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In memory of Michael Caviasca,


who told me his stories






Separation


By W. S. Merwin


Your absence has gone through me


Like thread through a needle


Everything I do is stitched with its color.








PROLOGUE


Like many people referred to me for psychological evaluation, Bella Sanderson didn’t want to be there.


I’m a forensic psychologist in Sweetwater County, Wyoming, where I have a private practice and consult with the Sheriff’s Department on murder cases that require psychological insight.


An attorney from Green River asked if I would do a competency evaluation on an elderly female client who hired him to revise her will. After meeting with her, he began to think there was something off about her thought process. He wanted an expert opinion on her competence to make legal and financial decisions regarding her estate to avoid challenges to the document later.


The woman in my waiting room didn’t fit the image I’d created from the attorney’s description of his sixty-six-year-old client. She sat tall, with a dancer’s graceful posture, on the edge of a chair closest to the door, her folded hands resting on her knees, long legs crossed at the ankles.


She clearly cared about fashion: light denim jacket, white summer dress, boots of caramel suede, soft and expensive, a heavy turquoise pendant that matched her eye color, and a long silver braid, the single indicator of her age.


Regal and elegant—those were the words that came to mind on first impression. A second later, a hint of something else, in spite of her effort to conceal it, the bedrock core of her—feral and ruthless.


I introduced myself and offered my hand. She remained seated, tilted her head, and took her time assessing me.


After a while, the standoff began to feel uncomfortable.


“Why don’t you come into my office, and we can get started, Mrs. Sanderson,” I said.


I opened the door and motioned her into my consulting room. A tall woman, almost six feet, she moved with an easy grace. I pointed to the large desk set under the wide windows that looked out on White Mountain, glowing like a white-hot coal in the bright summer sun.


“That’s a nice view you have. I’m partial to mountain views. I can see the Wind River Mountains from my kitchen.”


A girlish voice, soft and high, unexpected because it didn’t align with the strength of her physical presence. I made a mental note—watch for other contradictions.


“That sounds lovely.”


“I apologize for my rudeness out there, Doctor. I didn’t want to come here. My lawyer needs proof I’m not losing my mind, and my son agreed with him, so here I am.”


She smiled and held out her hand. “Call me Bella.”


We sat at the desk where I set out the testing materials. I handed her the first of the Rorschach Inkblot cards, the gold standard of projective tests designed to reveal the secrets of the unconscious.


I’m always excited at the beginning of the testing process. For me it’s an honor and a thrill to be allowed into the mind of another human being. I never know what I will learn, what secrets the tests will reveal.


In the clinical interview the psychologist elicits the individual’s life story, which is reliant on memory. Some memories are forgotten, and some stand out more than others. Surprising personal events, called flashbulb memories, are usually recalled in vivid detail. Bella Sanderson had experienced four traumatic events in her life: Mother died in childbirth. Brother accidental death when she was eight, he twelve. Sexual assault/rape senior year UW, age twenty-one. Husband suicide, gunshot, twenty years ago, age forty-six.


Standardized testing indicated no short-term or long-term memory loss and no problems with insight or judgment. In the report I prepared for her attorney, I recommended the court consider her mentally competent at the time of the evaluation.


At some point in our time together that afternoon, I felt the first stirring of sadness. By the time she left my office and for hours after, I was caught in a time warp of the discarded sorrow Bella Sanderson had left behind.
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Three months later, on a Sunday evening in late November, Detective Beau Antelope called to tell me about the shootings at the Sanderson Ranch. During the investigation into the deaths, I went back to my report and read through the narrative history, the negative experiences in early life, the traumas and losses, to see how they might be connected to the tragic events that had recently unfolded. And as is often the case, I had to consider that there were other important life events that Bella Sanderson had chosen not to disclose.


The main thing I have learned in my work as a psychologist is that the outcome of a life is determined by the balance of two profound and opposing forces—love and trauma. I wanted to understand why the balance tipped for Bella Sanderson. This strong woman had survived so many challenges to her security through determination and self-reliance, yet in the end did not escape tragedy. Some lives are marked by so many sorrows, one following the other in a gathering momentum of pain, surging through the years, unstoppable and unjust, that it makes you ask why?





