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For Greg




You see, Mr. Gittes, most people never have to face the fact that at the right time and the right place, they’re capable of anything.


— Noah Cross, Chinatown


There’s the cold in your stomach, but you open the envelope, you have to open the envelope, for the end of man is to know.


— Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men
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Yesterday had been the hottest day of the year, and today was even warmer. Arizona seemed to be moving closer to the sun. If only we’d stayed inside. Instead, I escorted Amabel Martin through the holiday festival.


It was one of those endless summer afternoons when time seems to bend back and repeat itself, like taffy stretched and pulled over the elbows of a giant machine. Amabel and I wandered the midway for hours, buying an invisible dog on a stiff leash, losing a yard of tickets playing games, and drinking cup after cup of lemonade. Heat pressed over the fair as though the striped tents were made of wool. Already five people had collapsed, and a line of ambulances idled behind the grandstand, waiting for the next. Volunteers distributed bottled water compliments of “Senator Martin—Your Senator!”


All afternoon, Amabel had fixated on the Tilt-A-Whirl, nagging to ride until I gave in. Her head just cleared the height requirement. Gloating, she raced to a cart, and now sat impatiently, kicking her legs. Her cheek sparkled with a painted flag, stars rendered in silver glitter. At four years old, she was already a beauty, with a bossy, charming face and strawberry blond hair.


On the sidelines, one of Senator Martin’s men—a Snoop, as Amabel and I called them—chewed his gum impassively, like a man at a bus stop. A curly white cord snaked from his ear down the stiff collar of his polo. Amabel waved at him with her arm stretched straight. Snoops had shadowed her all her life; the Senator had been in office for decades.


With the scream of a guitar riff, the Tilt-A-Whirl jerked into motion. The seats lifted and began to glide, first in one direction, then the opposite, still slowly enough for the dizziness to feel pleasant. A breeze swept our hair.


Amabel wriggled beside me, giddy, as we waltzed by other carts. Then, abruptly, she gasped and tried to stand, pushing at the lap bar.


I snatched her waistband. “Sit down!”


She pointed, jabbing the air. “That girl—she’s following me!”


Our cart spun, more quickly now, with a sick zip of acceleration.


“What?” In the direction of Amabel’s finger were two carts, one holding a trio of boys, the other with its back to us.


“The one with the red hair!” Amabel’s voice was shrill.


The second cart spun, and I caught a glimpse of a young woman—maybe a teenager—with long bare legs and bright hair. She was riding alone.


“Don’t be silly, Ammy,” I said.


We sailed backward and slammed into a turn. Amabel squealed. The force of the spin pressed her legs into mine, and her face was flattened and distressed.


I squeezed her hand. “It’s almost over.”


Amabel scowled, resenting being babied. She craned at the carts sailing by, a hectic impression of shirt patterns and white faces. The music was so loud it felt physical, like someone breathing on my neck.


Finally, the song ended and the ride drifted to a stop. The slouching attendant began releasing the safety bars. People streamed away.


When our bar was lifted, Amabel darted to the exit.


“There she is!”


She pointed to a teenager moving with the flow of disembarking passengers. The girl was striking. Bright, tomato red hair fell down her back, contrasting with her milk-pale skin. She wore a short white dress and aqua cowboy boots. We reached the exit at the same time she did, and she stepped back to let us go ahead, smiling blankly, though Amabel was gaping. An intricate tattoo of flowers climbed her bicep. No—face paint, with a heavy dose of glitter, like Amabel’s flag.


We filed down the stairs and I took Ammy by the shoulders to keep her clear of the crowd. The midway was packed, people carrying corn dogs and typing into their phones and pointing at Uncle Sam striding past on stilts. Around us, spinning rides filled the periphery of my vision with color and motion. The racket of shouted conversation and tinny carnival music thickened the air like soup.


My head pulsed, and I knelt beside Amabel to ask what she wanted to do next. Her lower lip shook.


“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” I asked.


“You didn’t believe me.” A fat tear rolled down her cheek, blurring the flag.


“About the girl?” I glanced around, but in the chaos, the redhead had vanished. “We ran right into her, and she didn’t notice us.”


Amabel sniffled, smearing her hand across her nose. She was imaginative, always inventing stories in which she played a starring role. Being followed, being kidnapped, being rescued—these were her current obsessions, influenced by a library of princess movies she knew by heart.


I pulled a napkin from my pocket and dabbed at her eyes. Her skin felt feverish. “Why don’t we take a break?”


We bought Italian ices and settled at a picnic table in the shade of a striped tent. Misters sprayed a haze of water that evaporated as it hit our skin, deliciously cooling.


“Now,” I said. “Tell me about the girl. Is she a spy?”


Amabel shook her head, giggling. In a stage whisper, she told me the redhead had trailed after us all day: had her arm painted as Amabel got her face painted, rode the Ferris wheel with us, stood behind us at the puppet show.


“It’s probably a coincidence,” I said. “Do you know what that means? It’s when something seems important, but really just happened by accident.”


Amabel frowned. “No! She was staring at me.”


“She was looking at your beautiful flag.” I touched her cheek. Her skin had cooled. I unfastened her ponytail and gathered the loose hairs.


Ammy squirmed. “I saw her before. At the restaurant,” she said, pronouncing it rest-oh-want.


My hands slowed. I leaned to see her face. It was smooth, innocent, her lips faintly parted.


“At your dad’s restaurant?”


Sensing she had my real attention, Ammy knelt on the picnic bench and shimmied. “Yep!”


“Sit still,” I said, arranging her hair again. “When was this?”


She shrugged. “We were eating ice cream.”


I looped her ponytail through the elastic band and patted her to sit back. I scooped the soft, slushy layer from the top of my lemon ice. Its tartness puckered my mouth. In the blur of summer, I couldn’t remember when we’d last visited The Grove. I hadn’t noticed any girl. Maybe she worked at the restaurant, but I knew most of the waitresses, and she’d seemed too young.


Amabel tipped her cup back and swallowed the last drops, coming away with a sticky mustache of juice.


“Do you remember when we talked about knowing when to stop playing a game? It’s okay to tell stories as long as you stop when we ask you to.”


“I’m not! It’s not a story, Finn.” Her eyes were wide.


