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CHAPTER 1

MY ASS WAS ASLEEP.

My thighs were as hard and cold as Popsicles.

My nose and Rudolph’s? Too close a resemblance for my taste.

And I was so damn hungry I could gnaw off my own arm.

Oh, yeah. The glamorous world of private investigators.

I bounced my feet on the floorboards. A hundred hot needles jabbed my flesh, but didn’t drive the numbness from my butt.

“You need a bathroom break?” Kevin asked snidely, without moving the binoculars trained on the ramshackle farmhouse.

“No.” My breath puffed out in a little white cloud. Reminded me I hadn’t had a cigarette in hours either. “This sucks. These seats suck.”

“Quit complaining.”

“Can we at least shut the damn window?”

“Your whining will fog it up in about two seconds.”

“Jerk.”

“Wuss.”

He sighed and rolled it up anyway.

My hero.

Three hours of surveillance hadn’t netted us one shred of evidence on this case. We were both a little cold and a lot cranky.

Kevin and I were parked in the midst of rusty cars and ancient farm equipment, in a cow pasture smack dab in the middle of Bear Butte County.

Technically we shouldn’t be on the owner’s property without permission, to say nothing of inside the fence and a 100 feet from the residence. But unlike law enforcement, as investigators we could toe the line without breaking fifty procedural laws and it wouldn’t adversely affect our client’s case.

I stared out the window. Milky gray clouds cast murky shadows across the grass, flattened and dead, courtesy of the first frost. With amber and scarlet leaves a distant memory, the stripped branches of cottonwood and elm trees in the distance added depth to the endless horizon.

“You see anything yet?”

“Nah. Same old, same old.”

“Let me look.”

“Have at it.” Kevin passed me the binoculars.

I leaned forward and readjusted the focus.

The house was in sad shape; white paint aged to a cheerless yellow, the once red trim faded to pumpkin orange. Windows were coated with a film of dirt. Draperies of an indiscernible color blocked any view of the inside.

On the porch a mangy mutt slept beneath a three-legged resin lawn chair. Several scruffy cats strutted across the bowed porch railings, then dropped out of sight.

Spent oilcans, empty Busch Light bottles, warped 2X4’s and a crumpled blue plastic tarp were scattered on the left side of the sagging foundation. Two black garbage bags sat forgotten by the torn aluminum screen door, ripped from the hinges.

And I thought the houses in my neighborhood were bad. “We know this guy isn’t violating his worker’s comp limitations by cleaning up his damn yard.”

“That’d entail him bending over. Wouldn’t want him to further injure himself and require additional therapy.”

Wow. That was almost snarky, coming from Kevin, Mr. innocent-until-proven-guilty.

The man we were surveilling, Langston “Lang” Everett, was out of commission due to a work related injury he’d received at a local sawmill. Nothing as serious

as an industrial-sized saw slicing off his thumb, or a limb getting pinched between run-away logs. Lang had injured his back sweeping. With a plain old broom and dustpan while bending over to clean up piles of sawdust.

His employer, Larson Timber Products, hadn’t disputed the claim. Like any responsible company, they’d filed the appropriate paperwork with Rushmore West Insurance, their private workman’s comp carrier, and with the proper state agencies.

An occupational therapist started Lang on an intensive physical therapy regimen. At the end of the eight weeks, Lang claimed there’d been no change in his range of mobility. He’d also asserted that because of the injury, he’d begun to suffer from constant, debilitating pain.

His absence put Larson Timber in a bind. Legally they couldn’t fill Lang’s position as long as he was collecting worker’s comp due to an injury. No one was happy with the situation, except Lang, who (according to his employer) was enjoying an extended vacation on their dime.

After twenty weeks, Rushmore West Insurance had demanded a second medical opinion.

The second occupational therapist’s diagnosis concurred with the first. Often, the most innocuous injury proved the most difficult to heal. The new expert swore Lang needed an additional six months of intensive therapy to gauge the severity and permanence of the damage.

I called bullshit on it, but I was hardly an authority or held an unbiased opinion. An identical situation had occurred in the Bear Butte County Sheriff’s Department the first year I’d worked there. The night dispatcher, a woman named Rhea, injured her knee and elbow hauling out garbage. Poor baby suffered through four months of rehab.

When the insurance company received the all clear from Rhea’s physician, she demanded a second opinion, which was in direct opposition to the first doctor’s diagnosis. She couldn’t return to duty because the injury had caused her to suffer from “chronic pain.” Rhea expected the county to pay for permanent disability.

She’d been a whopping twenty-four at the time.

The county refused to pay. The case had gone to court.

In response to their extra workload, two fellow employees had called Rhea one night after too many Budweiser’s. Questioning the validity of her injuries supposedly inflicted additional trauma on Rhea, spurring her lawyer to seek extra compensation for her “mental anguish.”

The county had lost face, money, and the employees involved in what’d been a drunken prank had gotten shit-canned. Rhea collected a pile of cash and was lazing around Florida with her winnings. Probably paid her cabana boy to take out the trash.

At times the perversity of the legal system stunned me.

In Lang’s case, two weeks earlier, someone had called the employer with an anonymous tip, claiming Lang Everett was faking his injury. Larson Timber reported the incident to their insurance company and to the state insurance fraud division.

Most insurance companies, especially out-of-state conglomerates, maintain specialized fraud teams. But often it’s cheaper for them to hire a private local investigative firm to validate or invalidate the claim.

Kevin had previously worked for Rushmore West on a similar situation. All we needed were two separate documented instances of Lang Everett’s questionable behavior.

And what were Lang’s supposed infractions? The unidentified caller had seen Lang ripping around on his ATV. Driving was a definite no-no on the list of activities that aggravated his injury. But that wasn’t all. Supposedly Lang had been under the hood of his Chevy Blazer, wrenching on the engine block. And the source swore Lang raced his horse down the driveway every day to pick up his mail.

Sour grapes? Or was Lang Everett a big, fat faker?

In staking out the Everett abode, not only hadn’t we seen Lang zipping past on a four-wheeler, a mud buggy, or a horse; we hadn’t seen Lang Everett, period.

Rushmore West Insurance retained our services for fifteen hours of surveillance. If we didn’t deliver the

goods in the allotted time, we’d be off the case, unless they ponied up more cash. I was hoping for a quick end to this ho-hum assignment.

Bored, I fiddled with the screen on the video camera.

“Hey, be careful with that,” Kevin said.

“I am. When was the last time you used this?”

“Couple of months ago on that employee theft case. Why?”

“Just curious. Don’t remember seeing it in the supply closet at the office.”

“That’s because I had it at home.”

“For?”

Kevin looked at me strangely.

With guilt? “Ooh. Didn’t know you were into making porn, Kev.”

“Jesus, Julie. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

I grinned. “But it’s so happy there.”

“Not everything has to do with sex.”

“All the good stuff does.”

He directed his scowl out the window. “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’ll actually be glad when Martinez gets back in town.”

“You and me both.”

Kevin didn’t understand what I saw in Tony Martinez, my latest paramour, president of the Hombres—a motorcycle “club”—and an all-around, scary, badass dude.

Martinez had been in Colorado for two weeks on business. Pained me to admit I missed him, especially when I didn’t know if the feeling was mutual. The stupid jerk hadn’t bothered to call me. Yeah, yeah, I knew phone lines ran both ways, and it might be juvenile, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to call El Presidente first.

“You up for doing anything tonight?” Kevin asked.