CHAPTER 1


On the Sunday before Thanksgiving, Detective Beau Antelope looked forward to watching hours of football on his new seventy-inch flatscreen, an early Christmas present he’d bought for himself. He turned on the pregame show and sipped tomato juice and vodka; liquid relief flowed through his bloodstream. Domino, his border collie, was asleep on the couch. It would be a good day.


The phone rang and changed those plans. Murder always took priority.


Murder thrilled him more than football. He shouldn’t have felt that way and would never tell anyone. He had chosen his job for a bigger reason than keeping the streets safe from petty criminals, just as in hunting where only the big game called to him. You could keep your rabbits and sage grouse, small-time drug dealers and vandals; he stalked elk and killers.


Shower, dress, Italian espresso to go. An hour later, he turned onto the ranch road and parked in front of the crime scene.


The house where two people had died by gunshot sat at the southeast corner of the Sanderson Ranch. A stand of birch trees separated the modern log-and-stone structure from dormant alfalfa fields.


In the distance, the Wind River Mountains formed a granite boundary the length of the Eden Valley, the western slopes still dark with shadows. On the other side of the working ranch, cattle sheltered against wooden windbreaks built in the winter corral.


Memory of woodsmoke, sweet and charred, came on a current of biting wind.


The kind of place I’d want to come home to, he thought.


The whole scene was tied up in garish crime scene tape.


As he got closer to the house, he sensed a disturbance in the air, the presence of a new and unwanted energy, recently arrived and settled in.


No signs of forced entry. Like many people in Wyoming, the residents of this house believed they were safe in their own homes and didn’t lock their doors at night. For peace of mind and protection from any threat that walked through the door, they slept with firearms close at hand.


So often those weapons, accidentally or intentionally, became an agent of death for a friend or family member.


He pictured the master bedroom and braced himself for the sight of the bodies of the recently dead, sprawled and bleeding. Even with training and experience and his own defenses against feeling too much, the first sight was always a shock.


He walked up the carpeted stairs and stood alone in the hallway as he prepared to meet Dan and Heather Petrangelo.


He entered the large bedroom furnished in heavy dark wood, and in the center a king-sized bed, pillar posts carved with scrolls.


The man lay on his back in the middle of the bed. Mid-forties, stocky build, black hair, white T-shirt, plaid boxers. There was a single bullet hole in the right side of his head. He wore a wide gold wedding ring on his right hand, and a Glock service revolver rested on his open palm.


The woman lay on her back in the doorway between two rooms, her lower body in the bedroom and her upper body in the bathroom. One gunshot wound in her chest. The thick white bath towel on the floor beside her had turned dark with her blood. Same approximate age as the male, tall and slender, long blond hair still wet from a shower, no wedding rings. On the bathroom floor, to the right of her body, was an open suitcase. From where he stood, he could see the contents: lingerie, a make-up case, and a hair dryer.


At first look, it appeared to be a domestic murder-suicide. The coroner would come from Cheyenne in the morning and, after autopsy, prepare a formal statement on the cause of death.


What happened here? How did these two ordinary people arrive at this violent exit from life?


Domestic homicides were often referred to as crimes of passion. Those words conveyed a sense of tortured love that he believed was accurate more often than not. What they didn’t convey was the flat-out ugliness and brutality that came from a love obsession gone wild.


A somber mood settled over the house while the technicians worked in silence. The quick, repeating flash of light from the cameras made the scene feel like a special occasion, a wedding or political event. These images would never grace anyone’s home or run on the front page of credible print media. They might contribute to a reenactment of the events that occurred in this house in the dark of night.


Paige Petrangelo, the deceased’s eighteen-year-old daughter, had discovered the bodies. The girl and her grandmother, Bella Sanderson, who owned the ranch, had been taken by ambulance to Sweetwater County Memorial Hospital to be assessed and treated for shock.


From the responding officer, Antelope learned that Paige had stayed overnight at her boyfriend’s place in Rock Springs. He’d dropped her off to spend the day with her parents with the plan that he’d pick her up in the evening. Her car was in for servicing at the Get and Go Gas Station in Reliance.


