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ONE



Christmas Eve, 8:31 a.m.


I glanced out at the KJAY newsroom. My elevated position on the assignment desk gave me an excellent view as my coworkers prepared for our noon show. As is typical in most newsrooms this time of year, the food and frills of the holiday season existed side by side with the uglier realities of our business. Bloody crime-scene video played next to a platter of holiday cookies. A script detailing a tragic car wreck sat on the printer next to a pot of candy canes.


My name’s Lilly Hawkins. I was born and raised here in Bakersfield at the southern end of California’s Central Valley. I’m a TV news photographer, nicknamed a shooter in the industry, at KJAY.


I would have preferred to be sitting out in the newsroom with the newshounds and food—or even better, in the field shooting video—but Callum, our station’s assignment manager, had taken a rare week off for Christmas. It was my temporary job to supervise newsgathering and ensure stories made it on air. I hated it.


I love KJAY and I love TV news, but spending my day on the assignment desk went against all my instincts—working inside instead of out, planning instead of acting, having to watch my tone as I gave orders to other people instead of brazenly ignoring orders given to me.


My mood both brightened and dimmed when I saw Freddy’s mop of bleached-blond curls pass through the rear door of the newsroom.


He fired off finger pistols at a few old friends, but mostly made a beeline straight for me. “Dude, is it true what they’re saying about the giant python?”


“I haven’t heard about a python, but I’m going to go out on a limb and say, no, it’s not true.”


Despite the cold weather this time of year, Freddy wore his usual cargo shorts and flip-flops. His only concession to the season was a sweatshirt with a surfing snowman.


“And is it just me,” I said, “or do you spend more time at the station now that you don’t work here?”


He ignored me. Maybe he knew that I missed him. “Dude, seriously, tell me you have a reporter on this python-sludge thing.”


“I’ve got the morning anchor and the dayside reporter both at the site of a multivehicle pileup.” I glanced up at the dry-erase board where we laid out the day’s stories. “A tanker truck carrying sludge was involved, but there was no snake.”


“Dude, there totally was. Everyone’s saying a twenty-foot python escaped during the crash.”


“Who’s everyone?”


Freddy’s eyes shifted away. “This dude I do business with.”


“Does the dude sell you weed?”


“I can neither confirm nor deny that.”


“There is no missing python.” I returned to sorting through press releases. “Sludge is all over the place, though. I don’t think they’ll have the roads open again until this afternoon.”


Sludge is a waste by-product that other cities and counties pay Bakersfield to take off their hands. It’s our biggest import.


“The city is in total cover-up mode because they don’t want to start a panic.” Freddy spread his arms wide. “Think about it. Twenty feet. That snake could totally gobble a baby.”


“Did you drop in today to pass on fake news tips or are you thinking about coming back to work here?”


His arms dropped, as well as his enthusiasm. “There’s totally no job for me. MMJs killed the video star.”


MMJs, or multimedia journalists, were essentially one-man-band reporters who shot and edited their own video for television, the web, and mobile devices. When the station higher-ups announced we were joining the ranks of many other small-market TV stations and transitioning to MMJs, I’d predicted catastrophic failure. KJAY had always saved money by occasionally assigning shooters to stories without a reporter, but I believed the reverse was impossible.


I’d been wrong. Our staff of young reporters had proven remarkably adept at mastering the new digital cameras and editing software. To my horror, as a group they were both comfortable and competent shooting their own video.


Freddy and the rest of the videography department had all lost their jobs. At least I’d kept my title of chief photographer. The only hitch was that now instead of managing a department of shooters, I trained the reporters on how to use the cameras, handled equipment issues, and shot video for the older anchors and reporters who would never adapt to the new system.


“I’m not looking to come back.” Freddy glanced across the rows of battered metal desks to the rear of the room. “College is awesome. I’m here today for the Tedster. He needs good vibes and moral support.”


The Wonder Twins, as Teddy and Freddy had sarcastically been nicknamed when they were the laziest and least responsible shooters on staff, no longer looked anything alike. Teddy, the shyer and nicer of the two, had cut off his bleached-blond curls and become KJAY’s junior sports reporter. As part of his TV makeover, his name had also been shortened to Ted—another of the many things I was having trouble adjusting to.


Freddy watched his best friend on the other side of the room trying to tie a Windsor knot. “This is a big day for my main dude. First time anchoring instead of just doing sports.”


I shrugged. “They canceled the eleven o’clock show for the holiday so Ted only has to do the noon and five. And I’ve got the animal shelter coming to do an adopt-a-pet segment. That’ll kill a lot of time and be all heartwarming. Should be cake.”


The hallway door opened. Leanore Drucker, my best friend and the KJAY historical reporter, entered carrying a gingerbread house. “Hi, everybody. I’m dropping off a little holiday cheer.”


Several mumbles from random places in the newsroom were her only thanks. Leanore didn’t let the lack of enthusiasm dim her smile. She was an optimist; a strange and exotic species I’d never understand. Of course that optimism didn’t prevent an occasional tart observation. Her news stories, although usually soft-boiled rehashes of local history, always contained a healthy amount of wit.


