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To my parents, Joseph and Louise,
for stories read and stories told.




In my solitude, you haunt me


With reveries of days gone by


In my solitude you taunt me


With memories that will not die


I sit in my chair, filled with despair


No one can be so sad


With gloom everywhere, I sit and stare


I know that I’ll soon go mad


In my solitude, I’m praying


Dear Lord above, send back my love


Dear Lord above, send back my love


—Duke Ellington, Eddie DeLange, Irving Mills
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MONDAY
DECEMBER 20






CHAPTER 1


It was the Monday before Christmas, and I was in my office at the Hilltop Medical Center, waiting for the next crisis to happen. I’m one of three psychologists in Sweetwater County, a land area the size of Connecticut where antelope outnumber humans three to one. It was my turn to take calls for psychiatric emergencies at the county facilities: hospital, jail, and courthouse. The pager was silent at my waist. Outside, the high desert sparkled under fresh snow.


Last year, on the run from the wreckage of my life, driving through a blizzard in southwest Wyoming, my Jeep spun out on the interstate. I never meant to stay here. But when the storm cleared, the contours of the stark desert revealed the spinning planet. Every afternoon the wind came up and swept my mind as clean as the bare earth. The emptiness worked for me. There was nothing familiar to remind me of all I’d lost. It took two weeks to repair my Jeep; by the end of that time, I knew I wasn’t leaving.


From my office window I had a view of White Mountain at the western boundary of Rock Springs. I was taking a quiet moment, watching the sagebrush rustle as the wind passed through like a swarm of invisible snakes, when I saw the Chevy Tahoe pull into the parking lot. It was the last peaceful time I would know for a while.


Sheriff Carlton Scruggs stepped out of the Tahoe and slammed the door. I knew him; he was married to my secretary. I took my Beretta Nano from its carry holster and slipped it into its hiding place.


A minute later, Marla was at my door. “The sheriff is here, Doctor.”


She always referred to her husband as “Sheriff” and addressed me as “Doctor” in the office, though we’d become friends in the year she’d worked for me. Marla still looked like a beauty queen: platinum blond spiral curls, five foot two inches tall. She was Miss Lander, Wyoming in 1985, the year she graduated from high school. Cheerful, efficient, and organized, she scheduled patients, managed the office, and handled the billing so I could do the fun part of my job.


The sheriff came in with his jaw clenched, a man on a mission with no smile for me. Being sheriff was serious work, and he did it justice. For him it was an honor to serve and protect. In Wyoming, the sheriff’s office is an elected position. He’d held the position for ten years and showed no signs of quitting.


His black Stetson hat grazed the ceiling and his presence filled the room. A big man, tall and broad-shouldered, he used his size to impress and intimidate. From what Marla told me, he had a softer side, but I’d yet to see it. They were transplants also, from another county in Wyoming, and understood what it was like to start over in Rock Springs, where many jobs came with a sign-on bonus—also known as “combat pay”—as incentive to relocate to what some people see as the least charming town in the state. For those of us who loved it here, the bad press was a good thing, because it kept the population down.


“I’m here about one of your patients,” Sheriff Scruggs said. “Kimi Benally. She was reported missing this morning. She hasn’t been at work since Thursday.”


I’d seen Kimi on Friday for her weekly session, but I couldn’t tell the sheriff that. Kimi had a habit of disappearing, so I wasn’t surprised that four days had gone by before anyone even noticed she was gone. During the session, she’d been paranoid and skittish, not in good shape. Now she was missing.


“I’m sorry you made the trip,” I said. “I can’t talk to you about a patient unless you have a signed release. But I don’t have to tell you that.”


Marla smiled to smooth the awkward moment.


“Give us a minute alone,” the sheriff said and looked at Marla.


If she minded being sent away, she didn’t let it show. She quietly closed the door behind her.


There were ethical land mines hidden at the place where the mental health and legal justice systems intersected. I waited for the sheriff to ask me a question I wouldn’t be able to answer.


“This is serious business. We’ve been told she’s in treatment with you. Can you at least answer that?”


“All I can say is I can neither confirm nor deny it.”


“That’s all you can do for me? She’s been gone for days, and with the weather, I hate to think what might have happened.”


He folded his arms and held his ground. I understood his concern, and the urgency. He showed no signs of leaving. I couldn’t tell him anything, but I could hear him out, and maybe that would help us both. He wasn’t used to hearing no. But there was something else. It mattered to him that Kimi was missing.


“Why don’t you tell me what you know?”


“She hasn’t been at work since Thursday. The person who made the report claims she had an appointment with you Friday night. We’re on the same side on this one. She might have said something that could help us find her.”


HIPAA confidentiality laws allowed cooperation with law enforcement when a crime has been committed, but only with proper court orders. The fact that someone had filed a police report did not mean a crime had been committed. No crime, no disclosure.