Since his girlfriend Lilly’s death from cancer, I suspected Kevin spent most nights alone, staring at the ugly-ass walls in his condo. After being together eight hours a day, he didn’t push for us to hang out after the 5:00 whistle blew.

“I guess. Wanna get a pizza and watch a movie?”

“Sure. As long as it’s not a Clooney flick.”

“Then no Cameron Diaz stinkers either.”

“Maybe we should stick to TV.”

“Great. I think Queer Eye is on at eight.”

Kevin groaned.

I smiled, readjusting my position. “How many hours are left on today’s allotment?”

“Two.”

My butt would never recover. And my stomach rumbled like an empty cattle truck. “Got any Twinkies?”

“For the last time, no. God. Eat a protein bar. There’s a whole box in the back seat.”

“Nice try. But I don’t see you eating those nasty

things. Why didn’t you pack Snickers bars?”

Kevin faced me. “What is up with you? You never care about food when we’re on stakeout.” His brows lifted. “Christ. You’re not pregnant, are you?”

The look of horror on my face matched his. “Omi-god, no, I’m not pregnant.”

Sounds of an engine revving cut his retaliation short and brought our attention back to the Everett household.

Our suspect was finally out in the open.

Kevin swore, picked up the binoculars and rolled down the window as I fumbled with the video camera. Zooming in on the action, I poked the record button.

Lang’s wife—June, according to our records—still wore a grubby pink bathrobe and bunny slippers at 2:00 in the afternoon. Even from our secret vantage point I could tell she was screeching at her husband like a barn owl.

Lang shouted back at her.

She stormed down the steps. Snapped off a mean comment, by the sneering set of her mouth. The bunny head on one slipper flopped as she tapped her foot, waiting for his reaction.

Lang’s shoulders tensed. His hand shot out and connected with her face.

Not the reaction she’d expected.

She staggered, bringing her palm to her cheek.

“You fucking bastard,” I said.

Kevin’s hand gripped my thigh, an attempt to keep me from jumping out and kicking Lang’s ass.

“Easy, Julie.”

“He hit her. You saw it.”

“I know.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Nothing.”

“But—”

“Focus on why we’re here.”

I hated that he was right. I directed my anger on nailing this wife-beating asshole. Maybe I could convince his wife to charge him with assault, since we had proof.

“Come on,” Kevin taunted him softly. “Turn around.”

Almost as if he’d heard Kevin’s directive, Lang spun. Bonus: he’d whirled around fast enough the movement should’ve caused excruciating pain to his “injury.”

“Gotcha,” Kevin said, as I clicked a still shot.

Lang climbed onto the dirt-covered four-wheeler, whipped a U-turn, spewing gravel at his wife’s feet.

She ran back inside the house.

Without a backward glance, he sped through an open gate and across the field by a decrepit barn.

Kevin started the Jeep. “Whatever happens, keep that camera on him.”

“How are we going to avoid him seeing us?”

“We can’t.” The Jeep lurched forward, hit a low spot

in the pasture and bounced us like ping-pong balls. “I’ll try to hang back only far enough he stays in sight.”

We followed him along a rutted old wagon trail most likely last used by pioneers. The house and barn were no longer visible. But we were out in the open so clearly we should’ve been quacking.

Lang made a hard left.

“Hey, slow down. The camera is jumping all over the place.”

“You’ve still got sight of him?”

Lang disappeared down a slope.

“Shit. I lost him.” A flash of red. “Wait, there he is. I need to get up higher.”

In a moment of brilliance, I said, “Can you open the sun roof?” just as Kevin unsnapped the latch with his right hand and slid back the glass partition.

He mumbled something about great minds thinking alike as I wiggled up through the opening and anchored my feet, one on each bucket seat.

Cold wind lashed my face. My ponytail became a thousand little whips. I ignored the sting and kept the video lens pointed at the red jacket bouncing across the bumpy prairie.

“Still see him?” Kevin shouted.

“Yeah. Think we’ve got enough tape?”

“Not yet.”

Easy for him to decide. He wasn’t up here freezing his nose and ears off.

We zigzagged behind Lang for so long I was sure we’d crossed the state line into Wyoming.

The distance between us had increased. With Lang familiar with the terrain, and us trying to stay discreet, he could easily lose us. I was kinda hoping he would.

“Hang on, I’m speeding up,” Kevin said. He didn’t wait for my reply before stepping on the gas.

The Jeep struck a pothole the size of a meteor crater. I managed not to let the camera sail from my hands, which were getting colder by the second.

Tears streamed down my cheeks from the bitter wind. I couldn’t feel my nose. My ears burned. I braced myself as the Jeep angled down yet another steep slope.

Yet, I kept taping.

Lang kept moving.

I didn’t know how much time had passed, an ice age possibly, judging by the frozen state of my fingers.

During that time, Lang hadn’t turned and glanced over his shoulder. Not once. Weird. How did he not know we were tailing him?

When he cut to the right I realized why: his hot-rod four-wheeler wasn’t equipped with a rear view mirror. Or any mirrors at all.

Kevin narrowed the gap.

I figured we had adequate footage. Plus, I suspected I might have hypothermia.

“Back off,” I yelled down at Kevin. Didn’t care if he thought I was a whiner. I’d had plenty of fresh arctic air today and the wind burned cheeks to prove it.

“You got enough?”

“No. I’ve been filming the goddamn scenery,” I snapped, remembering too late the camera was recording everything, including my colorful observations.

Crap.

Kevin slowed down.

I don’t know why I kept the tape running, even after we’d jerked to a complete stop.

But later, I was glad I had.

One second Lang was directly in front of us. The next, I watched on the viewing screen as the ATV hit a hole, pitched sideways, caught air, and sailed off an embankment.

Lang Everett popped in the air like a cork.

Everything in front of me switched to slow motion.

The tires on the four-wheeler spun madly mid-air, and Lang was windmilling his arms in the same manner.

Then both man and machine vanished with a loud crash.


CHAPTER 2

“WHAT THE FUCK JUST HAPPENED?”

“I don’t know,” Kevin shouted back and again jammed the Jeep in gear. “That thing still on?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t shut it off now. Hang tight.”

The top of my ribcage smacked into the metal housing of the sunroof as we jounced across the field.

Once we skidded to a stop, Kevin took the camera. I climbed down from the sunroof and got out. When my feet hit the ground, he slapped the camera back in my palm and we raced to see why the four-wheeler had become airborne.

Although we couldn’t see the machine, a high-pitched ghostly whine of the engine echoed from below. A thin trail of black smoke snaked up, carrying scents of motor oil and burning rubber.

At the vanishing point, I almost stumbled into the hole that’d caused Lang to plunge over the embankment.

Kevin righted me. We looked at each other and then over the ledge.

The ATV was tipped upside down. One of the back tires spun. The engine coughed, smoked, and sputtered before it died.

Was Lang Everett trapped underneath?

Images from my last encounter with dead bodies swam to the surface and I choked on the sour taste of fear.

“Julie,” Kevin prompted. “The camera.”

“Right.” I swept the area until a red jacket came into view.

Lang had landed on his back twenty feet from the four-wheeler.

I watched for movement. None. “You think he’s okay? Had the wind knocked out of him or something?”

“Maybe. Do you have your cell?”

I pulled it out of my left jacket pocket and handed it over.

“What’s the number for the Bear Butte Sheriff’s Department?”

“Hit speed dial number seven.”

Beep beep beep. Kevin explained the situation to dispatch. The microphone on the video recorder picked up every word.