“I still think it’s a coincidence. But if you see her again, you tell me right away. Promise?” I held out my hand, and she latched her pinkie in mine.


“We’ll see her again,” she said. “She’s following me.”


I scanned the tent, packed with heat-strained adults and riled kids. I didn’t see the redhead girl, or anyone else, watching us. The Snoop stood a few yards away, legs planted wide.


Ammy must have had a rough morning, scolded and rushed, the Martins tense about the long day ahead. She was just jealous of the attention the Senator was getting.


“We have a little time before the fireworks,” I said. “Let’s do something fun.”


Amabel ran to the carousel and climbed onto a purple unicorn. As we circled, the ride bobbing gently, mothers held their palms out, ready to catch their children if they fell. The only danger here was artificial, like the slingshot ride across the way, currently shooting a pod in the air that plummeted to earth, bouncing and tumbling on its bungee. Delighted screams fell down to us.


Over the last year, Amabel had begun to lie. Mostly harmless fibs, and obvious, since she told them in a pleased, sly tone. But once, she managed to fool us.


Last fall, she’d started ballet lessons. Three months in, she announced she was going to be in a recital with the older classes. I was surprised; her movements were comically clumsy. It would be cute to see her onstage. The studio sent a glossy invitation to its “annual evening of music and motion,” and Marina bought her the pink tutu she’d been coveting.


On recital night, Amabel and I left Philip and Marina in the auditorium and found our way backstage. Girls much older than Ammy rushed about, stretching and slicking on lipstick in mirrors. They were graceful and sinewy, dressed in black, hair swirled into lacquered buns. I panicked, wishing I’d checked with the teacher about what to wear. I didn’t even notice Amabel was crying until she grabbed my hand with both of hers and tugged me to a stop.


“I don’t want to see Miss Eva,” she whispered. Her face was stricken.


It had been a lie. Another girl in her class had been chosen to dance in the recital, and Amabel, jealous, blurted her story to me, not realizing how it would grow: the invitation, the tutu, her parents dressed up, big girls all around her, anticipation thick in the air.


I carried her out, and we drove home, Philip and Marina stonily silent in the front seat, Amabel holding my hand tightly in back.


After I tucked her into bed, I went to say good night to Marina. She sat by the pool, dangling her legs in the water. Her white swimming suit glowed in the twilight.


“She didn’t mean it,” I said into the quiet. “She must have expected one of us to catch her.”


Marina stretched her legs in front of her, appraising her toes, a delicate-stemmed wineglass beside her, near the edge of the pool. “They say lying is a sign of intelligence in children.” Her voice was flat and cool.


Amabel refused to return to ballet, so she switched to horseback riding lessons. For a while, she was sober and remorseful, but soon enough the fibs began again.


Pink clouds, pale on top and glowing neon below, blanketed the wide desert sky. A white rocket shot into the air and popped with an authoritative boom, signaling that the show would begin soon. Heads tilted up, and the general tide shifted to the field.


Amabel danced in place, the mysterious girl forgotten. She begged for a piggyback ride, and I indulged her.


She squeezed my hips with a vise grip.


“Boy, you’re strong. Must be those riding lessons.”


Awkwardly, happily, we strolled to meet her family.


The Martins were using the festival as a rallying event. They were cordoned off from the crowd, surrounded by folding tables piled high with Senator Jim swag and plenty of staffers to solicit donations and distribute yard signs. When Amabel and I crossed the security barricade, the volunteers were packing up, faces tired and sweaty. They wore matching navy shirts printed with the slogan we’d all heard a thousand times already, though the election was still months away: Senator Martin—Your Senator.


The Martins were easy to spot. Look for the nice clothing and perfect posture; look in the direction all the faces are looking; find the center of attention. Marina and her father-in-law, the man himself, were yacking with a gaggle of white-haired ladies. Tall and rangy, the Senator towered over them. Like teens, they held out a selfie stick and he stooped into the frame.


His son, Philip, leaned against an empty table, listening to an excited middle-aged man in a garish bright suit, like a caricature of a used car salesman. Though Philip was polite, I could sense his desire to open a beer and be alone.


I knelt to Amabel. “Go give your dad a kiss.” She scooted over. He set his palm on her scalp like a cap. Catching my eye, he winked. His golden hair was etched with a clean part, like that of a young Robert Redford. He wore navy, khaki, and boat shoes, giving off an aura of nonchalance. If the Senator was the success, and Marina his cheerleader, Philip was the most popular, the easiest to like, quickest to laugh, the only one who chafed at the stiff, stuffy importance of the Martin name.


Marina had spotted me, too, and was heading over with a scary smile. Worry about the campaign had made her frenzied in her enthusiasm.


“Amabel!” she called. “Let’s get you in a picture with Grandpa.”


Amabel went warily. The Senator placed a hand on her shoulder. It sat heavily on her thin frame. Cameras flashed. The picture might soften his image, remind people that, in spite of his decades in Washington, he was a family man.


All of us had paused to watch the photograph—the volunteers, the old ladies, the car salesman. Our faces turned toward the Senator like flowers to light. He didn’t miss the opportunity. Smiling, benevolent, he lifted his chin to project his voice.


“It means a lot to be with my granddaughter today. This is a day to celebrate our oldest values. The beliefs that haven’t changed—what we fight to keep from changing. This day helps me remember what I’m working for.” In spite of his age, his voice was deep as a drum and syrup smooth.


Amabel twisted, but his hand pinned her in place. I gave her a sign to be patient.


The Senator went on, patriotic, proud, rallying. He drew people in with his rhythmic cadence; suddenly he amplified his voice, belted out a crescendo that could raise goose bumps in the desert heat.


“Today I don’t want to talk about what needs fixing, though everyone knows there’s plenty of work to do. I want all of us, every one, to celebrate and give thanks for the best thing we have. Freedom!”


We burst into authentic applause, and the Senator’s smile seemed authentic, too; his face gleaming, his shirt damp at the collar.


The campaign was faltering, though none of the Martins said so aloud, not around me anyway. The Senator had struggled in the primary against a Tea Party candidate who energized crowds with talk of border walls and bucking big government. The near-loss rattled Jim, made him a little bit resentful and very tired. He’d taken a vacation, thinking the worst was over. He’d underestimated his Democrat rival, who kept the antiestablishment fervor going; people were angry about the economy and the housing market, and Latinos were turning against him in droves.