“I’m following the law and the ethical guidelines of my profession,” I said, my voice firm.


“You were the last person to see her. Are you sure you can’t help me out here, Doc?”


“I’ll need either a court order or a release of information signed by the patient. That’s the only way I can talk to you.”


“If that’s what it takes. I’ll be back.”


He stood up and without saying another word, he was gone. A few minutes later, Marla came back.


“I hope he didn’t get too pushy. You know him, he’s trying to do his best all the time, and sometimes it takes a toll on his manners.”


“No worries. I’m used to working with law enforcement. He’s one of the best.”


“He was itching to ask me, but he didn’t. He understands I’m sworn to secrecy about the patients. It’s kind of creepy, though. We could be the last ones to have seen her. Oh, I almost forgot—the jail wants you for a psych consult. They have a woman in custody with a prior suicide attempt. They took precautions and put her on suicide watch. And guess who it is? Kimi’s mother, Estella Benally. The clerk said she’s talking crazy.”


I checked the pager, thinking I might have missed it. “Why didn’t they page me?”


“They know I work here. It’s just as easy to call me. I know all those guys.”


“Next time that happens, tell whoever it is to page me. You shouldn’t have to be in the middle, that’s why I have this thing.”


I was almost out the door when Marla said, “I bet it was Cedric Yee who reported her missing. He knew she was seeing you. He came with her one time and sat in the waiting room the whole time she was in with you.”


“Really? I didn’t notice.”


“That’s why you need me. I notice everything.” She smiled and patted her shoulder, proud of her detection skills. Her long silver nails had holly berries painted on the tips.


“I probably won’t get back this afternoon,” I said. “You can take off early if you want.”


Her face lit up. “If you need me, I’ll be at the mall. I haven’t bought a thing for the sheriff yet, and he always goes overboard for me at Christmas. Only five shopping days left.”


In the car, on the way to the county jail, I thought about Kimi and the things she’d said in our Friday session, the things I couldn’t disclose to the sheriff.


Kimi was my first patient when I opened my psychology practice here. She walked into the office without an appointment, and I knew before she said a word that she needed help. Her dark eyes scanned the room for hidden dangers before she opened her mouth; it was only after she was satisfied she was safe that she looked straight at me with haunted eyes and said, “I think I’m losing my mind.”


On Friday, as on that first day she came into my office, she’d just come out of a dissociative episode, and it had scared the life out of her. The last thing she remembered was picking up the arrest log at the County Court in Green River that morning—she was a reporter for the local paper, and needed it for a story. By the time she got to my office, the sun was setting over White Mountain. This wasn’t the first time she’d dissociated. But on Friday she’d somehow lost a whole day out of her life.


Dissociating is a symptom common to victims of trauma, a way of escaping intolerable emotions. Trauma treatment is a long-term endeavor that involves intense emotions and crisis calls in the middle of the night. I knew it from both sides. Just two years before Kimi stepped into my office, my husband had been murdered. I was still on the mend from my own trauma.


“I woke up at a truck stop halfway to Utah,” Kimi said. “I don’t know how I got there. All the way back I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being followed.”


While I sat with her, snow spun in angry circles at the window. Marla had already gone home. When the session was over, I locked up, and Kimi and I left the office together. A cold wind blew hard off the desert. Sheets of snow rose from the ground and swirled around us like dancing ghosts, ice crystals stinging our faces.


Kimi held out her arms and twirled on tiptoe, her red boots turning easily in the new snow. She laughed and said, “Snow devils! It’s a winter whirlwind! So magical! The snow devils came for me.”


She danced for a few minutes in slow, graceful turns, the snow lifting and blowing around her. Finally, she stopped and said, “I’ll be all right. You drive slow, now, get home safe. You’re not used to this weather.”


I didn’t know what to think of the shift; minutes before she’d been afraid to leave the office, but now, at the sight of snow devils, she was fearless and free. I waited in my car as she drove away; at the end of the road, her taillights winked, then disappeared. I was alone in the eerie darkness, the moon and stars held captive by storm clouds. An hour later, the blizzard raged and the wind blew at eighty-five miles per hour at the airport weather station. Sometime during the night, all the roads out of town were closed. And in the heart of the storm, Kimi vanished, all traces of her leaving obscured by time and snow.





CHAPTER 2


When Cedric Yee said he wanted to report a woman missing, Sheriff Scruggs didn’t know if he could do it again. Missing woman. The words hit with the force of a blow.


As he drove away from the psychologist’s office, he recalled his first meeting with Kimi. He’d just worked a double shift and was too keyed up to go home. He was driving north on Highway 191, out past the fairgrounds and away from the lights of town. It was late October, the weather was already turning mean. A hard winter would follow. A big orange moon poured down on the desert and revealed the ancient Native carvings on the tall sandstone cliffs in the distance.