“Missy said the emergency crew would be at least twenty minutes. Can you see anything?”

I don’t want to see anything.

Even as every instinct inside me rebelled, I focused on the prone form at the bottom of the draw.

My stomach pitched. Lang’s eyes were wide open in sightless terror. Blood ran from his gaping mouth, disappearing into his scraggly beard. Part of his bloodied tongue hung out. His right ear touched his right shoulder, making his neck bulge out like an over-stuffed sausage.

No doubt about it. Lang Everett was dead.

Kevin crowded behind me. “Looks like he might’ve broken his neck.” His finger traced the body on the LED; silver ripples further distorted Lang’s image. “His left arm is at a weird angle too.” He tilted the camera up. “There’s only about six minutes left on this tape. Put it on pause until the sheriff gets here.”

“Good plan.” I let the camera dangle by my thigh. Taping Langston Everett’s final indignity seemed wrong. TV news ghoulish somehow.

Kevin sidestepped me to stare over the bluff. No psychic powers were necessary to hear the thoughts whirring in his head. When he said, “I want to go down and take a closer look,” I wasn’t particularly surprised.

I wasn’t particularly pleased either.

“You don’t have to go,” he said.

“I can’t. Not after …” I ripped my eyes from his and gazed across the undulating prairie, the once lush green and gold grasses now dead and dulled to brown. Ducks paddled across a half-full stock dam, oblivious to the opening of hunting season. The sun’s warmth was hidden behind blue-gray clouds.

I shivered.

In the craziness of the last few minutes, I’d forgotten the cold. I began to shake and pulled my wool coat tightly around my hips, chilled to the bone by the late October afternoon and another up close brush with death.

Kevin, being Kevin, wrapped his arms around me.

I leaned into him and absorbed what he offered.

In the past few months we’d slipped back into our old groove, the rock solid friendship that’d sustained us before we’d become full-time business partners, before Lilly’s death. Before I’d hooked up with Martinez.

Contrary to what I’d feared, our bond hadn’t weakened in the months we’d separately dealt with our personal traumas and demons. The time apart had strengthened it, and strengthened us in the process.

“You okay?”

No. “Yeah. I think so.”

He released me. With the toe of his boot, he kicked an orange dirt clod into the abyss. “Something about this doesn’t fit, but I don’t know what.”

“I know what you mean.” I pointed the direction of the farmhouse. “You want me to let Lang’s wife know what’s going on?”

“No. Stay here. The sheriff can handle being the bearer of bad news. I’ll be right back.” He turned sideways and inched his way down the steep dropoff, one booted foot at a time. Within seconds his head disappeared from view.

Good thing I wasn’t expected to traipse back to that depressing farmhouse and inform the woman her husband was dead. Offering consolation wasn’t my bag. Then again, he had smacked her around. Maybe she wouldn’t weep and wail about his sudden demise.

Not your business to judge, Julie.

I dug my cigarettes and lighter out of my right coat pocket and lit up. The landscape provided the perfect distraction; a vista of beautiful, rugged, open country, with endless acres of rolling prairie, clusters of cedar and pine trees, a realm unmarred by civilization. I imagined it hadn’t changed a whole lot in the last 100 years. Maybe even 200 years.

That thought calmed me somewhat.

Low hanging, colorless clouds obscured the view of the buttes twenty miles to the north. A crooked barbed wire fenceline dipped and wavered with the rocky terrain until it disappeared into the horizon. I squinted at the black specks in the distance. Cattle.

Cows had always outnumbered people in Bear Butte County, but this lonely stretch of land reminded me of how sparsely populated our state is. Not another neighboring ranch or house for miles.

Brought another question to mind: If we hadn’t been following Lang, how long before someone would have found his body?

I wandered a few feet, to where our tire tracks intersected Lang’s in the dirt. Odd. I didn’t see animal tracks of any kind on the bone-dry earth. Just cuts, swirls and gouges of an ATV ripping up every possible square inch of ground.

An icy blast of wind whirled the powdery red dust around me, a sobering reminder of the severe drought we’d suffered for the last few years. No wonder there weren’t tracks. Most wildlife had migrated to greener pastures.

I smoked. Crouched, snuffed my cigarette with my bootheel, and set the camera next to my feet.

The ground was cold, but hadn’t yet yielded to a hard frost. Small clumps of pale gray-green buck brush had survived without regular precipitation. The plants dropped prickly, oval-shaped brown seeds this time of year. Those irritating burrs would attach to anything: clothes, hair, rubber, even plastic. I leaned back to see if any had stuck on the cuffs of my favorite jeans and lost my balance. Instead of pulverizing the camera, I twisted to the left and fell on my ass.

I wished my butt had still been numb. As I swung around and pushed myself up on my hands and knees, I spied a long, black strand half-hidden beneath a skeletal sage plant.

My fingers tugged at the frayed end until the string untangled from the branches. I held it up for a better view.

Weird. It looked like some kind of braided rope, weighted at the end with unusually colorful beads; the top was a small piece of leather. Although covered in dust, it wasn’t faded, which told me it hadn’t been out in this harsh environment very long.

Sirens blared. Tires crunched. Reality encroached.

I glanced up at the approaching emergency vehicles.

Two sheriff’s department cars followed the ambulance. The swirling red lights gave the bleak day an illusion of color.

I pocketed the spent butt and wound the object into a ball before picking up the camera.

Kevin waited patiently at the edge of the bluff, his shoulders hunched against the bitter wind, his hands toasty inside his sub-zero Northface ski jacket pockets.

The ambulance crew climbed out, assessed the situation and dragged out a stretcher from the back end of the van.

As the crew picked their way down the incline, Sheriff Tom Richards emerged from his car, slapped on his hat and motioned for Deputy Al to stay behind and deal with the Chevy Cavalier barreling across the field.

June Everett I assumed. Probably curious about the commotion, angry with her husband, and clueless her life had changed forever.

The other deputy, one I didn’t know, trailed after the stretcher and EMTs.

I swung the camera in position and followed the sheriff.

The sheriff demanded, “What happened here?”

I melted into the background to get Kevin’s explanation and the sheriff’s reaction on tape.

Kevin provided a summary of our objective and a detailed description of what we’d seen.

One of the ambulance guys shouted. I aimed the camera at him, avoiding shots of Lang.

The blue fringe ball on the man’s ski hat bobbed as he shook his head. He touched his watch, signaling he’d call the time of death.

The young deputy snapped pictures, the excitement of the situation an unexpected bonus. He had to be a rookie; his whiskers were little more than dandelion tufts, his eyes clear and hopeful. Even his crisp uniform looked fresh out of the plastic packaging. That youthful optimism would be replaced with cynicism by year’s end.

Sheriff Richards sighed. “You sure the man you were following was Langston Everett?”

“Fairly sure,” Kevin said.

He removed his radio and told Al to detain Mrs. Everett for positive identification.

My stomach rolled the remnants of my lunch into a hard lump.

“Did it appear he lost control of the machine?”

“Yes, sir. One minute he was in front of us, then airborne, and gone the next.”

“So you weren’t chasing him?”

“No, sir,” Kevin said. “We stayed far enough behind he didn’t notice we were following him. In fact, he never even turned around.” He pointed to me. “Verify it with the tape.”

The sheriff glowered at the camera, then at me. “Collins, what are you doing?”

“Recording the events for our client, sir.”

His hackles rose at my sir comment. “Shut that thing off.”

I complied, only because I had a minute worth of tape remaining.