“Why didn’t she call him? The boyfriend, why didn’t she call him when she found this mess? Wouldn’t that make sense? Call the boyfriend who dropped her off?”


“She tried. He turns his phone off at work.”


Pictures of Paige covered one wall of the bedroom. The shining star in her parents’ world. Other photos on display: a wedding picture, Heather at a show of her paintings, Dan as he received an honorary award from the Police Academy. Antelope couldn’t determine which of her parents Paige resembled. He gave up and focused on the big picture.


“Where does the boyfriend work?” he asked.


“He works two jobs. Engine mechanic out at the airfield, and a part-time gig down in Reliance at the Get and Go.”


“Bring him in from wherever he is.”


“Yes sir. On my way,” the officer said.


“Bring him straight to me. I’ll do the interview. Nobody else.”


He wanted the first shot at this guy, no pun intended. Sometimes outsiders, having a different perspective, knew more about family dynamics than the family members themselves.


As he left the ranch and got on the road to Rock Springs, the heavy mood of the crime scene lifted. It was still Sunday, and the ease of the day remained, helped by sunshine and snow in the desert.


There was something about the crime scene that bothered him—the position of the bodies.


Was it a straightforward murder-suicide? This kind of case got to him more than any other.
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Antelope was a thirty-nine-year-old single male, who’d never married or lived with a woman other than his mother. He’d recently figured out why making a commitment in love was something he couldn’t do. He was one of those people who didn’t think having love was worth the pain of losing love. His fear of abandonment was stronger than his desire for connection.


Domestic murder-suicide cases won the trophy for the worst way to end a relationship. They were the most extreme example of love gone wrong, a reminder that love is a high-stakes game.


This was a case for Dr. Pepper Hunt. He’d call and ask her if she had time to consult on the investigation.


He’d been thinking about calling her anyway. There was something he wanted to talk with her about, but that conversation would have to wait for now.





CHAPTER 2


I sat alone in the dark house. At the windows, moonlight reflected the snow-covered desert. It was an unusually still night, not a hint of wind, peace outside and inside the house. I poured a glass of wine and listened to a Beethoven piano concerto on the stereo.


Something fluttered at the edge of my mind, a sheer slice of memory, a sensory rush popped in from another time when the world had been shiny and good and mine.


It happened more often at the winter holidays. I was sure it was because of the tragedy that occurred in this season.


When you get hit with a big trauma, everything you trusted and believed gets smashed and broken. You are not the same person. The trick is to remake yourself from the tiny, shattered pieces.


These shimmering moments of clarity, they’re pieces of me, my original self.


When the music ended, I listened to the room’s small sounds—tick of electric heat, flutter of candle flame, the minute hand marking time in small metallic steps.


My cell phone startled me out of the quiet.


“I just left the scene of a domestic homicide in Farson. A husband and wife murder-suicide. I need someone to talk to the family members. I thought of you. It sounds like your kind of thing.”


In the two years since I’ve known Detective Beau Antelope, I’ve learned he doesn’t follow the usual social conventions of conversation, like hello and good-bye.


“That’s so sweet of you to say. In your mind I’m associated with deadly lovers. Not the most wholesome image, but I can see how you got there. What happened in this case?” I asked.


After living in Wyoming for three years, I was still a newcomer. Farson was a small ranching community north of Rock Springs. I only knew one person in the town of Farson.


“I meant that in the most professional sense. Don’t take it the wrong way.”


“You’re lucky. I have both professional experience and personal experience with love and murder. I consider myself a specialist. Tell me about the case.”


“A married couple in their forties, recently separated, looks like they tried reconciling, something went wrong, he shot her and then took his own life. He’s a local, just moved back to run the family ranch.”


As he laid out the demographics, piece by piece, I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. It sounded like the one person I knew in Farson.


“Who are the victims?”


“Dan and Heather Petrangelo.”


I tried to speak and couldn’t. The shock left me without words as my brain scrambled to make sense of what I heard. Antelope spoke into the silence.


“Pepper, are you there?”


His voice shifted, softened with concern.


“Dan…oh my God…!” I said.


“You know him?”


“I know him. He played cards with my husband—they were friends. He called me when he moved back to Farson. We planned to get together, but it never happened.”