On a lonely stretch of road near the county cemetery, he spotted a black car on the shoulder, invisible except for the glint of moonlight on the rear window. He pulled over and flashed his high beams: a figure with long, dark hair sat in the driver’s seat. As he approached the vehicle, cold air crawled up from the ground, and he shivered. Mist hung over the desert like forgotten spirits escaped from the nearby graves. The woman inside the car stared straight ahead, still as a corpse.


He got the door open fast and stood ready to catch her if she fell. The chill of the night and the wind blowing in broke the spell. She shivered and turned to him, seemed to register what was in his face, the fear and confusion. He watched as she came back to herself in pieces, saw recognition settle in her eyes.


She rubbed at her slender arms to keep warm. She was barefoot and wearing a white tank top and thin cotton pajamas—not dressed to travel the night alone.


“Fugue state,” she said and shook her head, gave him an unexpected, coy smile. “Sometimes I space out. It must be that moon up there tonight. We call it the ‘Moon of Falling Leaves.’ A gorgeous thing, isn’t it? Looks like a peach, the biggest and brightest of all the moons.”


So, she’s Arapaho, he thought. Of course, he should have known. That ebony hair like silk.


“On your way over to the reservation tonight, miss?”


“I have no idea where I’m going. That’s the thing. Some part of me must have wanted to be there. I’d better take the rest of me back home to bed. Don’t mistake me for crazy. I’m as sane as you.”


He asked for her license and registration. She opened the glove box and handed them over, along with her press pass. “You don’t know me, but I know you, Sheriff. I’m Kimi Benally. I work at the Rocket Miner. I cover the crime desk. Sooner or later, we’ll run into each other at a crime scene, and you’ll remember me.”


He lectured her on all the things that could happen to a woman alone in the world at night, the things he’d seen with his own eyes, dark things he’d never forget.


She’d held up a hand and said, “I don’t need this tonight.”


“I’ll follow you, make sure you get home safe.” Then he worried he’d gone too far. Maybe she wasn’t headed straight home, and what business was it of his?


But she said, “Sure, if you need to protect and serve tonight.”


On the slow drive back to town, he became aware of a tentative yearning coming back to him, like a half-remembered melody. She lived at the edge of the desert in the end unit in a row of townhouses. When she was safely inside, he stayed there for a while, in no hurry to leave, strangely content to be keeping watch. A light came on in an upstairs window, and a pale hand waved, then disappeared, behind curtains closed against the night.


He met her again a few months later when, as she had predicted, a crime brought them together. It was New Year’s Day, a quiet shift of minor problems, stolen credit cards, DUIs, and too many domestic violence calls—many from high-end neighborhoods where supposedly these things didn’t happen. The rest were from the trailer parks, but that was no surprise.


The day had been easy, sliding into boredom, nothing he couldn’t handle with his eyes closed and his hands tied behind his back. That could have been a sign, if he was looking for one.


He was on dinner break and headed to the recreation center, making good on his resolution to work out every day. It was dusk, and the sky was glowing nuclear orange, January showing off her only claim to fame: spectacular sunsets. The minute the sun dropped behind White Mountain, the sky went dark and the temperature fell ten degrees.


KRKK was playing his favorite Supremes song, “Some Day We’ll Be Together,” and he was reaching for his gym bag when the radio dispatcher announced that a rape victim was being transported to Sweetwater County Hospital.


He was five minutes away from the emergency room. His workout could wait.


In Sweetwater County, violent crimes of a sexual nature made up 2 percent of the overall crime rate. As sheriff, he kept his eye on these things. He needed to know the extent of the threat.


Kimi Benally waited outside the victim’s cubicle, holding a spiral notebook, a yellow number two pencil tucked behind her ear. She looked like a schoolgirl, or somebody’s fantasy of a schoolgirl. He recalled a white blouse, a navy blue skirt. She looked clean and untouched. It made him want to touch her.


He checked that impulse when he looked in her eyes. In that moment, they shared a spark of intimacy that, in his experience, came only from a dangerous mix of sex and violence. Did Kimi notice, and was she frightened by how much she resembled the battered victim? Something ethereal in both of them, delicate features, long black hair.


They left the hospital together. It was impossible not to feel protective after what they’d seen and heard. The woman had been abducted at knifepoint, punched and cut with the knife, raped and sodomized, her life threatened if she told. He’d felt anger and tender sympathy when he took her statement. She couldn’t look at him as she answered his questions, and trembled as she told him what had been done to her.


Outside the hospital, the wind blew hard out of the desert, a force against their backs, as he walked Kimi to her car. By then the moon was on the rise, a silver disc low on the horizon. The night before, when the rapist took the woman to the mountain, storm clouds had covered the moon.


He remembered the moon that first night and what Kimi had said. “What’s your name for this moon?”


She smiled and looked up. Her face, washed with moonlight, was radiant and innocent. “The Moon When the Snow Blows like Spirits in the Wind.”