I couldn’t imagine him losing. The Martins were pillars of this place, as much Arizona to me as the dry heat, the red rocks, the scorpions.


Another rocket popped, and a voice crackled over a loudspeaker, “Take your seats for the firework extravaganza!”


The reporters left and visitors decamped for their seats. Abruptly, we were alone. In the sudden privacy, the Martins’ collective exhaustion was laid bare. The Senator shook a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his face. Philip rolled his neck. Marina passed around hand sanitizer. They’d been on their feet for hours in that scrubby patch of grass, the sun beating down, shaking hands, memorizing names, smiling smiling smiling, sneaking off one at a time to a nearby RV to use the bathroom or just sit in the cool air for a spell.


Amabel stood forgotten by her grandfather. I went to rescue her.


At my approach, the Senator came out of his daze.


“Finn,” he boomed. “I’m sorry I didn’t say hello earlier. How are you?”


“Senator. I’m well, thanks. And you?” I was embarrassed by my artificial tone, the pretentious well, delivered in a rush like the manners of an obedient child.


“Please, call me Jim.” His eyes drifted over my forehead and hardened. “No news, I hope?”


Bryant Dewitt, a top aide of the Senator’s, had arrived. He must have come from another event, as he wore a formal suit. Though short and slim, he was classically handsome, with thick, wavy dark hair and a lilting voice. His mother was Colombian, and he spoke Spanish fluently, if with a scholarly accent. The Senator dispatched him to any event that anticipated a Latino crowd.


Bryant was jocular. “No news. We’re all set for the email blasts to go out at nine.”


“Excellent.” The Senator dropped a hand on his back and they strolled away, heads together.


I knelt to Amabel. “You were nice to stand with your grandpa while he gave his speech. Do you remember what happened on July fourth in 1776?”


She rambled about Christopher Columbus while I spread a picnic blanket over the trampled grass. We settled down, Amabel leaning heavily against me in spite of the heat. I watched as Philip and Marina set out lawn chairs, Marina bending to brush the seat with a palm.


Bryant joined us. “Hello, ladies.”


Amabel adored him. She wanted to tell him all about the fair. We sat side by side, his fingers resting lightly on my wrist even as he asked Amabel teasing questions that made her giggle. As I gazed at the sky, a feeling of peace settled over me. I was really here, this was really me, with Bryant, and my darling Amabel, and the senator of Arizona. Details stood out in stark, specific richness: the lumpy hard ground under the blanket, my thin shirt sticking to my back, a breeze sweeping over my bare legs, the bruise-colored sky above. Remember this, I thought.


With a sputter, a recording of the national anthem began to play. The crowd staggered to its feet. The music was crackling and out of tune, but a brave voice began to sing along. The Senator’s baritone joined, then Bryant’s. Amabel contentedly sang nonsense to the melody. Marina’s smile shone at us. Our ragged song fell behind tempo and finished a few beats late. Still, a collective cheer rose from the field. The Senator waved triumphantly. Behind him, a Roman candle ignited, a white flash that lingered when I closed my eyes. Then the show began in earnest. Fireworks bloomed and burst, throwing robes of smoke that drifted away. The smell of powder and fire remained.


“That went well,” Marina said softly to Philip as we drove home. Amabel was absorbed in the movie on the headrest TV, each of us listening through one earbud.


“Sure did,” Philip said. “They spent enough on it.”


“Jim did well, I thought. He shines in natural situations.”


“He hasn’t been in a natural situation in twenty-five years,” Philip joked.


Marina shook her head, gently chiding, “I’ve never seen him so worried.”


Philip shrugged. “People are frustrated. They like to get fired up, hear someone say it’s not their fault.”


“Exactly,” Marina said. “That’s exactly it.”


“The media loves controversy. Jim’s losing is more of a story than him winning. In the end he’ll be fine. The majority of voters like the way things are going.”


“How can you be so—”


“Honey. Worrying about a Democrat beating Jim is like worrying about a snowstorm in August.”


The Martins only used terms of endearment when they were annoyed. Marina’s hand jerked up to toy with her necklace. Then she must have remembered I was there because she shook her shoulders and said lightly, “I wish I had your confidence.”


It was an open secret that Philip would run for his father’s seat the next term. He’d been an Arizona boy forever, a football star at ASU—everyone knew his name. He was handsome and young, for a politician, with a fertile network: his own business and real estate ties, art connections through Marina, political through his father. His restaurants staffed mostly Latinos. He was perfectly positioned. But first, Senator Jim had to hold the course.


“I’m just saying,” Marina said a few minutes later, into the silence. “We shouldn’t take anything for granted.”


Philip let her have the last word.


After Ammy went to bed, I found Philip in the kitchen gazing out the glass doors to the balcony. The Martins lived in Ocotillo Heights, a neighborhood built up the side of a mountain, with sweeping views of the city in the valley. Its lights glowed like fireflies.


“Amabel settled in all right? Long day for her.” Philip held out a pack of Oreos to me. He had a tumbler of whiskey in his other hand.


“She’s asleep.” I waved away the cookies.


“You see our coyote yet?” His arm grazed mine. He’d unbuttoned the top third of his shirt. His skin gave off a minty soap smell.


I held still so we stayed close, but not touching. My reflection in the dark glass was ghostly.


“A couple times. He was pretty far out.”


“I saw him run last week. Maybe a rabbit. That’s when I got the binoculars out.” The binoculars sat, heavy as lead, on the counter by the espresso machine.


“I try not to draw attention to him. Coyotes are dangerous. Amabel might think it’s a dog.”


He studied my reflection, tilting his head.


“You think I’m being paranoid,” I said.


“Are you off to see that boyfriend of yours?”


The kitchen light came on.


“Finn. I didn’t realize you were still here.” Marina blinked at us. She’d changed into yoga pants and drawn her hair into a ponytail. Frowning, she opened the wine fridge and bent to rummage through it. From the back, she might have been twenty. Her shirt was cut to show off her lean, muscled shoulder blades, the result of hours of Pilates.


She selected a white in a fluted bottle and opened it with a practiced twist of her wrist. Her glass sang as it hit the marble counter. “I’d offer you a drink, but I know you have to drive home.”