“Good to know the spirit of love and goodwill flourishes in the heart of the newsroom.” She tossed back her auburn hair. Since Leanore is in her sixties, the veracity of that shade was in question, but real or fake it had become her calling card on TV. “FYI, something major is tying up all the traffic.”


I nodded. “Auto versus tanker. It turned into a real pileup.”


“The tanker spilled its cargo.” Freddy raised an eyebrow. “Sludge all over the road.”


Leanore, always a lady, didn’t react.


Freddy continued, “You know, sludge is like . . . waste.”


Leanore removed a speck of lint from her jacket. “I understand what it is.”


“You know, medical waste and sewage waste.”


“Yes, I get it.”


“It’s poop.”


“I understand, Frederick.” For Leanore, using the long form of someone’s name was akin to the nuclear option.


Even Freddy understood that and dropped the subject. “There’s also a thirty-foot cobra missing from the wreck.”


Leanore’s eyes widened and shot to me.


“Don’t worry, there’s no snake.” I turned to Freddy. “A minute ago you said it was a twenty-foot python. Next you’ll say it’s a fifteen-foot anteater or a forty-foot rat.”


We were interrupted by a ten-thousand-year-old demon. (Full disclosure: I have no actual proof that the individual in question is anything other than a blond, twenty-one-year-old reporter.) “I’m coanchoring the noon and the five today with Ted. What’s the latest on the lead story?”


I gestured behind me to the wall of monitors and video decks. “We’re planning to open the noon with a live shot from the scene of the accident. Preliminary video should feed back any minute.”


“I haven’t been at KJAY very long, so I don’t know how smart you are about these things.” She spoke with the condescension of someone who’d planned for her first job out of college to be in a much bigger television market. “But I’m assuming you haven’t had much real training in what makes good video. I need the sludge. That’s the important shot.”


Freddy and Leanore, alerted either by her condescending tone of voice or my body language as I reacted to it, each took an instinctive step back.


I leaned forward. “I know more today about what makes good video than you’ll know at the end of your entire career, which will probably come in about ten years when you’re passed over for fillin weekend anchor in Fresno.”


Her mouth compressed at the same time as her eyes widened. “There’s no need to attack me. All I want is for my show to be as good as possible.”


What she wanted was to get good video of her anchoring a newscast for an audition reel. Since I wanted her gone almost as much as she wanted to be in a larger TV market, we had a common goal.


I swallowed hard. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m out of line. I promise we’ll get video of the sludge.”


She tore the candy chimney off Leanore’s gingerbread house and exited toward the control room.


Freddy stepped back to the assignment desk. “You got some sand in your butt crack today?”


“Freddy,” Leanore and I both said loudly and in unison.


“Dudes, I don’t punch a clock here anymore. I can totally say all kinds of inappropriate stuff now.” Freddy saw the look on my face and dropped his smirk. “Don’t get me wrong, she was a total tool, but your reaction was a little extreme.”


I didn’t say anything.


“Freddy, I think Teddy may need some assistance with that tie.” Leanore pointed across the newsroom. “He looks in danger of strangling himself.”


“Call him Ted,” I said. “He’s talent now.”


“I better go give a hand to”—Freddy paused to raise his fingers like quotes—“‘Ted.’”


Leanore waited for him to cross the room, then said, “Is Rod spending Christmas in LA with his family?”


Rod was my boyfriend and KJAY’s senior producer. He’d negotiated the new title—senior producer, not boyfriend—after some high-profile reporting the previous summer. His coverage of a deadly wildfire had earned him job offers from all the major networks. He’d chosen to stay in Bakersfield.


“Rod changed his mind about visiting his family,” I said. “He came back this morning unexpectedly. It’s the first Christmas since his grandfather died and I think being at home was a reminder.”


Leanore didn’t say anything. She kept the same friendly half smile on her face and waited for me to elaborate.


“Rod and his grandpa were close. I think their relationship was sort of like me and my uncle Bud.”


She continued her silence.


“We’re having Christmas dinner with Bud tomorrow. He’s still living with the little sick girl’s mother. . . . Remember we used to do those tearjerker stories about the little girl who was going blind?”


Leanore treated this as a rhetorical question.


I tried to hold out. I didn’t want to talk about what was really on my mind, but Leanore’s silence was like a tractor-trailer hauling the truth out of me.


Finally, she raised one eyebrow.


It did me in. “I found an engagement ring in Rod’s pocket.”


The spell broke. Leanore actually jumped as her hands came together in a clapping motion. “A Christmas proposal! It’s so romantic.”


“It’s only romantic if I say yes.”


Her hands dropped. “But, Lilly . . .”


I refused to look at her. “Don’t ‘but, Lilly’ me. I love Rod, but this is a huge step.”


She tensed. “Does he know you found the ring?”


“No. I put it back and then ran out of the house for work.”


“Good, then it’s not ruined. You have to act surprised tomorrow when he asks you.”


I leaned forward. “Leanore, did you hear me? I’m not ready for this. Everything is changing and I hate it.”


“But you and Rod have been living together for over a year. He’s handsome, smart, funny, and kind. What more could you possibly want in a man?”


