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PROLOGUE




HAL AND Bonnie Morgan wended their way through the crowded, overheated movie-theater lobby into the cool air of a midwinter Phoenix night. Once outside the theater doors, the aroma of popcorn quickly gave way to a haze of smoke from a dozen hastily lit cigarettes. As they moved across the open-air patio, Bonnie reached out, took her husbands hand, and squeezed it.

In response, Hal leaned toward her. The names Bond, he whispered, James Bond. Bonnie and Hal had just finished seeing Golden Eye for the third time. Hals imitation of Pierce Brosnans accent and delivery was so dead-on that Bonnie giggled aloud.

Youre good enough that they should have made you the new James Bond, she told him.

A passion for James Bond movies was something the two of them had shared in common when they met twenty years earlier. And now, after a celebratory dinner in honor of their nineteenth wedding anniversary, they were on their way back to the Hyatt Regency two blocks away. They came to Phoenix each February to celebrate both Saint Valentines Day and their wedding anniversary. Once a year, they would splurge and pretend, for that one evening at least, that they, too, were a pair of carefree snowbirds.


On their anniversary trips they made a conscious effort to put aside all day-to-day concerns. Hal would do his best to forget whatever crisis might be brewing in the small trailer park he managed up in Wickenburg while Bonnie turned her back on the petty small-town grievances simmering in the Wickenburg Post Office where she worked as a part-time clerk. For that single day, they concentrated on each other and on the miracle that had brought them together in the first place, one that had given them the blessing of nineteen wonderful years.

Riding down on the outdoor escalator, Bonnie breathed deeply. As the pall of cigarette smoke dissipated, a sweet, delicate scent permeated the air. Smell those orange blossoms, she said. Its like every year God gives us my wedding bouquet all over again, except now its free. We dont even have to pay for it.

Bonnie had carried a bouquet of orange blossoms to their Valentines Day wedding ceremony in front of a curmudgeonly Justice of the Peace in Palm Springs. They had gone to Palm Springs to marry in hopes Bonnies recently divorced ex-husband wouldnt get wind of the ceremony and try to screw things up.

You were a very beautiful bride, Hal said with a sudden catch in his throat. He was still as smitten with his wife as he had been the first day he laid eyes on her, as she had walked along the beach with her little niece and nephew in tow.

Before meeting Bonnie, Hal Morgan had already had a disastrous first marriage blow up in his face. In the lonely aftermath of his divorce, he had thrown himself into his work as a police officer with single-minded dedication. He had been the one who always volunteered to take those unpopular Sunday-afternoon and holiday shifts. What little spare time was left to him he had spent prowling around dusty used-book stores.

From the moment he and Bonnie had struck up a casual conversation outside a snow-cone stand, all that had changed. Bonnie had come into his life bringing both her radiant smile and her sunny disposition, either of which would have been enough to melt Hal Morgans heart. Her spontaneous joy of living had caught him up and carried him along like the current in a swiftly moving babbling brook. Even now he sometimes couldnt help but marvel at his great good fortune.

You were beautiful then, he added, almost as an afterthought. And nineteen years later, you still are.

Bonnie looked up at him and smiled. As usual, Hal Morgans heart seemed to skip a beat.

They reached the intersection of Third and Van Buren just as the light changed from red to green. At nine oclock at night, downtown traffic was almost nonexistent. Still, Hal checked in both directions before they stepped off the curb.

There were a few headlights coming toward them in the right-hand, west-bound lanes, but they were a block away, stopped at the next light as Hal led Bonnie into the marked crosswalk. They were in the middle of the street when Hal heard the squeal of rubber as a car came careening around the corner, coming the wrong way on Third and then skidding into a wrenching right-hand turn onto Van Buren. The speeding vehicle, a late-model full-sized Chevy pickup of some kind, bounced over the edge of the sidewalk and then slid, spinning out of control, into the intersection.

Hal jumped back out of the way and tried to pull Bonnie with him, but he was too late. One moment Hal was holding Bonnies hand; the next she was yanked from his grasp. He stood there frozen in stunned silence as she flew away from him, up into the air, seeming to float above him like a rag doll someone had tossed out of the window of a moving vehicle. The pickup was still doing a 180 when Bonnie Morgan started back to earth. She crashed to the pavement just to the left of the spinning truck, hitting the ground back-first with an awful, bone-crushing impact and then disappearing completely beneath the body of the truck as it finally came to rest, landing on its side.

