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“NEVER ATTACH MORE FEELING TO A THING THAN GOD DOES.”

—ORIGIN UNKNOWN


THEN

Her grandmother was the first to die of thirst crossing the Sonoran Desert.

Holding her hand as the old woman passed, little Thalia looked across the heat-shimmering sand and wondered again why they had left home.

Thalia’s family went back seven generations in Veracruz.

Veracruz was lushly tropical and sodden with rain. There the Gómez family lived close by the Gulf Coast beaches—palm trees and fruit to pick and eat; the Atlantic Ocean, full of fish. At least, her mother said, they could never starve there.

Though they were getting along, they had no prospects for more.

After much arguing, the Gómez family set out for the distant border.

The farther north they trekked, the uglier and emptier Mexico became for Thalia.

Her grandfather had been a Zapatista when he was only twelve. Consequently, Alfredo Gómez fancied himself more the vaquero than he had right to claim. Still, Alfredo had a plan. They invested a portion of their meager funds in two old horses and a mule. Alfredo loaded the mounts with jugs of water.

The unsuccessful crossers set out with too little water. That’s what everyone always said. Alfredo meant to see his family well supplied for their border crossing. Thalia’s grandfather set off a day’s ride ahead of his family with the notion of depositing the water jugs at strategic points to see his family safely across the desert.

The money might have been better spent on professional guías. Thalia’s father, Francisco, did meet with a couple of guides, what would now be called Coyotes feigning interest in their services, but really only fishing for free tips.

Papa learned from the guías that they fed their clients, or “chickens,” cocaine to make them walk longer distances … and to make them walk faster.

After buying the horses, Alfredo and son Francisco bought some white powder.

All of them, Thalia, her mother and father and four siblings, her aunt and uncle and two cousins and her grandparents, took the cocaine and set off on foot a day behind her grandfather, aiming for the distant Arizona border.

For the first two days, Thalia brought up the rear, walking backward, waving a tree branch across their dusty path to erase signs of their passage, anything that might tip the Border Patrol. The cocaine made the little girl approach her task with furious intensity.

Long after, Thalia would wonder if the cocaine hadn’t been their undoing, clouding her father’s and grandfather’s minds from seeing the more sensible plan of her grandfather walking alongside them, keeping the mounts loaded down with water close at hand.

And she would later wonder if the drug-induced exhilaration had spurred her grandfather on to riding greater and greater distances out there alone and euphoric in the desert, the critical water jugs being dropped farther and farther apart by the old, wired Zapatista.

And if Alfredo was less the vaquero than he fancied himself, her father Francisco was even less the guide.

A two-day crossing stretched into four.

They found less than a third of the water jugs left behind by Grandfather.

Sister turned against brother for want of water. Husband and brother-in-law were crazed by the blow and the thirst and out of their heads from the heat.

The two men came to a knife fight over a jug of water.

Their horrified, dizzy and drugged children looked on as they slashed at one another.

Thalia, only seven, sat with her grandmother as the old woman died from dehydration and heat exhaustion, her lips and tongue black. Her eyes were shrunken back into her head. Abuela’s voice was a dry whisper. Sonya Gómez told her granddaughter, “You’ll see it for me, Thalia. El Norte, it will be paradise. Your life there will be like a dream, darling.”

They abandoned her abuela on the desert floor, already a mummy. They left Grandmother Sonya in the desert with Thalia’s gutted uncle, then, days deeper into their death march, they left behind a cousin, a younger brother and Thalia’s baby sister. The ground was too dry and hard to bury any of them.

When they reached the other side, it took two days to find Grandfather.

Alfredo at once set off with his horses and mule, headed back across the border to find and recover his wife’s and grandchildren’s bodies.

They never saw Grandfather again.

Chasing work and opportunity, the survivors of the Gómez clan kept drifting north across the decades. They became legalized citizens, picking fruit for stingy pay and cleaning hotel toilets and the houses of rich gringos.

Eventually they reached Ohio.


EL NORTE


ONE

Tell Lyon let himself in with the keys given him by the mayor of New Austin and flipped on the lights. Tell’s first notion was that the place was oppressively tiny. A tight vestibule fronted a bulletproof-glass, teller-style window behind which the receptionist/dispatcher sat.

Between one A.M. and seven in the morning, all local 911 calls defaulted by relay to the Horton County Sheriff’s Office.

Tell’s first personal priority was to reexamine existing work schedules to see if with some overlapping shift rotations—combined with two additional full-time officers he planned to petition the administration and town council for—he could bring his force up to operational autonomy.

He checked his watch against the clock on the wall. It was early, five thirty A.M.—he wanted to be there when his crew arrived.

His last stint as a Border Patrol night-side sector chief had concluded one week earlier along the California borderlands. Tell was still most comfortable staying up nights—his lonely bed something to be avoided.

The new New Austin chief of police keyed himself through the second security door to the squad room. He had no office of his own, just a corner desk hidden behind two, seventy-two-inch upholstered fiberboard dividers.

Tell tossed his keys on his desk. His predecessor had left a Snap-On Tools calendar thumbtacked to the front fiberboard divider. An oiled, pneumatic blonde in a hardhat and string bikini straddled an enormous chrome lug wrench. Tell took the calendar down and tossed it in the trash can.

* * *

He was going through the work logs and week’s duty reports when the first of his crew came through the door. She was petite. Her fine, mouse-brown hair was scraped back in a limp ponytail. Tell thought, Ditzy, but driven. And she was the first in. She smiled uncertainly and said, “I’m Julie … Julie Dexter.”

Tell put out a hand. “Tell Lyon. Glad to meet you, Julie.”

She smiled. “Cool, but unusual. ‘Tell,’ I mean.”

“Western novel character,” Tell said. “Daddy was a huge Louis L’Amour fan. Tell Sackett was his favorite character.”

Julie nodded like she understood. She said, “I was named after that cruise director on The Love Boat. The one who got caught up with cocaine. The actress, I mean, not the character.”

“I remember.” Tell said, “So, predictions: Four full-time officers here, not counting you and me. Bet you a Starbucks. Who’ll be first in?”

Julie smiled uncertainly. “I’m always first in. Until today, anyway.”

Tell said, “I’d have guessed that. But our uniforms—who’ll be first to arrive?”

“Billy Davis,” she said with a shrug and a head tilt. “And he’ll bring doughnuts. Krispy Kremes …” Julie faltered.

Tell smiled. “Go on. We’re off the record. And you’re really helping me find my feet and get my bearings. I won’t forget that.”

She nodded, pressed a hand to her flat belly. “Billy has weight issues. Chief Sloan, former Police Chief Sloan, he had given Billy an ultimatum about his diet.”

Tell thought about that. He asked, “How tall is Billy would you say?”

“Five-ten. Maybe five-ten-and-a-half on a good day.”

“How much would you guess our Billy weighs?”

Julie hesitated again. Tell looked at her, smiling, eyebrows raised. “Two-twenty,” she said.

Tell had expected worse. He said, “Julie, when was the last time one of ours had to pursue a perp on foot?”

She thought about that, screwing up her face. “Frankly?”

“Always frankly,” Tell said. “That’s our pact, you and me—the truth always.”

“The answer is never.”