“That’s just it. He’s perfect. When we met, he had flaws. He was terrified of going on camera and he let everybody walk all over him.”


“Maybe he was a little too timid,” she said. “But you’re the one who helped him get over that.”


“I know I did, but that was pretty much the only thing wrong with him, and it’s gone now.”


“Why is that a bad thing?”


I pointed at myself. “Because I’ve still got all my flaws. He’s perfect, and I’m still me.”


She shook her head. “Okay, now you’re just making stuff up.”


There was more to it than that, of course. I also worried that the still recent death of Rod’s grandfather—whose loss had been sudden and painful—had driven Rod to take this big step.


In a few months when his grief receded and emotional equilibrium had been restored, would Rod regret proposing? That kind of rejection was excruciating to even contemplate. I had no intention of actually experiencing it.


“He’s too perfect?” Leanore continued. “Lilly, I’ve heard of people sabotaging themselves, but this takes the cake. You’re thirty-two years old. It’s time to . . .”


Leanore continued, but I’d already stopped listening. The sounds of a voice under pressure had consumed all my attention. I tilted my head toward the scanner, but couldn’t understand what was being said.


“Everybody quiet,” I yelled while cranking the volume to high. “There’s something on the police frequency.”


Conversation in the newsroom abruptly stopped. Several people turned down the audio on their computers. All heads turned toward the small boxes behind me.


“Send ambulance and backup to my location ASAP. I’ve got a possible one eight seven with multiple gunshot wounds.”


A small ripple of excitement passed through the newsroom. Ted and Freddy both got up and hurried toward the assignment desk.


The dispatch officer answered, “What’s your ten-twenty?”


I recognized the location request and quickly searched for a pen. At the same time I looked over my shoulder at the dry-erase board of stories.


“Oildale.”


I found a pen and scribbled Oildale while mentally doing the calculations of whom to pull off which story in favor of breaking news. It would be difficult because we were staffed so low for the holiday and already had the sludge crash.


“One seventy-three Jefferson Street.”


I froze.


“One seventy-three Jefferson Street,” the dispatch officer repeated back. “Ambulance was dispatched from original nine-one-one call, but it’s been delayed.”


Everything slowed down. I took a breath, but the simple act of filling my lungs seemed to take forever. I finally managed to speak, but it came out in a mumble.


“What’s that, Lilly?” Leanore frowned. “Are you all right?”


Freddy was the first to realize the truth. “Dude, don’t you and Rod live on Jefferson Street?”


“It’s my address,” I repeated, this time not in a mumble.


Leanore’s voice rose. “You mean the shooting is at your house?”


I nodded.


“But Rod’s in LA,” Ted said. “He’s not home.”


Freddy nodded. “Isn’t he visiting his folks for the holidays?”


“He came back this morning.” I finally released my grip on the pen. “He was home when I left for work.”


I started running and didn’t look back.





TWO



Christmas Eve, 8:42 a.m.


I don’t own a car. As chief photog I’m required to take a news van and gear home with me every night in case there’s breaking news. I treat news van #4 as my own company vehicle. I’ve driven it from the station to where I live in Oildale more times than I can remember, but never faster or more recklessly than on that morning.


I slammed through downtown Bakersfield without pausing. The Christmas-themed store windows went by in a blur. I almost hit a car when I entered the Garces Circle without the right of way. I passed the Kern County Museum and the Bakersfield Drillers’ ballpark going seventy-five. I slowed to fifty-five as I crossed the bridge into Oildale.


This side of the dry riverbed—the water long ago diverted for the irrigation of crops—is Bakersfield’s rougher, less affluent sibling to the north. Originally constructed as company housing for the nearby oil fields, Oildale was where I grew up and where Rod and I had been living for the last year. We shared my uncle Bud’s three-bedroom house, which Bud had inherited from my grandfather half a century earlier.


Two police cars were parked in the street. My last hope that Rod might be safe died when I saw his Prius in its usual spot out front. I abandoned the news van in park with the motor running and the driver’s-side door open.


I ran toward the house. A uniformed officer walked out my front door and intercepted me at the bottom of the porch steps. “Hold on. This is a crime scene. It’s not open to the press.”


“I’m not the press.”


“Do you think I’m blind?” He gestured to the van out on the street, then to me.


To be fair, I was dressed like a shooter in my sturdy hiking boots, jeans, and red KJAY polo.


He stepped forward trying to force me back. “Now do me a favor and wait out at the sidewalk.”


“This is my house. I live here.”


“You do?” His demeanor changed. “Do you have some kind of ID?”


I didn’t. I’d left my wallet and everything else back at the station. Instead of explaining, I tried again to get around him. “My boyfriend lives here with me. Is he okay?”


I felt the inadequacy of the word boyfriend as I said it. Boyfriends were casual. There was no permanency or sense of commitment there. I wanted to add a qualifier. I wanted to tell him that Rod had a ring in his coat pocket.


“I’m sorry.” The officer had taken a step back, but still blocked the porch. “We’ll try and get this sorted out. But in the meantime, I’m going to have to ask you to wait out on the sidewalk.”


