

[image: images]





[image: images]




Praise for Nora McFarland’s
A Bad Day’s Work

“Welcome to Nora McFarland and her unforgettable heroine, Lilly, who’s as lovably dysfunctional as any character you’ll ever read! She’s funny, smart, and honest, albeit occasionally tactless—in short, fully human. Packed full of adrenaline and attitude, A Bad Day’s Work is a roller-coaster ride of a mystery. Don’t miss it!”

—Lisa Scottoline, New York Times bestselling author of Look Again

“A wonderful debut novel! Action packed, with a heroine who’s sure to win your heart.”

—Marcia Muller, New York Times bestselling author

“McFarland, herself a former ‘shooter’ for a Bakersfield TV station, nails the newsroom as well as her feisty, funny accidental sleuth . . .”

—Publishers Weekly

“McFarland’ debut, the first in a planned series, is often both amusing and touching as Lilly discovers both the truth about the murder and enough about herself to change her life.”

—Kirkus

“Former Bakersfield camerawoman McFarland clearly knows her technical stuff. . . . McFarland has an appealingly flawed protagonist here, and fans of Julie Kramer’ Minneapolis TV reporter, Riley Spatz, will likely take to Lilly, too.”

—Booklist

“More than a compelling mystery—it’s a unique glimpse into the life of a small-town television news photographer. The story of Lilly Hawkins of Bakersfield, California, may be fiction, but the author’s fresh voice and careful attention to detail make the intrigue real. . . . The next installment of this excellent new series can’t come soon enough.”

—BookPage

“Readers don’t know what McFarland’s characters are going to do next, and that gives us a reason to keep turning the pages.”

—Southern Literary Review

“What makes this book a winner is the honest-to-goodness funniness offered by first-time author Nora McFarland. Hers is a refreshing kind of humor and it’s the key element that drives this fast-paced story about a feisty young TV photographer who solves the crime.”

—Bakersfield Californian

“A breath of fresh air to the world of lighthearted mysteries, Nora McFarland offers readers a charming new series. . . . Off the wall in the best way, McFarland never lets you see what is coming as one crazy antic swiftly follows another. The sequel to this excellent debut will be worth the wait.”

—Suspense Magazine
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ONE

Thursday, 6:25 p.m.

I saw the coroner’s van and stopped talking midsentence.

We were parked on the side of the road just before the flatness of California’s Central Valley met the wall of mountains known as the Sierra Nevada. I was putting away equipment following my reporter’s live broadcast at the top of the six-o’clock news. I’d already worked a full day shooting video on the wildfire burning in the mountains and wanted to go home. Of course seeing the coroner’s van changed my priorities.

I’m a TV news photographer—nicknamed a shooter in the industry—at KJAY in Bakersfield. I’m the only female shooter in town and one of only a handful of female chief photogs in the country. Aside from light administrative duties relating to the shooters, my title means I’m salaried and always on call. Nights, weekends, holidays—I’ve always got a camera just in case we need backup for the backup. That works for me because I’m a bit of a breaking-news junkie.

At the time I saw the coroner’s van, my reporter was inside the live truck editing video. Leanore didn’t see what was coming down the road and consequently misjudged the reason for my abrupt silence.

“I know you don’t like talking about your personal life,” she called through the open side doors of the truck. “But you and Rod are a great couple. I think it’s entirely possible he’d stay in Bakersfield to be with you.”

A Sheriff’s Department cruiser followed the coroner’s van. Blasts of hot, dry air hit my face as each sped past.

“I know he has to move on to a bigger TV market if he’s serious  about his career,” she continued. “And I know he’s never lived in a small town before, but I think he really loves you, Lilly.”

I watched the vehicles disappear into the canyon. Above the mountains, a mushroom cloud of smoke rose from the wildfire. I turned and looked in the opposite direction.

We were fifteen miles from town. The dark green rows of an irrigated orchard popped against the pale brown earth. In the distance, the scorching summer heat created translucent waves in the air, but there were no people or cars. I was the only one there to see the coroner’s van.

I dropped the cable I’d carefully been coiling. A surge of adrenaline carried me into the live truck in one jump. My hand shook as I rushed to hit the buttons and switches necessary to shut down the truck.

Leanore glanced up. She was editing video at a small built-in desk. Her auburn hair swayed in the blast from a portable fan. “Lilly, did you hear what I said?”

I killed the generator. The fan and everything else died. “No.”

“Are you okay?”

Leanore Drucker is one of the few people I look forward to working with. Already a grandmother of three, she’d fashioned a second career for herself as our TV station’s historical reporter. Despite an almost thirty-year age difference between us, she was probably the closest thing I had to a friend. I didn’t say my next words lightly. “Get out.”

She jerked in surprise. “What?”

“Get out of the truck, now.”

I jumped back out and ran to my camera and other equipment. I scooped up what I could and rushed it to the truck.

Leanore retreated into the rear as twenty feet of coaxial cable flew at her. “Lilly, what’s going on?”

“The coroner’s van just drove into the mountains headed for Lake Elizabeth.” My cell phone started ringing in the overstuffed pockets of my cargo pants. I ignored it. “I think someone’s dead up at the fire.”

I hurried to retrieve the last of our equipment. Before running back, I glanced at the slowly sinking pole on top of our live truck. At the top of this mast was the microwave dish that sent a live signal back to KJAY. For safety reasons I couldn’t drive until it had completely collapsed.

Leanore stepped out of my way as I leapt into the truck. She had her cell phone out. “Should I call Callum?”