“That’s kind of beautiful,” he said. “I’ll remember it when my head’s wrecked with the world’s evil, like what we heard in there.”





CHAPTER 3


In the time it took to break winter camp and ski down to the Elkhart Trailhead, Kevin Cahill’s world shifted from normal and manageable to bizarre and totally out of his control. Like a sudden collapse of snow in the slide of an avalanche as it takes your life down, gone and buried in minutes.


It was a perfect morning, classic Wyoming winter: a robin’s-egg blue bowl of sky above endless trails of new powder sparkling like crushed diamonds. There was no better way to describe the pristine scene. He was carrying a fifty-pound pack of winter camping gear on his back, but he hardly noticed the weight. He’d never felt stronger. After three days of skiing and winter camping in the backcountry, he felt like Superman—no, he was Superman.


Then a sheriff from down in Pinedale was on the radio. He didn’t give a reason, only said that Wyoming Backcountry Sports wanted Kevin to bring his crew down off the mountain. What the hell was going on? He was supposed to have a week to scout the route he’d be using for all the upcoming winter tours. It had to be some surprise shift in the weather forecast.


He wanted to punch something but knew he had to keep it together. His crew looked up to him for his mental strength under pressure. If he lost it over something like this, he’d wreck his image and his reputation as a guide. Guiding put money in his pocket and food on the table. His endurance and skill in the wilderness made him who he was. This sucked, though. If he could, he’d stay in the mountains forever. Especially now, with what had gone down with Kimi the other night, he wasn’t ready to go back. He didn’t want to face what was waiting for him. But his luck had run out.


He began breaking camp and packing up, working slowly and methodically, maintaining order and composure with every move. In his head, he searched for something positive to push out the disappointment he felt at having to go back. He beat back thoughts that threatened to break through and turn his mood blacker.


He could tell from the way Tracy was looking at him she was happy with the way things had gone down. It hadn’t been sympathy sex the other night; he was sure of it. Sleeping with her hadn’t been in his plan, but after what happened with Kimi, what did he have to lose? Tracy stayed close behind him as they skied down to the trailhead, the two of them leading the others.


He spotted the deputies as he came out of the trees. The Sweetwater County cruiser blocked the Suburban that was waiting to take him and the crew back to town. Two deputies stood with arms crossed, watching, as he came out of the trail. From a distance they looked like matched pieces in a set of plastic toys, stiff and solid. He knew they’d come for him.


He crossed the snow-covered parking lot, came to a quick stop right in front of them, kicking up snow with his edges. Deputies Collins and Garcia of the Sweetwater County Sheriff’s Department introduced themselves.


“Are you Kevin Cahill?” Garcia asked.


All of a sudden, he wanted to run. A brief swirl of vertigo; he swayed, planted his poles, and was steady again on the skis. The taste of bile at the back of his throat, sweat and chills, as if hypothermia was setting in.


“The one and only,” he said. Why was he joking?


He stepped out of his skis and dusted the powder off the bottom. Exhaustion made him ache to drop his pack right there in the snow, but he didn’t want them to see his weakness. After the exertion of skiing, he was sweating and felt chilled to the bone.


The deputies didn’t seem to notice his distress. They stood on either side of him, their large bodies crowding him, isolating him, making a kind of privacy screen.


Then Tracy was right beside him, asking, “What’s wrong? What is it, officers?”


It should have been him doing the asking, but he didn’t know what to say. He felt like a kid in trouble, afraid to say anything, afraid to make things worse for himself.


“This is a police matter, miss,” Garcia said. “We need to speak to Mr. Cahill in private.”


Tracy didn’t move. That was why he liked the girl. She wasn’t easily intimidated.


The officer stared her down, gave her a minute, and then, when she didn’t move, he told her, “I’m going to need you to join the others, miss. This doesn’t concern you.”


Tracy stayed put, didn’t move a muscle. She stood right by Kevin’s side, the weight of her pack pulling her shoulders back and pushing her breasts forward. Even in her down jacket, she was voluptuous, her amazing tits right there in his face. It was surreal how he could see her body that way, in this situation, with the deputies standing right there and taking it all in.


“Kevin?” she asked, taking her time saying his name. Her southern drawl and all her southern ways could make him homesick at times.


“It’s okay. I’ll catch up with you later.”


“Yeah, it’s okay,” the other officer, Collins, mimicked.


“Move along, miss,” Garcia said. He waved his hand at her as if directing traffic and motioned for her to leave them, shooting a look at Collins that signaled he was in charge.


Tracy stood there for a moment longer; she was a confident young woman, not used to being told what to do. Kevin saw her face register that something big was happening. She pouted and shook her hair out from her ski hat. Then she skied away, her blond curls bouncing on her back, to join the rest of the crew. They were all working in silence, packing the Suburban, doing a good job of ignoring what was happening with Kevin and the deputies.