Tell smiled. “Fine. I’m more interested in brains than wasp waists for my officers. And I’m not one to issue ultimatums. Any prodding I might or might not give Billy about dieting goes to concerns for his health. I’m not going to threaten his job with it.” He paused. “Billy, he has good taste in doughnuts, does he?”

“Few too many things with chopped nuts, but mostly, yeah.” Julie smiled uncertainly. He sensed she wanted to say more.

Tell said, “You can tell Billy all that I told you.”

She was still lingering, on the edge of something. She was toying with her nails. They were blue with yellow smiley faces.

“Something else on your mind, Julie?”

“My work schedule, sir.”

“Tell. My name is Tell.”

Julie said, “Chief Lyon.” She smiled. “The old chief insisted I be in at seven A.M.”

“Got a conflict?”

“By minutes,” she said. “My daughter has to be at school by seven forty-five, but can’t go inside before seven thirty. My mother’s just had cataract surgery and her driving … ?”

Tell waved a hand. “I get up early. I’m used to working nights and like the quiet in the morning. I’ll cover the radios until you get in. Your shift now starts at eight A.M. That going to jam you up on the other end, picking your daughter up?”

“I usually take a late lunch so I can pick her up and drop her off at Mom’s before I come back for my final hour.” Tell had passed the school complex on his drive in—less than three minutes from the police headquarters.

“Then it sounds like we’re all set,” he said.

Julie said, “Thank you so much, Chief Lyon.”

“What’s your daughter’s name?”

“Tiffany.”

“Pretty.”

“Thanks, Chief Lyon.” Julie looked at her new boss like she was seeing him for the first time. She was emboldened by their small talk to give him a good once-over. He stood six feet, maybe six-one. Good build. He had hazel eyes and auburn hair that was graying at the temples. She guessed he was cusping forty. She smiled and said, “You have any children, Chief Lyon?” Then she remembered to check his left ring finger: bare.

Tell said, “Not anymore.”


TWO

Sheriff Able Hawk lifted the dead bird by the neck and shook it in the elderly Mexican’s face. “Blood sports in Horton County, Luis? Not gonna fly in my corner of Ohio, amigo.”

Luis Lopez raised his hands, searching for words. His supply of English was wicked sparse.

The sheriff’s reputation, and his harrowing image on county-line billboards, preceded him. Luis recognized Hawk from those glowering roadside portraits. Luis’s legs were shaking, and that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Able.

The two men were standing in the shadow of a big, buckling barn at the back of an egg farm complex.

Able cast down the dead fighting cock and spat on it. A dislodged steel gaff bounced across the gravel. The big cop stooped down and scooped up the spur. He held the bloodied spur up close to Luis’s right eye.

“I don’t want you feeling singled out, amigo,” the sheriff said, waving the gaff in front of Luis’s face. The old Mexican saw an expanse of grayness in Able: gray hair, at least what Luis could see of it under the sheriff’s gray Stetson; gray walrus mustache and penetrating gray eyes. Able wore a dark gray uniform. The sheriff’s tunic strained against his swollen gut.

“Few years back,” Able continued, “had us some unwanted crackers come up from Georgia. Old boys raised pit bulls and fought ’em. You’d drive by their house and it looked like dogs had been hanged from their trees. Those Georgia boys would tie big knots in the ends of the ropes and have their dogs latch onto them. Then they’d hoist the dogs off the ground and make them hang there to strengthen their jaw muscles. Clever, huh? We cleared ’em out, though it took some time. Then we passed a slew of laws making it impossible to own one of those nasty hounds here in Horton County. Levied us some stiff and crazy penalties for violators. ’Course, before all that, one of those old boy’s dogs got loose and mauled little three-year-old Sydney Adler. Pretty little thing the sweetie was.” Able shook his head and spat into the dust. “Before the bastard’s dog got at her.”

The sheriff slapped Luis’s arm and smiled. “Good news here is your fighting cocks ain’t mauled none of my citizens yet.”

Able pulled the arm of his sunglasses from his shirt collar where they dangled, flipped open the remaining closed arm and slipped the glasses on, hiding his strange gray eyes. “But that’s about all the good news there’s to be had this day, Luis. See, we’re sending you back South, pronto, if those papers of yours come back queer.”

Able ambled over to his command cruiser. Deputy Troy Marshall, thin, fit and one year back from Iraq, smiled at the sheriff and said, “Surprise. Luis here is illegal.”

Deputy Marshall held up the Mexican’s hand-tooled leather wallet and pulled out a driver’s license and Social Security card. “I’ve seen better fake IDs on high school kids. Where do you think they’re getting these things, boss?”

“Suppose we should just be cow-simple pleased the workmanship’s so shitty,” Able said, “don’t you think?” Able nodded at Luis Lopez. “Book the son of a bitch, Troy. Slap him in county and get the damned paperwork started.”

“Usual drill?”

Able nodded. “Sure. Feds still ain’t enforcing our immigration laws. So we’ll bill the federal government for Luis’s room and board, since they let him stray across the border and all the way up here into Ohio to fight his fucking birds. ”

Deputy Marshall nodded. “And the birds, Sheriff? Destroy ’em?”

An epiphany seized Able, and he liked the attendant spin. “Nah, don’t kill ’em just yet. Call PETA and those tight-ass bastards from the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals or whatnot. Let ’em come out and shoot some footage of those birds for some of their propaganda films. We might could use those bleeding hearts to our ends, eh? We’ll stir up those left-leaning animal lovers and maybe get ’em to put backward pressure on those ACLU-types trying to bust my balls for our tough policies on illegals here in Horton County.”

The sheriff paused, then said, “Later, after, quiet-like, you kill those damn birds and drive ’em over to the food pantry and let ’em freeze ’em for our legal poor for Thanksgiving. They’re wiry, but I ’spect they’ll cook like any other bird.”

Able swung into his command cruiser and headed out to the south corporation line. He pulled onto the berm across from the newly posted billboard. Able had allocated money for the billboard from a slice of post-9/11 federal grants. In theory, the funds were supposed to be used to buy new radios or to obtain and train bomb-sniffing dogs and similar policing tools that might be useful to thwart or stave off the next terrorist attack.

But Able tended to have a more rabbinical interpretation of the guidelines set forth with the federal grants. A key, stated component of Homeland Security and the federal assistance sent Able’s way was border security and enforcement of immigration laws. To Able’s mind, he was well within the spirit of the law with his new billboards.

Able sat in his cruiser and appraised the sign:

Notice to Horton County Employers:

Hiring illegal immigrants or those with false identifications is a federal crime! It’s the law!

—Sheriff Able Hawk

Three similar billboards had already been posted at the north, east and west county lines.

A middle-aged man on a bicycle coasted to a stop alongside the sheriff’s dusty cruiser. “She’s a beaut’, Sheriff Hawk,” the cyclist said, nodding with his helmeted head at the new billboard.

Able nodded. “So you support me, then?”

Balanced on the toe of one sneaker, fists still tight on the handlebars, the man shrugged. “Why not? It’s not like Mexico’s sending us her best or brightest, right?”

Able gave the cyclist a thumbs-up and got his cruiser in gear.

