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For Beth





Dusk came on and the pinacate bugs were out of their holes and trudging along the wash. Ogden Walker pushed his toe into the path of one of the large beetles and watched it stand on its head. He glanced up at the shriek of a chat-little and noticed the pink in the sky and though it showed no promise of rain he walked up to higher ground to settle in for the night, remembered how quickly desert floods could occur, how his father would not drive across a dip in the road if there was even an inch of water standing in its trough. The chill of evening was already on him. He built a fire, ate the sandwich he had bought some miles back near Las Cruces, and then rolled out his sleeping bag. He stared up at the new moon and the clouds that threatened to obscure it and tried to recall the last time he had been able to sleep in the desert. The desert he and his father had shared was not like this one. The high desert was not so severe, was not so frightening, relentless, was harsh only for its lack of water. His father spoke to him, a dead voice telling Ogden that he was a fool, a fool to love the desert, a fool to have left school, a fool to have joined the army, a fool to have no answers, and a fool to expect answers to questions he was foolish enough to ask. And his father would have called him a fool for working as a deputy in that hick-full, redneck county. His mother would be waiting for him in Plata. She wouldn’t call him a fool. He thought about the desert around him, thought about water and no water, the death that came with too much water, flooding that carried mice and snakes and nests and anything else in its way. To drown in the desert, that was the way to die, sinuses replete with sandy water, dead gaze to dead gaze with rattlers in the flow. Ogden closed his eyes and thanked the desert wind that it was all over.






A DIFFICULT LIKENESS


Ogden Walker put his finger, a once-broken index that still held a curve, to the hole in the glass of the door through which two bullets had passed, a neat hole with spiderweb etching out and away. He felt the icy air, the rough exit hole, and he traced the netting of cracks to the wood. Neither the neighbors nor Mrs. Bickers knew who or what had been on the porch, but all were certain that he, she, or it would not be returning. Ogden marveled at the fact that Mrs. Bickers had been able to put two bullets through the same mark. He certainly could not have fired two shots like that, but still it was his job to relieve the old woman of her firearm and any others she might have. It wasn’t that he believed she should not have the gun, an old woman alone like that, but that she’d pulled the trigger without so much as a glimpse at the person on the porch. It could have been the meter reader, the postman, ringing only once this time, or Ogden himself.

“I need to talk to you, Mrs. Bickers,” Ogden said through the slim crack she offered at the door.

“Not now,” she said, her voice hoarse, perhaps thick with the morning. She pulled her terry-cloth robe tight around her bony frame. “Can you come back?”

“No. I have to talk to you now. Okay? Open the door and let the not-yet-fully-awake deputy in.” Ogden looked her in the eye. “Please, ma’am.” He always sensed that the old woman didn’t like him because he was black, but that was probably true for half of the white residents of the county.

She opened the door and stood away. Ogden walked past her into the tight space of the foyer. He caught sight of his tired face in the mirror of the combination coat rack/bench. He watched as she closed the door, attended to the bullet hole from the other side.

“You got any coffee, Mrs. Bickers? I’m dying for a cup.” He knew that the old lady had never been comfortable with him, but he believed he could somewhat control the tension by having her feel he didn’t notice.

“Don’t have any coffee,” she said.

“What about tea? Listen, I need to sit down with you and have a little chat. Sheriff wants me to do it. So I have to do it.”

“Come on back.” She led the way to the rear of the long house and into the kitchen, across the buckled linoleum to the table.

He held his holster away from his hip as he lowered himself into a chair. “A lot of excitement last night,” he said. “Are you all right?” He watched as the old woman filled a mug with the coffee she’d said she didn’t have and set it down in front of him. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She wiped both hands on her apron.

Ogden wrapped his hands around the mug. “Strong tea,” he said.

She sat. “Let’s get on with it.”

“Pretty fancy shooting last night, Mrs. Bickers. I’d never be able to hit a mark twice like that.”

“Well, I didn’t see much point in putting two holes in a perfectly good door,” she said without a hint of a smile.

“No, I guess not. Mind if I take a look at your gun?”

She frowned and twirled a lock of her loose gray hair between her fingers.

“I need to see it.”

She nodded, got up, and walked out of the kitchen and across the hall. She opened the door and slipped inside, closing the door behind her. Ogden watched the door and was still watching when she came back out with a long-barrel .22 target pistol.