It was Garcia who again took the lead. “Sorry to tell you this, Mr. Cahill. Your wife’s been reported missing.”


Kevin sighed. “How long has she been gone this time?” Too many times, he thought.


Garcia looked straight at him. “She was reported missing this morning. It could be three days since she’s been seen.”


“Have you seen her since Friday?” Collins added.


“Wait a minute, wait a minute. Hold on here. My wife’s been gone for three days?”


“Kimi Benally, the reporter at the Rocket Miner?” Collins confirmed. “A coworker says she didn’t show for work today. She hasn’t been in the office since late last week.”


Kevin let the pack drop off his back. He felt light-headed again and took a deep breath to get some blood to his head.


Across the parking lot, the crew was finished packing up.


“We’re ready to take off,” Tracy called. “Are you coming?”


He made a move to reach for his pack.


“You’re riding with us,” Collins informed him.


“We’re keeping this quiet for the moment,” Garcia said. “We’d appreciate your cooperation.”


Kevin looked down at his skis. “Hold on while I get rid of this gear.” He hoisted the pack on his back and skied over to Tracy, who took his things from him and handed him his boots. She gave him a long look before getting into the driver’s side of the Suburban, taking the lead because he couldn’t. The door slammed with a final, angry sound. Kevin watched as she eased the vehicle slowly out of the parking lot and everything familiar rolled away.


The deputies put him in the backseat. A wire safety screen separated him from where they sat in the front. Both of them were clean-shaven, with buzzed hair and pink scalps under wide-brimmed sheriff’s hats. To him, they looked like kids in costume: overdressed and ridiculous, playing at cops and robbers, with him as the bad guy. The whole thing felt like make-believe.


Better make some calls, he thought—they’d expect him to. But when he looked at his phone, it showed no service. He’d call Kimi’s brother when he picked up a signal.


Twenty minutes later, with the mountains behind them, they passed through winter desert, sagebrush and snow fences. He searched the horizon for wandering mule deer, whose home they were disturbing. The sun was still with them, but it didn’t matter now. He’d missed out on a great day on the mountain. He was being carted back to civilization. The truth was, he didn’t like cities, especially grubby little cities like Rock Springs. People annoyed and confined him. He wondered, not for the first time, why he’d ever bothered to get married in the first place.


He spotted a herd of antelope in the distance, antlers held high, and a sense of rootless longing rose in him. Beyond the tinted windows, the bare, sculpted planet rushed by.





CHAPTER 4


Soft light coming in, filling up the room. Diego opened his eyes and immediately shut them again. It was either early in the morning or late in the afternoon. Cold air seeped in through the torn plastic bag he’d taped over the window—winterization trailer park style. Blankets on the floor, bare feet exposed and stiff as frozen meat.


He was still on probation and wasn’t supposed to drink, but he was hungover anyway. He had three days until his monthly parole check-in, and by then his blood test would be clean.


Most of the time he drank alone. Last night there had been a woman. He’d made himself stay beside her longer than he wanted to, until his head was clear to drive. A simple public intoxication charge could have him on the express bus back to Riverton Honor Farm in the snap of a finger.


One thing he’d never done was drive under the influence. Though he’d done a lot of other dumb stuff, he’d avoided the family legacy. He’d pass on the chance to get plastic flowers and his own white cross planted beside the highway. Vehicles were lethal weapons. He thanked his father for that lesson. Big James hadn’t left him anything else.


He’d been dreaming of bees. The pillow buzzed under his head, and he suddenly understood why. He grabbed the vibrating phone. His brother-in-law’s name flashed in his hand; it had to be something with his sister. He pressed the answer key.


“Hey, Diego, I got a situation,” Kevin said.


He considered hanging up, but coughed and thought, What the hell?


“Have you seen my wife?”


“What the hell?” Diego said. He coughed again and spit into his hand.


“Is she with you?”


“Hold on.”


Diego sat up and found his shoes. On her wedding day, Diego had promised his sister he’d be nice to her husband, but some promises were meant to be broken.


Outside the wind wailed, and the trailer shook on its foundation. He banged open every door, found no one in the cold, empty rooms. “She’s not here,” he said. “Where are you?”


“On my way back to town with a couple of deputies.”


“Are you being serious here? Because I’m on my way over there with a knife if this is your idea of funny.”


“Truth, man. She’s gone. I swear. Someone from work reported her missing.”


At the sound of those words, he felt a chill. His bed was a memory he was willing to forget. His sister was missing. He wouldn’t sleep until he found her.


“Since when?” he asked. “She’s gone how long?”


“They’re saying maybe Friday.”


“It’s Monday. Why are you just calling me now?” He headed to the bathroom and let go a urine stream heady with rum and tequila. Swaying slightly, he rested his head against the bathroom wall. Was it the booze or the fear that threatened to take him out of consciousness? He sat on the floor and put his head between his knees. He put the phone on speaker, and Kevin’s voice bounced off the cold tile.