Radio crackle, then DeeDee said, “Sheriff Hawk? Sheriffs Denton and Pierce wanna know if you’re up for a coffee out to Big G’s along I-70?”

The sheriff sniffled with allergies—something new was abloom—and clicked the mic. “Headed that way anyways. Tell ’em to give me a bit to get over there, Double D.”

Able hooked a U-turn on the two-lane and doubled back north. Two miles from the destination truck stop, the sheriff of Horton County saw a new message posted on the marquee above Jay Richmond’s used car lot:

Spanish Spoken Here!

Stop in new Mexican Friends!

We’re doin’ deals!

The sheriff smiled crookedly. Well, that wetback-loving cocksucker.

Able shook his head. At least dumbass “Dealin’ Jay” lacked the brains to post his message in Spanish so its intended recipients could maybe read the boldface bastard.


THREE

Shawn O’Hara took a last scan of the week’s police blotter.

There were plenty of DWIs—never a shortage of drunk drivers.

There were several stops of speeders in school zones. Lots of Hispanic-sounding names attached to those. The local cops had a new acronym, DWM: Driving While Mexican.

Smash-and-grabs and purse-snatchings abounded on the West Side. The victims and witnesses of these all described suspected perpetrators as “looking Mexican.”

Shawn, two weeks shy of his second anniversary as editor of the New Austin Recorder, executed a find/replace to swap out “Mexican” for the politically correct “Latino.”

The journalist selected one nugget from the blotter to develop as a headline item.

The old-timers and retired cops Shawn had consulted swore that the last Horton County sporting house in memory had been closed down in the early seventies.

Of course there were always some straying housewives and drug-addicted young single women who’d put out for cash or a fix here and there, but Horton County, and its county seat of New Austin, hadn’t had a working whorehouse in more than forty years.

But a few days back, Sheriff Able Hawk and his crew had busted up a ring of working girls operating out of a slab, run-down ranch house in a former blue-collar working tract gone mostly Mexican—make that Latino—on the city’s West Side.

The houses were built in the 1950s for factory families of three or four.

Now each of those dilapidated houses was home to two or three families of four or more. The driveways and sidewalks of the neighborhood were lined with rusted old Astrovans and Aerostars … two or three antiquated vans to every dilapidated house.

The sheriff’s boys arrested six women—all Hispanic—most of whom spoke little to no English.

The sheriff’s boys had booked the women for prostitution.

More striking: the women were catering almost exclusively to a “Mexican clientele.”

According to the last census, the West Side of New Austin was 45 percent Latino. And that census was already a few years old. The previous census had found the neighborhood was then 85 percent white, 14 percent African-American and 1 percent “other.”

Call it “sea change” stuff.

The parking lots in the strip malls around the West End were lately crammed with taqueria trailers.

The signage for the West Side check-cashing businesses, cigarette outlets and beer and wine drive-thrus all read in Spanish now.

Shawn’s desk phone rang. He scooped up the receiver and said, “Shawn O’Hara. May I help you, please?”

“You could get back here, Shawn,” a silky voice said. “It’s your day off, Shawn, you know? Our promised day together? And it’s late afternoon. You still taking me to dinner?”

A just detectable Latin inflection—the echo of her aging parents’ authentic, still-strong accents. She said, “We haven’t known each other long enough to give you the right to neglect me yet.”

He said, “Just shutting down the computer now. Give me five minutes.”

Shawn saved his changes to the police blotter and shut down his iMac. He slapped around on his desktop until he found his keys under a pile of faxed police reports. He switched off the police-band radio, shut off the lights and locked the door behind himself.

The newspaper’s office was located on New Austin’s main street, between the bakery and a tax-preparation storefront that was all but dormant six months of the year.

The newspaper editor, the youngest in the Recorder’s history, strode down Main Street, waving at the working barbers and druggists and butchers who waved or nodded back at Shawn from behind stenciled storefront windows.

His apartment, a shotgun loft above a bar spread along the length of a city block, was three blocks from the newspaper office. Shawn climbed the fire escape that trailed up the back of the building. Patricia Maldonado met him at the door and handed him a cold Corona with a slice of lime wedged in the lip.

Patricia, forehead and bare arms and legs glistening, was wearing one of Shawn’s T-shirts and nothing else.

He could hear the window air conditioners running, but with the summer swelter and heat rising from the business below it was a losing battle.

Patricia kissed him, her mouth tasting of lime and beer, and he squeezed her bare ass with his free hand, kicking the door closed behind him with his shoe. “Got lonely, huh, Patty?”

“Patricia,” she said. “And ‘lonely’ is one word for it.” She toyed with the snaps of his untucked denim shirt.

Patricia was a student at the vocational college in Vale County, where she was wrapping up a major in restaurant science and marketing. Her parents—two of Horton County’s rare documented, naturalized Latinos—owned Señor Augustin’s, an upscale Mexican restaurant they had launched in the mid-1990s.

Patricia was lately spooking Shawn with her frequent hints about wanting children … with stubborn marriage talk.

Now Patricia walked backward, leading Shawn deeper into his own apartment, room by room, French kissing and helping him shed his clothes along the way.

When they reached the bedroom, Shawn was naked.

The light through tall windows on two sides of the bedroom glowed amber in Patricia’s raven hair and black bedroom eyes.

She pulled off the T-shirt and drew Shawn down onto the bed atop her.

They had been dating for three weeks.

* * *

Sprawling together on the damp comforter and sheets, bathed in sweat, they stroked one another’s skin, hearts still not settled. His hand was down there. He’d been trying to talk Patricia into waxing her pubic hair. So far, she had been resistant … and annoyed.

Shawn told her about the short piece he’d just written on the prostitution bust. When he told Patricia the names of the women arrested, she jerked her head up sharply and searched his face. “Oh God,” she said. “That’s what happened to Luz?”

Shawn frowned. “You know her?”

“She is a hostess weeknights at my folks’ place,” Patricia said. “Luz didn’t show up for work the past two nights. We’ve been trying to reach her. Mother even called the hospitals.”

“She’s still in county lock-up, I suppose,” Shawn said. “Probably couldn’t make bail, so there she sits.” He stroked the lank hair back from Patricia’s damp forehead. “Couldn’t look good for your folks anyway, right? I mean, being linked to a hooker?”

Patricia shot him a look, café au lait cheeks running to red. “Jesus, she’s not a whore, Shawn. She must be more desperate for money than I knew. Luz’s mother, Severina, and her daughter, Elizabeth, are back in Matamoros, living in poverty I doubt you can fathom. Her mother is very sick and there is nobody else to care for Liz, who is three. Time is short. If Luz truly was sleeping with those men, I’m sure it was to make more money to bring her family here where they can have a life, Shawn. I mean, well, Jesus …”

Shawn kissed her forehead; it tasted salty. “I’m sorry,” he said. “That is terrible.”

Patricia sat up. “I need to let my folks know what’s happened to Luz.”

Shawn ran his fingernails down her long back, tracing down to her tailbone. “Use the phone there,” he said. It was sitting on the nightstand by the bed. He was watching her ass.

“No,” she said, slipping on black panties. “I’ll call from the kitchen. Be right back.”