“We were just talking about the coyote,” I said. “He’s dangerous.”


“The dog? Why? He’s beautiful. He’s a desert animal, he won’t come up to us.”


I decided not to mention the time their garbage cans had been tipped into the street, bags ripped, trash everywhere.


“Finn worries Amabel might think of him as a pet.” Philip set the cookies on the counter and topped off his glass with water at the tap.


Marina sealed the cookies with a clip. “You and your junk food habit. Those are for Amabel and Finn.” But her voice was teasing.


I said good night and left them as allies.


As I drove down the tight curves of the mountain road, Marina’s words lingered in my mind. The coyote was beautiful. His fur held all the tones of the dusty hills, so he was impossible to spot unless he was moving. His gait was sporadic. Now trotting, now sniffing, now still, ears up and body tense. Then he’d relax, lift his leg to a shrub. Through the binoculars, I’d admired his trim snout, comically large ears, the patina of gray and red and brown on his coat.


Once, when he came closer to the house, I saw him in more detail. He was gaunt. In the heat, his mouth was open, tongue lolling. A yellow undertone to his fur made him appear jaundiced. He stared right at me, or so it seemed through the binoculars. His eyes were perfectly round and black, inexpressive. Not a tame thing after all.
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Red, white, and blue spotlights lit the façade of the club. The party was on the rooftop. Bryant was already there, at the invitation of Rick Leach, the entrepreneur who owned this club and half the others on the street. At twenty-four, Rick had intuited a demand for a Vegas-like strip in Scottsdale, where tourists could go at night after spending the day golfing, watching spring training, or tanning by the pool. Now Rick was thirty-two, rich, and developing an interest in politics.


Tonight, the club’s long line gave the impression of exclusivity, as did the row of refrigerator-wide bouncers checking IDs. Mirrored elevator doors swung open, and the already-buzzed crowd pressed in. Women tilted on high heels, grabbing at each other for balance. Cologne choked the air.


A guy behind me bent over to mess with something at the level of my ankles. I shifted my knees together.


He stood, holding out a lipstick. “You drop this?” He was frattish, blond, and smirking. Chunky plastic glasses gave him the look of a superhero’s alter ego.


“Don’t think so.” My purse was zippered.


“Sure?” He pressed it into my hand. It was mine, “Wild Child” red in a lacquered tube, a $30 splurge.


“Thanks.” Returning it to my purse, I ran my fingers across phone, keys, cards. Everything seemed accounted for.


The elevator doors opened, releasing us into the hot night. An insistent beat pulsed, bass notes registering as a buzzing pressure in the air. Searchlights panned the sky. In the crowd milling on the rooftop, the dominant theme was skin: bare shoulders and plunging necklines, dresses that barely skimmed thighs. Teeth and tans. Drunk girls swayed to the music, but most people stood still, shouting over it, hearing nothing.


I was tired, and not in the mood for a party, but Bryant had insisted. He was close to securing Rick’s support; he needed me.


We made a successful team at his gatherings. My first events, over a year ago, had felt foreign, awkward, daunting. I’d studied the popular women in the group and built a wardrobe like theirs, learned to talk and laugh like them. I felt sure Bryant had done the same, years earlier. Between us, I had the easy job. Nobody expected me to persuade them of anything. In fact, it was the other way around: men liked me best when they were coaxing me—to sit beside them, to laugh at their jokes or try a bite from their plates, to have another drink, to dance.


I wasn’t ready to face them just yet. I ordered a vodka tonic from a bartender in a star-spangled bikini. The drink came in a thin plastic cup and tasted like sugared hand sanitizer.


I leaned against the bar and took the lay of the land. At the perimeter of the rooftop were rows of cabanas: gauzy white tents concealing private couches and those rich enough to reserve them. Bryant was in one, I knew, his suit and smile impossibly fresh.


The centerpiece of the party was a shallow pool, lit up yellow-blue. The water was crowded with slim women and men ranging from buff lifeguard types to older, fatter guys with gold rings and money. Belly-deep, they mingled as nonchalantly as if on dry land, holding their drinks clear.


In between pool and cabana was the no-man’s-land of the patio, where people milled restlessly, longing to be obscured by the tents or ogled in the pool.


Someone tapped my shoulder. “You here alone?” The frat boy from the elevator. He must have wandered after me. Up close, I saw that his glasses had no lenses.


“I’m meeting someone.”


His smile cut dimples into his cheeks. “Not yet, huh? Come on, keep me company.” He rapped his knuckles on the bar and ordered a beer.


He was a typical Scottsdale clubber. Beach blond hair carefully gelled to appear tousled. Rolled sleeves showing off hours of quality time with dumbbells.


When his beer arrived, he sucked the inch of foam off the top. “So, where you from?”


In Phoenix, this was the default small-talk opener.


“Chicago,” I said reluctantly.


“No shit? Me, too. Well, suburbs.” He threw out a name—Lincoln Woods.


“I’ve never been.” I tipped back my cup. The plastic cracked and split under my thumb.


“What brought you to A-Z?”


“Summer.” I signaled for my bill.


“Right?” He laughed. “God, those winters were brutal.”


I hummed in reply, digging for cash.


“Finn!” Bryant put his hand on my back. “Here you are.” He sounded happy.


“Here you are.” I kissed him a bit longer than usual. “Sorry I’m late.”


“You must have been thirsty.” He tossed a ten onto my bill. Then he noticed my company. He put his arm around me and held out a hand. “Bryant Dewitt.”


“Guy,” said the guy, shaking. He winked at me. “Thanks for hanging out.”


On our way to the cabana, Bryant asked why I was laughing.


“A guy named Guy,” I said. “I can’t explain.”


He gave me a forgiving smile. “You’ve had a long day. We won’t stay long.”


We ducked behind a curtain. The cabana reeked of booze and was packed with people I didn’t recognize. Rick jumped off a couch, scrambled over several pairs of knees, and kissed me wetly on both cheeks. He was short, fattish and soft, with curly blond hair shorn like lamb’s wool and a rosebud mouth. He looked like a seedy toddler.


“You wore this dress last time I saw you.” He ran a finger down the strap.


I said something silly back, embarrassed, and reached past him to shake hands with his latest girl, Meg. She said hi and stuck her Ring Pop back in her mouth. Her eyes were dark holes in her doll face.