“You wanna explain why once again you’re around when a body turns up?”

Would it be petty to mention I hadn’t been around when my brother’s body had been found? Probably. I shrugged and clamped my teeth together.

“In the last six months this county has become a regular Cabot’s Cove,” the sheriff grumbled. “I see more of you now than when you worked for me.”

His diatribe was interrupted by a shrill demand. “Move!”

Sheriff Al struggled to contain June Everett by blocking her with his doughy body without physically touching her.

Her clumps of black hair hadn’t seen a comb, but she’d replaced the robe and bunny slippers with stained white stirrup pants and an oversized #7 Denver Broncos football jersey. Orange flip-flops with big yellow flowers decorated her bare feet.

My toes curled in my boots. God. Her little piggies had to feel like frozen sausages.

“You can’t keep me here. I got rights!” she yelled. “Lemme talk to my husband.”

Sheriff Richards doffed his hat and ambled toward her.

I didn’t envy his task, though I knew he’d done the duty many times. Despite his intimidating size at 6’8”, he was a compassionate man.

“Mrs. Everett? I’m sorry—”

“Damn right you’d better be sorry, Sheriff. You’re trespassin’ on private property.”

“Mrs. Everett. Please listen carefully. I need to ask you to come with me.”

“What for?”

“There’s been an accident.”

“Where?” She fidgeted, shifting from one flip-flop to the other. “What’s that hafta do with me? I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout it. I just got here.”

“I need you to identify the body the ambulance crew is bringing up.”

“Whose body?” She peered around the sheriff.

The low murmurs and grunts of the ambulance guys, the clatter of metal on rocks broke the silence as they hauled up the body strapped to the stretcher.

A body wearing a red windbreaker.

Comprehension dawned in June Everett’s eyes. Her face went pallid beneath the cheek that still bore the imprint of her husband’s hand. “Lang?”

Sheriff Richards nodded.

“How?”

“Appears Mr. Everett hit a sinkhole, lost control of the four-wheeler and went over that embankment. I’m sorry.”

Her knees buckled. The sheriff caught her.

I wanted to turn away. Hell, I was tempted to crawl in the sinkhole and dig my way to China so I didn’t have to witness this.

The emergency team called the sheriff. He spoke to June; she nodded and shuffled behind him reluctant as a death row inmate.

Hushed silence followed. I knew what was coming, but you’re never truly prepared for that initial outburst of grief as June Everett’s shrieks rent the air.

The day that’d started like any other became cold, dark, and harsh.

Kevin came up behind me. Set his hands on my shoulders and squeezed. “Warm up in the Jeep. I can handle the rest.”

“I’m fine.”

“Jules …”

I shrugged until his hands dropped. “I said I’m fine.”

He didn’t push the issue.

I hiked to the ledge where the earth fell away. Across the distance mule deer grazed, their velvety ears swiveled to the sound of danger. Sensing none, they returned to foraging.

While the sheriff conferred with the EMTs, June stumbled around the front of the patrol car. She rushed Deputy Al, who’d been standing by as helpless and worthless as usual.

“Show me the goddamn sinkhole,” she demanded.

“W-what?”

“Show me the sinkhole that Lang supposedly hit.”

Al’s cheeks burned bright red and he blinked nervously.

She shoved him. “Got no answer, do ya? That’s what I thought. No one knows this land better’n me and there ain’t no goddamn sinkholes around here! Been too fuckin’ dry! So what was it that got my husband kilt?”

Sheriff Richards would slap the cuffs on her regardless of her crazed state of grief. No one pushed around his deputies.

“The hole is over here,” I said loudly.

June’s head snapped my direction. “Who the hell are you?”

“Does it matter?”

She gave me a wounded look so I gave her my name. “Julie Collins.”

Mumbling, she headed uphill until she was close enough to burn me with the full wattage of her glare. “How do you know where it is?”

“Because I was here when it happened.” I pointed to the hole fifteen feet away. “That’s it.”

She froze.

“What’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer right away; she stared in disbelief at the shallow pit. “Who dug that up again?” she said, almost to herself.

But I’d heard it. “Again? You knew about this?”

June’s outburst with Deputy Al hadn’t been an irrational expression of grief. Her observation had been dead on. This wasn’t a sinkhole; the red soil at the bottom and around the sides was chunky and moist, unlike the dry dirt surrounding it. This hole had been dug recently.

If June knew the hole had been there, why hadn’t Lang?

Her dull blue eyes met mine. Guilt. Fear. Pain. I recognized it and could do nothing to alleviate it in her or in myself.

I refocused. “June, what was in that hole?”

She shook her head.

Somber male voices carried on the wind. At least they weren’t laughing and joking like some crime scenes.

Crime scene. Not the situation I’d prepared for when I’d rolled out of bed this morning. And I realized it was no longer my job.

I shouted, “Hey, sheriff!”

June grabbed my arm. “Don’t say nothin’ to him.”

“If there was another reason why Lang—”

“There ain’t no other reason. He hit that hole and died. He ain’t gonna be any less dead if the sheriff goes pokin’ around.”

My mouth opened.

“Please.”

Without waiting for my response, she peeked over the edge. Took a step and her flip-flops slipped, sending her sliding sideways toward the gaping maw that’d claimed Lang’s life.

I lunged for her, grabbed the jersey and jerked her back. “Watch out.”

June lost it. She threw her arms around my neck. “Get me away from here. I can’t believe the son of a bitch went and died on me! What am I gonna do? Oh, God. Oh, Lang.”

Her grief kicked me in the gut. With her clinging to me and bawling her head off like a lost calf, I slowly navigated my way down to the sheriff.

“What’s going on?”

I attempted to shake her off; she’d become a buck brush burr, refusing to let go.

“I wanna go home,” June wailed.

“I understand, Mrs. Everett. We’ll get you there as soon as possible, but we need to ask you some questions.” The sheriff’s gaze raked her from bare head to bare feet. “Maybe you’d better warm up in the car first.”

She released me.

I squirmed away. I didn’t get far.

She grabbed my hand. “Don’t go.”

My initial response didn’t make it out of my mouth, fortunately for her.

Did she want me around because I was the only woman present? Or because she thought I’d talk to the sheriff about the mysterious hole while she was warming her tootsies?

I needed a shot of tequila. Better yet, a whole bottle.

The sheriff drifted closer. I had to tilt my head back to look in his eyes.

“Julie, will you stay with her while we finish up?” He frowned. “Wouldn’t hurt you to warm up.”

Like I could say no now. When I attempted a smile, I realized my teeth were chattering.

June scooted into the back seat of the patrol car. I followed. The sheriff slammed the door behind us. Great. We were locked in. When I noticed his smirk through the window I understood that’d been his plan all along.

Bastard.

The police radio in the front seat squawked. June watched the ambulance drive away and sobbed softly.

It’d be less painful to beat my head into the metal partition until my ears rang rather than listen to her desperate, raw cries.

My head fell back and I closed my eyes.

Finally June stopped weeping and asked, “Are you a cop?”

“No, I’m a private investigator.”

In the heavy silence, I knew I’d made a mistake.

“You said you saw Lang’s accident. That means you were here before the cops. Why?”

Too late to feign sleep.

“Were you investigating Lang?”

Ethical dilemma. Lie? Pad the truth? Avoid? I was all pro at avoidance.

“Were you?” she persisted.

“Yes.”

“What for?”

I turned and looked at her. “Insurance fraud.”

And she appeared … relieved. That was strange.