Shawn propped up his pillow and sat up, watching her walk nearly naked through the rooms of his apartment to the kitchen, which opened onto his fire escape. Downstairs, from the bar below, he heard someone break a rack of balls. He heard billiard balls drop and roll in the coin-operated pool table.

He slid off the limp condom and knotted it off and tossed it atop a copy of his own discarded newspaper. He reached across the bed and picked up Patricia’s pack of Merits and butane lighter and fired one up, balancing a promotional ashtray for the film The Man Who Wasn’t There on his belly. He couldn’t hear Patricia’s words, but he watched her pacing back and forth, gesturing vigorously with her right hand while holding the phone to her ear with her left. Her big, small-nippled breasts—the real things—swayed with each emphatic hand thrust. Her tangled black hair, flat belly and shapely hips … Shawn felt himself getting hard again. He thought he’d keep pressing her to go bald down there.

Patricia hung up his phone and walked back through his shotgun apartment, frowning.

She sat down on the bed next to him, one leg tucked up under her, and he stroked her left breast with his fingernails. Still frowning, she grabbed his cigarette from him, took a long draw and said, “Damn that Able Hawk, anyway. Usually I’m on the page with him, but this time … ?”

Shawn scowled. “Are you joking? You support our sheriff? Son of a bitch is like some fascist with all these raids and billboards and that damned blog of his.”

“You’re such an absolutist, Shawn. Always black and white with you. You’re maybe too certain of things.”

Patricia took another deep drag on the cigarette, stubbed it out and moved the ashtray to the side table. “Hawk is a realist. Look around. This can’t continue, Shawn. The town is collapsing around us. Neighborhoods are overrun with too many people. There’s crime like this area hasn’t seen. Our schools can’t begin to keep up. Test scores are falling and state funding with them. Most of the illegals come across from Mexico with the equivalent of an eighth-grade education—the adults, I mean. So you can imagine the level their kids are at in comparison with the ones already here.”

Shawn was shaking his head. Patricia narrowed her eyes. “I know exactly what you’re thinking, Shawn O’Hara, and step careful now, because it’s close to racist thinking on your part. Don’t even say it.”

“What?”

“You’re thinking that I’m some kind of traitor to Hispanics and Latinos because I support much of what Hawk does. My family played by the rules, Shawn. My mother and father are legally here. I was born here. We spent years legally getting my grandmother and grandfather here. This stuff of sneaking across the border and making money and sending money back to Mexico and then expecting some kind of amnesty, it isn’t fair. Sixteen billion dollars earned by underpaid illegals and sucked out of our own economy and funneled to Mexico. It’s criminal.”

Shawn shook his head. “Big so what? And where’d you get that stuff? Hawk’s blog?”

She bit her lip. “Maybe … But it’s a thing we all know. And it isn’t just my family who’s worried, Shawn. Other legals feel the same about Able Hawk. He’s a hero to many in the Latino community, hard as that might be for you to grasp. Friends and enemies, they have a name for him, El Gavilan. It’s Spanish for the Hawk.”

Shawn smiled crookedly. “God, Able must love that dumbass nickname.”

Patricia shook her head. “Hawk’s a realist, like I said. We love this country too, Shawn. I don’t want to see it wrecked or crippled by presumed compassion or wrong-headed charity.”

Shawn didn’t know where to begin to rebut that one. He leaned forward and kissed her mouth, his hand squeezing Patricia’s breast. “I can see that. That makes sense.”

He sounded insincere to his own ears.

Patricia shifted her arm, felt Shawn’s erection. She said with a frown, “So much for conversation.”

 

THEN

Not long after crossing the border, Thalia’s mother and father came to see that immigration worked best when one already had family in the North. Better still if that family was established and best of all if some of those family members had become U.S. citizens. Then a kind of Jacob’s Ladder could establish itself, hastening ascension and assimilation of ensuing waves of clan members who made it across.

But that wisdom came too late for the Gómez clan.

They had no such foothold.

They were the first of their family to cross, spoke no English and so had to find their own way.

Young as she was, Thalia tried hard to see what advantage they had gained coming to America.

What had been the lure?

The trip across the desert to Arizona had been a nightmare that cost them everything. Mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, daughters and sons had been lost.

For what?

In Veracruz, in the manner of all young children with reasonably good parents, Thalia had thought her father some kind of lesser God. Crossing the desert, she’d seen Francisco crazed and crying and helpless to save the lives of his own children.

She had seen her father become a wild-eyed madman who gutted her uncle as she and her mother looked on.

On their third day in Arizona, her father had bought a dilapidated ’68 Falcon that could barely hold his surviving family. He’d bought the car from a fat bald man with gold front teeth who ran a used car lot on a gravel strip by an all-night truck stop.

The man spoke badly accented Spanish and was willing to sell a car to an obvious illegal immigrant with no insurance and no operator’s license.

A handwritten sign behind the cash register cautioned in English:

Cash ONLY!

All Sales Are FINAL!

Absolutely NO Refunds

&

NO Returns!

That last line might have been the car salesman’s notion of a grim joke. He never explained to the Gómez family—not in Spanish—what the sales policy was.

Francisco Gómez paid two hundred seventy-five of the one thousand American dollars they’d brought across the border for the Falcon that had thrown a rod and couldn’t go much faster than a bone-shaking fifty mph. It had a leak that required the Gómez family to carry several jugs of water in the already crowded car—to make frequent stops to refill the damaged radiator.

The sloshing water jugs and the need to keep them at hand and filled were a bitter reminder of the jugs they had banked their lives on making their ill-fated border crossing.

By the time Francisco realized what a lemon he had bought, they were deep into northeastern Arizona with no way to turn back.


FOUR

Thalia Ruiz freshened the three sheriffs’ coffees. The tallest of the lawmen—a very slender man—didn’t hand Thalia his cup, so she had to reach over the shorter, huskier sheriff to reach the mug. Her breast accidentally brushed the shorter sheriff’s arm. The man, Sheriff Walt Pierce, gave her a smile that Thalia didn’t return. She felt his gaze on her hips as she moved to the next table.

“The ass on that one, huh?” Sheriff Pierce smiled meanly at Able Hawk.

Sheriff Hawk said, “Enough of that shit, Pierce. Thalia’s one of my legals. And she’s a good kid. So just let it be, cocksucker.”

Hawk examined Pierce over the rim of his coffee cup. Pierce was what you’d call a sometimes “useful idiot” to Hawk’s mind. Pierce was a flavor of tool about half the time at any rate.

The other half?

Sometimes Pierce was strangely effective in getting results, if one construed arrest rates and resulting convictions as “getting results.” Hawk was dubious that many of Pierce’s arrests were righteous collars. Even across county lines, Hawk had heard rumblings of Pierce massaging evidence and suborning witnesses to firm cases.

But Hawk didn’t have the luxury of choosing his peers; the voters in the adjacent county decided Pierce’s fate every four years, just as Hawk was beholden to his Horton County constituents for his own continued employment.

The one thing Walt consistently struck Able as being was a potentially dangerous enemy.

The tall sheriff—Jim Denton of neighboring Phipps County—said, “Speaking of ass, as in taking it up same, you’re fuckin’ killing me, Able. I mean all the pressure you’re putting on your illegals. They’re goddamn running to my county now.”