I settled between her and Rick, Bryant opposite us. Rick launched into a spiel about his new “concept” for Tempe, a country-themed club where girls would dance on the bar. He spoke incessantly, and the others in the tent treated it like background noise, getting up for drinks and tripping over each other and laughing hysterically when things spilled. Only Bryant and I listened. Rick would be a big feather in Bryant’s cap. Bryant found Republicans where they weren’t supposed to be: backstage at the theater, the university administration, Rick’s purple-lighted clubs.


At last a firework shrieked and popped, and then another, and another. Bryant cranked back the cabana’s fabric ceiling. A couple slipped in, and through the opening in the tent, I thought I saw Amabel’s redhead again, a slim silhouette in cowboy boots strolling languidly across the patio while everyone else craned up at the sky.


I stood, but Rick grabbed my wrist.


“You can’t miss the show.” His breath was sweet with booze.


I sat back down. I didn’t see the redhead again, if she’d been there at all.


“Where do you think Rick meets his girls?” I called to Bryant. We were at his condo. He’d changed into basketball shorts and sat on the terrace outside his bedroom, smoking a cigar. I still wore my dress, which Rick’s comment made clear I’d have to retire for a while. Already, I was mentally budgeting for a new one. If I put my electric bill on my credit card, I could probably swing it.


I sifted through Bryant’s records until I found a cover I liked, poppy orange and yellow. I managed to get the complicated subwoofer turned on, and the sound of a saxophone poured into the room like a plume of smoke.


I joined Bryant outside. “Did you see that lollipop?”


“She was high.” He tugged me down to sit on the arm of his chair. “Thanks for your help tonight. You were perfect.”


I bit his ear, trying not to grin. “Did he contribute?”


“Only a matter of time.”


I unclasped his watch and held it in my palm, cool and heavy as a roll of quarters.


“Amabel told me a funny story today. She said a girl was following her.”


He cocked his head.


“She pointed her out at the fair. A redhead. Young, like sixteen or seventeen, maybe. I didn’t think anything of it, but later, at the party, I thought I saw her again.”


“Maybe she’s following you.” He ran his fingers up my leg.


“You don’t think it’s strange?”


“That Amabel made up a story to get your attention? Isn’t she always pulling stuff like that?” He stubbed out the half-smoked cigar and stretched. “Speaking of, I found out Rick’s a bit of a liar. I had this idea that he was self-made. A young success story. Turns out his dad’s in oil. They’re rolling in it.”


He obviously expected me to be as surprised, and disapproving, as he was.


“Maybe he wanted to start fresh.”


“But to lie?”


My pulse jumped in my neck, tense as a plucked string. “Maybe he thinks he’s being private. Not lying, like malicious lying, that affects other people.”


“That’s semantics.”


“Isn’t that your job?” I said, trying to sound teasing. “Anyway, once he donates we won’t have to see him so much, right?”


He shook his head. “I just can’t understand misrepresenting yourself like that. It’s so hollow.”


I pretended to lose interest, standing and wandering inside to undress. I was glad when he followed.
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It was a fluke that I found the Martins at all.


I grew up in a far-flung Chicago suburb and spent the last year of high school exiled with my dad in rural Indiana. When I turned eighteen, I escaped, moving to Arizona to attend the university in Tempe. Driving down Route 66, familiar farmland gave way to windswept Oklahoma prairies, empty Texas desert, pine-topped New Mexico mountains. As the speedometer ticked, I shed history. By the time I arrived at school, I realized I could start over. I introduced myself as Finn, my middle name, and it stuck. Within months, my first name sounded foreign. Natalie was the girl in the rearview mirror.


People, like Bryant, read into lies, as if they’re somehow more revealing than the truth. But I was hardly alone in wanting to be different, new. On campus, the thrill of anonymity was airborne. Everyone tried on personalities for size. The California girls in fur Uggs, the guys falling off skateboards doing tricks on the library steps, the grad student TAs behind tortoiseshell glasses. It was rumored that even the dreadlocked bums panhandling outside the Mill Avenue bars were actually rich kids from San Diego, augmenting their allowances for pot money.


The spangled palm trees and sparkling pools intoxicated me. I spent a few delirious months playing with possibilities: cutting off my hair and hanging with the art kids, studying Chinese and inking a tattoo onto my shoulder blade. Finally, I settled on interior design. A woman I’d admired back home was a designer who’d worked on penthouses in Chicago. In her own house, every object had a story, from the antique French chaise to the blown-glass lamps. The beauty had been a revelation to me, like eating fruit after a diet of bread and water.


In design, I saw a key to transforming the basic shell of whatever you were given. Demolishing walls, rerouting plumbing, ripping out the bad decisions of the past and revealing something fresh.


I forged a new self: mature, reserved, artistic.


I didn’t go home. Over winter break, I savored the deserted campus with its funny lit-up palms. Summers, I adapted to days so hot you sweated through your clothes, while the indoors were so air-conditioned you needed a jacket. I liked the perpetual blue sky, the shiny newness of it all. People weren’t as friendly as they were back home; they were cooler, and vainer, which appealed to me.


After graduation, my friends left, many moving right back into their childhood bedrooms. The market was still recovering from the crash, and demand for new grads was low. I submitted my résumé to dozens of job postings. Not one of the companies so much as sent me a rejection letter, let alone called for an interview.


I finally got work as a waitress, hoisting platters of ribs in a dining room decorated with wagon wheels and fake license plates, the smell of greasy smoke on me all the time—the sort of job Natalie would have taken. I was lonely and felt like a failure.


My shifts ended after midnight. I’d lie in bed sleepless, keyed up from the physical work, the lifting and chatting and especially the smiling. Eventually I’d get up and switch on my desk lamp. I built a series of model rooms. I told myself I was filling out my portfolio, but the rooms were too personal. I re-created my old bedroom, under the eaves, with its canopy bed and toile wallpaper patterned with foxes. I made the glassed-in sunroom with the cane lounge set; the living room with the stone fireplace; the kitchen and separate butler’s pantry complete with tiny marble sink.


