out loud. I had to have something to hang on to, and the only thing in reach was Lona’s voice.


‘Yes,’ she said, in the same small brittle voice. ‘I talked to Missing Persons. Sergeant Encino. I’ve talked to him half a dozen times, but he doesn’t help. He says he wants to help, but he doesn’t. The first–’ for a second her voice shuddered as if she was about to lose control, but she didn’t ‘the first time I talked to him, he said she’d probably be home in a couple of days. He said kids are like that, they run away, and then they come home. He gets cases like that all the time. He said – he said it’s department policy that they don’t even start looking for runaways for three days. It’s about impossible to find runaways because most of them are trying hard not to be found, and anyway most of them come home in three days. That’s what he said.


‘If I wanted the police to start looking for her right away, he said, I’d have to go down and swear out a complaint against her. File charges against her! He advised me not to do that. If I did, he said, the police would start looking for her right away, but if they found her they wouldn’t bring her home. It’s not against the law to run away and they couldn’t bring her home against her will. They’d put her in some kind of juvenile shelter – he called it a JINS facility – where she could run away again whenever she wanted, and I wouldn’t get her back until a judge in juvenile court ruled on my complaint.


‘I said, What if she hasn’t run away? What if something happened to her? But he just told me to try not to worry, and to call him when she came home.’


She dug out a handkerchief and blew her nose. Then she went on. ‘So I did what he told me. I tried to wait. He’s a police officer, isn’t he? He works for Missing Persons, doesn’t he? He knows what he’s talking about, doesn’t he?’ She was talking to Ginny now, asking Ginny to tell her she’d done the right thing.


But after a minute, she aimed herself at me again. ‘I tried to wait. But I couldn’t. I called him again Wednesday, and Wednesday night. I asked him to check the hospitals. Maybe she was hurt. Maybe she was in a hospital, and the doctors couldn’t call me because they didn’t know who she was and she was hurt too bad to tell them.


‘He told me I didn’t have to worry about that. He said the hospitals always call the police when they have a patient they can’t identify and they hadn’t had any calls like that recently.


‘I wanted to call the hospitals myself, but I didn’t. I waited. I used to do a lot of waiting when Richard was alive.’


I was dripping sweat, and my head almost split open when she said his name.


‘I tried to do it again, but it wasn’t the same. He was a grown man. He was doing what he wanted to do. She’s a child. A child!’


‘What happened then?’ Ginny asked. She might as well have been living in another world. Lona was talking to me. She and I were tied together in that dim room by fear and need. Ginny’s questions were just cues, promptings.


‘Thursday in the mail I got a letter from her.’ She didn’t offer to show it to us. ‘It said, “Dear Mom, I’m not going to be coming home for a while. I’ve got something to work out. It might take a long time. Don’t worry. I’ll be all right. Love Al– Al–”’


But she couldn’t say the name. For a long minute she didn’t go on. I could feel her eyes on me, but I wasn’t looking at her. I was looking at the place where the sweat was dropping from my face on to my pants and sinking in, making a dark patch in the material – just watching the sweat fall and hanging on to her voice.


‘What did you do after you got the note?’


With an effort, Lona got started again. ‘I– I called Sergeant Encino. What else could I do? I asked him to help me. He told me I’d have to file a complaint. Even though she’s just a child.’ She didn’t shout, but the protest in her voice was so strong it almost made me lose my grip.


Ginny asked softly, ‘Did you do it?’


‘No.’


‘You don’t believe the note.’ It was just a statement of fact.


‘No!’ She was so vehement I looked up at her. ‘She wouldn’t run away from me. Never!’


‘I appreciate that, Mrs Axbrewder, but it doesn’t prove anything. Can you tell me why you’re so sure?’


The question didn’t faze her. She’d thought about it a lot since Missing Persons had asked her the same thing. ‘Because she isn’t the kind of girl who runs away from problems. If she had something bothering her, something she hadn’t told me – which I don’t believe – she wouldn’t have to run away from it. Her father taught her–’ then she faltered, but only for a second ‘her father taught her to stand her ground.’