“I’ve been working up in the Winds. I didn’t know until the deputies pulled me off the mountain.”


“Who called the law?”


“Someone from the paper, when she didn’t show for work this morning. When did you see her last?”


Diego wasn’t one to keep track of days and times. Kimi was in and out of their place all the time, checking on their mother, finding a minute to play with her nephew.


“Last weekend sometime . . . Sunday.”


“Ask your mother.”


His mother had gone out without turning off the radio. From the living room the familiar sound of a talk show, her favorite diversion, gave him comfort. He ran the water cold and stuck his head under the shuddering faucet, came panting awake. His face in the mirror was Jesus himself on the cross, lanky hair draped over sorrow. Diego took a moment, closed his eyes, prayed Kimi had left town with a secret lover and this asshole on the phone would never find her.


“I figured if anyone would know it’d be you, little brother,” Kevin said.


Asshole had that right.


Diego couldn’t believe the guy. He pictured his pretty-boy face flattening under his fist—straight nose turned twisted and ugly. He’d love a chance to expose the bone and soul of his sister’s scumbag husband.


Back in the bedroom, he pulled Converse high-tops over his bare feet, left the laces undone and dragging. He was still wearing the same sour T-shirt and sweatpants he’d slept in.


“Can you ask her?” Kevin asked into the silence.


“What?” He was having trouble following the conversation.


“Has your mother seen Kimi recently?”


“She’s not here.”


“There’s nothing else to do right now. If Kimi shows up or you hear from her, let me know. I doubt it. She’d come home to me first.”


“As far as she knows, you’re up in the Winds.”


“But I’m here now. She’ll come back.”


Diego knew Kevin was speaking this way for the benefit of the deputies listening to his conversation. He was working at making a good impression.


“Not if she left you, man.”


The ghost of his father lingered in the quiet rooms. He had to get moving, do something, find his sister. He tossed blankets, flipped the mattress in search of his keys; the clatter of metal on vinyl signaled his success.


“No way did she leave me.”


Diego had forgotten he was still on the phone. Why was he bothering to talk to him anyway?


“You sure?”


“It’s one of her disappearing things. No big deal. Sorry I bothered you.”


“My sister’s missing, asshole. It’s a big deal.”


It was good his mother wasn’t there. He didn’t relish telling her this news. She existed at the edge of reality on a good day; the slightest breeze of stress could push her off. It was better to wait as long as he could. And Little James was with Charlene this week, so he didn’t have to stress the kid out, either.


He pulled the metal door hard behind him to keep it closed against the wind. Out in the biting air, the smell of alcohol rose from his pores. He licked his left hand and tasted salt and booze: he was a human margarita. He yanked the car door open and tossed his phone into the passenger seat.


He had to focus. He cranked the GTO’s engine and shifted into reverse and out of the narrow drive beside the trailer. He had no plan, but that wasn’t unusual. Unable to summon rational thought, he surrendered to instinct. He would find his sister. He had been her protector ever since their mother lost her mind, and he hadn’t failed her yet.


A short stop at the McDonald’s drive-through on Elk Street set him up for the night. His fingers found the warm bag of greasy burgers. The rich aroma of broiled meat shot into his brain like an arrow, bringing memories of campfires on the reservation. Suddenly, he was back with his lost sister and mother in the crazy nation they both inhabited, experiencing the grace of escape for a fleeting moment.


The food cleared his head, and he settled on a plan. He would drive every road in Sweetwater County, paved and unpaved, until he found her. He couldn’t leave the county without permission, however, and that reality—which sucked on a good day—tasted sour enough today to make him want to spit in the face of the law.


In three days, he was scheduled to meet with Cassandra McKnight, his parole officer. He would plead his case, give it his best shot. Like his sister, Cassandra was a smart girl who’d gotten herself an education, a paper ticket to the white world. But Diego knew better. He’d cut the cord, left the reservation, but his blood would always flow Native. If he ever tried to forget, fool himself he fit in, someone always reminded him of the truth.


Cassandra was his sister’s best friend. Her mother had raised her to look down on anyone who didn’t strive to get out, and she was one obedient Native girl. That first day reporting to her, he’d come in like a whipped dog, and humiliation had filled the room they sat in like toxic fumes. But after a while, it got better. She wasn’t the bitch he’d expected her to be. She’d returned to a place she’d intended to leave forever; he knew she had her own stories.


She was a tough one, however. Under the hard shell, stiff sprayed hair, and fake nails that would do a good job on somebody’s back in the right situation, he sensed there was a gentle heart she worked hard to hide. And in the end, blood was blood. He was betting she’d take pity because Kimi was missing. Cassandra would know he couldn’t trust anyone else to find her.