“He’s already calling us.” I stored my camera and then answered the still-ringing phone in my own pocket. “What?”

“We lost your signal.” Callum was our station’s assignment manager and in charge of newsgathering. He’d been working in Bakersfield for more than twenty years and was famous for his depth of knowledge, unrelenting crankiness, and one long, hairy eyebrow that stretched across his forehead. “Was I somehow not clear? The producer wants a shot of the smoke over the mountains for the closing credits. You got two minutes to get your signal back up.”

“Tell him to use something else. I have breaking news.” I took Leanore’s blazer off the back of her chair and forced it into her hands. “And then send someone for Leanore.”

“What?” Callum and Leanore said at the same time, although Leanore with a great deal more alarm.

“Someone needs to pick her up.” I strapped the chair to the wall and pushed the rest of the cable under the desk. “She’s at the base of the canyon.”

“Lilly,” Leanore began. “I don’t—”

“Get out.” I jumped into the driver’s seat up front.

“But, Lilly—”

“You have five seconds or you’re going to be stuck riding all the way up to Lake Elizabeth with me.” Leanore and her weekly feature stories on local history were great, but she was not a hard-news reporter. She’d only worked the wildfire that day because we were so shorthanded. “You really want to get stuck on breaking news with me for the rest of the night?”

“But you can’t go all the way back up there. You’ll—”

I pointed into the back. “And take the tape you were editing for the eleven. I might not be back by then.” The light turned green on the rack of equipment indicating the mast was down. I started the truck’s ignition and put it in drive.

“Wait, wait. I’m getting out.” Leanore hit eject on the editor and then grabbed the tape.

“Shut the door,” I yelled.

She got out as quickly as her arthritis would allow and then slammed the side doors shut. I hit the gas.

“Callum,” I yelled into the phone. “I only have a few seconds before I lose cell reception. Send someone for Leanore. She’s—”

I slammed on the brakes. I wasn’t on the road yet and a giant cloud of dirt erupted around the truck. “Just a minute.” I dropped the phone and put the truck in park. I climbed into the rear, found what I was looking for, then opened the side door.

Leanore ran up. “Lilly, what on earth—”

“Here.” I threw her purse at her.

“But you—”

I slammed the door shut and then jumped back into the front seat.

“I only have a few seconds.” I put the phone on speaker and then buckled my seat belt. “A Sheriff’s Department cruiser just went up the canyon going seventy.”

“So?” Callum’s voice cut in and out, but his impatience came through loud and clear. “Every government agency in Southern California is up there working the fire.”

I floored it across the road and drove straight for the canyon. “They were following the coroner’s van.”

He gasped. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. What about the scanners? Have you heard anything? Is there trouble at the fire line?”

“No, but—”

His voice cut off, followed by a noise from my cell phone telling me I’d lost the signal. “Crud.”

I tried to catch up with the cruiser and the van, but the boxy live truck was too unwieldy for any sustained speed on the twisty canyon road. Even a regular KJAY news van, which was really just an old minivan covered in the station’s logo, would have been more nimble. Things weren’t helped by the increase in traffic coming down the mountain. Earlier in the day there had only been a trickle of cars heeding the voluntary evacuation, but now a steady stream of vehicles were packed to the roof with their owners’ belongings.

I had the entire drive to question the swell in traffic, but it barely crossed my mind. My only real thought was catching the coroner’s van and being the first to break the story.

Dominating coverage of the wildfire hadn’t been a problem when we’d been competing with other Bakersfield news outlets. Then earlier in the week, the winds had violently shifted and two firefighters with the US Forest Service were killed. Larger TV stations had begun making the almost three-hour drive from L.A. Their superior technology allowed them to go live and feed recorded video from almost anywhere in the mountains—something our less advanced equipment couldn’t do.

But if there’d been another death, and I could break the story first, my little Bakersfield station would earn some much needed bragging rights and a huge morale boost.

The air in the van became increasingly bitter the higher I drove. Soon I was forced to flip on my headlights. We were still at least forty-five minutes from sunset, but the dome of smoke over the mountains turned daylight into a continuous and dreary twilight.

I caught up with the Sheriff’s Department cruiser just as the road crested and the view opened on Elizabeth Valley. This should have been a stunning vision of clear blue water, dazzling mountains, and sunny skies.

Instead, Mt. Terrill rose into a black sky congested with the flashing lights of helicopters and planes. Below the mountain, the body of water known as Lake Elizabeth had been polluted with gray sludge from all the ash and soot.

I reminded myself the view could have been worse. So far the fire had remained on the other side of the mountain. Most of the air traffic was either coming or going from dropping water and fire retardant there. Hopefully the hundreds of fire-suppression personnel working day and night would be able to contain it soon.

My cell phone made the familiar sound letting me know I was back in range, then immediately started ringing. I hit the speaker button and set the phone in a cup holder. “I just cleared the canyon and I’m following the Sheriff’s Department cruiser. The coroner’s van must have gotten ahead.”

“The death’s not fire-related.” Callum sounded as if his dog had died.

I sounded only slightly less disappointed. “Oh, man. Are you sure?”

“It’s an accidental drowning.”

“Damn!” Viewers care more about some deaths than others. It may not be polite to say it out loud, but in the middle of a deadly wildfire, an accidental drowning was a big, giant nothing.

“But all I’ve got are rumors at this point,” Callum said. “Everyone’s working on the fire. Things are confused and no one is returning my calls.”

“Then maybe you’re wrong.”