“That’s a hefty weapon, Mrs. Bickers.”

“Yes, it is.” She put it on the table, her hand lingering on it.

Ogden was impressed that the woman could even lift the pistol. She even seemed to have trouble raising it from her hip to the table. He figured that adrenaline had done the lifting and shooting in the darkness.

“Are you going to take it from me?” she asked.

Ogden didn’t answer that question. “Is it true you didn’t have any idea who was on your porch last night?”

She sat across from him. “That’s true.”

“You didn’t even see them a little bit? How many? Man or woman? Tall or short? Wearing a jacket? Did he have a head? That’s a high window, ma’am.”

“I didn’t see anything. I heard a noise and shot at it. That’s what happened.”

“Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to take your gun.”

She sighed, looked past him out the window of the back door. “A person’s got a right to protect herself.”

“Protect is one thing. Shooting at noises in the night is another. That could have been anybody out there.”

“I shot high.”

“Could have been a tall somebody.”

“Just take it,” she snapped.

Ogden looked around the floor and then across at the litter box. “Where’s your cat?”

“She’s outside somewhere, been gone all morning.”

“Are you sure you’re all right, Mrs. Bickers?” He suddenly felt uneasy. He wondered about the way she was looking away from him.

“I’m fine.” She looked him in the eye. “I had a prowler last night and I shot at him and I scared the hell out of him and now you’re taking my protection away.”

“Look at it this way. What if it had been me at the door?”

“What if it had been you?” She pulled hair from her face. “First off, you wouldn’t have been coming around that time of night unless you had a reason and you wouldn’t have pounded on the door like that.”

“Prowlers don’t usually knock.”

“Pound, not knock.”

Ogden granted the distinction with a nod. He looked for the cat again and then realized just how cold the house was.

“Go on, take it,” she said.

“I’ll come by and check on you now and again,” he said. He picked up the pistol. “It’s warm.” Ogden observed that there was no clip. He pulled back the slide and saw that a round had been chambered. He removed it.

“I don’t need no babysitter.”

“Ma’am?”

“I said I don’t need no babysitter.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He took another sip of coffee. “I like your coffee. And where’s the clip?”

“I took it out,” she said.

“Do you have any other guns?”

“No. That’s the only gun I have.” She coughed.

“I can take only this gun because you discharged it,” Ogden told her. “But, personally, I’d like to know if you have another. In case I get a call late some night.”

“That’s the only gun in the house.”

“Okay. I’m still going to need that clip. I’m not expected to round up every stray bullet, but I will need that clip.”

She got up and walked back to the same room. She came back and handed him the magazine. The clip was full, not missing a single shell. Ogden slipped it into his jacket pocket.

“Thank you.” He stood and again felt the cold air. “How about I bring in some wood for you? It’s a little chilly in here.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I insist. Maybe I’ll see your cat while I’m out there.” Before she could protest again he was at the door. He stepped out and made the only set of prints in the fresh snow. Ogden had a bad feeling about something but he couldn’t nail it down. As he loaded his arms with wood he looked back at the house, at the windows of the kitchen and the room she’d gone into for the pistol. That shade was drawn. He guessed that it was her bedroom. And where was her cat? Maybe she was acting strange simply because she was strange, because she had never liked Ogden’s skin color, though she had never said as much. But he knew. Anyway, something wasn’t right. A full clip? Why would she have replaced the missing bullets so quickly? A chambered round?

Back on the stoop, he stomped his boots free of snow and then stepped inside. Mrs. Bickers stayed close to him all the way to the front room where he set down his load next to the stove.

“I can take it from here,” the old woman said.

“You want me to open your bedroom door and let it warm up?” he said and looked for a reaction.

“Oh, I will, I promise.”

Her agreeable response rang strangely. Ogden had imagined her biting his head off, telling him that she’d lived alone long enough to know how to take care of herself and that she didn’t need some half-brained deputy telling her how to heat a house.

Ogden smiled at the woman and walked to the front door. “You know, it’d be no trouble for me stroll around awhile and look for your cat. What, did she just scoot out when you had the door open, something like that?”

“He’ll be home soon.”