“This has got to be tough to hear.”


“What happened”


A violent, impulsive act didn’t match my picture of Dan Petrangelo. I couldn’t believe it. Dan was a former detective, a friend, a man of restraint and judgment.


“The county medical examiner will determine the official cause of death after the autopsies…”


“I can’t believe Dan would do that. That’s what everyone says, I know. But it’s true. I can’t imagine it.”


“We never see things coming,” Antelope said.


“I should know better. I’m a psychologist. I talked to him last week, and he sounded fine. Listen to me. I sound like I’m reading a script.”


“It’s a lot to take in.”


“I don’t think I can talk about this anymore tonight.”


“Let’s check in tomorrow. I’ll understand if you decide this case is too close.”


“I’ll think about it,” I said.


Most of the time people are surprised when they learn about someone they know committing suicide. In the same way that neighbors describe a crazed murderer as “a loner” or “a quiet person who never gave anyone any trouble.”


It’s not normal or healthy to live in isolation and repression. Better to make some noise, make some trouble, have people take notice, claim your place on this earth instead of keeping things bottled up and ready to spring out in full nuclear power destroying everything you’ve ever loved. And it’s sad to think that many people suffer so much psychic pain that they take their own lives, while the people around them, even the people closest to them, didn’t know that things had gotten to that desperate state.


Antelope was right. I had to sleep on this one. Maybe it was too close. It’s generally not recommended that a psychologist take on a case that is likely to trigger their own issues. I tended to take a different view. I always moved toward the problems of others. It’s a question at the borders of morals, values, ethics, and plain being human. When others encounter intense feelings and experiences, I can be a witness to their pain.


Of course, there’d be a price to pay if I got involved with this case.


As always happened when I heard about a violent crime, there was an immediate association to a trauma in my life. I live in Wyoming because I couldn’t be at home in the place where my husband was murdered. All the details of that crime—I discovered the bodies in the office we shared, killed by a patient, his lover in his arms, his lover my friend also—compounded the horror.


What pushed Dan to his final tragic action? In men his age, mid-forties and healthy, jealousy or infidelity often showed up as the motivation driving marital murder-suicide. That also didn’t fit with what I knew about Dan. But did I know Dan? I knew from my clinical practice and my own marriage that everyone is capable of being unfaithful, even those who protest that they could never do that.


My body shifted into survival mode in response to an unseen threat, my heart pounded in my chest, and adrenaline set every nerve on edge. I wanted to run away from the panic and dread that claimed me. I turned on every light, made all the rooms bright to chase away shadows and the things that hide in them.


I closed the blinds against the night and the eerie blue mist that rose from the snow.


I wouldn’t sleep. For the third year in a row, Christmas had brought murder to my door. First Zeke, then my patient Kimi, now Dan and Heather.





CHAPTER 3


Graham was at work at the Get and Go with his head under the hood of a Chevy Tahoe, lost in concentration, when he heard someone call his name. The deputy informed him he needed to report to the Sweetwater County Judicial Complex for questioning in the process of an investigation into a crime.


The first thing Antelope would look for in Graham Douglas was his level of empathy for his girl. Graham Douglas was medium height and had a stocky build. He wore Carhartt coveralls and a black knit cap pulled low over blond curls. The kid was handsome in a feminine way. He could pass for Paige Petrangelo’s twin.


Had their similar looks drawn them to each other, each one seeing their mirror image reflected back? They were part of a narcissistic generation, that’s for sure.


Graham looked at him without expression, blue eyes focused to the left of him, missing direct contact slightly, making eye contact but not. Someone less skilled in observing human behavior and nonverbal communication might not have picked it up. Graham was nervous. He drummed the table with the fingers of his right hand and stroked the soft woolen fabric of his cap.


Detective Antelope sat directly across from Graham. The two of them faced off, animals in the wild, a wordless face. After a minute, Antelope moved in to turn on the recording device.


“Detective Antelope interviewing Graham Douglas.”


The tape whirled like an endless slow snake in the ancient tape recorder.


“How long have you known Paige Petrangelo?”


“This is about Paige? What happened to her?”


“Answer the question. How long have you known her?”