Instead of arguing with him, I pushed. He was knocked off-balance and fell back on the steps. I used the opportunity to trample the rosebush and jump up onto the porch. I swung my legs over the railing and stumbled toward the front door. It opened and a second patrol officer emerged with his Taser out.


The one I’d shoved came up behind me with handcuffs. He sounded apologetic as he secured my hands behind my back. “You’ll only be in the way in there. You could even make things worse.”


I managed to look through the dime-store lace curtains covering the front window. Through the web of white polyester, I saw the outline of two figures clustered around someone on the floor. “Rod,” I yelled as the two officers forced me down the porch. I continued to struggle as we crossed the lawn.


“You need to stop resisting,” one of the officers said as we continued to the sidewalk. “I swear, they’re doing everything possible in there to keep him stabilized until the ambulance arrives.”


Stabilize him! Everything possible! My knees buckled and I sank down to the concrete. A noise in the street brought my attention to a second KJAY news van parking behind mine.


Ted got out and ran right for me. “What happened? Where’s Rod?” The tie still hung loose in a deformed knot around his collar. “Why are you handcuffed?”


One of the patrol officers stayed next to me with his hand on my shoulder while the other one moved to block Ted’s way into the house. “We need everyone to stay back. This is a crime scene. You’ll have to move your news van. We’re going to cordon off the street.”


Under stress, Ted reverted to the speech patterns he’d tried so hard to abandon since becoming on-air talent. “Dude, is Rod, like, okay?”


The officers looked at each other. Finally one said, “Everything possible is being done.”


Sadness, panic—those are words we can all relate to, but they don’t begin to describe what I felt. It was as if my heart had been tied to a weight and then the weight dropped off a cliff.


“Where’s the ambulance?” Tears were streaming down my face. “Why isn’t it here yet?”


A Ford Taurus came to a screeching halt in the street. Out jumped our station’s assignment manager, whose job I’d been covering all week. Callum is a big man with a big gut, and I wasn’t used to seeing him move fast. I also wasn’t used to seeing him with a week’s worth of beard.


I looked at Ted. “You called Callum at home?”


“It wasn’t me, dude. I followed you right out the door.”


Callum passed my news van, paused to turn the engine off, then rushed to join us. “The ambulance is close. Thirty seconds maybe.”


I recognized a small white cord running from the pocket of his LA Dodgers jacket and up to his left ear. “You were listening to the scanners at home?”


He shrugged, but withdrew the portable radio from his pocket and adjusted something. “Traffic around the sludge spill delayed the ambulance. That’s why they’re not here yet.”


In the distance I heard a siren. I focused all my attention down the street, praying the ambulance would come into view.


Ted’s voice barely registered as he said, “Dude, you’re on vacation and you were, like, home listening to the scanners?”


While we waited, Callum convinced the officer to unlock my cuffs. As soon as they were off, I started toward the house again.


Ted and the officer were slow to react, but not Callum. His hand shot out and gripped my wrist tighter than the cuffs had. “Don’t be an idiot.”


The siren reached a crescendo as the ambulance arrived. It parked and the noise abruptly stopped. Two more patrol cars followed the ambulance and blocked opposite ends of the street from traffic.


Callum still held me. “Right now you need to let the police and paramedics do their jobs. Your job is to wait with us. It’s lousy, but that’s what you have to do.”


I glanced at the officer. He still held the cuffs, waiting to see if he’d need them.


I crumpled in defeat and let Callum pull me into a rare hug. Fear and adrenaline, not to mention the cold winter weather, caught up with me and I began shaking. Ted went to my van and retrieved my blue coat.


The new officers quickly created a perimeter. Police tape was unspooled just in time to stop a rival station’s live truck at the other end of the block.


That’s when I saw the detective nicknamed Handsome Homicide. He was getting a rundown from a patrol officer. They both stopped at the porch steps to put blue bootees over their shoes.


“Please,” I begged him. “Tell me what’s going on.”


Handsome had once asked me out on a date, which I’d turned down because, despite his good looks, he was basically a jerk. I’d only seen him a few times in the last year, and always at crime scenes.


“I’ve heard that he’s alive, but it’s bad.” Handsome continued up the steps. “I’ll send someone out to brief you as soon as I can.”


Ted took out a cell phone and hit speed dial.


We all heard Freddy answer, “KJAY, we’re on your side.”


Callum’s eyes widened. “Freddy’s covering the assignment desk? He doesn’t even work at the station anymore.”


“We’re short-staffed for Christmas Eve.” The usually easygoing Ted looked annoyed. He covered the cell phone’s microphone. “And don’t hurt on Freddy. He’s better at stuff than you give him credit for.”


Ted uncovered the phone. “Dude, it looks like Rod’s been shot. The ambulance is here now. I’ll call again when I know more.”


The front door opened. We all jerked to attention. I expected to see either Handsome or the EMTs bringing out the stretcher.


A figure stumbled out onto the porch. Callum and Ted both gasped when they recognized him.


I tried to say his name, but I think it came out as a scream.