Ogden was out of the house and walking, almost to his car, when he turned around and looked. As he was about to fall in behind the wheel he saw Mr. Garcia standing at his door. Ogden walked toward him.

“Buenos días, again,” Ogden said. He kicked at the snow in the corners of the steps and looked up at Garcia, now on his porch.

“Everything straightened out?” the man asked. He held an unlit cigarette between his lips.

The deputy shrugged. “Seems under control.” He stepped onto the porch and stood next to the shorter man and together they looked across the street at the old woman’s house. “Report says you heard shots last night. I know you didn’t see anybody, but is there anything else you remember? Even before the shots?”

Garcia blew into his hands and then shoved them into the pockets of his thick sweater. “Like what?”

“Anything at all. Anybody suspicious hanging around the last few days? Ever, for that matter. Strange cars. Spaceships landing in her backyard.”

“The spaceship was a couple of weeks ago.”

“You don’t like Mrs. Bickers much, do you?” Ogden asked.

“Do you?” he asked.

Ogden looked at the gray sky. “Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Garcia.”

Ogden walked to his rig and got in this time, started the engine, and drove away. He stopped when he was sure his car couldn’t be seen from Mrs. Bickers’s house. He sat there behind the wheel for some minutes, nibbling from a bag of chips he’d bought the night before, trying to figure out what to do, trying to think of what was bothering him about the situation, if there was a situation.

He watched the postman drive down the road, depositing mail in the boxes. He could see the old lady’s box, but she didn’t come out to get her mail. The old people around there were paranoid about letting their mail sit in the box; too many checks had been stolen. Ogden had even seen Mrs. Bickers on occasion meet the postman at the roadside.

He got out and climbed a fence and made his way through the backyards to the old woman’s house. He slipped through the barbed wire that kept a fat calf in the neighbor’s yard and moved low until he was seeing the old woman’s house from behind the woodpile. The calf came to the place where he had crossed the fence and stared at him, lowed a complaint. Ogden stared back at the house. His heart was racing now and he focused on breathing more slowly.

He would have felt like a fool trying to dash across the yard unseen. With winter, all the shrubs were bare and there was no hiding. So he walked to the house casually, but quickly. He was glad he had taken the old woman’s pistol. When he had returned to the house with the wood, he had been the one to close the door. He hadn’t locked it and maybe it was still unlocked. He ducked and passed beneath the bedroom window and stepped up to the door. He gripped the knob gently, but surely, and gave it a slow twist. It was open. He heard nothing, nothing at all. If there was nothing wrong he was going to have a hell of a time explaining himself. He could tell the truth, that she had been acting strange and he was worried that something was wrong and then he would lie, saying he’d knocked on the back door and when there was no answer he became more concerned. The only lie was the part about knocking.

He was in the kitchen now, his boots weighing on the buckled linoleum. He knew there was no way to walk across the floor unheard, so he stepped quickly. He slipped a little on the ice he had brought in on his boots. He stopped at the closed bedroom door, looked up the hallway toward the front door, and unsnapped the trigger guard on his holster. If he opened the door and found the old lady in her altogether, she wouldn’t need a gun, he’d shoot himself. He did open the door and there was no one there. He moved quickly through the rest of the house, the parlor, the spare bedroom where the old woman had apparently watched television, the bathroom. Then he opened the front door. No one. The only prints in the snow were his, one set in and one set away.

Ogden went again into the bedroom and looked around, fingered through the papers on the nightstand, mostly receipts for prescriptions. He called out the woman’s name. He paused at the door, a little dizzy. He was about to leave the room when he stopped. He dropped down to look under the bed. The little white cat looked like a rag. Ogden pulled him out, the cat falling limp over his palm. He thought that maybe the animal had been squeezed to death, his eyes blood-burst and erased of all sign of life. He called out the woman’s name again.






Ogden’s father would never have approved of his son’s job with the sheriff’s office. He wouldn’t have said it outright, that had never been his way except in Ogden’s dreams, but he would have made it clear that he believed Ogden to somehow be a traitor. A traitor to what would have remained forever unclear, but it would have been tinged with the language of race and social indignation. Ogden never did much like the uniform. He disliked it as much as he had disliked the one he’d worn in the army. His father had been alive for that uniform. It wasn’t that the man hated the idea of his son being a soldier; he hated the idea of his being an American soldier. He’d moved to New Mexico from Maryland because there were fewer people and so, necessarily, fewer white people. He hated white people, but not enough to refrain from marrying one, Ogden’s mother. Ogden’s mother never flinched and always laughed off her husband’s tirades as silly, which they no doubt were, but it was hard for a son to think that his father hated half of him. Perhaps this was why he was willing to care enough about the bigoted white woman who was now missing.