“I’m not surprised. No one believed he’d gotten hurt at that stupid job. They all thought he was fakin’ it.”

“Was he?”

June thrust out her chin toward the window and stubbornly refused to answer.

Since she’d brought the subject up, I goaded her. “What did you two fight about before he took off?”

Her troubled gaze whipped back to me. “You saw that?”

“Yep.”

“Shit.”

After a time she laughed, a bitter grunt. “Ain’t it just a kick in the ass that we was fightin’ about that—”

My door opened. Kevin stuck his head in. “Everything all right?”

Great timing, Kev.

“Fine. June, this is my partner, Kevin Wells.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Everett.”

She waved him off.

“Sheriff wants to talk to you.”

June and I looked at him. “Which one of us?” I asked.

“Both of you.” He stepped aside and we left the warmth of the car.

Sheriff Richards motioned me over first.

“Did Mrs. Everett say anything I should know about while you were in there with her?”

“No.”

His eyes flashed skepticism. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told your partner; you’re damn lucky you’ve got the tape to prove you weren’t chasing Mr. Everett and didn’t inadvertently cause his death. If not for that, I’d be carting both your butts to jail.”

I blinked slowly. Think I might’ve pulled off contrite.

“That said, thank you for your cooperation today.”

Ooh. So heartfelt.

“We’ve taken the tape as evidence. After we review it we’ll get it back to you.”

“What are we supposed to tell our client?”

“Not my problem.” His lips twisted in what almost resembled a smile. “Have a nice day, Collins.”


CHAPTER 3

KEVIN DROVE. I SMOKED. WITNESSING LANGSTON Everett break his neck had taken on a dreamlike state, which neither of us wanted to talk about. Without the tape, contacting the client could wait. Their case was moot now anyway.

The disturbing events led me to thoughts of my half-brother, Ben Standing Elk. Three and a half years had crept by since his body had been discovered in Bear Butte Creek. And for those years I’d been obsessed with finding out who’d slashed his throat and left him floating like discarded garbage.

So far, I hadn’t found answers. The shame of that failure ate at me every damn day. The hole Ben’s death left inside me hadn’t diminished with time. Instead, it’d spread, slowly, like an acid leak that gradually corrodes even the toughest steel.

On a day like today I felt about as resilient as a gum wrapper.

Mired in dark thoughts, I brooded. Smoked some more.

The second Kevin killed the ignition he sprinted into my house. I’d warned him not to drink that last Diet Mt. Dew. But had he listened to me? No. Not my fault his back teeth were floating.

I bestowed an admiring glance on my gleaming new Ford F-150. Okay, it was a couple of years old, but it was new to me.

My crappy Sentra had become scrap metal during a case a few months back. Instead of replacing it with a practical, fuel-efficient car, I’d opted for a big, badass, black pick-up. Chrome running boards, gun rack, towing package, leather interior, sliding “beer window” and a killer stereo; this baby had it all. Minus the naked lady mud flaps. I’d removed those and the “Rodeo Naked” sticker straight away.

I’d embraced my inner cowgirl. Seems fitting to crank up my Gretchen Wilson CDs.

Yee-haw.

I wandered to the mailbox. As I flipped through bills—no cocktail party invitations for me—a car parked on the road between my house and the Babbitt’s.

A burgundy Ford Taurus with Arizona license plates. Maybe one of the Babbitt’s kids had actually deigned to visit their parents. Maybe they could convince their asshole father to quit beating up their mother.

Not my business, at any rate. I’d nearly made it to my steps when a young female voice called out behind me.

“Please. Wait. I’d like to talk to you.”

I turned. Not visiting my neighbors after all. What could she want? The last thing I needed today was a door-to-door salesperson selling junky wildlife art. It boggled my mind why my low-income neighborhood was a magnet for these types of cold call sales. They’d have had better luck selling gift certificates for the local bail bondsman’s services.

Instead of pulling out a stack of framed pictures from the back seat, she’d unbuckled a small boy from a car seat and settled him on her hip. He pushed aside her thick black braid, which practically dragged on the ground, and buried his face in her neck as she hustled toward me.

A brightly colored gauze skirt swished around her ankles. Sensible taupe shoes were silent on the gravel driveway. My gaze roamed over the vibrant turquoise and magenta jacket she wore, obviously hand-woven and handmade. Striking, but not practical attire for a harsh South Dakota winter.

The intense hues brought attention to her black eyes, shiny as buttons. She was very young, twenty or so. Native American. I knew she wasn’t Sioux, not because of the Arizona plates, but by the roundness of her face and the darker brown of her skin. Not a reddish hue like the Plains tribes, but closer to Mexican. It made me think of Martinez.

A friend of his? My feeling of unease increased.

The plump woman smiled nervously. “Are you Julie Collins?”

“Yes. Do I know you?”

“Umm. No, ma’am.”

Ma’am? Made me feel like a geezer. “What can I do for you?”

“We have a mutual… umm, acquaintance.”

“Yeah? Who?”

She murmured in the boy’s ear, set him down on the sidewalk and handed him a toy metal car.

I waited for her to answer.

Apparently she was in no hurry to do so.

With my extremely crappy afternoon, I’d longed to snuggle into my couch with a thermos of Irish coffee—minus the coffee. I suspected I’d be standing here until Letterman came on if I didn’t force her to get to the point.

“Before you tell me the name of our mutual acquaintance, why don’t you start with your name?”

Her words tumbled out in a tangle of consonants.

“Run that by me one more time?”

With her accent, I heard gibberish and made her repeat it slowly a third time.

“Abita Kahlen.” She’d pronounced her first name, A-beet-a, last name, Kay-lin. “That’s my son. Jericho.”

The little boy, around three, wasn’t dressed for playing on the cold, dirty ground. Didn’t bother him; he hadn’t looked up from racing the Matchbox car back and forth.

“So, Abita. Who’s our mutual acquaintance? Or is that a tactic you’re using to try and soften me up to sell me something I don’t need?”

Her brown eyes clouded. “No. I really am here to talk to you.”

“I’m listening.”

“Thank goodness. You’re the only one who can help me.”

My fake smile faltered.

Occasionally clients showed up on my doorstep, hoping if I met them face to face, heard their tale of woe straight from the horse’s mouth, it’d compel me to take their case—for free—out of the goodness of my heart. Hadn’t worked so far and it immediately put me on the defensive. “I prefer to conduct business at my office.”

She frowned. “I’m not here for that. I’m here because—”

The boy shrieked as his car performed a loop-deloop over the toe of my boot.

Made me think of Langston Everett and I shuddered. I shoved the image aside and leaned down to pick up the purple mini-hotrod. As I handed it to him, the kid finally looked at me.

And I felt like he’d kicked me right in the stomach.

Holy shit.

This little boy had Ben’s eyes.

My breath stalled. When my gaze wandered over his face I noticed he also had a hint of Ben’s crooked smile.

Blood slammed into my head. Jesus. This was impossible. It had to be an illusion, or projection, or wishful thinking on my part, at the very least.

Didn’t it?

My gaze flew to hers. But with my jaw hanging to my kneecaps, and no air left in my lungs, I couldn’t speak.

Abita stared back at me. “Uncanny, isn’t it? How much he looks like Ben?”


CHAPTER 4

A CHOKING SOUND ESCAPED FROM ME, AND JERICHO glanced up at me with alarm.

Looked at me with Ben’s eyes.

There was that potent punch in my gut again.

“Is he?” I managed to squeak out.

Abita didn’t play coy. “Yes.”