Rod reached the bottom of the steps. He looked around in a daze and then saw me running. “Lilly.”


I threw my arms around him. “What happened? Are you hurt?”


“I’m fine. I promise, I’m okay.”


Several officers had followed me, but stayed a step or two back from our reunion.


I didn’t want to let go, but after a few moments Rod pulled back.


He wore the black shirt, shorts, and running shoes he routinely took to the gym. Something was wrong, though. My clothes were stained with blood where I’d hugged him.


I touched the wet, black fabric of his shirt. “If you’re fine, then whose blood is this?”


“I’m sorry, Lilly.”


My voice rose. “Why are you sorry? What happened?”


“I went to the gym. When I got home, I found him in the living room. I tried to stop the bleeding, but he’d been shot.”


“Who? Who’s been shot?”


From inside the house a voice yelled, “He’s lost too much blood. We gotta go now.” Moments later the EMTs appeared in the doorway. Rod and I jumped to the side as the stretcher was brought out.


I couldn’t see the face underneath the oxygen mask, but I recognized the leathery, tattooed skin on the forearm.


Uncle Bud.


I watched in disbelief as they wheeled the stretcher to the curb and loaded it into the ambulance. I knew someone was talking to me, but I was too off-balance to pay attention.


“Lilly?” Handsome said sharply. “I asked why your grandfather was at the house this morning.”


I finally looked away from the ambulance. “He’s my uncle, not my grandfather.”


It was an easy mistake to make and I shouldn’t have been so irritated. Bud was my father’s much older half brother. When Bud’s father and stepmother both died back in the 1950s, Bud had raised my father, the infant they’d left behind.


“Fine,” Handsome said, his annoyance growing. “But why was your uncle here?”


“I don’t know.” I glanced at Rod, who shook his head. “We were supposed to see him tomorrow for Christmas dinner at his girlfriend Annette’s house. That’s where he’s been living for the past year.”


A strand of my curly black hair had come loose from its ponytail. I pushed it away from my face and saw that my hand was shaking. “Was it a robbery? Is anything missing?”


“Nothing obvious.” Rod put his arm around me. “I’m so sorry. I called nine one one as soon as I found him, but the ambulance took forever.”


Handsome looked at Rod. “I understand he was unconscious and wasn’t able to communicate anything to you about who might have shot him?”


Rod’s body, pressed to mine as he embraced me, went rigid. “That’s right.”


“Did you see anyone when you got home? Anyone suspicious you might have passed on the street?”


Rod shook his head. “I wish I had.”


A short burst of the ambulance’s siren got my attention. “I’m sorry. We need to go to the hospital. Can you send someone to take Rod’s statement there?”


Handsome gestured to a man in a suit getting out of an unmarked police car. “Let me consult with the detective sergeant.”


We followed him down to the sidewalk where Ted waited. “I’m really sorry about your uncle, Lilly. He was a cool old dude.”


“He’s strong. He’s going to make it.” A moment after I said the words, I realized that I didn’t believe them.


The ambulance siren cranked up to full. As it pulled away, Callum was revealed shooting video on the other side of the street. For a moment I stared directly into the lens. The camera was mine. Callum must have got it out of my own van.


He lowered the camera, then gestured down the street to our competitor’s live truck parked behind the police tape. “I figured you wouldn’t want us to get scooped on a shooting at your own house.”


I was still trying to process that I was now a part of today’s lead story when Handsome returned.


“Miss Hawkins, I’m sending you to the hospital in a patrol car.” He looked at Rod. “But, Mr. Strong, we’d prefer to take your full statement while the details are still fresh in your mind. Maybe you can even come to headquarters.”


Rod shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I need to be with Lilly right now.”


“You’re our only witness. We need—”


Rod cut him off with uncharacteristic aggression. “I told you already, I didn’t witness anything. I can’t help you.”


Handsome took a breath and looked around. The gesture looked fake and I realized he was trying not to lose his temper. “It’s possible you were the intended target. You got a lot of attention covering the wildfires last summer. You could have a stalker.”


“That’s ridiculous.” Rod’s voice was loud enough that other officers turned to look. “I don’t even work in front of the camera anymore. You’re deliberately trying to frighten me.”


I was surprised by Rod’s tone. Usually, I’m the one getting angry at police officers while Rod counsels courtesy. “Rod, maybe you—”


But Rod ignored me. “There’s nothing more I can say in my statement that you don’t already know. Bud was unconscious when I found him and I didn’t see anything.”


Handsome nodded. “Regardless, I suggest you cooperate. It would be very unpleasant for everyone if we were forced to detain you.” He turned to me as if the matter were settled. “I’ll get an officer to drive you now.”


He left before Rod could argue further.


“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “Make a quick statement and get it over with.”


I leaned in and kissed him. I hadn’t intended for it to be more than a peck on the lips, but the drama of the moment tumbled into something more passionate.


“At least you weren’t hurt,” I finally said. “If only the same were true for Bud.”





THREE



Christmas Eve, 9:19 a.m.


The uniformed patrol officer driving me to the hospital had to take side streets to avoid the accident with the sludge spill. It took fifteen minutes to reach Bakersfield Medical Center. I filled the time by criticizing the officer’s route.