Sheriff Bucky Paz was a big man with a belly round enough that the general belief was that his suspenders not only held up his trousers but kept him from exploding. He didn’t carry a side arm because he figured he was wide enough without one. He had once said to Ogden, “I can’t do anything about my gut, but there’s no reason to look sillier than god intended.” He was sitting now behind his desk, eating carrot sticks and listening to Ogden’s report.

“You get any more out of the neighbors?” Paz asked. “People don’t like to talk in the middle of the night, but you catch them after breakfast and that’s another story.”

“They’re not crazy about talking with full stomachs either,” Ogden said. “Mr. Garcia didn’t see anything. The Hireleses didn’t see anything. Nobody saw anything.” Ogden stood from his chair and walked across the room to lean on the file cabinet. “And I believe them. Though I can’t say any of them are too fond of the old girl.” He peeled down a slat of the blinds and looked out at an insignificant flurry of snow. “They might not say anything even if they had seen something, but I believe them.”

Paz held up the Baggie of carrot sticks and offered some to Ogden. He nodded at the refusal. “My wife packs these for me. Says she’s trying to save my life. You know how many of these you have to eat before you don’t want a doughnut?”

Ogden rubbed his eyes. “How many?”

“Hell if I know. I eat all the carrots she packs for me and then I go get a doughnut.” He dropped the Baggie on the desk. “You say there were no car tracks.”

“Only mine and the mailman’s. The only vehicle on the street was Mr. Hireles’s pickup and it never moved.”

“That vintage blue Ford?”

“That’s the one.”

“I love that truck.”

Ogden nodded.

“Mrs. Bickers.” Paz said the name as if to hear how it sounded. He shook his head. “You know I took this job because nothing happens around here.”

“So, what now?”

“Hell if I know.”

“No escapes from the prison,” Ogden said. “I called. Not for over a year anyway.”

Paz bit the end off a carrot stick and looked up at him. “That’s good to know.”

“Felton!” Paz called out into the duty room.

The lanky Felton came to the door, tugged at his belt buckle, and adjusted his glasses. “Yeah?”

“Call over and see if anybody’s escaped from Santa Fe.”

“No reports of any escapes,” Felton said.

“Call anyway,” Paz barked. Then to Ogden, “Nothing wrong with double-checking. And call the mental hospital, too.”

“Yes, sir,” Felton said and turned away.

Paz studied Ogden. “You look like shit.”

“I’m tired.”

“Yeah, you look tired, too. Son, you’re too young to look old.”

“Right.”

“Have you had anything to eat today?” Paz asked. “You know breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Person can’t go around with his body needing fuel.”

“You sound like my mother.” He started out of the office. “You know, Bucky, it wouldn’t hurt to miss a meal or two.”

“That’ll be the day.”

Ogden left the station and drove to the diner down the street. It was a place run by two young women who opened for the single meal of lunch. Whether they slept late and went to bed early, Ogden didn’t care. He cared only that their lunches were good and not expensive. They were pleasant enough and not flirty and Ogden liked that. He waved to a couple of people at the counter. One of the two owners came to his table, filled his cup with coffee.

“Thanks.”

“How you doin’, Deputy,” she said.

She and her partner didn’t much like the idea of policemen. He understood. He didn’t much like cops either, though he did want to like himself. “It’s okay to dislike the uniform. It’s just a uniform. Under it I’m just like you.”

She studied him for a second and together they realized that he had just uttered a blatant untruth.

“Forget I said anything,” he said.

“What’ll it be?”

“Tuna on whole wheat.”

“Fruit or fries.”

“Fruit,” he said.

She smiled. “And you’re healthy under the uniform as well.”

As he watched her walk back to the kitchen, Manny Archuleta and Rick Gillis slid into the booth opposite him.

“Hey there, Ogden,” Rick said. “Mind a little company?”