Jericho rolled to his feet and wrapped his arms around his mother’s leg. “Mama, I’m cold. We go now?”

They couldn’t leave.

Somehow I made my knees bend and I hunkered down beside him. “I’d like it if you stayed.”

He hid his sweet face in his mother’s skirt.

I tried again. “Would you and your mom like to come inside? Have a cup of hot chocolate and some cookies?”

He peeked out, clearly interested. Then his dark head disappeared again.

Abita said, “You don’t have to—”

“I want to.” I forced my greedy gaze away from her son. My brother’s son. “We’ve got things to talk about, don’t you think, or you wouldn’t have come here.”

She nodded.

Before I stood, Jericho bravely inched closer to me. I didn’t dare move.

His hazel eyes were on my hair. Like all impulsive little kids, when he saw something he wanted, he just reached out and touched it. “Pretty,” he said softly.

My breath caught, startling him back to the safety of his mother’s skirt.

“Sorry. He’s kinda curious.”

“It’s okay,” I said, thinking of Martinez’s obsession with my hair. “I’m used to it.” I offered my hand, using the ruse that worked with my seven-year old neighbor, Kiyah. “I have mini-marshmallows. I’ll even let you put in as many as you want.”

Jericho’s head popped out like a prairie dog’s. “Really?”

“Really.”

He ignored my hand and tugged Abita toward the steps by her skirt. “Mama. Come on.”

I breathed a slow sigh of relief. Once they were inside, I wouldn’t let them leave until I had some damn answers.

Kevin was slumped in the recliner, drinking my beer. He gave me a strange look, but ever the gentleman, he left his comfy spot and rose to his feet.

“Abita,” I said, “this is my partner, Kevin Wells.”

“Nice to meet you,” Abita said.

“The pleasure is all mine.” He smiled. “Who’s this little guy?”

Jericho lifted his head and looked right at Kevin.

“Holy crap,” Kevin said, easing some of my doubts that I’d imagined the resemblance between the boy and Ben.

“Sorry.” Kevin sent Abita a sheepish smile. “He looks so much like …” His eyes connected with mine.

“Ben.”

“You knew Ben too?” Abita asked.

“Yes.” Kevin hadn’t looked away from me.

“I’m fine.”

“Where’s the marshmallows?” Jericho demanded.

“In the kitchen.” I said to Kevin, “I promised Jericho hot chocolate.”

We marched into my little kitchen. Abita and Jericho sat at my chrome dinette.

I scrounged around in the back of the canned goods cabinet and snagged three boxes of Girl Scout Thin Mint cookies. Not my favorite, but I was a sucker for the neighborhood girls looking so official and proud in those ugly uniforms, I ended up with a dozen boxes every year.

On autopilot, I grabbed the bottle of Hershey’s chocolate syrup and milk from the fridge. Kevin unhooked a saucepan from the hanging pan rack. We worked in tandem like an old married couple. He matched up the cups and saucers; I lined the spoons and marshmallows on the serving tray. It felt normal until I glanced over and saw a mini-Ben staring at me.

My hands shook. Kevin gently took the tray.

Jericho slid me a sly smile and proceeded to put eleven mini-marshmallows in his cup.

Cheeky little thing.

We didn’t bother to fill the empty air with mindless chatter.

Once Jericho had slurped the last glob of chocolate and stuffed eight more marshmallows in his mouth, I decided I’d waited long enough. “Do you let him watch cartoons?”

“Sometimes. Why?”

“Because we need to talk and it might be easier if he was otherwise occupied.”

“Mama, I wanna watch ‘toons!”

Her nervous gaze flicked to the door.

“The TV’s in the living room. You can put your chair in the doorway, so you can keep an eye on him if you’d like,” I added as an incentive.

Kevin helped her get Jericho situated. I stayed in the kitchen, adding a healthy shot of peppermint schnapps to my hot chocolate. I fired up a smoke. For the briefest moment, the taste combo brought me back to high school.

Abita returned and primly sat in the same chair she’d vacated.

I’d cracked the kitchen window and wiggled my backside into the countertop. I was too restless to sit. Pacing irritated the shit out of me even when I did it.

“How long have you two been partners?” Abita asked.

“About seven months.”

She frowned at Kevin. “But, you said he knew Ben. How, if you’ve only been together a short time?”

Kevin laughed. I choked on an exhale.

“Julie and I are business partners. But we’ve been friends since we were twelve, so I knew Ben.”

“Oh.” Abita blushed. “Sorry. When you said ‘partners’ I assumed …”

“Natural mistake,” he assured her.

An assumption most people made. In years past we went out of our way to convince skeptics we really were just friends. But in the last few months, we’d stopped the denial. Kevin and I had a long-term intimacy that defies explanation. If our relationship confused the hell out of us, why should we bother to clarify it for others?

“What is your business?”

“We’re private investigators.”

She blinked. A garbled phrase, which sounded suspiciously like foreign cuss words, tumbled out of her mouth as she made a circle on her forehead.

“Excuse me? What did you say?”

“It’s a Hopi saying. Loosely translated, it means, ‘Coincidence is fate in disguise’.”

I shivered.

“About six months ago I thought about hiring a PI to find you, Julie.”

“Is that how you found her?” Kevin asked.

“No.” She looked at me. “The casino explosion in South Dakota was big news in the Indian newspapers across the country, including Arizona. I recognized your name. Ben mentioned you often enough, but he’d said you lived in Minneapolis and I didn’t know your married name. So it kinda threw me that you hadn’t changed it.”

I hadn’t taken my ex-husband’s name. Julie Tooley? Eww. No thanks.

Abita added. “So I convinced myself I wouldn’t be able to find you even if I tried.”

I sucked in a deep drag. Blew it out. Decided to push her a little to see if she’d wobble. “You could’ve gotten in touch with me through our father at any point. His name hasn’t changed.”

“I know.” She glanced at her hands, tidily folded in her lap, and clammed up.

Shit.

Kevin said, “I know Julie has a million questions, so why don’t we start with the most obvious one? How did you meet Ben?”

Thank God Kevin was here. He’d keep me focused and if things turned ugly, he’d stop me from doing something rash. He’d also hold me up without me having to ask.

“I met him in our village when he first visited my uncle.” She cleared her throat. “I should explain that our village is open to tourists who want to come and have a real experience with the Hopi people. We’re still primitive as far as most modern tribes go. Anyway, we’ve got crafting areas and a cultural center. But visitors are separated from our school, our houses, and the ceremonies aren’t part of the tour.”

“Did Ben live there?”

“Not at first, he lived on the Navajo reservation about 100 miles south. He’d come to Arizona specifically to see how the Navajo Casinos were run. But after a couple of months he tired of the politics and stuff and was interested in how our Hopi leaders are able to sustain our tribe’s treasury without gaming. He moved in with my uncle.”

My cigarette froze halfway to my mouth. “Without gaming? But I thought there were tons of Indian casinos in Arizona?”

Abita nodded. “There are. However, our tribe is not part of the other Arizona tribes who have a gambling compact with the state. We’re a bit of an anomaly. Bit of a throwback to the ‘old ways.’ Some of our members don’t even have electricity.”

Working with the Navajo? Then living with the Hopi? Ben hadn’t told me why he’d gone to Arizona. His lack of disclosure about that part of his life still hurt me.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Would I ever be able to think of Ben and not associate it with pain?

Metal chair legs screeched on the linoleum. I sensed Kevin in front of me. “You okay?”