In my defense, nobody knows city streets better than a shooter. Identifying the most direct way to reach a destination can be the difference between getting amazing video of breaking news or getting nothing at all.


The officer escorted me into the ER and then suggested I sit in the crowded waiting room while he tried to get information. At least the news wasn’t playing on the television mounted to the wall. I dreaded seeing the scene outside my own house replayed on KJAY—or even worse, on our competitor’s broadcasts.


I couldn’t help but think about the time I’d spent with my mother and sister in a similar ER waiting room. All I’d known was that my father had been in an accident on the job. He worked, and lived most of the week, seventy miles from town at an oil field out by Lost Hills. When I was little, he’d come home every weekend. By the time I was sixteen, and waiting in that ER for news of him, his visits had become unpredictable and rare.


When had I realized that my father was going to die? A memory of Bud surfaced. He’d come through the ER door and my spirits had briefly lifted. Bud was fun. He loved to use colorful southern slang and delighted in teasing my starch-perfect mother. Crazy uncle Bud always had a crooked grin on his face, unlike my father, who was quiet and withdrawn.


But the grin hadn’t been there that day. That was when real fear had penetrated my teenage brain. I watched my mother embrace her seedy brother-in-law. I could hear her crying into his chest.


“Oh, hell” was all Bud said as tears began rolling down his face.


That’s when I’d felt it. The same feeling I’d experienced as I collapsed onto the sidewalk thinking Rod was dead. A feeling as if you’d do anything to change what was happening—make any deal, climb any mountain, make any sacrifice—but there was nothing to do because you were helpless.


The patrol officer returned and jerked me from the memory.


“They’re prepping him for surgery. Someone will be out soon to talk to you.” He sounded official, but polite. “Are there any other family members you can call to come wait with you?”


“No. My mother and sister live in Fresno now.” I suddenly realized no one had told Annette, Bud’s girlfriend. I explained and used a pay phone to make a collect call.


I hated telling her over the phone, but she took the news as well as could be expected. She promised to come as soon as she could find someone to stay with her daughter.


I returned to the waiting room just as Leanore arrived from the station. She hugged me and said, “I’m so sorry, Lilly.”


We sat down together near a trio dressed as the three wise men. They all wore sneakers under their robes, and one had a bloody towel around his hand, but otherwise they were straight out of a Nativity scene.


“You’re not going through this alone,” Leanore continued. “Whether you like it or not.”


Leanore had brought the messenger bag I used as a purse when I wasn’t working as a shooter. After thanking her, I checked my phone for messages. There were two.


The first was from Rod and was sent a little after seven that morning. “Hi. I didn’t hear you leave. Did you go in to work early? Call me, okay? I’m going to the gym, but I thought maybe we could go buy a Christmas tree on your lunch break.” The message ended.


“You were right to yell at me earlier,” I said to Leanore. “About Rod being too perfect to marry. I’m an idiot.”


“You’re not an idiot. You’re just afraid of getting hurt. Welcome to the human race.”


The door opened from the interior of the ER and a woman called my name. I was surprised to see the officer join us as Leanore and I went to speak with her. I shouldn’t have been. This was a violent crime. Handsome had probably ordered the officer to keep an eye on us.


The woman directed us all to another floor where Bud would be taken for surgery. After a long walk and a brief elevator ride, we reached the surgical waiting room. I gave as much information as I could about Bud’s medical background, age—which I guessed to be late seventies, but didn’t know exactly—and of course insurance. When I’d finished those forms, I resumed checking my phone’s messages and got a shock.


“Little Sister, it’s Bud.” Even through the phone’s crummy speaker I could tell his voice was hoarse and tired. “If you’re not answerin’, then I figure you’re at work. Rod’s down visitin’ his folks, right? I’m usin’ the Oildale house for a meetin’. Just wanted to make sure I’d have some privacy.”


I glanced at the patrol officer. I started to wave him over so he could listen to the message. Bud’s own words stopped me.


“I got a situation needs tendin’ and I need to be discreet like. The Law might not take kindly to this one, and it’s best to keep you and Rod out of it.”


“The Law” could only mean the police. Bud had a long history of shady schemes that skirted legality, but he’d vowed off those kinds of deals when he’d moved in with Annette and her daughter. Had he relapsed?


Bud continued, “Don’t come home till you hear from me. I’m real serious, Little Sister.” The recording ended.


I knew that I should forward the message to Handsome. He’d be trying to build a timeline of events, and the call might help. On the other hand, it sounded as though Bud had been doing something he didn’t want the police to find out about.


Bud’s girlfriend, Annette, arrived and interrupted my internal debate. As we hugged, I got a noseful of Chanel No. 5. It, and the nice dress she wore, reminded me of what Annette had been like when we’d first met.


Reeling from her daughter’s terrible diagnosis, her husband’s abandonment, and mounting financial troubles, Annette had exploited a flurry of attention from the media about her daughter’s illness. I much preferred the jeans-wearing, down-to-earth woman I’d got to know as my uncle’s girlfriend. I suspected her dressing up now, before coming to the hospital, was a way of coping with extreme stress.