As night fell, a sinister snow came down. Diego resisted the idea of clues and what clues implied. But he was certain the snow would cover things and make it harder to trace her. It was time for a more precise plan. At the intersection of Elk Street and Dewar Drive, he decided to do the city in quadrants. He took the overpass into Old Rock Springs. The newspaper where Kimi worked was in this part of town.


His love for his sister was ruthless, its claim on him truer than any rule or sacrament. It had always been just the two of them. Their mother had always been a chronic hot mess of crazy and drunk. Estella existed in a time capsule, buried in 1980 with their reckless, dead father, who’d instantly ended what might have been an ordinary life for all of them when he crashed on that sharp curve. She was a lean shadow in the corner of Diego’s days. Ever since he was a kid, he’d been prepared to lose her.


Kimi was married, but he knew that had an expiration date. For one thing, she’d married an asshole, and she would figure that out one of these days. The bond the two of them had forged as kids, when there was no one else, was invisible but real. It resided in the hidden sinews of his heart, embedded in muscle behind a cage of bones where it lived deep and safe. Neither of them would ever have as strong a bond with anyone else. Marriages come and marriages go. Diego was sure this one was on its way out.


He knew his sister—knew that if she was happy with Kevin, she wouldn’t be missing. Unless, of course, she’d chosen that way to tell him she wasn’t happy.





CHAPTER 5


The historic building that housed the offices of the Rocket Miner was one block over from the sheriff’s department headquarters, but Antelope wanted to check out Kimi’s residence before meeting with the reporter.


Traffic was busier than usual in the streets of her neighborhood a few blocks north of White Mountain Mall. As he crawled along, he called his Aunt Estella at home. There was no answer, and the landline didn’t have an answering machine. He’d have to try again later; Estella was old-fashioned and didn’t carry a cell phone. He also tried Diego but didn’t leave a message when his cousin didn’t answer. He knew Diego would never listen to a message from him and might not recognize the number. It might be better to take a drive over there when he finished meeting with the reporter.


He parked across from the row of townhouses. Kimi’s was the end unit facing the main thoroughfare, Foothill Drive. The weekend’s storm had rendered sidewalks and streets treacherous with a skin of black ice. He walked slowly, watching the steam of his breath disappear in the wind off the desert.


At Kimi’s house, neither the driveway nor the front walk had been cleared. The small patch of front lawn was buried in snow. His footsteps made a crunching sound as he broke the shiny crust of ice. At the front door he knocked and waited. He tried the door and it opened.


He stepped into the open room that contained living and dining areas and a narrow galley kitchen. Everything looked neat and in order. It was freezing cold inside the house. “Kimi?” he called out. A noise from upstairs—the sound of someone falling, something heavy rolling. He was halfway up the dark staircase, running, when a large animal lunged at his chest, pushed him down, and licked his face. He didn’t know Kimi had a dog. Fortunately, she hadn’t trained the fluffy black-and-white animal to be an attack dog. She licked his face and wagged her tail. When he continued up the stairs, she followed at his heels.


Kimi wasn’t in the bedroom. The bedspread was pushed to one side, and there was a depression in one of the pillows. No signs of disturbance in the bathroom. In the second bedroom he found the first sign of trouble. Drawers in the desk and filing cabinets had been emptied. It looked like all the contents of the closet and shelves had been thrown to the floor. The dog stayed close by him until he went downstairs, at which point she disappeared through a flap in the back door. It was then he noticed the door was open an inch, the reason for the frigid temperature. The kitchen floor was wet from snow melt. If Kimi had left the door unlocked, the wind could have blown it open. There were no signs of an attempted break-in.


He picked up a red leash from the kitchen counter, and when the dog came through the door, he hitched it to her collar. He put in a call for crime scene technicians. The ransacked room upstairs was enough to warrant a visit from them. He’d take the dog to the station and hand her over to Kimi’s husband to take home when he was done with him.


[image: image]


He left the dog with the clerk in the evidence room with a promise that it wouldn’t be for too long. The day was cold but sunny, and he decided to walk to the Rocket Miner office.


Within ten minutes he was standing outside the three-story brownstone. The building had recently undergone a low-budget renovation and, in the process, lost the carved oak moldings and banisters that had given the old building a touch of vintage character. New drywall painted the color of wheat left him cold. A thin gray industrial carpet, straight off the bolt, released chemical toxins into the windowless space. The first floor housed the administrative offices of the paper; he wanted the second floor.


He walked up the wide winding staircase and stopped before a sign on the double glass door at the top of the staircase that read Newsroom. When he opened the door, a short Asian man walked quickly toward him. He had a round face and wore wire-rimmed glasses. He wiped his hand on his jacket before offering it to Antelope to shake. It was cold and clammy.


“I’m Cedric Yee, the one who called. Come this way, we can talk in private.”


It was eerily quiet as they walked past the other reporters at work in their cubicles, a soft chorus of tapping computer keys. They entered the conference room through a wall of frosted green glass. An oily citrus scent lingered in the air, traces of a weekend cleaning crew. Antelope felt a headache coming on.