“Not likely, but check it out. If it’s a drowning, pick up a VO/ SOT for the eleven.”

VO refers to video that plays underneath an anchor or reporter talking. It’s also called B-roll and is really just background images. SOT is a sound bite or interview. Together, a VO/SOT makes a quick story, read live by the anchor and not edited into a package the way a longer, more important piece would be.

“I already made the drive,” I said. “I might as well get something.”

I hung up. The cruiser took the next exit for the Lake Road. This older boulevard made a full circle around the sixty miles of shoreline, but was a slower and more difficult way to travel than the highway.

I tried to follow, but sawhorses blocked my way. An officer got out of a California Highway Patrol cruiser and came to the driver’s-side window. The CHP had jurisdiction over roads and interstates in California, as well as being the official state police. Despite that, they were probably best known from the 1970s television show CHiPs. This officer didn’t look like Erik Estrada, but he did have a mustache.

“Are you keeping drivers off the Lake Road?” I asked.

“I can’t comment on that, but the detective who just came through okayed you to follow him.” He gestured ahead. “They’re going to Search and Rescue headquarters at the southern end of the lake.”

I wasn’t surprised I’d been cleared to go in. Blocking media access for a story like this would have been unusual. Drownings are typically held up by law enforcement as cautionary tales to prevent future tragedies.

What did surprise me was the roadblock itself. “Do you have roadblocks at every entrance to the Lake Road?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“But that’s a huge effort. Normally the Elizabeth PD only cordons off near where the victim drowned.” I had an idea and eagerly leaned out the window trying to look toward the lake. “Is it a hazmat situation? Has something toxic gotten in the water?”

I must have sounded hopeful because he frowned. “No, ma’am.”

He stepped back, effectively ending the conversation, so I drove through the barricade and headed south. The western shore, where I now drove, was home to the town of Elizabeth and had retained its low cost of living and working-class roots. Most of the residents lived in mobile homes or prefab houses. The eastern shore, also called Tilly Heights, had gentrified in recent years. The new, more affluent population had built expensive vacation homes along the lake and up Mt. Terrill.

I passed the two large warning signs promoting water safety. The signs, one in English and one in Spanish, never failed to upset me.


LAKE ELIZABETH
63 
LIVES LOST SINCE 1955
THINK SAFETY



The running tally of drownings was creepy enough, but I also had personal reasons to be uneasy. Thirteen years ago I’d spent five months living at Lake Elizabeth. I was almost nineteen and beginning a downward spiral that wouldn’t end for several years. One of my many escapades involved vandalizing the THINK SAFETY sign. Seeing it always made me cringe.

Truthfully, Lake Elizabeth stirred up a lot of unpleasant memories—most involving my own bad behavior—and I didn’t like spending so much time here covering the fire. My boyfriend, Rod, had noticed I was on edge, but I’d avoided telling him the reason. He knew that in polite terms I’d “lost my way” after my father’s death, but I’d never shared the trashy details.

I drove for another fifteen minutes past mobile-home parks and unmarked private driveways. The Search and Rescue headquarters had been placed at the bottom end of the lake where the eastern and western shores met. This remote location was a compromise to appease residents of both shores. I reached the turnoff and followed a dirt road as it meandered down toward the lake. My headlights lit the tracks other vehicles had left in the ash.

I saw bright lights and slowed. The facility was little more than a small dock and several garages for equipment. I parked outside a chain-link fence next to an Elizabeth Police Department cruiser, two pickup trucks, and the Sheriff’s Department cruiser I’d been following earlier.

I reached for the door handle and instinctively braced for the smell. The bitter, charred stink filled the mountain air. It had already seeped into my clothing and hair earlier in the day when I’d been shooting video up here with Leanore.

I stepped down from the truck and into the ash and soot. The cypress trees surrounding the facility were also covered in the stuff. The light gray flakes and fine, black grit combined to look like a dusting of dirty snow.

“Hello?” I called. An air tanker flying in the distance rumbled, but no human voice responded.

I paused and chugged half my water bottle to fight dehydration. Normally the temperature would be lower in the mountains than in Bakersfield, but the smoke was acting as a greenhouse and trapping the heat. I took a moment to straighten the ponytail keeping my long, dark, curly hair out of my face. I dusted off my cargo pants and straightened the red KJAY polo shirt worn by all the shooters.

“Hello?” I called again.

I thought I heard something inside the Sheriff’s Department cruiser, but I couldn’t see past the tinted windows.

I collected my camera, sticks, and gear bag, then walked through the open gate. The main building was dark, but a floodlight lit the compound. Its powerful beam backlit the haze in the air.

After calling out again and getting no answer, I continued toward the lake. At the bottom of a short slope, another floodlight lit the coroner’s van, parked with its back end open toward a dock. The doors looked like eager arms waiting for the corpse.

Two deputy coroners standing toward the end of the dock were pulling on rubber gloves. Nearby, two men in wet suits and a male police officer stood inside a motorboat. The lake water and horizon both looked black, save for the flashing lights of a helicopter in the distance.

“Hello. I’m Lilly Hawkins from KJAY.”

The police officer and the youngest of the divers jumped at the sound of my voice. Their reactions startled the other three. It was a chain reaction of nerves.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you.” I took a step onto the dock. Water had sloshed onto the wood planks and turned the ash into a dark sludge. “And I don’t want to get in the way. I just need a little information and a quick sound bite. The sooner I get it, the sooner I’ll be out of your hair.”

Everyone looked at the police officer. He wore the brown uniform of the Elizabeth PD underneath his life vest.