Leanore kindly offered to go get coffee from the commissary while I filled Annette in on Bud’s condition. Once I’d told her the little we knew, I gently maneuvered Annette to the opposite side of the room from the officer. He couldn’t follow us without making his eavesdropping obvious.


“Do you know what Bud was doing at my place this morning? Was he involved in anything illegal?”


“Illegal?” The way she said the word was both a denial and a rebuke for even thinking it was possible.


“Bud has a history. Between you and me, was he doing anything he didn’t want the police to know about?”


“Bud wasn’t doing anything illegal, I’m sure.” She straightened the green wool fabric of her dress. “But he was upset yesterday. I’ve never seen him in such a panic.”


“That doesn’t sound like Bud. I’ve seen him cracking jokes while narrowly escaping death.” This wasn’t an exaggeration. I literally had. “What happened to set him off?”


“He went out shopping for Christmas presents yesterday morning. Something he saw at one of the pawnshops upset him, but that’s all he’d tell me. I don’t know what the item was or why it was so disturbing.”


“Pawnshops?”


She gave me a sheepish smile. “That’s where Bud likes to shop. I realize how it sounds, but he knows all the owners. He’s bought and sold for decades.”


I didn’t want to know the origin of the things he’d pawned over the years. Bud was never himself a crook, but he’d have no problem acting as middleman for shady merchandise. “What exactly happened when he came home from the pawnshops?”


“Like I said, he wouldn’t tell me much. Bud ran right into the bedroom and started making phone calls. Then he went out again and never came back.”


“Where did he sleep last night?”


Her eyes looked away as she admitted, “I have no idea.”


“Any guesses?”


“I had hoped he was staying with you and Rod in Oildale. Most of his furniture and things are still in that house.” When I shook my head, she continued, “And he’s got that mobile home up at Lake Elizabeth. It’s a drive, but he could have gone there.”


I nodded. The obvious truth, that Bud might have spent the night with another woman, remained unsaid.


Annette addressed it, without addressing it. “Bud was wonderful to me when he was around, but he always made it clear marriage wasn’t in his future.”


“I understand.” Actually, I didn’t care. At the moment, the intricacies of their relationship mattered little to me compared with the intricacies of what got Bud shot. “Those calls he made just before leaving yesterday, did you hear any of them?”


She nodded. “He closed the door, but at one point Bud was shouting and I heard a name that I recognized.” She paused for effect. “Leland Warner.”


You could have given me a million years and gazillion tries and I would never have guessed Annette was about to say that name. Warner was one of the richest men in California. I’d tangled with him a year ago when a young man named Val Boyle had been shot in one of Warner’s many orchards.


At the time, I learned that Bud and Warner had a history, but each had refused to reveal the details to me.


“Did Bud ever talk about Warner?” I said. “I think they might have known each other a long time ago.”


“Bud never talked about the past. He’s all about having fun right now with no baggage.”


Leanore returned from the commissary with a tray of Styrofoam cups just as a nurse was coming to speak with us.


The news sounded grim. Surgeons were currently working on Bud, but he had two gunshot wounds to the abdomen and had lost a substantial amount of blood. Assuming he survived, the surgery could run all day and into the evening. When I refused to sign a Do Not Resuscitate order, Annette began to cry.


The years fell away, and Annette, with her showy emotion, transformed into my mother. Bud, unreachable in the depths of the hospital, became my father. I knew what this day spent waiting would be like. I knew how it would end. I’d already lived through it once.


Except this time I didn’t have to wait passively while my heart broke. I was no longer a confused, helpless teenager. I could take action instead of wallowing in the things I couldn’t change.


As Leanore tried to console Annette, I made a phone call. When I’d finished, I took Leanore aside.


“I have to go,” I whispered. “It’s an emergency or I wouldn’t leave.” I glanced at the officer. I didn’t think he could hear me. “Can you stay here and call me if there’s news?”


“Of course, but what’s the emergency?”


One glance at Leanore’s sharp eyes and I knew I had to tell her the truth. “I need to talk with Leland Warner. I think he may know something about what happened to Bud. Can you distract the officer while I slip out?”


“Lilly, I’m saying this as someone who cares about you.” Leanore put a hand on my arm. “Sitting here is probably going to be the worst day of your life, but if you don’t face this, you’ll regret it.”


I fought the urge to tear my arm away and instead gently lowered it. “I’m not running away from bad news. Warner may know something about Bud’s shooting that he can’t share with the police because it’s illegal.”


Leanore looked torn, but then marched up to the officer and handed him one of the coffees. “This one’s for you.”


He took the cup and offered her a smile in return. “You didn’t have to do that.”


While they chatted, I made a show of asking the receptionist where the bathroom was. I followed her instructions, but kept going to the elevators.


Downstairs, I waited just outside the main entrance. The KJAY news van arrived a few minutes later. Ted must have left right after my call.


I opened the driver’s-side door. Ted had already slid across to the passenger seat. “Thanks for bringing my van. You want me to drop you back at the station?”