By July, I’d rebuilt the whole house. I stacked the boxes against a wall and lived with the display for weeks, until one night, drunk and melancholy, I lit a fire in the courtyard grill and threw them in, one by one. Better not to remember. The bits of glue and polyester turned the smoke greasy and black, and bright, shiny fragments lingered like wreckage in the grate.


Summer passed.


In September, a professor emailed me about an internship with a developer’s office. It was unpaid, so I’d have to keep waitressing, but I’d get real experience. The firm constructed luxury homes in planned neighborhoods around the city. My first day, I wore a new pencil skirt and a real silk blouse. My boss, John, took me around to meet the architects and designers.


By nine-thirty, I was unceremoniously led to a desk heaped with files. John’s secretary hadn’t returned from maternity leave, and I took her place. His department divvied up parcels of land into lots, fitting in as many houses as possible without losing the illusion of exclusivity. Nothing to do with design, but I kept the job. It filled my hours.


I was hunched over my desk, trying to locate a particular permit among a stack of fat folders. I’d gone for drinks after my waitressing shift the night before, and a headache stuck its hammer and chisel into my temple. I tugged at my skirt, which kept riding up over the leather seat, and the papers slid off my lap.


The door rattled open, and a big man came in, whistling. Big as in tall, with broad shoulders. He wore the nicest suit I’d ever seen, the color of new straw. He was handsome. Thick blond hair, and a face lovingly chiseled by time. Laugh lines framed his pale blue eyes, and a two o’clock shadow peppered his square jaw.


One of my papers had drifted to his feet. He picked it up for me with a gallant gesture. He asked for John, and I buzzed him through.


He was back again two days later: navy suit, green tie flecked with tiny white dots. He became a regular visitor. While he waited, he’d toss an idle comment my way, casually as a match to the sidewalk. The drought, the World Series, the light rail.


One day he remarked that there wasn’t another person outside for blocks. It was eerie. He told me his favorite city was New York, with its bustling sidewalks.


I said I loved Chicago. He was intrigued. “Cold country, huh? I’ve never been.”


His name was Philip. He came around once or twice a week. Sometimes he brought me iced coffee, always with a mound of sugar at the bottom that zipped up the straw and crunched between my teeth like tiny diamonds.


At the office manager’s birthday party, I asked what his story was. We were all packed into the break room tearing into a sheet cake like children. My coworkers were mostly middle-aged and pasty, as if their skin had absorbed the sickly fluorescent lighting. They were overworked and competitive, many still scarred from being laid off after the crash, but today Pam was talkative. She was turning fifty, and exuberant from everyone’s teasing.


“You don’t know who Philip Martin is?” she said. “They’re right, I really am getting old! When I was your age, he was everybody’s dream. A football star. So good looking.” She paused for a bite of cake, holding her hand in front of her lips while she chewed. “He’s the Senator’s son. You know, Jim Martin.”


The Senator I knew—in college he was reviled by students for his conservativism, although he was a generous donor. One of the buildings was named for him, his portrait hanging solemnly in the hall.


“We all thought he’d do something major after school. Become a movie star, or go the big-time in football. He was really something. But there was some kind of scandal.” She tapped her fork against her lip. “He left the limelight then.”


I asked what had happened, but she didn’t remember the details.


“Landed on his feet, of course. His type always does. He owns a ton of land. He’s working with John on some mixed-use development. Restaurants, condos, the whole ‘boutique living’ thing.” She flashed air quotes. “I shouldn’t scoff. It’s keeping us in paychecks.”


“I assumed he was a lawyer,” I said. “Working so closely with John.”


“Funny, isn’t it?” She winked. “He has been dropping in a lot lately.”


“Please. You know John won’t return a phone call if he can help it.” But a giddy sugared feeling buzzed through my body.


A few weeks later, Philip was holed up in a conference room most of the afternoon. At quarter to five a sleek blonde came in carrying a little girl on her hip. They looked alike, their fair skin flushed from the November chill, dressed in white cotton sweaters, the woman’s a slouchy kimono, the girl’s embroidered with sheep. Frowns puckered their foreheads as they stepped into the stuffy office.


“We’re here to meet Philip,” the woman said. “Is he ready?” She brushed a strand of hair from her forehead and I saw a clutch of diamonds on her left hand.


I offered to take a message in, but she said not to bother, giving me a tight smile. She put the girl down and settled into one of the transparent plastic chairs in the waiting area, pulling out her phone.


The little girl sidled up to my desk and poked at the sculpture I’d set there: a wire figure holding a barbell with a metal sphere at either end. I showed her how it worked, pulling it off kilter and letting go. It bobbled back and forth, first violently, then slower and slower before coming to a stop in perfect balance. The girl laughed, a loud burble.


I asked her if she wanted to try.


She nodded shyly. Her teeth were tiny and white and spaced out, like pieces of candy. She told me her name was Amabel.


The next time I saw Philip, he asked if I might be interested in babysitting. I’d made a big impression, he told me, smiling.


I wore a new blue dress, but Philip wasn’t home. His wife, Marina, showed me around their incredible house. I wanted to peek into every room, touch the surfaces, but Marina gave off an air of elaborate boredom, which I emulated. She was dressed for a formal dinner in a silver gown that clung to the saber-like contours of her body.


She opened a massive refrigerator and pointed out a meal someone named Eva had prepared for Amabel and me. Bottles of champagne lined the door, and a purple radicchio sat like a fat purse beside a ceramic bowl of eggs in a dozen shades of brown.


“You’ll find everything, I’m sure.” Marina played with the clasp on her bracelet. Her cell number, not Philip’s, was on a Post-it note centered on the otherwise bare refrigerator door.


Amabel had been coloring in the kitchen during my tour, and now she jumped down from her seat. She shouted, “I wanna show Finn my fox,” and darted away.


“Don’t run up the stairs.” Marina’s voice was deep and flat, so she sounded as if she couldn’t care less. She looked me over. “Thanks for coming out. Kids get these crushes. I’m sure it’ll pass.”


Making Amabel fall in love with me turned out to be easy. She led me to the playroom and proceeded to chatter for hours. She surprised me by preferring cheap plastic toys to the beautiful carved wooden ones on her shelves. Her particular favorite was a disturbing set of dolls whose heads snapped off and reattached to bodies in different outfits.