Ogden shook his head no, but he didn’t mean it. “How are you guys?”

They nodded.

“Don’t you love this place,” Rick said. “I was telling Manny I think they’re lesbians.”

“Who?” Ogden said.

“The gals that run this place. Mindy and Eloise.”

“So,” Ogden said.

“So, I think that’s hot,” Rick said.

“What about you, Manny?” Ogden sipped his coffee while he looked at Manny.

“I don’t know. It don’t matter none to me.”

“Me, either.” Ogden shifted his focus to Rick.

“Listen, don’t make me out to be no pervert,” Rick said.

“How’s Carla?” Ogden asked Manny.

“She left his ass,” Rick said.

Manny slapped his friend’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “She’s gone to visit relatives.”

“Yeah, right,” Rick laughed. “That’s why she took everything she owns with her.”

Manny called for Mindy or Eloise to bring them some coffee.

Rick leaned back in his seat. “Hey, Ogden, we’re trying to get some guys together for a poker game this weekend. You interested?”

“I don’t have any money.”

“You’ve got enough,” Manny said.

“I don’t think so. I told my mother I’d fix a few things, and I was hoping to get in a little fishing.” Ogden looked at his watch. “Don’t you two work for a living anymore?”

“Break,” Manny said. “Man’s got to have a break now and then to remain productive. That’s what memo 9374 says.”

Ogden looked over at Huddie’s Lumber Company where Manny and Rick worked, had worked since high school, probably would work until they stopped working for good.

“It’s slow right now,” Rick said.

Ogden nodded.

Mindy or Eloise brought food to Ogden and coffee to his friends. She didn’t give them much of a look and even less of a greeting.

“She doesn’t like you guys,” Ogden said.

Rick smiled. “She likes us.”

“Listen, fellas, I’ve got to eat so I can make my rounds. You mind?”

Rick held his palms out as if pressing against an invisible wall. “Pardon the hell out of us. We wouldn’t want to interfere with Wyatt Earp making his rounds.”

“Give me a break, guys.”

They did. The two men left in a bit of a huff. Ogden watched them walk across the street and back toward the lumberyard. He felt bad for having shut them down. He finished his meal.

The old road up to the defunct ski area was just that, old. The lodge had burned to the ground fifteen years ago and now the only people who went up there were teenagers. They kissed each other, tore around on the occasional snowmobile, or spray-painted what they thought were offensive words on the remaining five feet of the lodge’s north wall. It being a weekday and during school hours, the place was deserted, the dry snow blowing across the meadow beyond the parking area. Ogden got out and walked to where the doors had once been, then he moved around and along the wall to see the new graffiti. In the summer, people who called themselves Gypsies would come park their motor homes and squat for a while. Nobody minded much. He recalled the past summer when he had to pick up a Gypsy man accused of stealing a watch from a tourist. Ogden knew as soon as he began talking to the man that he wasn’t guilty of stealing the watch, but oddly he also knew that the man, given the opportunity, would have taken the watch in a heartbeat. He went back to the tourist and helped the man retrace his steps. They found the watch in the man’s car trunk.

Ogden felt bad for having tied the dead cat up in a plastic bag to be taken to the lab in Santa Fe. He imagined that the old woman would have wanted the cat buried. He walked back to his rig and radioed in.

“Anything?” he asked Felton.

“No escapes from no place,” Felton said. “Checked the pen and the hospitals and the animal shelter. Everybody’s present and accounted for. Well, except the mental hospital. They want to know when you’re coming back.”

“Thanks.”

“They said your brain will be ready on Wednesday.”

“Thanks, again.”

“What’s your twenty?”

“I’m up here at the old lodge.”

“Don’t freeze up there.”

Ogden hung up the handset. He looked at the field of white against the backdrop of the slope of aspens, spindly and naked.

It was afternoon when Ogden received the call to go to Mrs. Bickers’s house. Bucky Paz’s car and two other rigs were already parked in front. Neighbors were hanging about on their porches and Ogden took this as a bad sign. Inside he found Paz just hanging up the telephone. He paused at the look on the big man’s face.

“I got a notion to come here and look around,” he said. He looked away and coughed into his fist.

Ogden didn’t speak. He waited.

“Well, I figured out why no one saw anything.”

“Why is that?”