“Mine too,” Walt said sourly. Walt was something of a dandy. He wore gold chains. He also had rings on most every finger. Fraternity rings; lodge and service organization rings. Able thought Walt looked like a short white pimp with a buzz cut.

“That’s why we need to be in lockstep,” Able said. “United front’s what’s called for. We implement the same protocols and follow the same strategies. We make them illegals someone else’s problem farther out to other compass points.”

“That’ll endear us to our neighbors for sure,” Jim said.

Able smiled at her as Thalia brought him a slice of banana cream pie. He received a smile back. After she was gone, talking around a mouthful, Able said, “That’s why, in turn, you two’ll have a talk with your neighbors, just as I’m having with you now. Then they, in turn, can do the same with some others.”

Another forkful of pie was poised at his mouth. Able smiled and said, “As that repeats, we’ll push them illegals over the northern border into the welcoming arms of our compassionate Canadian brothers. Serves those Canuck bastards right, after that millennium bomber ass-fucking they nearly dealt us with their own lax border security.”

“S’pose that’s one way of lookin’ at it,” Jim said. He brought a fist up to suppress a belch. “Goddamn coffee,” he said. “My stomach don’t process this shit no more.” He belched again, said, “How in hell are you keeping on top of all this, Able? I can’t even get a rough estimate of my own illegals, let alone collar ’em with the ferocity you are.”

Able shrugged. “Just good intelligence. He shrugged again. “You know, boys—our bread and butter. Snitches and whatnot.”

Walt said, “How’s that billing the feds for your jail costs goin’ for you, Able?”

“I have four lawyers tell me my foundation is firm,” Able said. “But if you two would do the same, and if we were to form a regional coalition, so to speak, we’d be more the force for those federal cocksuckers to reckon with. Maybe get ourselves national profile as hardliners.”

Walt watched Thalia serving truckers and tourists on the other side of the diner. He stared at her ass again. “Nice notion, Able,” Walt said, distracted. “But we’ve got to make the arrests first in order to bill the feds for our costs. We don’t have the ‘good intelligence’ you seem to.”

There it was: Able’s opening.

Sheriff Hawk cleared his throat. He pulled his briefcase from under the table. He plopped it on the empty seat next to himself and flicked the latches. He pulled out two manila file folders thick with photocopies. He checked the contents of the top file then chucked one to Jim. He passed the other folder to Walt.

“These are photocopies of forged driver’s licenses and Social Security cards,” Able said. “All of these were issued to illegals living in your respective counties. Sorry bastards used their real addresses for obvious reasons. So now you know where to go to arrest ’em, don’t you?”

Jim whistled. “Where do you come by this stuff, Able?”

“That’s not talking to the goddamn point,” Able said. He forked in another bite of pie. “Thing is to use what I’ve given you. Make your arrests, then, using the invoice samples I’ve given you there with the rest, you two do just like me. You bill the fucking federal government your costs for jailing your illegals.”

Jim said, “Again I ask, Able: How’d you come to get these?”

“Sources,” Able said. “Snitches and the like. Now, anything for me?”

Walt, sorting sheets of photocopied licenses said, “My personal goddamn priest—his church is on your side of the county line, Able—is gonna start offering Spanish-language Mass Saturday afternoons. Guess my priest did a missionary stint in El Salvador back-when and he speaks good Mex’.” Walt waved a hand, muttered, “I mean fuckin’ Spanish.”

Able grunted, shaking his head. He looked at his half-eaten slice of pie. “I’ll talk to your misguided padre about that, as he’s in my county. I’ll steer him straight again.” He said, “Jim, you got anything for me?”

“I’ve got nothin’,” Jim said.

The other sheriffs left and Able watched them walking out together, the one tall and thin, the other short and fat, like Laurel and Hardy with badges.

“More coffee, Sheriff?”

Able smiled at Thalia. “Always. You’re about owed a break, aren’t you, darlin’? Why don’t you sit down and take a load off?”

Thalia freshened Able’s coffee and said, “Just let me pass the pot off to Betty and tell ’em I’m going on that break.”

While he waited, Able stirred cream and sugar into his coffee. He looked up and smiled as Thalia slid into the booth across from him.

Since he’d lost his own daughter, Able had taken to talking to Thalia each morning after breakfast rush—in the half-hour lull before the lunch crowd packed the place. It was all small talk directed toward no unsavory end. Able’s interest in Thalia wasn’t like that, although he was certainly aware of her quiet, understated beauty.

Able missed being someone’s father. When Thalia’s husband died, widowed Able felt himself strongly drawn to her. He found himself pulled toward her by the loss they had in common. Able believed, or had at least convinced himself, that Thalia looked forward to their morning chats as much as he did.

Able said, “The weekend looms. Big plans, or a quiet weekend with Evelia?”

Thalia sipped her coffee, then said, “I wish tonight was a quiet night with Eve. But I’ve begged off on Carmelita for too many nights. So we’re going out for drinks. Hope to still make it an early evening. Nothing too rowdy. Not like last time.”

Hawk frowned. “What happened last time?”

Thalia shrugged. “Too many drinks. I hardly ever drink, so two or three is too many. It wasn’t long after the accident—just days, really—and I was lonely. Lost track of myself. Next thing I know, I’m getting a tattoo.”

He winced. “Ah, Thalia …” Able shook his head. “Can’t fault yourself for that, not going through what you were back then.”

She held up a hand, looking at her coffee cup to avoid his strange, penetrating eyes. “I know, Able. I know. I beat myself up for it, still. At least it’s on the small of my back, where I don’t have to see it. And I keep it covered so Evelia never sees it. Don’t want her thinking when she’s older I won’t mind if she gets one. ’Cause I would so mind.”

Able smiled. “How is that little girl of yours?”

“Good. Doing good in school. She is, I mean. But overall, the school’s test scores are very bad. Too many illegals. I don’t see it getting any better.”

Able said, “Yep, my grandson got out of public school just in time. Though I’m sure feeling his college tuition payments. Maybe you should look at that—some parochial school for Evelia.”

“I could never afford it,” Thalia said. “I’m barely making ends meet now.”

Able thought about that. He said, “Seeing myself a priest soon about another matter. Maybe I’ll talk to him. See if there isn’t some special program or sponsorship kind of thing we can get going to get Evelia into the school tied to his church. Let me look into that.”

Before she could object, Able said, “Oh, here. Something for you.” He pulled a folder out of his briefcase and rooted through papers. He handed her a certificate. “I’m in a club—just had my tenth oil change and so they kick me back a free oil change and tire rotation. You take it and keep that jalopy of yours running.” He smiled and said, “Don’t even try to refuse. You’ll insult me, and it’s a dangerous thing, bein’ on my bad side.”

Able pulled out another slip of paper. “And I got an invitation for me and a guest to the new steakhouse opening up over to Market Street. I can’t make it, so you take it. You and your mother can have a free night out. Take Evelia. I don’t think they’ll object. Not like she’ll be at their free hooch.” He forced the invitation on Thalia along with sundry coupons for free colas and burgers from various fast food operations. His badge was forever reaping him freebies.

Thalia quietly said, “Thank you so much,” still unable to meet his eyes.