“That would be righteous.” He caught himself reverting to old speech patterns and frowned. “I mean, that would be nice. I still have to anchor the noon and five.”


I put my seat belt on and drove out of the hospital parking lot. “Where’s Callum? Is he covering the assignment desk? I doubt I’m going to be able to work this week.”


“Freddy’s still on the desk. Callum’s going door-to-door in your neighborhood asking if anybody saw something. He wanted a reporter to do it, but there’s no one available.”


“What about Rod? I’m sure he’ll pitch in.”


“They took him to the Sheriff’s Department headquarters.”


My head jerked from the road to Ted. “Why? Is everything okay?”


“They threatened to arrest him if he didn’t go.” Ted looked uncomfortable with the topic, but continued anyway. “I’m sure it’s just shock and stress, but Rod was acting sort of . . . I mean . . . he wasn’t being very cooperative.”


After I dropped Teddy, I mean Ted, at the station, I stopped for gas and phoned Rod’s cell. He didn’t answer so I left a message asking him to call me. I didn’t really think Rod was in trouble with the police, but if Handsome was taking advantage of the situation to be a jerk, I wanted to know about it.


I filled up the gas tank, but didn’t use my company gas card. I had a feeling this tank was going to be used exclusively for personal business.


Leland Warner has several properties around the county, and probably the world, but I only knew about two of them. The first was a vast ranch out past Shafter. I’d visited it in less than ideal circumstances a year earlier. The other was a mansion designed by a protégé of Frank Lloyd Wright’s. When it was built in the 1970s, it was the most expensive structure in Bakersfield.


Not many people had seen it since then. The land around the house was well guarded and walled off from prying eyes. Leanore had been trying for years to gain access for one of her local-history stories. Architectural Digest had actually sent someone to Bakersfield when they’d devoted an entire issue to the now-dead architect.


I could have told them not to bother. Warner may be a disagreeable control freak, but he wasn’t a snob. If he said no to Leanore, he’d say no to Architectural Digest too.


I drove to the northeast end of Bakersfield, where the wide, flat streets characteristic of the rest of town narrowed and sloped upward. This gentle climb came to an abrupt stop at an area called the Bluffs, where the land fell dramatically down a cliff face.


The real estate here is highly sought after. Houses actually on the Bluffs, the only ones in Bakersfield with views, were some of the most expensive in town. When Rod had moved from LA to work at KJAY, he’d bought a house in this neighborhood near the country club. He still owned it, but I liked the grit of Oildale and preferred to stay there.


For the first time I thought about what going home would be like. Could I stand to spend even one night in the house where Bud had been shot? What if he died? The house had been in my family for generations and I felt sick at the thought of moving. Then I thought about scrubbing Bud’s blood off the living room floor and felt sick at the thought of staying.


The line of houses abruptly stopped at a massive concrete wall that marked the edge of Warner’s property. It still took another five minutes of driving before I reached a gate made of two enormous copper doors. No markings or street numbers identified the property. The metal doors looked dull in the gray winter morning, their natural orange blunted down to brown, but I guessed that in summer they’d reflect the sun and the heat. I stopped and rolled down my window. I pushed the call button on a pad and looked up at a camera mounted to the wall.


“Yes?” a man’s voice said over the speaker.


“My name is Lilly Hawkins. I’m here to see Mr. Warner.”


The voice came back through the speaker before I’d even finished. “You may contact the media relations department at Warner Industries if you’d like to request an interview.”


“I’m not here on business. Tell Warner that Lilly Hawkins needs to see him and it’s an emergency.”


“This is a private residence. If you insist on loitering, we’ll call the police.”


I was getting nowhere fast, which at least is better than getting there slowly. I was considering asking for Warner’s head of security, whom I’d met last year, when a vehicle pulled in behind me.


After glancing in the rearview mirror, I turned full around. A little old lady sat behind the wheel of a large black pickup. She frowned at me, or rather at the KJAY logo on my van. She was a stranger, but the contemptuous twist of her mouth was not. I’d seen it many times on Leland Warner’s face.





FOUR



Christmas Eve, 10:37 a.m.


I got out and walked to the pickup. Instead of rolling down her window, the woman glared at me.


“I need to see Leland Warner,” I said.


“You’re wasting your time.” Her voice was muffled by the glass, but I could tell she spoke in short, clipped tones. “No interviews.”


“I’m here for personal reasons, not as a journalist. My name’s Lilly Hawkins and it’s an emergency.”


Something crossed her face at the mention of my name.


I guessed she knew what had happened last year when I’d first met Warner. “I’m the one who was involved in the murder at Happy Valley Farms last December.”


She lowered the window just as the copper gates began to swing open. “What did you say your name was?”


Two uniformed Valsec Security guards rushed out.


“Lilly Hawkins.” I put my hands on the truck door and leaned in. “Please, I need to see Warner. It’s an emergency.”


“Leland’s sick,” she said. “Even if you’re here for legitimate reasons, you can’t see him.”


The guards hurried around my van. This was probably my last chance. “If you don’t help me, I’ll go on TV and tell everything I know about Warner and his family.”
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