Almost at once there were horns honking. Within seconds a crowd gathered out of nowhere, but Hal Morgan heard nothing, saw no one. He vaulted forward, reaching the truck at almost the same time it stopped moving. Several passerby, most of them fellow moviegoers who had followed Hal and Bonnie down the escalator, joined him an instant later.

The engine was still running.

Turn the damned thing off before it catches fire, someone shouted. For Gods sake, turn it off!

Knowing the danger, Hal did what years of police training had taught him. He scrambled in through the smashed passenger side window, into a fog of spilled booze and across a seat slick with whiskey-laced vomit. The driver, cushioned by the now deflated air bag, was still strapped inside.

Whazza matter? he was asking. What the hell happened?

Ignoring him, Hal managed to reach across the seat far enough to turn the key in the switch. Then he clambered back outside.


The swelling crowd stood together in stricken silence. All that was visible of Bonnie Morgan were the graceful fingers of a single hand protruding from underneath the pickups crushed drivers side. On one of those fingers the gold from Bonnies wedding band glinted in the glow of a streetlight.

It was then Hal noticed there was someone standing next to hima young black man in torn jeans and a ragged shirt with a baseball cap perched on a thicket of dreadlocks.

Help me, Hal choked. Maybe we can lift it off her.

Sure thing, man, the kid said. No problem.

As the two of them set to work, several of the passerby joined in. They knelt together alongside the fallen pickup. Then, on the count of three, they lifted it, rolling it back upright, pushing it onto its wheels. Uncovered, Bonnie Morgan lay inert. In the lamp-lit dusk, a thin dribble of blood, tinted purple by the mercury vapor lights, leaked out of the corner of her mouth and ran downward into her ear and hair.

Hal rushed to his wifes side and threw himself down on the pavement beside her. As he took her wrist to check for a pulse, a hushed silence once again drifted over the crowd of onlookers. That was broken suddenly by a frantic pounding from inside the truck.

Hey, somebody! the trapped driver yelled. Lemme out! The doors stuck. I cant get it open. Get me out of here.

Gently, as if the bone might shatter, Hal Morgan placed his wifes still wrist back where he had found it. Then, with a groan that was more rage than anything else, he sprang to his feet and headed for the truck once more. Of all the people gathered around at that moment, only the kid in the torn jeans read the murderous look on the other mans face.

Leave him be, man, the kid said, taking hold of Hals shoulder, forcibly restraining him. Let the cops take care of the stupid jerk.

Seemingly on command, the cops showed up just then, arriving in a cacophony of sirens and a blinding flash of lights. Hal barely noticed. His whole being remained fixed on his wifes crushed body and on the spot of pavement where the trickle of blood had become a puddle.

Burying his face in his hands, Hal subsided once again next to his wifes body. The ambulance and fire trucks might be coming, but he knew that whatever aid they brought would be too little, too late. Bonnie Genevieve MorganHals beloved Bonnie Jeanwas dead at the age of fifty-two.

A uniformed police officer burst through the crowd. Whats going on here? he demanded. What happened?

He killed her, Hal Morgan murmured brokenly into his cupped hands. That rotten, drunken son of a bitch murdered her.

Are you okay? the cop asked. Were you hit too?

Im fine, Hal insisted. He hit her, not me.

Reassured, the cop turned away and fixed his attention on Bonnie. As he did so, Hal tried to rise to his feet, but there was something holding him down, some unfamiliar weight on his shoulder that made it almost impossible to stand. Grunting with effort, he managed to struggle himself upright. Only then did he realize that the extra weight came from a hand gripping his shouldera hand that belonged to the kid with the torn jeans and dreadlocks. Tears streamed down the young mans face. He seemed incapable of letting Hal go.

Im sorry about your wife, man, he managed to say. Im really sorry.

Hal nodded. Thanks, he said. Thanks for everything.

When he said thanks, he meant it, because he knew in his soul that had it not been for the restraining weight of that powerful grip, Hal Morgan, too, might have killed someone that night. If the kid hadnt held him back when Hal started for the truck, the son of a bitch of a driver would have been dead, too. Right then and there. Of injuries inflicted after the incident itself.

Feeling suddenly weak and shaky, Hal limped back over to the edge of the street and sank down on the cold concrete curb. He sat there quietly, knowing all too well what would come next. There would be a world of inquiryof investigators and paperwork, of questions and answers. In the long run, none of it would make a single whit of difference. Whatever the cops decided in determining how to fix the blame, it wouldnt bring Bonnie back. She was dead. Gone forever. Nothing any well-meaning cop could do would restore her to him.