He looked around, as if waiting for someone else to answer, realized we were all looking at him, then jumped again in surprise. “I really don’t know.” He climbed onto the dock, walked around the deputy coroners, then continued toward me. “Media stuff’s not my line and the sergeant didn’t say a word about it.”

As he approached the light, I saw he was Caucasian, but with darkly tanned skin that was cracked and scarred from age and too much sun. “You should talk to the detective from the Sheriff’s Department. He’s calling in on his radio, but you’re welcome to wait.”

He removed a pair of rubber gloves. His right hand immediately moved to his back pocket, hovered there for a moment, then pulled away.

Even if I was able to lure him on camera, this nervous, uncertain officer would be a nightmare to interview. I could also rule out the deputy coroners—they were never allowed to talk—and since all I wanted was to get out of there, waiting for the detective wasn’t a great option either.

That left the divers, and as luck would have it, one of them was openly gawking at me and my camera. The young man stared, even as he lifted his end of a long, gray body bag from the bottom of the boat. His gaze only shifted for a moment, as he and the other diver awkwardly passed the bag toward the deputy coroners on the dock.

I wasn’t surprised by the young man’s naked ambition. The chance to get on television can make even the most sober and dignified person act like a goofy jackass.

“I’m sorry I can’t give you a statement.” The local officer reached for his back pocket again, but stopped himself from retrieving whatever was there. “Elizabeth PD has jurisdiction, but the Sheriff’s Department is taking custody of the body, and their guy is the senior officer on the scene.”

Behind him, the coroners began carrying their unpleasant cargo down the dock. The officer and I retreated onto the shore and watched as they walked to where a black tarp had been laid out near the van.

A special mesh body bag for retrieving submerged corpses had been used. The fabric clung to its contents like a wet sheet.

I didn’t know who was inside. I didn’t know what his or her life story might be. I didn’t even know if the person would be missed—not everybody is.

But I did know, absolutely, and without even a tiny bit of doubt, that I did not want to see what was inside that bag.


TWO

Thursday, 7:25 p.m.

The deputy coroners gently lowered the body bag onto the black tarp.

I glanced at my watch. “Where’s the Sheriff’s Department detective?”

The local officer gestured up the slope. Even the back of his balding head was a leathery reminder to wear sunscreen. “He’s in his cruiser calling in on the radio. You’re welcome to wait, if you want.”

Wanting didn’t enter into it. I wanted to go home to the house I’d been sharing with Rod for the last seven months. I wanted to take a long shower and scrub away the smell of the fire. I wanted dinner. I wanted to fast-forward to Rod coming home after the eleven-o’clock news and the two of us falling into bed.

The two coroners checked their rubber gloves. “How’s the smell?” one called to the officer. “Has she been in the water long?”

“I think my sergeant said about a day.” The local officer shook his head. “I’m not sure about the smell. She was bagged underwater by the diver and I sure as heck didn’t unzip her in the boat.”

“You did the right thing. That’s proper procedure.” The second coroner knelt down. He was careful to avoid the trail of water leaking from the bottom of the mesh bag. It pooled on the black tarp and then ran in a thin trail down the slope to the lake. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.” He reached for the zipper.

The officer and I both turned away and ended up staring at each other.

“You must be short manpower because of the fire,” I said.

“You know it.” He reached for his rear pocket, but stopped himself. “I’m not even full-time active duty. I retired up here from the Kings County Sheriff’s Department. I pick up weekend support-officer shifts, but that’s about it.” He again reached for the pocket, and again stopped.

I suddenly realized what was back there. The charred odor of the wildfire had been masking his chain-smoker smell.

“You like being a reporter?” he said.

I doubted he really cared, but we each needed something to divert our attention from what the coroners were doing. “I’m a shooter, not a reporter, and I love it.”

He removed his life vest. Dark sweat stains covered the shirt underneath. “What’s the difference?”

“I shoot video, reporters don’t. Sometimes I do interviews when a reporter isn’t available—like now—but I’m never on camera and I don’t write stories.”

“Hey, she’s got a lot of lacerations.” One of the coroners wrote something on his clipboard. “What can you tell us about where you found her? Were there a lot of rocks or sharp debris?”

The officer avoided looking at them by focusing on one of the life vest’s clasps. “You need to talk with Arnaldo. He did the dive and bagged her.”

As if on cue, the two divers came down the dock carrying their scuba equipment. The younger of the two, the one who’d been gawking at me earlier, had blond hair and blue eyes. His partner was older with deeply tanned skin and black hair. He didn’t look handsome in the conventional way the kid was, but he had a natural masculinity that was probably more powerful.

“Are you both volunteers with Search and Rescue?” I said.

The kid grinned. “You know it.”

Elizabeth Search and Rescue was trained and supervised by the local police, but populated and supported by volunteers. Big cities probably had money to keep divers on the payroll, but not here. In fact, most of the equipment in the garages up the slope had probably been paid for through donations and bake sales.

“I’d like to interview you both,” I said. “If you have time.”

“Cool.” The kid’s grin deepened. “You mean for TV and stuff?”

The local officer gestured to the coroners and the body. “First, they’ve got a couple questions about where you found her.”

The kid started to turn. He was about to take a good, long, full look at the corpse.

At the last moment, the other diver touched his arm and stopped him. “There’s no good in seeing that.”

He pulled the younger man a few steps away, then they each set down their scuba gear.

The coroner with the clipboard yelled over. “Have either of you had any experience with body retrieval before?”