Paz asked Ogden to follow him out of the parlor and across the hall to the room with the television. The rug was pulled back. Ogden stopped to observe the trapdoor in the floor.

Ogden hummed.

“I came in and found the rug turned back like that.” He paused and put a cigarette in his mouth. “The old lady’s still down there.”

Ogden felt his stomach turn a little.

“Just like the cat,” Paz said.

“Christ,” Ogden said.

“Christ ain’t got nothing to do with this, son.” Paz stomped his foot down on boards of the trapdoor. He took a slow breath and leveled his eyes on Ogden. “She knew whoever it was.”

“How do you know that?”

“The killer knew the house. At least that much is true. She sure as hell didn’t tell him about her trapdoor.”

That sounded reasonable to Ogden.

“Ogden, after we run through this place, I want you to go through her closets, drawers, desk, papers, everything.”

“Okay.” He wanted to climb down and look at the dead woman’s body.

“You okay?” Paz asked.

“Fine.”

“You want to see?”

Ogden nodded.

Paz took his foot off the door and stepped back. Ogden reached down and pried his fingers into the crack and pulled up the panel. Mrs. Bickers was lying right below, her pale skin easy to see against the dark ground. A spider crawled along her thigh. Her dress was hiked up, exposing her underwear. She was there, dirt-covered, faceup, eyes open and death-gazing, pupils finding different lines, her throat bruised. He let the door back down.

“Shouldn’t we pull her out?” Ogden asked.

“Pictures first. Coroner’s on his way.”

The men waited.

Morning. Ogden rolled over to answer his phone. It was his mother and she’d just heard about Mrs. Bickers. He agreed with her that it was a terrible thing and how it just wasn’t safe to go out of your house anymore or even stay in. “I’ll be right over,” he said to her. He dressed and also packed a bag. His mother was frightened and rightly so, an old woman alone. He would stay with her for a few days.

Eva Walker had the door open before he was out of his truck. “You didn’t sleep,” she said.

“I slept. I didn’t sleep well, but I slept.” He followed her into the house and took off his jacket. He glanced over at the woodstove and saw the red glow behind the glass panel.

“But you didn’t eat.”

“You’ve got me there. I didn’t eat. Can you help me out?” He walked behind her into the kitchen.

“Isn’t it awful?” she said.

“It is that.”

“How could such a thing happen?” She pulled down the skillet and placed it on the stove. “Why?”

Ogden shrugged. He watched as she took eggs from the refrigerator, and sausage. “It’s a cruel world out there?”

“Any leads?” she asked.

“What?”

“Leads.” She dropped the sausages into the pan.

“You’ve been watching Columbo again. No, not yet. No leads.”

“Well, it’s just awful.”

“We believe Mrs. Bickers knew whoever mur—killed her.”

“Killed doesn’t sound any better than murdered,” his mother said. “No fingerprints?”

“Plenty. Including mine. Prints seldom help. At least that’s what they tell me.”

“All I know is what I see on the television.”

“Well, anyway,” he said. “I don’t think you need to worry.”

She turned the meat over.

“But I will sleep here for a couple of nights, if you don’t mind. It’ll save me a little driving.”

She beat the eggs. “I don’t need you here. I wish somebody would try to break in here. I’d pop him with this skillet and poke him with this fork and pour hot grease on him and then I’d get mad.” She tended the food in the pan. “I didn’t know her very well. Just to say hello. Not that I ever wanted to say hello to her.”

Ogden nodded.

“Did she suffer?”

“I don’t think so, Ma,” he lied.

She removed the meat and poured the eggs into the pan. She plugged in the toaster and grabbed a loaf of whole-wheat bread. “You do want toast.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Such good manners. I wonder who trained you.”

“Some crazy woman,” he said.

Eva put the food in front of her son, poured them both some coffee, and sat down to watch him eat. “What’s wrong, son?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. Something’s bothering you. Tell me what’s on your mind. It’s been eating at you for a while now.”

“Nothing really,” he said. He sipped his coffee.

“That’s not fair. You come in here all the time and I can see the sadness on your face and I’m just supposed to ignore it? It’s not right. Either you talk about it or you learn to pretend you’re happy.”

Ogden put down his fork. She was right; it wasn’t fair and he told her that. He then said, “I just wonder what I’m doing. Am I wasting my time here? I don’t mean in this house. I mean in this town.”