“Me and her have been together less than a year,” Graham answered.


“How did you meet?”


“This isn’t right. Did something happen to Paige?”


“Paige is fine. Now answer the question. Where did you meet her?”


“I’m friends with her cousin Cody. Is that a crime?”


“Who said anything about a crime? Do you know anything about a crime?”


“You pulled me off my job and read me my rights, what am I supposed to think?”


“Guess you need two jobs with a girlfriend like Paige Petrangelo”


“What do you mean by that?”


“I ask the questions, son. But in case you didn’t notice, you don’t roll in the Petrangelo league, know what I mean?” He didn’t like the kid, wasn’t sure why, but he wore arrogance like cologne. It wouldn’t do for him to feel too sure of himself.


“Paige’s a good girl. She doesn’t care about that stuff.”


“What stuff would that be?”


“Status, class, all that crap.”


“Money, though, I bet she cares about money. Haven’t met a woman yet who doesn’t.”


“Maybe I offer her something money can’t buy.”


“That’s why you’re working your tail off to keep up with her, huh?”


“You don’t know anything about me. I’ve been working all my life. Nobody ever made it easy.”


“Is that what you wanted with Paige Petrangelo, a sugar mama to make it easy?”


“Don’t insult me. It’s not like that.”


“Tell me, what’s it like being the boyfriend of Paige Petrangelo? Another thing that’s not easy, I’m guessing.”


“It’s cool.”


“Yeah? Dan Petrangelo, a former detective, was thrilled to have his daughter hooked up with a small-time drug dealer? He did a background check on you and found some things that concerned him. His daughter could do better. That’s what he told her. Did she tell you?”


“We talked. She knows I’m done with that. It doesn’t matter to her. She wants me. End of story.”


“Well, good news for you. It doesn’t matter anymore.”


“You want to tell me what’s going on here?”


“Dan and Heather Petrangelo are dead.”


And nothing changed in Graham Douglas’s face. He might later claim he was in shock and that’s why he didn’t respond. Was there something of the psychopath in him, the missing empathy chip that kept us human? He might not be the one who had offed the Petrangelos, but he wouldn’t mourn them either.


“I took her home this morning. What happened? What about Paige? Where’s Paige?” He moved with such force the chair fell over behind him. On his feet and shouting.


“Sit down,” Antelope said. “You’re not at the Saddle Lite.”


“Tell me!”


The reaction was so immediate and intense, he couldn’t determine if it was genuine or an excellent display of psychopathic pretense.


“Paige is unharmed. They were dead when you dropped her off. She found the bodies. She’s at Sweetwater Hospital now getting treated for shock.”


Graham held his gaze for a long minute. Finally, he righted the chair, and both men returned to their places at the table.


“What time did you and Paige arrive at the Sanderson Ranch this morning?”


“Early, eight o’clock, close to. I start at the airport at nine. How did they die?”


“They were shot.”


“Holy shit. Someone shot them? They got murdered.”


“We don’t know yet if we’re dealing with a double homicide or a murder-suicide.”


“This is gonna wreck Paige.”


“What can you tell me about her parents?”


“I met them, just a few times. Her old man didn’t like me. I had no reason to hang around there.”


“Was that a problem for you?”


“More of a problem for him. Paige came and stayed with me. Nothing he could do about it.”


“Graham, I’m going to be honest with you. You’re a person of interest. That’s how we’ll refer to you when we discuss the case with the media. These domestic murders are crimes of passion. We look at family members and close associates first. That puts you high on the list of suspects in this case. Where were you last night?”


“A lot of places. Depends what time.”


“Tell me everything you did from six p.m. to six a.m.”


“I got off work at the Get and Go at nine o’clock. I went home, hung out with Paige for a bit, took a shower, met up with my buddy Cody at the Saddle Lite around ten. I stayed there for a while, went home. Paige was there, she’ll tell you.”


“When was the last time you saw Dan or Heather Petrangelo?”


“It’s been a while. Like you said, I’m not their favorite person. Since Paige started staying with me, I have no reason to go out there.”


“When did Paige move in with you?”


“It’s not official like that.”


“When?”


“Two months ago maybe, yeah, at least that. That’s when things got crazy there.”