The lead diver nodded. “I wish I didn’t.” He knelt and began sorting his gear. “But at least once a year something like this happens. I guess you never get used to it.”

Just as before, the kid started to look at the body.

“Hold on.” I grabbed his arm and stopped him just in time.

“I know it’s tempting to look.” The local officer kept his eyes on the small hole he was digging with the toe of his shoe. “But try and focus on something else.”

The coroner wrote something on his clipboard. “What can you tell us about where you found her?”

We all looked at the lead diver. He kept his back to everyone and focused on the equipment. “She was facedown in the rocks at the very bottom. It looked like the current and those rocks had been roughing the body up.” He went still. I could see from the way his back rose and fell that he was taking deep breaths. “And I had to break rigor mortis to get her in the bag.”

Now it was my turn to take a deep breath. I told myself not to think about it.

The kid clutched his stomach.

“Anybody mind if I have a smoke?” The local officer was already walking up the slope. “I’ll just be up here if you need me.”

The kid took quick, shallow breaths—not smart—and his cheeks had a waxy gray tint. That didn’t prevent him from trying to get on TV. “I promise to give you a great interview. I actually have some media experience.” He paused to take several more breaths. “I took Intro to Communications at Cal State Bakersfield last semester. I’m a biology major, but I may switch.”

The coroner kneeling next to the body straightened. “Hey, which limb did you break rigor in?”

The lead diver still didn’t turn around. “Right arm.”

The kid started to look.

“Still a bad idea,” I said.

The kid stopped himself just in time. A bead of sweat ran down his cheek. “So anyway, I’d love to give you an interview.” He swayed a little. “I’m a great public speaker.”

In my peripheral vision I saw the same coroner lift the corpse’s arm. “Her right or your right?”

“Her right,” the diver called back.

The coroner moved the arm back and forth.

The kid finally turned all the way and stared. He must have seen everything. “Oh, man.” He leaned over and threw up.

I jumped back in time to save my hiking boots, which wasn’t easy. Despite my five-four height, I wear size ten shoes. They made an easy target.

Pukey the Kid pulled himself up. “I’m okay.” He wiped the corner of his mouth. “Really, I’m fine. I’ll be great in the interview, I promise.”

The other diver rushed over and put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“I’m really sorry, Arnaldo.” The kid was still pale and clutching his stomach. “You won’t tell my dad, will you?”

“It wouldn’t matter if I did.” His voice was gentle, but certain. “You dove on a full stomach is all. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve gotten sick doing that.”

The kid looked at me. “You won’t mention this in the interview, will you?”

Before I could answer, Arnaldo shook his head. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea right now. There’s work to do.” Arnaldo reached down and picked up his gear. “We need to return the equipment and get changed before we do anything else.”

It was a sign of how much I wanted to go home that I actually considered asking the kid to stay and be interviewed. But he needed to get away from the body and I couldn’t risk him puking again, this time on camera—or even on my camera, which has happened before. You don’t know aggravation until you’re cleaning someone else’s puke out of a mic jack.

They picked up the diving gear, then retreated up the slope. The local officer passed them coming back down.

He kicked some dirt and ash at several small lizards that had descended on the pool of sick. “Awful things. Get away.” The tiny, green bodies with distinctive red stripes bolted into the darkness.

“They used to be worried about those things dying out around here,” I said.

“I know. Crazy animal-rights people. Now we’re overrun with them.” He continued kicking dirt and ash to cover up what was left of the kid’s lunch. “You can’t light up a cigarette without blowing smoke on one, there are so many.”

I joined him and kicked some dirt from the other side.

“Thanks,” he said. “Stupid kid.”

“Why’d he get sick now? He must have seen much worse under the water.”

“Nah. The kid shot up to the surface right after they found the body. We’re probably lucky he didn’t throw up in his scuba mask.” The officer frowned. “Arnaldo only brought him along because regulations say nobody dives alone.”

A bright flash momentarily bleached the immediate area. We both glanced over at the coroners, who’d begun taking photos.

“What’s someone that young doing out here anyway?” I said. “Is he really with Search and Rescue?”

“His dad is, but they live on the other side of the mountain. He’s trying to evacuate their cattle and horses ahead of the fire and couldn’t come.”

Another flash exploded. I waited a second, then said, “At least somebody’s obeying the voluntary evacuation. I thought all the year-round residents were digging in.”

He straightened a little. “Yeah . . . I guess.” He started back to the boat.

I should probably have noted his evasive answer, but I was so focused on my next question that I missed it. “Are you sure you can’t give me a quick sound bite?” I followed him. “The sooner I get something on tape, the sooner I can get out of your way.”

“I’m no good for that.” He passed the coroners, carefully avoided looking at the body, then walked down the dock. I noticed for the first time that a second boat was attached to the first, as though it had been towed.

“You’ll be great,” I called. “Please.”

He looked back at me, saw something, then pointed. “Ask him.”

Another flash exploded as I turned.

“Lilly Hawkins. I figured that was you following us.” The rotund figure of Detective Lucero walked down the slope, then around the side of the van. He wore slacks and a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His Sheriff’s Department ID hung on a chain around his neck and a gun rested in a holster on his belt. He was normally assigned to the Rural Crimes Investigation Unit covering thefts and vandalism on the many farms and oil fields in the county. I’d met him seven months earlier when I’d been involved with a murder investigation.

“You’re the only shooter in town crazy enough to chase the coroner’s van up a mountain.” He stopped at the pool of sick. “Let me guess, the kid?”

I nodded.