I was enchanted by the four-story wooden dollhouse that opened on hinges like a jewelry box. Its rooms were elaborately finished with wallpaper and furniture and tiny knickknacks: an etched vase on the mantel, a goldfish bowl with an orange fish inside. I lifted the hinge of the toaster, and a piece of toast popped up.


Amabel took it out of my hand. “You’ll be Jasmine,” she instructed, giving me a doll without a mouth.


I was back the next Friday night, and the following Monday, and then Philip asked if I’d consider a more full-time gig. Marina wanted to focus on expanding the museum, he explained, though I’d never heard of any museum.


“And Amabel adores you.”


Absurdly, I felt triumphant. I tried to control my smile, so wide it stung my cheeks.


I had to provide my real name for the background check. It was six days before Philip called to say we were all set, his voice an unaltered purr. He asked me about Natalie, and I said, “I prefer Finn,” and something in my clear, curt answer must have stuck, because I never heard that name from them again.


The next week, I went along on a trip to their house in San Diego. While the Martins hustled to massage appointments and dinner parties, Amabel and I played on the beach, the wind ripping through our hair. I ran along the ocean, seeing it for the first time. I’d expected it to be like Lake Michigan, wrinkled and gray. Instead, the ocean was a force, a roar in the deepest hollows of my ears. It was more alive than anything I’d ever seen. I felt like I’d found a door into a new world, bright and beautiful and flush with pleasure.


I kept the tiny fishbowl with its goldfish on my nightstand, a talisman from the dollhouse. I told everyone the job was temporary. But I fell in love with Amabel, and with the Martins. I met the Senator, and then Bryant, and soon my friends were Bryant’s friends, the people I gossiped about were the Martins’ people. The few hours a week I spent alone, at my apartment or talking to my parents on the phone, my life felt faded and ill fitting, like the molting skin of a snake.
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Popular wisdom says Arizona heat is tolerable because it’s dry. It’s true that back in the Midwest the summer air was so heavily damp you didn’t so much stroll in it as press through it, wearily. But this July, the Phoenix temperature rose to 110, 115, relentlessly, day after day. Exposed to the sun, skin grew taut and stinging, sweating from places I’d never known could sweat: shoulders, wrists, ankles. People took cover in the slim, slanting shadows of streetlights and stop signs and palms.


The Tuesday after the Fourth of July festival, I was trapped in traffic, twenty minutes late to pick up Amabel from her afternoon enrichment camp. Heat shimmered in oily waves between bumpers. The sun had sunk to an angle impossible to block with a car visor. Light drove into my eyes like wind or rain.


My dying air conditioner wheezed and spat warm air. Traffic crawled past blocks of upscale strip malls. A stucco Starbucks, a restaurant called Egg, designer outlets. Behind me, a Hummer reared onto the sidewalk, careened through a parking lot, and elbowed back into the street a few cars ahead. Horns blared.


Finally, I came to my turn. Amabel’s camp was held in a private school, a low building surrounded by an appealingly ramshackle garden. The parking lot was empty, where usually there was a line of parents. I dashed out, leaving my car running.


The doors were locked. Kids’ flag paintings were papered over the windows, stripes wavering and psychedelic. The lights inside were turned off. I yanked futilely at the door handle.


“Hello? Amabel!”


The day was mockingly peaceful. They wouldn’t have let Ammy go anywhere on her own; they were strict about sending kids out one by one as the moms’ cars arrived. Maybe they’d called Marina when I was late. Or she’d come to get Amabel for some unexpected reason, which had happened once, when Marina’s father had had a heart attack and they’d gone straight to the airport.


I called Marina. No answer. Panic began creeping over my body, even as I tried to stay calm.


Then I heard a squeaking sound. And another. Rhythmic and repeating.


I heard, or hallucinated, a laugh.


I hurried through the gardens toward the playground. The path wove romantically and inconveniently around prickling shrubs and raised beds of protuberant cacti and the swollen tongues of succulent leaves.


Amabel’s voice, clear and bossy, shouted, “Higher!”


I rushed around the last bend to the playground. Amabel was on a swing, safe, happy, her hair streaming behind her as a teacher pushed her high—too high, it seemed.


“Amabel!” I shouted, sick with relief.


“Finn!” She waved.


The teacher was tall and thin, wearing a floppy sunhat and flared white sailor pants. Strange outfit for someone dealing with kids.


“Thanks so much for waiting with her,” I called.


The woman turned. She tugged the rim of her hat so it sprang into a parabola around her face. A face I recognized. Catlike and small under a frame of red hair.


It was the girl from the fair. The redhead.


“Hi, there,” she said. Amabel’s backpack was slung over her shoulder.


Amabel swung between us almost comically, thrashing her legs to slow down. I snatched at the swing’s chain, jolting my arm. Amabel screeched. I hardly heard her. When I lifted her onto my hip, my shoulder flamed with pain.


“It’s her!” She squirmed. “I told you!”


I let her down and grabbed her hand. She wriggled brattily, and I tightened my grip on her wrist, making her squeal.


I knelt to her level, breathing hard. Pink blotches of indignation rose on her fair face. “Are you okay?” I searched her for signs of harm, but she seemed fine, apart from her wrist. Her lip jutted.


The redhead observed us, arms crossed, and I swore she was smirking. She was older than I’d guessed at the fair, early twenties, maybe. Even in the shadow of her hat, her skin was pale, almost opalescent. Against it, her hair was bright as a flag. She looked me up and down, assessing my pastel shorts and black tank top, my practical outfit suddenly childish. She stretched the red bow of her lips.


“Is your shoulder all right?” Her voice was high and breathless.


“What are you doing with Amabel?”


The woman’s head tilted, as if perplexed. “I was visiting with your daughter? Amabel was telling me about her school?” Her voice rose at the end of every sentence. “I’m thinking of sending my own daughter here. It’s magical, isn’t it?”


Around us, the gardens were as quiet as if the busy afternoon traffic, the bustling shops, didn’t exist. Birds shrieked and rustled invisibly in the daylilies. Their droppings pocked the spongy ground under the swings. Amabel’s hand was hot and damp in mine.


“How old is your daughter?” I asked, skeptical. She was beyond thin; her body was wiry, lean muscles running tensely along her bones. Blue veins curled up her wrists.


“She’s four?” She tugged at Amabel’s backpack strap.