“Nothing. It’s nothing. Is there anything I can do for you that counts for something? Anything I can help you with?”

Thalia hesitated, then said, “No, I don’t think so.”

“What is it?”

“Well, it’s a breakfast thing they do once a year at school. You know, fathers, grandfathers, or even uncles if they have to dig down that deep, go in and sit with the girls for a breakfast.” Thalia’s surviving brother and sister had drifted away years ago; moved West. Her siblings sent Christmas cards, but usually forgot birthdays. It was just Thalia, her daughter, her mother, and a girl cousin, now.

“I’ll do it,” Able said quickly. “Give me the time and the place and I’ll play grandpa.” He smiled. “And I’ll go out of uniform.”

“Thank you so much,” Thalia said, finally meeting his gaze. She smiled. “It’ll mean the world to Evelia—to have a man there for her.” He could tell she meant it.

“It’s nothing,” Able said. He sipped his coffee again, said, “Anything for me today? Anything I should know?”

Thalia bit her lip, then said, “I don’t know what you can do about this, or if you’d even want to try. But word is there is a gang of white men, teenage boys, really, who are targeting the illegals on the West Side. Home invasions, purse-snatchings and parking lot robberies. They prey on the illegals because they can’t report the crimes. You know, for fear that you or your people will deport them.”

Able nodded. “You get any sense of who these white boys are, I do want to know. I’ll see they’re punished, all the way up.”

“I will.” Thalia paused, then said, “How is your grandson? How is Amos doing?”

Able shrugged. “Good. He’s doin’ good.”

Thalia raised her coffee cup, but stopped short of her lips. “Anything exciting in his life?”

“No, I don’t think so. He’s just studying hard so I don’t kick his ass. Seems to have some new girlfriend he never talks about.” Able shrugged. “Same old, same old.”

He sensed Thalia wanted to say more. He said, “Somethin’ else you want to tell me?”

The moment still didn’t seem right. Thalia smiled and shook her head. Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow for certain.

 

THEN

Thalia’s family was two miles out of the Painted Desert when the radiator sprang a catastrophic leak.

Sofia was furious at her husband for the side trip. The park was supposed to be a scenic attraction, but it terrified their surviving children, stirring memories of their desert crossing.

Thalia clung sobbing to her mother, her head ducked down so she didn’t have to look at the “scenery” and arresting terrain that overtaxed their beater car.

Finally, a chicken farmer took pity on them and pulled over.

The farmer quickly realized communication was out of the question and shouldered Francisco Gómez aside to check under the hood.

The chicken farmer was fiftyish; skinny and burned brown by the sun. He ambled back to his truck and fetched a crate of eggs. He pointed at himself, then the engine. The farmer cracked an eggshell and emptied its contents into the radiator.

He waited and then checked to see that the egg had fried itself over the hole, creating a membrane that temporarily closed over the radiator’s puncture. He poured in more water from one of their jugs, then used a rag to replace the radiator’s cap and closed the hood.

The farmer handed the crate of eleven remaining eggs to Sofia, who curtsied and said “Gracias.” Thalia, a little linguistic sponge, told the farmer, “Thank you.”

The remaining eggs carried them to Santa Fe, where their car finally overheated and the radiator ruptured, its capacity fatally compromised by the glut of fried eggs inside.

They broke down in a run-down, Spanish-speaking neighborhood and stayed there two years.

Her parents were comfortable ensconced in the squalid, Spanish-speaking pocket universe, which kept them poor and slowed their assimilation.

Nevertheless, Thalia learned creditable English from American cartoons and the children of underprivileged gringos.

Thalia soon began tutoring her mother in English.


FIVE

Tell Lyon sat in the corner booth at the rear of Señor Augustin’s, his back to the wall. His plates had been cleared but the empty glasses from his first two Texas margaritas on the rocks had been left uncollected. Tell was halfway through his third drink.

“Is everything all right? Would you like something more?”

Tell checked his watch: eight P.M. He smiled up at the young woman and said, “No, I’ve had enough, thanks. It was wonderful. This place is great.” He looked at the three glasses and realized then that he was still in uniform.

Jesus, too sloppy. Great way to make an impression first night in town, genius.

The young woman—twenty-three, twenty-four?—smiled. She stroked black hair behind an ear. She was very pretty; personable. She had dark hair and eyes—very much to Tell’s ideal. She said, “You have to be our new police chief. Saw an article about your hiring in the Recorder.”

He put out a hand and nodded. “Tell Lyon.”

Her hand was warm in his and she squeezed back firmly. “Patricia Maldonado. My parents are Kathleen and Augustin, the owners.” The appraising look she gave him delighted Tell.

“Your family’s restaurant is truly excellent,” Tell said.

“And you’d be a great judge,” Patricia said. “The newspaper article said you were a Border Patrol commander before coming here to be our chief.” She spoke with a just detectable Spanish accent. “This is about as real as Mexican food gets in these parts.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Tell said.

“Celebrating the new job?” Her dark eyes checked his hands—his naked fingers.

“Sure,” he said. “Sorry about the uniform. Makes some people uncomfortable. It’s just that it’s my first full night in town and I stayed late at headquarters. Had to eat before I called it a night and didn’t want to lose more time changing. Everyone said this is the place to come for great Mexican food, and they were right. I’ll make it plainclothes from here on out, I swear.”

Patricia smiled. “Either way. We’ll just be happy to have you here and often.” She hesitated, then said, “Father would like to comp your meal.”

That was another downside of wearing the uniform in commerce situations. Tell didn’t use to be so careless. He said, “No. I appreciate it very much, Patricia, but no thank you. Please bring me the check.”

“It’s a one-time thing. A welcome-to-town thing, Chief Lyon,” Patricia said.

“I’m off duty, and it’s Tell. And, please, Patricia, I really need to pay.”

She smiled. “Suit yourself. I’ll have your server bring it.” She hesitated again. He was aware of her checking his left hand once more. “Do you have any friends in town, Tell?”

“Just you,” Tell said, not sure why he was flirting with her like this.

Turning, she bumped into someone. She said, “Shawn!” The youngish, sandy-haired stranger moved to kiss Patricia and she turned her head so he caught her cheek. Tell smiled, guessing she was embarrassed by her boyfriend’s public display of affection. And “boyfriend” he surely was. Shawn slipped his arm around Patricia, his left hand settling familiarly on her shapely hip.

Disappointed, Tell thought to himself, Just a callow young dude marking territory. The stranger seemed boyish. Patricia seemed an old soul. Tell scented an uneasy match.

“Shawn, this is Chief Tell Lyon,” Patricia said. “Chief, this is Shawn O’Hara. Shawn is editor of the New Austin Recorder, the weekly newspaper here in town.”

“Right, your favorite newspaper,” Tell said to Patricia.

Shawn scowled. “You two know one another?”

“For all of a minute,” Tell said. “Met Patricia just before I met you.”

Shawn offered a hand. “Didn’t realize you were in town yet, Chief.”

“Got in last night,” Tell said, shaking Shawn’s hand. “Today was the first day on the job, and a long one.” Not much of a handshake there, Tell thought. He let go of Shawn’s hand and said, “Editor, huh?”