“I know what you mean,” his mother said. “And, yes, you are.”

He looked at her.

“You really think that.”

“Yep.”

“What would Dad think?”

“He’d think the same thing. But, like me, he’d be proud of you.”

“For what? For hanging around here playing deputy? Not even that.”

Ogden’s mother leaned back and studied his face, smiled. “If you need to get out and live somewhere else, that’s fine. Son, that’s normal. But don’t think your father wouldn’t be proud of the man you are. He would be damn proud. I know that. You’re a good man, Ogden. There are not a lot of good men around.”

Ogden nodded. “Thanks, Ma.”

He finished his meal and then the two of them watched television. Ogden had to wake his mother and tell her to go to bed. Once she was off, he went into what had been his father’s tying room, where the man had made trout flies for the last twenty years of his life. His mother had kept it clean but pretty much as it had been when his father was alive. He sat at the desk and switched on the lamp. He put a number 12 down-eye hook in the vise and began to wrap it with black thread. He would make something easy, some zug bugs. He tied on a little lead and imagined the nymph skipping the bottom of a riffle. His father had loved to catch trout, but for Ogden to simply have a trout take notice of his fly was reward enough. He wrapped the peacock herl around the hook and watched the bug take shape.

In the dream, ten cutthroat trout were facing upstream in a row in the Rio Grande. They were spaced evenly across the river just after its confluence with Arroyo Hondo. Their dorsal fins were exaggerated in size and stuck up over the rushing water. Ogden was in chest waders, standing in the middle of the Grande. The river up to his chin and his waders were full of water, but he felt stable, foot-sure, and steady. The current wasn’t pushing him at all. He was casting the largest stonefly nymph he’d ever seen at the end of a crazily long tippet. The wind was whipping but didn’t affect his casts in the least. The big fly landed perfectly on the water, no splash at all, no drag from the line. The fly would just drift past the nose of a trout. And the fish would ignore it, almost with disdain.






Ogden checked in at the station and then drove to Mrs. Bickers’s house to continue his so-called investigation. He stood in the middle of the parlor, slapping at his sleeves in the cold, and wondered where he should start. He watched his breath condense and float away from him and decided he should begin with a fire. He brought in wood and got a fire going. Still cold, he again sifted through the uninformative papers at the old woman’s bedside. He sat on the edge of the bed and then stood immediately. The bed was unmade and it felt like a block of ice. He had been sitting at the kitchen table with Mrs. Bickers, knowing that something was wrong. He wondered if she had been trying to tell him something that he had been simply too dense to understand. He should have gotten up and kicked in the bedroom door, but he hadn’t known enough to even consider it, much less do it.

He went to the desk in the parlor and sat. He found some trashy celebrity magazines and some back issues of Time and starts of letters that didn’t say much and the old woman’s address book. In the Bs he found three other Bickerses listed and one of those had been scratched out. The woman’s purse was on the floor beside the desk. Her identification revealed that her maiden name was Robbins. The bag also contained two hundred dollars and change. In the address book he found one Robbins, a Lester G. in Tempe, Arizona.

He went through the desk twice and found nothing out of the ordinary and nothing of any particular interest. There were some payment-due bills from the clinic, some through-the-mail insurance offers that the old woman had saved in a stack, and a deed to a parcel of land that was identified by quadrant number and all Ogden could determine was that it was in the county.

He went again into her bedroom and stood there awhile. He opened a dresser drawer. He moved her underwear around and looked behind her blouses. He searched behind her socks and stockings, nightgowns and sweaters. Nothing.

He walked into the room with the television and stood next to the open trapdoor. He looked at the space under the house and then lowered himself into it. He squatted and looked around in the dark a bit before switching on his little flashlight. The old woman’s impression was still in the dirt. He wouldn’t know a clue if it jumped up and bit him on his pecker. But he had known that something was wrong. He’d known and hadn’t done a single thing and now Mrs. Bickers, as objectionable and miserable as she was, was dead. Detective or not, he collected himself and scoured the ground for anything the other cops might have missed—a hair, a broken-off fingernail, a wad of gum, a signed confession with an address, anything.

The front door opened with a complaint from its hinges. Ogden stood and saw legs in tights.
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