I believed her. I was in pain from head to foot – I wanted to pound my hands on my knees, just to distract myself from the hurting inside – but I believed her. If Alathea had run away because she found out about me and her father, found out her mother had never told her the truth, then the note didn’t fit. She would have been angry, and it wasn’t an angry note. And I couldn’t think of anything else in the world she would run away from. She wasn’t the kind of kid who gets herself into trouble she can’t handle. She had too much common sense.


Lona was right, the note didn’t fit at all. There had to be something wrong with it. Something. But I was in no condition to figure out what. I wanted more coffee – wanted to try to trick my nerves into thinking the stuff was on its way – but I couldn’t control my shakes enough to even pick up the cup. Something inside me was at breaking point. If this withdrawal went on much longer, I was going to be a basket case.


Ginny must’ve been thinking along the same lines because she asked, ‘What about the handwriting? Do you recognize it?’


‘It’s hers,’ Lona said carefully, ‘but it’s different from usual. She has such neat writing, she’s always gotten As in penmanship, and this is so messy. It looks like she wrote it while she was riding in a car over a rough road.’


‘How about a postmark?’


‘Sergeant Encino asked me about that. It was mailed right here in town.’


Suddenly I passed over the crest and the crisis began to recede. You never know if the first one is going to be the worst or the easiest, but this one was beginning to let go of me. The pain ran out of me like dirty dishwater. It left me feeling like I’d been bedridden half my life, but at least I was able to get my voice back. Without looking at Lona, or unclenching myself at all for fear the need might turn around and come back at me before I had the chance to recover, I asked her, ‘How was the note signed?’


She didn’t answer. I could feel the air of the living room pleading with me, raging at me, hating me, but she didn’t answer.


My voice grated in my throat. ‘How did she sign her name?’


A long time passed. Finally Lona pulled herself together enough to say faintly, ‘Alathea.’


Alathea. That was it. Proof this whole thing was serious – that there was trouble worse than just a runaway thirteen-year-old. It was a minute or two before I realized I hadn’t said what I was thinking out loud. From somewhere inside I mustered up the strength to say, ‘She never called herself Alathea. Everyone else did, but she didn’t. She called herself “Thea”. That’s what her father called her, and she never called herself anything else.’


‘That’s right,’ Lona said. Just echoing what she heard in my voice. She knew it was true. It just hadn’t occurred to her.


‘All right.’ Ginny said. ‘I can accept that.’ Back-to-business Ginny Fistoulari. ‘We’ll take the case on that basis. I don’t know what else I’ll need from you, but I’d like to start with a list of her friends. Names, addresses, phone numbers for everyone you can think of.’


‘Sergeant Encino asked that. I thought you’d want a copy.’ She got up and handed Ginny a sheet of paper, then went back to her chair. She never turned her face away from me the whole time. We weren’t finished with each other yet.


But Ginny wasn’t finished either. Maybe she didn’t like being left out of the silence. She stood it for half a minute, then said, ‘I’ve just got one more question, Mrs Axbrewder. Alathea disappeared last week Tuesday. Why did you wait more than a week to call me?’


‘Sergeant Encino told me to wait and try not to worry. He told me she’d come back when she was ready. I thought I was doing what Richard – what Richard would want me to do. But then I read, in yesterday’s paper – I read about that Christie girl.’ She was under too much strain. Her brittleness was starting to crack. ‘Since she didn’t come home, I’ve been reading the paper every day. Every word. I’ve been looking for some kind of news that would tell me what happened.


‘Yesterday I read about that poor Christie girl. Carol Christie. The paper said’ – she was right on the edge – ‘she ran away from home three months ago, and on Monday they found her body in the river. She was just thirteen, the same age as my Alathea.’ Her hands were jammed into her hair, pulling at the sides of her head as if that was the only way she could keep herself from crying. ‘The same age.’
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