“I wish the sight of a body could still make me vomit.” He laughed. “Now I’m lucky if I even get nauseous.”

“It still makes me sick.” I returned to my equipment. “But now I know not to look.”

He laughed and stepped over the mess. “How you been, Lilly? You look even prettier than the last time I saw you.”

Some jerks won’t take any woman seriously as a shooter. It’s a physically demanding job traditionally done by men. Being small, with long, dark hair and big, green eyes, makes it that much harder for me. Lucero wasn’t one of those jerks, but he delighted in pushing people’s buttons.

“Thanks,” I said. “You look pretty too. Menopause must be agreeing with you.”

“Hey.” His arms spread in mock outrage. “Did you just take shots at my masculinity and age?”

“It was a twofer.”

“Speaking of pretty men, how’s that boyfriend of yours?” Lucero made the sounds of a rimshot and mimed the drumming motions.

I didn’t say anything.

Lucero dropped the teasing tone. “Seriously, where is he? I don’t see him on TV anymore.”

“Rod never liked reporting. He’s producing our eleven p.m. show now.”

Lucero looked at me and nodded to himself. “You know, being chief photog agrees with you. You look more grounded, more in control.” His eyes narrowed. “And you’re a little harder to read too.”

I made a rude hand gesture. “Guess what I’m thinking, right now.”

He laughed. “You have a hangnail?”

I opened the tripod and adjusted it for the slope. “If the comedy portion of the evening is over, maybe we can do some work?”

He shook his head. “Sorry. No statements tonight.”

At first I thought he was still teasing. “Very funny. Can we get this over with? I’ve got a long drive back.”

“Talk to the Sheriff’s Department’s information officer.” He looked at the deputy coroners who were in the middle of measuring the temperature of the corpse. “Hurry it up, guys. We don’t have a lot of time.”

The one with the clipboard answered, “It takes as long as it takes.”

“Hold on.” I quickly closed the distance between us. “You’re not giving me anything?”

“No comment.”

The local officer returned from the dock with a cooler and another life vest. He set them down, but didn’t say anything.

“But I drove all the way up here,” I continued. “You have to give me something.”

“I don’t like being here any more than you do. You think the RCIU handles drownings? I’m only here because everyone is busy tonight. I mean, so, so incredibly busy.”

Sometimes I have a problem understanding other people. Uncle Bud says it’s because I’m not naturally curious about them. I disagree. I’m very curious about people when they’re doing big breaking-news-type things, such as killing each other, covering up political malfeasance, or releasing toxic gas near orphanages. It’s the smaller things I have trouble with.

But to my credit I saw the local officer frown at Lucero. I was about to ask about it, but the divers returned. They wore matching dark green pants and orange Search and Rescue T-shirts.

I walked forward and met the kid. “How about that interview? I know you’re in a hurry, but I’ll try and keep it short.”

Pukey the Kid’s face lit up, but Arnaldo shook his head. “Sorry. I promised your mom and dad you’d be back first thing. You know they need help with the horses.” Arnaldo started down the dock. “Come on. We’re almost done.”

The kid gave me a sad look, but followed.

I looked from Lucero to the local officer. “At least give me something off the record.”

Lucero grinned. “Ah, the magic words.”

“Will you just tell me already?”

“It’s a straight-up accident.” He took out a notepad and consulted the pages. “A woman drowned in the lake, probably yesterday between seven and midnight. Apparently she was a dippy type who always refused to wear a life jacket. Liked to party and commune with nature.”

I grasped for some way to make the story more interesting. “Did she have kids or someone dependent on her?”

Lucero shrugged. “The Elizabeth police got the missing person’s call and found the body. It’s more their case. I’m only here to escort the body back to the morgue in Bakersfield.”

We both turned to the local officer.

He reached for his back pocket, but stopped himself at the last second. “I don’t know much either. Just what I heard around the station.”

“Lilly’s good people,” Lucero said. “I vouch for her. If she says it’s off-the-record, then it’s off-the-record.”

“Please, just tell me a little about the dead woman and how she died.” I paused. “You can smoke while we talk.”

He lit up in the time it took me to take a breath. “No one’s mentioned her having kids or a husband or anything. They’re talking at the station like the dead lady was a real wild child herself.” He exhaled a cloud of smoke. “She was staying with friends who live on the lake, got drunk, and took their boat out.”

He gestured back to the one they’d towed in. The simple utility boat had a small engine at the rear. “It’s a sad story, but hardly new. Add another number to the THINK SAFETY sign.”

I glanced at the coroners. They were placing blue bags on the corpse’s hands. “How’d you find the body so fast? Last time you had a drowner up here it took weeks for the remains to turn up.”

“We can thank the Forest Service for that.” The hand with the cigarette pointed to where the silhouette of a Chinook helicopter lowered over the black lake. Probably for the last time that night, it dipped its water bucket below the surface and then rose into the darkening sky. “One of them spotted the missing boat tied up at Road’s End earlier today when they were filling up.”

Road’ End was a rocky hill in the center of the lake. Vacationers who didn’t know any better, or stupid locals, sometimes took boats there to party. Over the years, several people had died in the deep water surrounding it.

“So basically,” I began, “she was drunk, no life vest, and fell in the water trying to climb from the boat onto the rocks in the dark.”

The local officer nodded. “That’s about it.”

The divers had returned with the rest of the equipment from the dock. They set it all down next to the cooler and life vest.

“Of course, it’s hard to know for sure without any witnesses,” the officer continued. “But as soon as the fire eases, they’ll send someone out to Road’s End to have a look around.”