“What do you mean by crazy? Be specific.”


“Her old man was crazy jealous of her mom. Paige said he had no reason. He wouldn’t shut up about it.”


“He suspected his wife was cheating on him?”


“That’s what Paige told me. She couldn’t take them fighting anymore. We decided she’d stay at my place. Looks like that was the right call. Paige is still alive.”





CHAPTER 4


The ringing cell phone startled her awake—her niece Paige. A feeling of dread spread through her body, an automatic reaction to the sound of the phone. She let it go to voicemail. I’ll deal with you later, Paige. But the phone rang again, so she answered.


Paige was hysterical, crying, screaming, “They’re dead, they’re dead! My parents are dead.”


Where was Mark when she needed him? At a legal conference in Casper without her! She wanted to go with him except Cody had come home for the Thanksgiving break, and Mark said she couldn’t leave him. And he was right about that. He wanted to win Cody over, and it wouldn’t help if she took off with Mark for the weekend the minute he got home from school. Where was Cody? He never came home last night.


Paige was at the hospital with Bella. She had to go to them. She wanted so badly to talk to Mark but he’d already be in the conference, his phone turned off until the break at noon. She texted him anyway, just in case he checked his phone before then.


Sweetwater County Memorial Hospital sat at the top of a ridge overlooking an expanse of high desert. In the dim light of early morning, heavy snow blanketed every surface. She was so tired, and her head throbbed with the beginning of one of her migraines. There’d be no stopping it. She didn’t have her medicine with her.


When she got back to emergency reception from the treatment rooms, the place was packed with sick and injured patients. People waited at the triage counters, stood in the hallway, took up all the good seats near the televisions.


When Nicole first came in, a few people were waiting to be seen. She gave her name, and a nurse pointed the way to Bella and Paige’s treatment rooms, where she learned of her mother-in-law’s admission. She found Paige, finally silent, stoned on Xanax, half asleep, and left her to rest. She returned to the waiting room, more crowded than when she first arrived, and found a private seat near the window to wait for the results of Bella’s diagnostic tests.


She got a coffee from the vending machine, weak and burned to bitter. Cold seeped in through the large windows. She zipped the quilted vest to her chin and longed for her puffy jacket.


She hated hospitals, resented the trap of obligation, wanted free of this family. She looked for an escape, found torn magazines slick with germs, a sports channel muted on the giant flatscreen. Dan and Heather dead—and nothing new from Mark on her phone.


Bella was in shock. And Paige so hysterical no one could calm her. She couldn’t stop sobbing to answer any of their questions.


Paige was weak. Taller than her boy Cody; did that help or hurt her? It gave the wrong impression, made her appear stronger. Nicole knew the truth. Bella favored Paige because she looked like her, and both of them were self-centered. Who would take care of Paige now? Nicole hoped she wouldn’t get stuck with her. Plenty of money, that’s for sure; Paige wouldn’t need them for that. Thank God she had turned eighteen last summer. Nicole wouldn’t have to be responsible for anything, Paige could make her own decisions. Cody had struggled at the University of Wyoming, always the black sheep, while Paige had inherited her princess status from her father. Could Paige hold her own without her parents?


Mark would judge her, call her petty, especially now. She wouldn’t tell him, no need for him to know every little thing that came into her head. She didn’t plan on screwing things up with Mark. She’d learned from being married to be careful what she said, how much she said. Marriage, not the close and trusting relationship people made it out to be, but rather a small-scale war of survival of the fittest that she intended to survive. So different, the two men in her life. Never again would she stay in a bad situation.


She remembered Jack’s rare sudden explosions—a slap, a push, his fist slammed on the table, all followed by retreat into days of sullen silence, more than a few times over the years. It had made her hone her skillful indirection and subtle maneuvers. They never talked about it. This restored the power balance in the relationship. Yes, she’d endured his temper tantrums. He sometimes joked when people asked him how he got such a pretty woman to be his wife, “I came with the ranch.” That pretty much summed it up, and he didn’t push it too far.


Why was she thinking about Jack? Would she ever be free of him and his family? She still hadn’t heard from Cody. He wasn’t answering her calls or texts.