I shook my head.

“Let me have this before you light yourself on fire.” He removed the cigarette from between my fingers. I’d forgotten it was even there.

Abita said, “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ll go. I’m sorry.”

I opened my eyes and leaned sideways around Kevin’s to look at her. “Don’t go. I’ve tried for years to get any kind of information on Ben. Now you’re here …” My voice cracked.

“I’ll just go check on Jericho.” Abita scooted from the kitchen.

“You’re starting to hyperventilate, babe. Calm down. She’ll tell you what you want to know. But you won’t learn a damn thing if you’re passed out on the floor.” He grabbed the bottle of Don Julio.

Whoo-yeah. Sanity in a jug.

Kevin poured a generous amount of silver liquid in my empty mug and handed it to me.

I knocked it back. Not the best way to drink $100 tequila. But the smooth fire blended surprisingly well with the chocolate.

Abita probably thought I was some kind of freak. But as long as she told me every detail about the last months of Ben’s life, I honestly didn’t care what she thought of me.

“Everything all right?” she asked, hovering in the doorway.

“Fine,” Kevin answered. “Julie just needed a break. Go ahead and finish what you were telling us.”

She returned to her chair. “I don’t remember where I was.”

A laugh track blared from the living room. She gave the wall a narrow-eyed look, as if she could see through the sheetrock.

“What Ben was doing in your village,” Kevin prompted.

“Oh. He mostly tagged along with my Uncle Wendell. They were always going on about boring business stuff, mostly about what he’d been doing working in some new casino outside Big Pine. That Navajo tribe has bingo and a Class 3 Gaming license, but it is a commute from our village.”

From working with our biggest client, Greater Dakota Gaming, I knew Class 3 Gaming meant slot machines on the premises, as well as dog and horse betting.

“You know what I don’t get?” Kevin looked as if he’d been mulling everything over. “Ben hadn’t been involved with any of the tribal casinos around here. Seems a strange career direction for him.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Abita said. “Some tribal organization back here had sent him to Arizona to learn the casino business from the inside; that’s why he was working in the Navajo casino.”

Another piece of news I hadn’t known. “What tribal organization?”

“I don’t know if he told me. At any rate, I really don’t remember. When we were together, we didn’t talk about casino stuff.” She blushed.

“What did you talk about?”

She blushed harder. “Everything. Nothing. He’d come in and watch me weave. We started out friends. Although my tribe holds to the old traditions, no one thought anything of letting us spend time together.”

“Why not?”

“I was—I am pretty shy. I’ve never had the type of face or figure that men notice. Besides, Ben was in his late thirties, I was seventeen; he was old enough to be my father, so we were basically unchaperoned.

“We kept it our secret for months. Before he went back to South Dakota, he promised to come back. He promised we’d be together.” Abita gazed at the wall, lost in the past. “A month went by and I hadn’t heard from him. I was mad, especially when I found out I was pregnant a few weeks after he left.

“I didn’t know who to call, what to do, and I didn’t have any money, so I did nothing. When it got back to us he’d been murdered, then I was scared to death. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before, or to anyone I’d known.”

Some might say death is death, but violent death opens up a whole different set of questions and problems.

“My family found out I was pregnant and sent me away. I’d intended to give the baby up for adoption, until I learned more Indian babies were up for adoption than there were Indian families who could adopt. After Jericho was born I knew I could never give him up.”

Kevin set a box of Kleenex on the table between us. Abita dabbed her eyes.

I didn’t know what to say. I’d figured she’d tell me a sob story about how my brother had done her wrong. Not once had she played the “poor me” card. She didn’t seem to be living in sorrow and self-pity either.

“Abita, after keeping Jericho a secret for three years, why are you in South Dakota now?”

“Curiosity.”

I blinked with confusion.

She added hastily, “Back to the ‘coincidence is fate in disguise’ school of thought. There’s a master weaver from Norway who hosts classes every couple of years. I applied, but didn’t count on getting in. It seemed like a sign when my application was selected.”

The weaver she spoke of was highly sought after to teach seminars all over the world. Abita must be a talented weaver to be asked to study with a master at such a young age.

“How long will you be here?”

“A couple of weeks.”

“Where are you staying?”

“In a dorm at the business college in Rapid City. There are other women in the program who also have children so there’s even daycare.”

Through the tightness in my throat I asked, “Have you contacted the Standing Elk family?”

“No.”

“Do you plan to?”

“I don’t know.”

“You should. They have a right to know about Jericho.”

Shy Abita disappeared beneath a shrewd gaze. “Does the right to know extend to your father?”

That floored me.

Abita unfolded from the chair. “I should go.”

“Hang on.” I rifled through my purse for a business card. I neatly wrote down my home and cell phone numbers on the back. “You will come back? Stay in touch?” I asked as I handed her the card. What I really meant was: you won’t take the one link I’ve got to Ben and vanish?

“When I can. The schedule is tough and when I’m done with classes I’ve have to take care of my son. I’m not used to being away from him for so many hours at a time during the day. It’s all very … strange.”

“And I’ll bet it makes for a long day,” Kevin said.

She smiled at Kevin. “It does.”

Jericho ran into the kitchen. “Can I have ‘nother marshmallow?”

I crouched down. “Do you promise to come back and visit me if I give you one?”

He nodded warily.

“Okay. Open your mouth and close your eyes and you will get a big surprise.”

He giggled and squeezed his eyes shut, only peeking once.

I popped two marshmallows in his mouth.

He chewed. Swallowed. Grinned. His sticky hands slapped my cheeks. “You’re funny.”

Jericho turned and ran. Abita chased after him, tossing out, “Thank you for the hot chocolate. I’ll call you soon.”

My fingers gripped the counter. I needed something solid to hold onto because my whole world had just been tossed upside down.


CHAPTER 5

I DON’T KNOW WHY I WAS CRYING. BAWLING NEVER solved a damn thing. Plus, I felt stupid because I should’ve been overwhelmed with joy that a part of Ben had lived on, not crying like a sissy girl.

Kevin steered me to the living room and plopped me on the couch. I wallowed in his concern for … oh, about one minute … before I surrounded myself with my own brand of comfort: several mouthfuls of Don Julio chased by the fizzy goodness of Coors.

My eyes watered when I knocked back shot #5.

“Maybe you oughta lay off the tequila,” Kevin said. “I haven’t seen you cry this much since the day you squared off with Leanne about Kiyah last spring.”

His hand froze in the box of Triscuits. Our eyes met in remembrance of a steamy kiss that wasn’t unwanted, just untimely.

He glanced away quickly and rammed a stack of crackers in his mouth.

We’d never discussed our lapse in judgment. It was pointless now.

I smoked until his discomfort evaporated and the booze loosened my tongue. “Does this day seem surreal to you? Or is it just me?”

“Abita showing up with Ben Junior? Or watching Lang Everett end up in the pit of despair?”

Kevin’s sense of humor always made me smile. “Both, I guess. Maybe it’s selfish, but I’m thinking more of Abita and Jericho. What was your impression of her?”

“Damn young. But, at the same time, she seems wise beyond her years.” Kevin dusted cracker crumbs from his shirt. “However, I don’t think it’s coincidental she’s here now. What was your gut feeling?”

“Besides that she didn’t try very goddamn hard to find me to tell me I had a nephew?”

“Would that’ve made a difference, Jules?”

I hated that he had a point. “No. It just seems so … soap-opera-ish. A secret love child. The father dies under mysterious circumstances. The mother fears for her life, so she keeps the child hidden until it suits her purposes, whatever those nefarious purposes may be.”