Lucero frowned. “Didn’t you go over the scene?”

“Couldn’t get out of the boat.” The officer gestured to the divers. “Protocols don’t allow it while men are underwater.”

Lucero didn’t say anything, but I could see he was troubled.

The local officer took a final long drag on the cigarette and burned it down to the filter. “Truth is, Elizabeth PD is stretched about as thin as can be. Some of the boys haven’t been home in days.”

Arnaldo removed bottles of water from a cooler and then handed them around. “It’s a difficult time. Even Search and Rescue volunteers are working double shifts helping out. The strain is enormous.”

The kid paused from chugging his bottle of water. “You think this lady would have been trying to help, instead of going out to party.”

The officer tossed the remains of his cigarette away. It landed in the sludge of ash and soot washing up along the shoreline. “At the station they’re saying she grew up here and got a real bad reputation. Trashy stuff with older boys, drinking, drugs—criminal record even. Bad news.”

One of the deputy coroners stood up. “We’re just about done here.” His partner zipped up the heavier, leakproof body bag they’d placed the mesh one inside, then secured it with a tamper-proof seal.

I shot B-roll of the body being loaded into the coroner’s van, then a few shots of the dead woman’s boat. By the time I was done, the technicians had driven the van outside the gate. It idled by Lucero’s cruiser, waiting for him. Arnaldo and Pukey shut off the lights, then secured the gate with a padlock. They each got in their pickups and left, followed by the local officer.

Darkness had fallen. The headlights from the coroner’s van now provided the only light.

I decided to give Lucero one more try. “If you call and ask, I’m sure you can get permission to make a statement.”

“Not tonight.”

“Of course they’ll say yes for something like this. All you have to do is ask.”

“Normally, you’d be right, but tonight’s different.”

One of the deputy coroners rolled down his window. “You want to follow us or the other way around?”

“Why don’t you follow me? I can put my siren on, if we need it.”

“Come on,” I said to him. “You can do this one tiny, minuscule favor for me. I drove all the way up here. At least give me a statement.”

“Try listening to the very important thing I’m saying to you.” He paused and then emphasized each word. “I can’t call, tonight.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Do you know how much I’d like to strangle you right now?” He glanced over his shoulder at the coroner’s van, then leaned into me. “Once again, try listening. It’s good for picking up hints.”

I stared at him. What was he talking about?

“I can’t call tonight.” He repeated.

“Why not?”

“For the same reason the Elizabeth police force couldn’t send their own detective out here. Because everyone is too busy.”

“Why is everyone too busy?”

The same coroner leaned out the window. “It’s getting late. Shouldn’t we be on the road?”

Lucero raised his hand. “You’re right. I’m on my way.” Lucero walked to his own cruiser.

I followed. “Why is everyone too busy?”

Lucero smiled. “No comment.” He got in his cruiser and started the car. Before driving away, he lowered the window. “Like I said, Lilly, good to see you. I’d stay and chat, but we need to get back down the canyon before traffic gets too backed up. I got a feeling a lot more people are going to be evacuating, and you know it’s mandatory . . . that I get back to Bakersfield.”

He drove away, followed by the coroner’s van.

I ran to the live truck and opened the side doors so I’d have light. I hit the speed dial on the cell phone.

“KJAY, we’re on your side.” The voice wasn’t Callum’s.

I tossed my sticks into the rear. “Rod?”

“Lilly, are you on your way back?”

“No.” I stored the camera and shut the doors. “I think the evacuation may have been upgraded from voluntary to mandatory.”

His voice rose. “We haven’t heard anything. Are you sure?”

“I got a tip.” I climbed into the front seat and started the engine. “Plus something major is tying up all the local law enforcement. They sent an old guy who fills in on the weekends to retrieve the body.”

“I’ll call Callum at home. And probably Trent too.”

Rod was the 11:00 p.m. producer and had control over the shape and content of his show, but as assignment manager Callum was in charge of newsgathering. Walter Trent was our station’s news director, and although I didn’t think much of his news judgment, he was the head of the entire department.

“Great job getting the tip. It’ll be a huge if we can break this first.” Rod started to hang up, but suddenly came back on the line. “Lilly?”

“I’m still here. What?”

“How about the drowning? Is there a story there?”

“No. It’s nothing.”

“Okay. . . . Be careful. You must be exhausted.”

When Rod and I had become a couple, I’d instigated a strict no-public-displays-of-affection-while-on-the-job rule. Sometimes, such as now, I sensed him chafing at my restrictions.

I replied with a neutral tone. “I’m fine, but thanks.”

I returned the way I’d come, but took a detour when I saw a dirt road leading up a hill. I reached the top and got out of the truck. The elevation gave me a good view of the entire Elizabeth Valley. Trails of headlights slithered through the dark landscape. They came from all directions, snaking their way down the mountains and around the lake. They all moved unmistakably toward the only exit. The canyon road was about to get crowded.


THREE

Thursday, 7:50 p.m.

I took the Lake road back the way I’d come, but got off at the city of Elizabeth. The CHP had blocked off this exit too, but an officer moved the sawhorse for me. By the time he realized I wasn’t going to drive through, I’d gotten my camera prepped and exited the truck.

I held the camera on my shoulder with my right hand and pointed the stick mic toward the officer with my left. “Hi, I’m from KJAY, can you comment about the mandatory evacuation?”

“No, and that thing better not be recording.”

I lowered the mic and camera. “Why are you blocking access to the Lake Road?”

“I can’t comment.”