As Hal sat there with unnoticed tears streaming down his face, an uncontrollable tremor assailed his whole body. Another concerned police officer hurried over to him. Kneeling beside him, the cop shone a flashlight into Hal Morgans eyes.

How did it happen? the officer asked.

The guy creamed us, Hal answered through chattering teeth. The bastard in the pickup was driving the wrong way up Third. He came screaming around the corner on two wheels and smashed into us right in the middle of the crosswalk.

Officer Stephens told me you werent hurt, but are you sure youre okay?

Hal Morgan shook his head. Already the finality of it was soaking in. No, he groaned. Im not okay. Bonnies dead. I dont think Ill ever be okay again.









ONE




MOM, JENNY Brady shouted, pounding on the bathroom door. Come quick.

Joanna Brady, half-dressed in her slip, bra, and panty hose, stood in front of the steamy bathroom mirror. A mascara brush was poised in her hand. Jennys frantic pounding startled her enough that she left a smudge of mascara under her green eyes as she hurried to throw open the door. What is it?

Tigger did it again.

Did what?

Got into another porcupine. Look, Jenny said, kneeling next to the panting dog. Hes got quills all over his face, even in his tongue this time.

Joanna knelt beside her nine-year-old daughter to examine the injured dog. Tiggers mixed bloodlines, half golden retriever/half pit bullhad left him looking more comical than fierce. He had the blunt nose and the white eye patch of a pit bull combined with a lush, flowing golden-retriever coat. Now he stood there, patient and dejected, letting Joanna study him. His head resembled a pincushion, only the pins in question were three-to-four inches long and a quarter of an inch wide. Threads of bloody drool dangled from his mouth and dripped onto the tile floor.


What about Sadie? Joanna asked, referring to their other dog, a female bluetick hound.

Sadies fine. Jenny struggled to hold back her tears. Shes eating and Tigger cant, so I brought him inside.

Joanna Brady, sheriff of Cochise County in the far-southeastern corner of the state of Arizona, glanced at her watch and then back into her daughters blue eyes. There wasnt much time. The last thing she needed was some new crisis on the home front as she set off to fight her departments budget wars. Still, the seriousness of the quills embedded in Tiggers nose precluded any delay.

That was good thinking, Joanna said, touching Jennys shoulder and trying to reassure her troubled child that she had done the right thing. If we hurry, Ill have time to drop him off at Doc Buckwalters on my way to the board of supervisors meeting. Do you think you can load him into the Blazer while I finish getting dressed?

Jenny nodded wordlessly and started toward the kitchen, with the dog trailing obediently at her heels. And, Jenny?

Jenny stopped and turned back to her mother. The tears were flowing now, sliding down her cheeks, dripping onto her blouse. It wounded Joanna, made her heart hurt, that Jenny had tried so hard to keep her tears from showing.

What? Jenny asked.

Make a bed for him in the backseat with some of those old clean blankets from the laundry room, Joanna cautioned. Otherwise hes likely to drip all over the carpet.

Nodding again, Jenny set off.


The new Blazer Joanna drove was, after all, a county-owned vehicle. She wasnt eager to explain to the guys in Motor Pool how bloodstains found in the back of her vehicle came from a dog so terminally dumb as to go after a porcupinemost likely the same onefor the third time in as many months.

Back in the bathroom, Joanna repaired the mascara damage and ran a brush through her red hair. It was getting too long, she noticed. Shed have to have it cut soon, although she had delayed going back to the beauty shop because she was still irked about Jennys awful and unauthorized permanent.

While Joanna had been off in Phoenix attending a police officer training school, her mother, Eleanor Lathrop, had engineered a trip to Helenes Salon of Hair and Beauty for her granddaughter as a surprise for Joannawith disastrous results. Jennys fine blond hair had been chemically fried to a crisp in the process. Two months later, she still looked as though she had put her finger in an electrical socket. And although Joanna held her mother primarily responsible, she was still peeved at Helen Barco, the beautician, as well.

Hurrying into the bedroom, Joanna grabbed clothes from the closet. Since most of the day would be taken up with meetings with the Cochise County Board of Supervisors, she was tempted to leave her body armor at home. Supervisor meetings were held in an overheated conference room, and the soft body armor always made the heat that much worse. But Joanna was a sheriff who was determined to lead by example. Since she was trying to convince her officers of the advisability of wearing bullet-resistant vests whenever they were on duty, she put hers on as well. Besides, considering the fact that the new sheriffs honeymoon period with the board was already over, maybe wearing body armor to the meeting wasnt all that bad an idea.