She’d set her phone to vibrate in accordance with the hospital rules to silence cell phones. It buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out quickly. The Caller ID read Sweetwater County Jail.





CHAPTER 5


When Cody walked out of jail, he saw his mother waiting for him. She came when he called her and paid his bail. She was the only reason he was free, but he didn’t want to see her or hear what she had to say. He gave her a look that he hoped carried the full force of his fury and quickly turned away, walking in the direction of the Saddle Lite.
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She was a big part of the reason he freaked out and drank himself into oblivion periodically. Let her pay some dues, that was how he looked at it.


She called his name, and he ignored her.


“Cody, you come here.”


Like a runaway dog, he kept walking. He heard her SUV start up and was ready when she pulled up beside him. He didn’t even turn to look at her, just kept walking.


“Aren’t you even going to thank me?” she said.


When there was nothing from him, she added, “I should have left you there, for all the thanks I get. Next time, don’t call me. I won’t be treated this way, you hear me, Cody?”


She wanted something from him, even if it was only gratitude. She wanted it, and it was his to give, and she could go on wanting it because no way would he give her anything after what she’d taken from him. She had bailed him out, and he owed her for that. Then, like she always did, she’d ruined it, hungry for his gratitude and appreciation. A simple thank you would have done it, and yet he’d refused to play his part.


“Get in, Cody, please. Something bad happened.”


Letting go of the whole power struggle with her like an outgrown children’s game, he asked, “What happened?”


“It’s bad, Cody.”


“Tell me. Did something happen to Grandma?”


“No, not Grandma. It’s Dan and Heather. Somebody shot Dan and Heather.”


He heard the words and looked at his mother’s face, her tears. He couldn’t look at her, had to get away from her.


“Why are you looking at me like that? Last night. At home. Someone broke in and shot them,” she said.


He doubled over and threw up everything that was left in his stomach from his partying the night before.


“Oh, my God. Just get in, Cody.”


He opened the door and collapsed on the seat, his head spinning, sweat pouring off his face. If only she wouldn’t say anything else, he might be OK.


“Where’s your truck, anyway?”


“Saddle Lite.”


“What happened last night?”


He held his hand up to stop her from saying anything else. His head throbbed, a constant beat of torture. When he opened his eyes, daylight scorched them. He pressed them closed with his fingers. “Drive,” he said.


“What did you get arrested for?”


“Stupid bar fight. Leave me alone.”


Her face cold as a stone, close to him, no love or compassion now. He’d hurt her again, so easy for him to do it; aware of his power with her.


She drove him to the Saddle Lite. His hand on the door handle, something new in her eyes, a cold distance, as if seeing a stranger. And something else, fear. His mother was afraid of him. It should have bothered him, but instead it gave him finally a sense of separation from her smothering love.


“Cody, I need you to tell me the truth. Did you have anything to do with Dan and Heather?”


He slammed the truck door and she peeled out of the parking lot like an angry teenager. He watched her drive off, a sad, sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that had nothing to do with being hungover. His own mother had asked him if he was a killer. How twisted was that?
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He had ten dollars in his pocket, enough for coffee and breakfast at the Flying J. That’s about as far into the future as he could think. He ate the breakfast burritos in his truck. His body came awake with the simple fuel, the hot caffeine burning through his veins. He was himself again, invincible, alive. And then he remembered—his Uncle Dan and Aunt Heather.


He called Graham, but his phone was turned off or dead. Graham couldn’t seem to keep it charged.


He had to do something but didn’t know what to do or where he wanted to be. Not home, didn’t want to see his mother, couldn’t stand to look at her face. He wanted to avoid another shouting match. She had bailed him out, and he owed her for that. Then, like she always did, she’d ruined it.





CHAPTER 6


The frigid air hit him like a welcome slap back into reality. Free! Graham pushed open the heavy glass door of the Justice Complex. He gulped the air like water and filled his chest, filled every cell in his body with fresh air and freedom.


His work boots gripped the hard-packed snow as he jogged to the truck. In a boxer’s stance he punched the air, knocked the tightness out of his limbs, light on his feet, a moving target for an invisible opponent. His muscles ached from an hour of unmoving concentration with his mind fixed on his personal survival code: Watch what you do, give them nothing, don’t let them put it on you.