A fire truck approached and stopped. Even though the saw-horse had been removed, my truck was blocking its path.

“Move your vehicle,” the officer ordered.

“Are you reserving the Lake Road for emergency personnel? Is that how you’re avoiding traffic from a mandatory evacuation?”

“I said move your vehicle.”

I drove to the highway and shot B-roll of overpacked cars heading toward the canyon. My presence created a mini-traffic-jam as vehicles slowed to look at the live truck. Fortunately I was able to get what I needed quickly, then continued to Elizabeth.

This was the side of the lake that hadn’t gentrified. Sidewalks are rare and parking lots are made of dirt. The one-story shopping district is filled with service-oriented businesses such as the post office, an Elks Lodge, and several gas stations. Five years earlier, Fitzgerald’s Groceries—or Fitz’s as the locals called it—had departed for trendy Tilly Heights on the other shore.

I passed the mobile-home park where my uncle Bud owned a unit. The electric sign was on for the night, but the m had burned out so it read MOBILE HO ES OF ELIZABETH.

Bud is a dodgy character who owns modest properties around the county where he can avoid people looking for him. He’s actually old enough to be my grandfather and has spent most of his long life passing from one shady scheme to another. I’d heard from his girlfriend that he was currently in Elizabeth pursuing a business opportunity. The details were typically sketchy, but seemed to involve doughnuts.

I remembered a bar a few blocks ahead where locals hung out and drove in that direction. Bars are great sources of information, especially in small towns. I was familiar with this one because I’d actually stayed in Bud’s mobile home thirteen years earlier during my time at the lake. I’d been partying and raising hell until one day Bud made a surprise visit to check on how I was taking care of his place. He kicked me out on the spot. This was like Charles Manson declaring you were dangerous, but it had still taken me another five years to straighten myself out.

I saw the plain white building that housed the bar and slowed. A light outside illuminated the words POOL, SHUFFLEBOARD, COCKTAILS, BAIT. OPEN AT 5 A.M.

Several pickup trucks were in the dirt parking lot. As I entered, two old men turned from the bar where they were drinking beer.

Ten minutes later, I was back in the truck. I hit speed dial for the station. A desk assistant answered, then immediately transferred me to the control room. Rod was in the middle of a meeting with the director and 11:00 p.m. anchors, as well as Callum and Trent, who’d just arrived from home. They put me on speakerphone.

“Lilly, it’s Rod. Can you hear me?”

“I confirmed the mandatory evacuation.” I cradled the phone between my shoulder and ear while storing my camera. “Residents started getting automated calls around six this evening. The calls have been staggered by area, but now word’s getting out. I think there’s going to be a huge mess, with everyone trying to evacuate all at once.”

I heard muffled exclamations in the background and then Rod’s clear voice. “There may be a perfect-storm-type situation in the works. It’s possible the wind, humidity, temperature, and terrain are all coming together to feed the fire.”

I finished storing my gear, then got in the driver’s seat. “How soon? Do I need to evacuate?”

“A blowup is only a possibility.” I recognized Callum’s voice. “But you don’t want to be anywhere near Mt. Terrill tomorrow evening.”

I looked out the window. A grimy layer of soot covered the glass, but I could still see the lights from houses on the opposite shore. “Are you seriously talking about the fire burning up from the Terrill Valley, over the ridge, and down into Tilly Heights?”

“Yes, but that’s not all,” Callum said. “The ridge is a hub. There are all kinds of radio and broadcast towers at the top of the mountain. Bakersfield police and emergency lines go through it, cell phones. If those towers get knocked out, it’s going to be a giant crudtastic disaster.”
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TV news photographer Lilly Hawkins is on the biggest assignment of her *

career. A deadly wildfire is racing through the California mountains toward
the town of Elizabeth Lake. After barely slipping in ahead of road closures,
Lilly has her hands full photographing the massive evacuation and
approaching inferno. She has no time to cover the accidental drowning of a
reckless party girl in the lake . . . until she learns the victim’s name.

When Lilly knew her thirteen years ago, Jessica Egan was a principled
environmental activist and not a bit reckless or wild. Could she have
changed that much, or is a Killer exploiting the chaos surrounding the fire
to disguise a murder?

Soon Lilly's juggling the story she should be covering with the story she
can’t let go. What could have been the motive for Jessica’s death? Was it
sexual jealousy, long-held grudges, or just plain old-fashioned greed that
got Jessica killed? Meanwhile, Lilly has to contend with her station’s low-
budget technology, the antics of her dodgy uncle Bud, and the alarming job
offers her boyfriend is fielding from big-city competitors. Lilly is racing
against the clock to get answers. If only the murderer—or the fire—doesn’t
get herfirst. . .

“Fun, funny, tautly suspenseful, and very smart. Lilly Hawkins,
the heroine, is irresistible. | couldn’t put it down.”
—SPENCER QUINN, New York Times bestselling author of Dog on It

“Lilly Hawkins is a terrific protagonist—a straight shooter with her
heart in the right place. You'll root for her from the very
heginning of this feisty new mystery.”

—APRIL SMITH, author of the FBI Special Agent Ana Grey novels

NORA McFARLAND has worked for CNN and has an MFA
from USC'’s School of Cinematic Arts. She lives in Macon,
Georgia. Please visit her at www.noramcfarland.com.
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“An unforgettable heroine . . . Funny, smart, and honest.
Packed full of adrenaline and attitude. Don’t miss it!”
—LISA SCOTTOLINE, New York Times bestselling author of Look Again
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