Kevin’s eyes narrowed. “She didn’t say anything like that.”

“She didn’t have to.”

“What if she opts not to contact Ben’s family?”

I tipped my beer to him. “More power to her.”

“Seriously? Then I take it you won’t be running to Doug with the news he’s a grandfather?”

“Fuck off.”

Kevin grinned. “I’m just saying …”

“You’re talking out your ass trying to piss me off so I’ll stop bawling.”

“Hate to tell you, babe, but it’s working.”

True. My eyes were dry, even when my head spun, a combination of tequila and a merry-go-round of what-ifs. I rested my head in the couch cushions and closed my eyes. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

I needed to stop fixating on Abita and Jericho. My mind wandered. Oh joy. The other disturbing events pushed to the forefront. “Kev, what do you think was in that hole at the Everett place?”

“Doesn’t matter. Our main concern is getting the tape from Sheriff Richards and turning it over to Rushmore West so we can get paid.”

“That’s it? You’re not the least bit curious?”

“Only in that it’ll prove we weren’t at fault for his death.”

I lifted my head and stared at him. “You used to love to figure out shit like this. What happened?”

“Serious, real life, pay-the-bills shit happened.” He sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. “I hate to bring this up. I know tomorrow is Saturday and we’ve both been putting in a ton of hours, but we need to clear our desks before next week. In the next ten days Greater Dakota Gaming is sending us a huge roster of potential employees for their California operation.”

Ninety percent of our business involved finding information for companies on potential employees, partnerships, verifying employment histories. Boring as that might sound, it kept us busy as bees and in the black.

“I thought they had an investigative firm in LA who handled that end of things.”

“Evidently we’re considerably cheaper so they’re outsourcing to us. Could be slim pickin’s in the next few months so we need to hedge our bets and pad our bank account.”

“They give you a timeframe?”

“As soon as possible.”

No complaint from me. My salary as a fulltime PI more than paid my bills. It wasn’t like I’d had much of a social life in the last two months anyway.

Kevin shrugged into his jacket. “I’ve got meetings with three new potential clients in the next week. I wanted to make sure we’re caught up first.”

“I’ll hold down the fort while you’re out schmoozing.”

“You gonna be okay tonight?”

“Yeah. I’m wiped. Since we’re working tomorrow I’ll probably just go to bed.” Alone. It’d be nice to have the distraction of a warm body next to me.

Kevin read my transparent thoughts. “Any idea when Martinez will be back?”

I shook my head.

“Call me if you need anything. See you in the morning.”

I set my home alarm system and indulged in a long, hot shower. After self-medicating myself with more tequila, I crawled in bed and fell into a surprisingly dreamless sleep.

[image: ]

The next morning line two rang, which meant Kevin was on line one.

“Wells/Collins Investigations. How may I help you?”

Cough cough. “I’m lookin’ for Julie Collins,” the female slurred.

I couldn’t identify the voice. “This is Julie.”

“Don’t sound like you.”

“Who’s this?”

“June.” I heard her exhale, or rather, hack up a lung. “June Everett.”

God. I needed to quit smoking. June wasn’t that much older than me. How long before my voice became that raspy wheeze?

“Hey, June. How are you doing?”

“Shitty.” A couple of loud sniffs.

“What can I do for you?”

“Got to thinking and realized I never said thanks to you. For yesterday. When Lang …” A rumbling laugh. “Can’t even make myself say it. You didn’t feed me a buncha bullshit ‘bout why you was really out here. I ‘predate it.”

What the hell was I supposed to say? “You’re welcome?”

Another gravelly laugh dragged into silence.

“June? Is there anything else?”

She sighed. “Yeah. I was feelin’ guilty that I didn’t tell the cops everything yesterday.”

“Whoa. Stop right there. I’m obligated to report anything you tell me.”

“I know.”

A snick of a carbonated can echoed in my ear. My gaze traveled to the hand-painted saw blade clock on the wall—a birthday gift from my pawn shop owning, weapons dealing, half-psycho friend Jimmer. Was June sucking down a couple of cold ones? At 10:00 in the morning? Granted, it was a Saturday. “June, are you drinking?”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

No self-righteous answer tumbled from my mouth.

“I miss him,” she said softly.

I so did not want to deal with this. “What is it you want to tell me?”

“It’s ‘bout the hole that killed Lang. Remember I said I didn’t know why it was there? You looked at me funny, like you knew I was lyin’. And I was.” Slurp slurp. “Lyin’, that is.”

Dealing with a drunken, grieving woman wasn’t an auspicious start to my workday. Yet, something had bothered me about the sudden appearance of that hole and why Lang hadn’t known it was there.

“Why did you lie?”

“Trying to cover our asses. Now that Lang is dead it don’t seem so important.” She coughed. “So despite my constant drunken state in the last twelve hours, I’m confused on why someone would go diggin’ that up again.”

I counted to ten. “Digging what up?”

“Them bones that was buried there.”

“What?”

“Human bones were buried on that ridge. We didn’t know what to do with ‘em, so we sort of covered ‘em back up and …” She sniffed. “Lang wanted to call the cops. None of the rest of us did. Thought we’d wait and see what happened. And look what happened. My husband is dead.”

My brain had gotten stuck on the word bones.

“Can you come out here? And I’ll tell you everything before we go talk to the sheriff? You seemed to know him.”

“I worked for him for three years,” I said absent-mindedly, thinking about bones and who she’d meant by the rest of us.

June made that chuckle-cough-growl sound again. “Well, your partner is a might easier on the eyes than Richards. Don’t blame you for switchin’ jobs.”

A natural reaction to Kevin. Sometimes I forgot he was such a head-turner. I didn’t see his face anymore as much as his soul. “June, I’m not sure about this.” Might be selfish, but I did not want to spend my one day off with June Everett.

“It don’t have to be today. Don’t even have to be tomorrow. I gotta go to the funeral home later this afternoon. Probably won’t be fit for company until Monday at least.”

I didn’t understand why she’d mourn a man who beat her, still I didn’t envy her the task of picking out a casket. Selecting hymns. Writing an obituary. Choosing his burial clothes. Before I’d thought it through, I said, “You’re not going alone, are you?”

“Nah. My brother Jeff said he’d go with me. He ain’t exactly thrilled ‘cause he thought Lang coulda treated me better … well, I know Lang wasn’t perfect. We had our problems.”

“Like?” fell from my mouth before I could stop it.

“Usual guy-type stuff. Same as every man I know—he had a thing for titty bars and porn. Stayed out too late and lied about where he’d been. Drank too much. But in some ways, he was the most honest man I’d ever known. He didn’t hold back nothin’.”

Including his flying fists.

Uncomfortable silence. “Guess that’s a little too much information. Shit, someone’s at the door. See you guys Monday afternoon.” And she hung up.

Her phone call left me so frazzled I contemplated switching from coffee to tequila. But when I saw the towering stack of folders on the corner of my desk, I knew there’d be no numbing nip in my future.

Kevin strolled in. “You want to get a quick bite before the lunch crowd hits?”

“Where you thinking?”

“Tally’s.”

Tally’s is an institution in downtown Rapid City—an old-fashioned café with a menu chockfull of homemade comfort foods. Kevin and I had eaten there a lot in the last few months.

“Tally’s sounds great.” I stood. “I can fill you in on my phone call from June Everett.”

He groaned and helped me put on my leather coat. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Probably not.”
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