“Please, sit.” Cedric pointed to one of a dozen red leather swivel chairs set around a large oak table and collapsed into one of them himself. He gripped the chair’s chrome arms.


Antelope took a seat and studied the reporter: He had small hands, white knuckles, manicured nails. He disappeared into the drab colors of the room in elastic-waist beige slacks, a white polo shirt, light brown soft-soled loafers, and white socks. Antelope’s philosophy as a detective was “Everything is relevant.” Cedric Yee was transmitting a desire to blend in but not quite making it. Antelope knew from reading the blurb on the back of the Yees’ restaurant menu that the family came to Rock Springs at the time the railroad was laid in the mid-1800s. He also knew that Cedric was the first and only member of the family to work outside the Yee restaurant since its opening.


Antelope was familiar with assimilation. Living and working in Rock Springs, he was only fifty miles from the reservation where he’d grown up, but the two places couldn’t be more different.


Every spring, Antelope made the four-hour trip to Casper to have his suits fitted by an aging Italian tailor who shared his love for opera. No one in either of his worlds, the reservation or the sheriff’s department, was privy to his shopping or music preferences. Not belonging had its benefits.


“I’m here to take a statement and get some information regarding Kimi Benally,” he began. “You became concerned when she didn’t show up for work this morning, is that right?”


“Yes. She wasn’t here when I got here. That was the first thing I noticed. She always gets in before me. I tease her about it. She’s punctual and conscientious.” Yee leaned forward, pulled a handkerchief from a back pocket, and shook it out. After wiping his brow, he carefully folded it and placed it on the conference table.


“So she’s late for work. Things happen—flat tire, family emergency—to make someone late. Did you consider the possibility that she was delayed?”


“I did. That’s what I first thought. Something came up. I told myself to give it a while,” Yee answered. He was rocking back and forth, fingertips pushing on the table. “I called her cell. No answer, straight to voice mail. It’s not like Kimi at all. Her cell is always on, and it’s always with her.”


“Except this time she didn’t answer.”


“That got me worried. Her phone is her lifeline. She’s got a sick mother and her husband travels. He’s away now. Lots of reasons she keeps her phone with her always.” He picked up the handkerchief and ran it over his face again.


“Didn’t show on time, didn’t answer her phone. You became concerned. You seem to keep pretty close tabs on her.”


Antelope was pushing the reporter for a reason. Yee’s nervous energy said he was holding something back.


“We work in teams at the paper. Kimi and I are a team. You get to know someone’s habits. It’s her habit to be here early. So I called her, and when I couldn’t reach her, I called the sheriff’s department. I thought it was best. If something has happened to her, the sooner you know the better. Isn’t that right?”


Yee was sweating. He needed the handkerchief again. Antelope looked at it sitting there on the conference table between them. Yee picked it up again, wiped the sweat from his face, and this time held on to it.


“You’ve worked together how long?”


“We are colleagues. For two years now.” Yee took another swipe at his wet face.


“Is something wrong?”


“I’m worried this is my fault.”


“How could it be your fault?”


“For a while now, Kimi has been the main reporter for all the coverage of the serial rapist. It’s her byline he sees on every story. Maybe it drew his attention.”


“Still not seeing how that’s your fault.”


“I’m the senior crime reporter. Originally, it was my story. I was the one who suggested Kimi take over. I thought it would be good experience for her, and she wanted it. I never thought it would put her in danger.”


“You believe Kimi was kidnapped by the rapist?”


“That’s where my mind went when she didn’t show up to work.” He cleared his throat. “How is the investigation going, Detective? So far you have nothing to go on, no clues as to who it might be, am I correct?”


“There hasn’t been a rape reported since April. If we’re lucky, he’s moved out of the area.”


The rapes of the four women in the previous winter had followed a pattern. The rapist had abducted each one from the parking lots of local stores at closing time, forced them to drive to isolated locations on White Mountain, and let them go after sexually assaulting them. Kimi hadn’t been seen for four days. Yee’s theory didn’t hold up.


He needed something specific to help him find Kimi. He had to refocus on Yee. He shook his head and said, “You said Kimi wasn’t at work on Friday either. When was the last time you saw her?”


“Thursday. I didn’t expect to see her in the office Friday morning—I knew she had interviews scheduled—but we had plans to meet for lunch. It’s a regular thing—we always have lunch together on Friday. That was the last thing she said to me when she left here, ‘See you at lunch tomorrow.’ But that didn’t happen. I called. I waited. I called again. Left messages both times. After a while I ordered my lunch and returned to the office. I hoped I might find her there. I figured she was tied up in an interview that went long and couldn’t answer my calls . . . But she wasn’t at the office.”


“Where had you planned to meet?”


“Every week we have lunch at the Wonderful House—my family’s restaurant. Always my treat.”
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