“She wasn’t at the fair with you. We saw you there, last weekend.”


“You mean the fireworks? She’s afraid of noise.”


“Amabel said she’s seen you before.”


That laugh again. She crouched to Amabel and her hat brim hid her face. “Have we bumped into each other before? How funny. We must be neighbors.”


Amabel grinned up at me. “Her name is Iris.”


The woman clapped. “What a good memory! You must be very smart. I am Iris. And you are?” She held out a hand to me. Her nails were curved like talons.


“We need to get going,” I said, pulling away. “I’ll take her bag.”


She shrugged off Amabel’s backpack and held up her hands in surrender. She seemed amused.


I felt I’d made a mistake, like I’d missed something. I tugged Amabel away.


“Break a leg, sweetie!” the girl—Iris—called after us.


Adrenaline surging in my limbs, I walked too quickly, Ammy stumbling to keep up. Tomorrow night, her camp was putting on a play to celebrate the holiday. She must have told this woman.


When we reached the parking lot I glanced back, but the path to the playground was empty.


As we drove, I scrutinized Amabel in the rearview mirror. She had no marks on her, her clothes weren’t askew, her feet were tightly laced into her princess sneakers.


“How long were you with that woman?” I asked.


“I dunno. After the other kids left. You were late.”


“What did she want?”


Amabel kicked the back of the seat, her face stiff with an expression of regal hurt.


“I’m sorry I was late. But you should have stayed inside. Who let you leave without me? Huh?”


Amabel stubbornly clenched her lips together.


I pulled into a McDonald’s. My hands shook as I unbuckled her.


Eventually—after four chicken pucks rattling in a cardboard box, chocolate milk, a Strawberry Shortcake doll in a plastic bag—Amabel talked. It was too good a story to keep to herself; she told it proudly, aware that I was acutely interested.


She’d been in the school lobby, peeking through the artwork to watch for my arrival. Most of the other kids had gone. When she saw a car just like mine—silver and “little”—she called, “She’s here!” and scooted out. (I felt a flash of righteous anger at her teachers’ negligence, a momentary relief from my own guilt and fear.)


When Amabel ran up to the car, both she and Iris were startled.


“She was smoking,” Amabel said reluctantly, knowing it was naughty. “But she threw it away.”


Iris was friendly. She asked Amabel if she wanted to play.


Amabel was enchanted. Up close, Iris looked like a movie star. She laughed softly at everything Amabel said. She wore a green ring, and when Amabel admired it, she slipped it off and gave it to her. (Amabel reluctantly brought the ring out from her pocket and set it on the table. The metal was warm, greasy with lotion; the inset was faceted green glass.) Iris asked where she lived, and Amabel described the big house with the pool that Iris could come visit.


Then I’d shown up, angry and mean, hurting Amabel’s arm.


“You were rude,” she accused, spitting the word—Marina’s cardinal sin.


Exasperated, I shook my head. “Being polite doesn’t mean talking to strangers, going off with them by yourself. That’s not safe. You know better.”


She gaped at my unfairness. “She wasn’t a stranger! I knew her.”


“No, you recognized her. That’s not the same thing.”


She shrugged, whacking her plastic-wrapped doll against the table.


I took it away. “Did she ask you anything about your parents, about your family? Did she do anything to you? Touch you at all?”


Amabel was confused. “She pushed me on the swing.”


I bit the bag to unwrap her doll, tasting floral chemicals in the plastic. Amabel was safe. Nothing had happened, really. But my pulse drummed as I ran through the scene again, Iris’s artificial, girlish voice, her long fingernails, her costume-like clothes. Even the birdsong was unsettling and strange in my memory.


She was lying about having a daughter. A mother would have taken Amabel back to school, instinctively. And she’d spoken to Ammy in the deferential way of someone not used to kids.


Lurking outside the school, smoking a cigarette as the children were picked up. What did she want? She wasn’t concerned when I showed up—as if she’d wanted me to catch her.


I was twisting the plastic toy wrapper. I dropped it and began sweeping our debris onto the tray. “We’re late to meet your mom.”


“You’re not gonna tell her, are you? Please, Finn.”


A bright dollop of ketchup had spilled on Amabel’s collar. I dabbed it with my napkin, and it bled across the fabric. “Why shouldn’t I?”


“She’ll be mad at us.”


Her face was like a doll’s, perfect and innocent. Marina would be irate—at me.


I hedged. “If you see that woman again, tell me right away. Don’t talk to her. Promise?”


Amabel nodded, petting her doll’s red hair. “I promise.”


Marina had asked me to drop Amabel at the museum. Formally, it was the Native American Art and Artifacts Center of Scottsdale; Marina, who served as director, called it “NAX,” hoping it would catch on. Next Friday, the museum would host the annual Black and White Gala, the event of the summer. For $500 a plate, guests enjoyed the satisfaction of supporting a cultural institution. They might also hope to rub elbows with the Senator, who made a brief appearance every year. Mostly, it was a networking event for wealthy Phoenicians, business owners and financiers and lobbyists and university officials, who rarely used the memberships included with the price of a ticket.


Amabel and I parked in the underground lot and ascended to the lobby in the elevator. Through its glass walls, we admired a vertical stretch of sand studded with artfully buried artifacts—wedges of broken pottery; the skeletons of small, tailed animals; arrowheads and spears; an uncannily human-looking shoulder blade. Everything clean and polished and pressed insistently against the glass, the sort of bloodless, charming archaeological dig Disney would design.


At this hour, few visitors milled about the sun-drenched lobby. Marina stood behind the admissions desk, talking on the phone. She held up a finger at us.


Window washers were squeegeeing the huge panels of glass spanning the far wall. Amabel darted over to make faces at them. Dotting the hill outside, hook-armed saguaros stood over long, thin shadows.


“There you girls are.” Marina glided over as smoothly as if on wheels. She wore a cream-colored suit, nude stilettos, invisible makeup. Enveloped in her mineral fragrance, I might have dreamed Iris. Mysteries did not happen in Marina’s ordered world.


Her phone buzzed, giving me a moment to consider telling her. A woman on the playground, probably nothing, but—Marina’s brow would pucker, her stylus hover over her screen. She’d be impatient with the vague threat of Iris and focus only on my tardiness.
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