Jenny came back into the bedroom and dropped onto the bed. Her eyes were still red, but she was no longer crying. Can I go with you to drop Tigger off? she asked.

Joanna shook her head. I dont think so, sweetie. Look at the time. If I take you by the clinic and then to school, well both end up being late. If you want to, though, you can ride with me as far as the bus stop.

Joanna thought her reply was perfectly reasonable. Jennys response was not. I hate school! she lashed out with an unexpected vehemence that took Joanna by surprise. And I hate meetings, too! You always have to go to meetings. Youre always in a hurry!

With that, Jenny turned and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Joanna hurried after her. Jenny

I dont want to ride with you! Jenny yelled angrily from the laundry-room door. Ill ride my bike to the bus stop, and I dont care if you take Tigger to the vet or not. Just leave him here if you want to. That way you wont be late.

Stunned by her daughters angry outburst, Joanna started with a conciliatory Jenny, but by then the child was beyond hearing. She had slammed the outside door as well, rattling the window, and was already halfway across the yard on her way to the old farm equipment shed that served as a garage.

Fighting back tears herself, Joanna followed Jenny as far as the door, but she didnt open it. Through the windowpane she watched her daughter push her bike out of the garage, mount it at a run, and then go charging up the road, disappearing finally as the road meandered off through a forest of bleak, winter-weary mesquite. Watching the speeding bike, it seemed to Joanna as though all of Jennys pent-up anger and grief were localized in those stiffly set shoulders and in the furiously pumping little legs.

No doubt, Jennifer Ann Brady had every right to be angry. Her father was dead. Andrew Roy Brady had fallen victim to a drug lords hit man some four months earlier. For a nine-year-old, this was a heavy burden to bear. In the past few months, Joanna had done some serious reading on the subject of children and the grief process. The experts had all warned that children often coped with their pain by doing a certain amount of acting out. The problem was that Joanna felt as though she was always the target of that acting out. She had searched the reading material for possible suggestions in dealing with her troubled daughter. The difficulty lay in the fact that helpful suggestions from experts seldom took into consideration the fact that the parents were grieving too. Had Joanna been at the top of her own form, Jennys periodic outbursts might not have been that bad. As things stood, Joannas own grieving process was far from over.

Damn you anyway, Andy, Joanna mumbled as she hurried back to the bedroom to stuff her feet into a pair of shoes that had somehow migrated under the bed. Why did you have to go and die and leave me holding the bag?

Joanna was glad there was no one to hear when she talked aloud to Andy that way. He had been a Cochise County deputy and a candidate for sheriff at the time of his death back in September. After his death, Joanna had been persuaded to run for the office of sheriff in his stead. The campaign and the election had happened while she was still in such a fog of grief that Joanna barely remembered them. Now, though, as she tried to cope with both the complexities of her new job and the difficulties of being a newly single parent, there were times when she found herself taking Andy to task for leaving her to manage alone in the face of such daunting responsibilities.

Outside, the late-January chill of Arizonas high desert country had put a thin layer of frost over the Blazers windshield. It scraped off easily enough with one or two swipes of the wipers. A steady wind was blowing up out of the Gulf of Mexico, with the wind-chill factor making it seem far colder than the forty-five degrees the thermometer indicated. The sky up over the Mule Mountains behind High Lonesome Ranch was a deep, cloudless blue.

As the Blazer started down the rutted dirt road, Sadie was coming back from accompanying Jenny on the ride down to the end of the road, where a school bus would pick her up sometime within the next ten minutes. Without the challenge of a race with Tigger, Sadie made only a halfhearted attempt to follow the Blazer, giving up the chase long before Joanna reached High Lonesome Road. Usually Joanna would stop half a mile down the road and order the dogs back into the yard, but for Sadie, alone that morning, all joy seemed to have gone out of the game.

Even the dogs are having a bad day, Joanna thought with a grim smile.

At the intersection where High Lonesome Ranchs mile-long private road met up with the county-maintained High Lonesome Road, Joanna spotted Jenny. She had chained her bike to one of the uprights on the cattle guard and was standing, with her arms crossed tightly across her chest, facing into the blowing wind.

She looked so small, lost, and lonely standing there all by herself that Joannas arms ached with the need to comfort her, to heal the hurt somehow. Tigger seemed to have the same inclination. As they drove up to where Jenny stood, the dog sat up in the backseat and whined forlornly.