The whole time inside, the detective fired his questions, all of them suggesting he’d killed Paige’s parents. Too many questions, too many chances to get the answers wrong.


He lit a cigarette, and smoke caught in his throat. He coughed, and a sob came out and took him by surprise. What the fuck! Paige! She must be going crazy looking for him.


His throat hurt and his eyes watered, just the cold, that’s all. He held his breath, pushed the feelings down. No time to freak out. He plugged his phone into the truck charger. A few minutes later it started beeping, all notifications of missed calls from Paige. He listened to the first few calls, and then he couldn’t listen to anymore. He could hardly make out the words she was saying through her tears and hysteria.


He didn’t want to call her, afraid of what he’d hear. Paige lost it over small things; what the fuck would she do with this? No more running home to Mommy and Daddy when things got tough between them.


Just text her.


Where are u?


Immediately, his phone rang. He should have known she wouldn’t let it be that easy.


“Baby, I’m sorry.”


“Oh, my God, Graham, where are you? I need you! Why didn’t you answer?”


“They pulled me in. I know what happened.”


“They’re dead, my parents are dead. Oh, Graham, come get me now!”


“I know, baby. Where are you?”


“I’m at the hospital, I need you now, can you come now please, please, Graham.”


“I’m in the truck now. Give me five minute, ten minutes.”


“Don’t hang up. Stay on the phone. Don’t you dare hang up, Graham.”


“I won’t. I got you.”


He drove slowly through the quiet Sunday streets, spooked by the recent encounter with the law and not eager to get to Paige. He wanted to show up for her. He wanted to be the man she could count on. He dreaded being with her in all the dark feelings, feared being swallowed by her grief.


He reminded himself she wasn’t like his mother. Paige’s face lit up whenever she looked at him; he made her happy. Unlike his mother, who lived in a chronic state of depression and who turned her face away from him.


He slowed and entered the circular drive in front of the hospital. Paige pushed through the glass doors, ran to him, and pulled the truck door open. He hit the brakes to keep from dragging her.


She threw herself at him, arms around his neck, hot tears on his cheek. She trembled in his arms, and he held her tight to keep her from shaking into bits. Worse than he expected, this throbbing mess of sorrow, a weight that would drown him if he let it.


After a few minutes, he lifted her hands away and said, “Come on, let’s go home. You need to sleep.”


She nodded and wiped her eyes. They drove in silence, her head resting lightly on his shoulder. It made it a little hard to drive, but he managed and could breathe again.


By the time they got to his trailer, she was asleep. He carried her inside and laid her on the bed, removed her shoes and the silly flowered backpack she always wore. When he pulled the quilt up to cover her, he was gripped by a sensation of pure love. He didn’t need anything from her. It was enough just to love her. The feeling brought tears to his eyes.


In the kitchen, he poured himself a beer and then sat alone in the small living room. He turned on the television, the volume low so as not to wake her, just enough for the comfort of the voices, like when he was a kid with the grown-ups in another room, the safety of that feeling, knowing he was not alone.


He needed the time, though, just him and his thoughts. It bothered him the way the detective’s questions had implied he wasn’t good enough for Paige.


He wasn’t the mismatch for Paige her parents said he was. There were things they didn’t know about their daughter that would shock them. The knowledge of Paige’s edgy activities was his secret ace in the hole. And it was especially useful because it didn’t have anything to do with him. Her parents couldn’t blame Graham for ruining their precious daughter. No, Paige had gotten into nude modeling and dancing long before he came on the scene.


She tried to keep it from him, but he’d found the pictures online. At first, she lied when he confronted her. He did a good job of acting. He wanted her to think he judged her for it. Maybe even that it would be a deal breaker. She was a good girl, but he’d found out the truth. In fact, he didn’t care at all. So what if she got off on showing her titties and ass to old guys? It turned him on to think of her doing that. He figured out that Paige’s parents would oppose her being with Graham. He made a plan of attack when they started putting pressure on her to ditch him. And that had happened right on schedule. Right after the first time he met them, he found Paige looking all sad, and when he asked her what was wrong, she said at first it was nothing.
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