“Yeah, but also reporter,” Shawn said. “Photographer … Hell, layout artist. That’s the way with weeklies. It’s a small operation. Could you make some time for me tomorrow, Chief? Like to interview you now that you’re on the job.”

“Sure, if I can’t talk you out of that, Shawn. I’m no publicity seeker.”

“New chief of police, well, people are going to want to know more about you.”

Tell said, “Any preview questions you can share with me so I can mull answers overnight?”

“Only one: The big issue in New Austin and greater Horton County these days is immigration, immigration and immigration. So you being an ex-Border Patrol agent makes it more interesting for my readers, right?”

Tell said, “Suppose it could look like that.”

Patricia patted Tell’s shoulder; Shawn frowned. She said, “Uh oh, here comes trouble.”

Tell saw a husky, gray-haired man in gray slacks and a sports jacket headed their way. Patricia whispered to Tell, “That’s Horton County Sheriff Able Hawk.”

Hawk slapped Shawn’s back and said, “My favorite New Austin reporter. How you doin’, kiddo?”

Shawn introduced Patricia as his “girlfriend” and Tell saw her flinch at the term. The editor was about to introduce Tell when Hawk stepped around Shawn and extended a big hand. Tell slid out of his booth and took Able’s hand. “I know this one,” Able said, grinning. “Or I know about this one. I’ve been reading up on you since Shawn’s article about your hiring, Chief Lyon.”

“Call me Tell,” Lyon said.

“Only if you call me Able.”

“My pleasure to meet you, Sheriff,” Tell said. Tell was amused—Able was squeezing hard, trying to outgrip him. Tell squeezed back just enough to keep it even. They broke off the childish handshake. Tell sat back down, then resisted squirming as a half-smiling Able Hawk eyed those three large margarita glasses, his light gray eyes then shifting focus to Tell’s uniform. Goddamn it.

A busboy was a booth back, cleaning up the table behind Tell’s. The chief sensed Patricia sensing his own discomfort. She picked up his two empty glasses and passed them to the busboy. She said, “Raoul, uno Texas margarita on the rocks, por favor.” Then she squeezed into the booth next to Tell and started sipping from his half-finished third margarita.

Tell resisted scooting over to make more room and thus undercutting Patricia’s welcome subterfuge. But he watched Shawn O’Hara’s cheeks redden.

Able Hawk slid onto the bench across from Tell and slapped the empty space by his side for Shawn to sit down. “Don’t wanna talk shop your first night in town, Tell,” Able said. “But if you can make time for me tomorrow, I’ll stand you lunch out to Big G’s truck stop by the interstate. Say, noon? We’ll talk about overlap and regional issues that pain both our asses, right?”

“It’s a date,” Tell said, watching the editor’s cheeks redden more. Stupid to bait the reporter, but for some reason Tell felt impelled to do it. Probably it was the liquor. And Tell was too aware of the heat and firmness of Patricia’s hip and thigh tight against his. It was the closest he’d been to another woman since his wife. Tell said to Shawn, “Maybe we could meet up there at the same place, about one thirty, for our interview?”

“Sounds fine,” Shawn said.

Able Hawk nodded at Shawn. “You and Tell here should get on real good. In my research I learned Tell has a reporter in his family. Pretty famous one. Ex-reporter, anyhow. And maybe infamous is the word I should have used.”

That got under Tell’s skin, as Able probably intended. And it got Shawn’s attention, as it was also surely intended to. The journalist asked, “Anyone I might know?”

“Probably,” Able said. “Kind of infamous reporter-turned-novelist who lives out to Cedartown lately, counties away. Fella name of Chris Lyon.” The name clearly rang bells for Shawn O’Hara.

Tell met Shawn’s inquiring gaze and confirmed, “Chris is my cousin. We were close as kids, then kind of drifted apart as maturity too often does to you.” But Tell had stayed with Chris and his family for a couple of nights before driving west to New Austin. Such as they were, Chris Lyon, and his wife, Salome, were as close to real family as remained for Tell.

“Your cousin has built quite a reputation for himself, for better or worse,” Shawn said.

Patricia drained the dregs of Tell’s margarita, watching him. The waiter brought Patricia another and she handed the waiter the empty glass. She stirred her drink with its two straws and sipped. Her dark eyes were still focused on Tell.

He said, “Chris tends toward mythologizing himself. Unfortunately, so do a lot of his critics and fans. When it comes to Chris, it’s best to believe half of what you hear, and less than that of what you read. And that last is true regardless of whether Chris is or isn’t the author.”

“Same be said for you, Tell Lyon?” Able Hawk arched a bushy eyebrow.

Tell searched the sheriff’s strange eyes. He had never seen anything like them. In the right light, they were so pale that Tell could imagine Able’s irises blending into the whites from a distance. They were eyes that could break a suspect just by boring into him, Tell guessed.

“No, I’m not like Chris,” Tell said.

“All the same,” Able said with a sad smile, those terrible eyes searching Tell’s face, “I’m very sorry for the loss of your family, son.”

“Thanks,” Tell said evenly. “But I don’t talk about that.” Tell felt Patricia sizing him up again. He thought he felt her leg pressing harder against his. It was probably just his imagination. Or maybe it was the tequila.

Able said, “I really don’t wanna talk shop tonight, just like I said a bit ago. But you should probably know, Chief, that I made a collar out front a few minutes ago.”

“Yeah?” Tell said. “What happened?”

“Young man was weaving,” Able said. “I figured him for DWI and sure enough, the boy, one Miguel Sanchez, maybe age eighteen, he failed the Breathalyzer, big time. He was carrying false paper. He’s bein’ booked at county by now.”

“Thanks for catching him, Sheriff,” Tell said. “Thanks for taking him down before someone got hurt in my city.” New Austin was mostly located within Horton County. Getting along with Able Hawk was going to be a necessity, Tell knew.

“We’re seeing a lot of these fake licenses and Social Security cards lately,” Able said. “Best estimate is that 70 percent of Horton County’s Hispanic population came illegally across the border.”

Tell said, “Maybe you could bring some samples of those bogus identifications to lunch tomorrow. Maybe some samples I could hold on to for a time. Help me get my people up to speed.”

“Happy as hell to do that,” Able said, smiling. “Your predecessor, he weren’t too aggressive on this subject. Good to know I’ve got a man with a pair here in town now who has my back. Now I should leave you two—er, three?—to your dinner and your drinks.”

Shawn, red-faced again, slid out of the booth to let Able Hawk out.

Patricia slid out too. Leaning over, she said softly to Tell, “I’ll have your check sent over directly, Chief Lyon.”

Handshakes all around, then Tell was alone again.

He looked at Patricia’s half-full margarita, traces of her lipstick still on the twin straws. Tell picked up the drink and drank it dry through the lipstick-stained straws.


SIX

“So you had to share a drink with him,” Shawn said. “Why’d you do that, Pat?”

It was half an hour since they’d left Patricia’s family’s restaurant, leaving Tell Lyon there alone in his booth. Patricia had been inclined to stay. Now Patricia and Shawn were in another booth, seated across from one another at the back of Fusion, New Austin’s sorry excuse for a hot nightspot, yet still the town’s trendiest club.

Patricia had picked their table—just as far from the dance floor and speakers as she could find. She was sick of the club scene and had told Shawn so several times since they’d become lovers. Yet here they were again.

“Wasn’t like it looked,” Patricia said.

Shawn snagged her pack of cigarettes and fired one up. “You should buy your own, Shawn,” she said, gesturing at the pack of Merits on the table between them. “I mean, rather than always bumming mine and then bitching about my brand after.”

The journalist shrugged. “I only smoke in clubs and bars, you know that.”

And after sex.

Patricia said, “You best cut back, Shawn, because I’m seriously thinking of quitting.” It was a relatively new habit of Patricia’s—the potentially deadly echo of a previous relationship with another boyish younger man who too soon rubbed Patricia wrong.

Nate had lasted just long enough to make Patricia a smoker. She said, “And anyway, it wasn’t what it looked like.” She appraised him: Blue eyes, sandy blond hair in need of cutting. An angular face and a too-ready smile. He was proud of his smile. She could see that. He used it to ends. But Shawn wasn’t smiling now.

“I know how it looked, Patty.”

“I hate Patty,” she said. “Keep it Patricia.”

“I know how it looked, Patricia,” Shawn said, looking scolded. “And I know what it was. I saw Able Hawk notice too. All those drinks while Lyon was on duty. You were covering for him, Patricia. Trying to help him save face with Able Hawk. I’m just wondering why you did that.”

“He was off duty, Shawn, but in uniform,” Patricia said. “Tell seems like a nice and decent man, and he’s lonely. Cut him some slack.”

Shawn blew a smoke ring. She decided Shawn figured it probably made him look tough. He said, “Lots of people are lonely, Patricia.”

“That is true. Sometimes even when they’re not alone.” She hesitated, then said, “But there’s something else there. Can’t put my finger on it, exactly. There’s a tension in the man. And a sadness like I’ve never seen. Maybe that’s what made me help him out with Able Hawk. The sheriff said something had happened to Chief Lyon’s family. What was that? Do you know?”

Shawn blew more smoke from both nostrils, watching distant dancers. “Did some research on him. Tell Lyon’s wife and daughter, a toddler, if I remember right, were killed in a firebombing of their house while he was on duty. Authorities in California concluded it might have been a ring of Coyotes or maybe some cartel chief seeking some kind of revenge against our new chief. So they snuffed his family.”

Patricia shuddered. Shawn’s casualness in breaking the news appalled her. She was further offended by his off-hand manner describing their deaths. Hearing the anger in her voice, Patricia asked, “And when did this happen to Tell, Shawn?”

“Late last year,” he said, still watching the dancers. “Suppose that’s how New Austin landed Lyon as chief. He probably just wanted the hell away from California and the West.”

“Lord,” Patricia said. “If I lost my family like Tell did, I’d have wiped out our stock of tequila tonight. That poor man.”

Shawn drained his Corona. “These Lyons seem to attract that kind of bullshit. Almost like they court it. On that note, you oughta study up on the chief’s cousin, Chris Lyon. It’s all craziness. And the guy’s a poster child for gone-wrong reporters.”

He stubbed out his cigarette. “Let’s hit the floor, ’Tricia.”

“Patricia.” She picked up her pack of cigarettes and lighter and put them in her purse. “Not tonight, Shawn. And I told you, the night we met was a fluke. I don’t like the club scene. And I truly hate dancing. I’m a stay-at-home kind of girl. Maybe more so all the time.”

Patricia tried to think of the right word for Shawn’s expression as she said that to him. She settled on “pouting.” Not a becoming look on Shawn, or on any man.

Shawn said, “So whose place is it going to be tonight?” She heard a tone of annoyance in his voice.

“How about neutral corners for tonight,” Patricia said.

They’d driven to the club in separate cars. Standing, Patricia slung her purse over one shoulder. “You leaving too, Shawn?”

He shook his head, watching the dance floor. “Think I’ll stay on a while. I’ll call you.”

So, it was like that.

Patricia left without saying goodbye.

On the way out, she opened her purse and pulled out her pack of cigarettes and lighter and tossed them in the trash can.

She drove to her apartment in a soft, fragrant summer rain, listening to an oldie station. Patti Scialfa’s “Spanish Dancer”: A red dress of temptation over a long black slip of fear.

Along the way, she passed a New Austin police cruiser pulled diagonally behind a beater, red pickup truck. The cruiser’s lights twirled red and blue, flashing on the wet pavement. Two New Austin cops were patting down two short and husky Mexican boys. Both had red bandanas tied around their heads. Gang colors.

Mexican gangs fueled more and more of the rising violent crime in and around Horton County. Patricia was glad she didn’t have a younger brother to get sucked in. Hardly any Latino males under the age of twenty were not affiliated with one or another of the new Mexican gangs.

When she got home, Patricia locked the door, threw the deadbolt and stuck a rubber wedge in the bottom crack of the door. Her neighborhood, located on the fringe of the West Side, had been relatively safe until the past year or so. Now it was a haven for home invasions, rapes and robberies.

She brushed her teeth, washed her face, and pulled on a pair of blue sweats emblazoned in white letters with the phrase “Just do it!” and a big gray sweatshirt with her college’s logo across the chest. She pushed up her sleeves, pulled on a pair of reading glasses and booted up her computer. Patricia called up Google and in quotes typed, “Tell Lyon.”

* * *

Killing time. Tell, slightly buzzed, was driving around aimlessly—getting lost in his new city. He was rambling to avoid going home to his too-quiet, anonymous apartment.

In retrospect, he wouldn’t be able to decide if it was the smell of the fire or the guttering glow on the horizon that caught his attention. Tell knew the smell well enough. He remembered the orange light and its flicker through twirling plumes of black smoke as they rose from his own burning home.

Tell palmed the wheel, driving toward the fire and the sound of the sirens. As he drew closer he could see the true scope of the blaze and gunned his SUV into the townhouse parking lot. Unable to find a proper parking space, Tell steered around behind a fire truck and drove over the curbstone, bringing his SUV to a stop on a common lawn.

At least three of the rental units were what firefighters termed “fully involved,” and smoke poured from the attic ventilation slats of several surrounding townhouses.

Nauseous, crazed, Tell fumbled with the door handle of his truck, hands shaking.

Once out of the SUV, the fire’s heat on his face set Tell’s legs to shaking. He thought he could smell charred flesh and hear screams other than those of the women and children gathered out on the lawn, watching their homes and possessions burn.

Tell’s eyes were already watering from the stinging and stinking noxious exhaust of burning plastic, textiles and vinyl siding.

Tell took slow, deep breaths, tamping down his revulsion at the familiar stench. He was bent over, hands on his knees, trying hard to breathe only through his mouth to suppress the memories triggered by the smell of the fire.

Steadier, he looked around and saw three hook-and-ladder trucks, a couple of smaller pumpers and two EMT units. A couple of overweight medics with bushy brown moustaches were working on an old Mexican woman.

Tell searched the crowd of dispossessed townhouse dwellers and gawkers and realized they were all Latinos. The only English being spoken was that exchanged between the emergency medical technicians and firefighters yelling to one another over the sound of the fire and the white noise of the water gushing from their hoses.
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