Joanna pulled over next to the child and rolled down the window. Jenny stared down at her feet and began kicking rocks.

Dont forget, youre supposed to go to Grandma Bradys after Brownies this afternoon, Joanna said. Ill pick you up from there as soon as I get off work.

Okay, Jenny acknowledged without looking up.

Arent you going to come kiss me good-bye? Joanna asked.

Jenny shook her head and continued to kick pebbles.

Im sorry we had a disagreement, Joanna ventured, hoping an apology would put things right for both of them. Jenny relented, but only a little.

Its okay, she mumbled. Youd better go. Youll be late.

I love you, Joanna said.

But Jenny wasnt ready to unbend enough to respond in kind. Here comes the bus, she said. Id better go, too. Take good care of Tigger. With that she was gone, turning from her mother with her frizzy disaster of a permanent standing almost straight up in the stiff breeze.

Have a nice day, Joanna murmured behind her out the open window of the truck. It seemed to her that the rocks and windblown ocotillo paid more attention to her words than Jenny did. Joanna waited long enough to see Jenny safely on the school bus before she drove off.

As Joanna put the Blazer back in gear and started down the road in a moving cloud of red dust kicked up by the big yellow school bus, she had a prickly sense of dj vu, although it wasnt exactly the same. Joanna had been far older than Jenny when her own father diedfifteen to Jennys nine, but the situation had been eerily similar. It had been a chill winter evening and she had been walking home from the ballpark along Arizona Street in a driving rainstorm. Her mother, Eleanor, had come looking for her. Eleanor had driven along beside Joanna, pleading with her to get in the car.

For the first time, Joanna remembered that Eleanor had been crying as she begged her daughter to please just get in the car.

Fourteen years later, Joanna had no idea what the exact origins of the quarrel had been that night or what had driven Joanna out into the awful weather. She was sure, though, that it had happened within a few months of Big Hank Lathrops death. Now she found herself wondering if she and her mother hadnt been locked in the same kind of battle she and Jenny were dealing with now. Maybe part of the wedge between Eleanor and Joanna, the thing that had kept them at loggerheads for years, was the sudden violent death of a husband and father. D.H. Lathrop and Andy Brady had both been wiped out of existence without a moments warning, leaving behind an awful void, to be filled by years of shed tears and hurt feelings.

For the first time in all those years, Joanna Brady felt a twinge of guilt as she wondered if it was possible that she had been as hard on Eleanor as Jenny was being on her.

As the school bus turned left and started down Double Adobe Road, Tigger whined and began pacing back and forth in the seat, wanting to follow the bus. The sound of his whine burst through Joannas bubble of introspection and brought her abruptly back to the present.

Sit, Joanna ordered. Obediently, the dog sat and then, with a sigh, finally settled back down on the blanket.

Off High Lonesome and heading west on Highway 80, Joanna drove straight past the sheriffs office in the Cochise County Justice Complex and on toward town. The Buckwalter Animal Clinic, located in a converted gas station/garage, sat just outside of town, across Highway 80 from the 350-foot-high tailings dump that contained most of the waste left over when Phelps Dodge removed a mountain and turned it into an open-pit mine called Lavender Pit.

When Bisbee native Dr. Amos Buckwalter returned to Bisbee as a newly minted vet with a teenaged bride some twenty years after the beginnings of Lavender Pit, he had established his clinic facility on property that had been developed as an indirect outgrowth of that early-fiftys era of expanding mining operations. In order to connect Lavender Pit with the original Copper Queen, it had been necessary to take out some of the neighborhoods that had grown up in nearby canyons. Johnsons Addition, Upper Lowell, and Jiggerville all had gone the way of the dodo bird. The existing turn of the century buildings in those neighborhoods, many of them framed Victorian wanna-bes with modest gingerbreading and tin roofs, were loaded onto wheeled axles and then relocated. Company-paid movers trucked them three or four miles south and east of their original locations, where they were reinstalled on company land in newly created neighborhoods called Bakerville and Saginaw.

All her life Joanna had heard stories about one of the Jiggerville old-timers, Melvin Kitteridge. Local legend had it that Kitteridge, a mean-spirited, wily old codger, had nursed a long-standing grudge against the then duly-elected mayor of Bisbee. Offended by the idea of having his residence transplanted inside the city limits, Kitteridge had raised such a furor that the company had finally agreed to place his house on company property just outside the city limits. To this day, some forty years later, that property remained under the countys jurisdiction.

According to local gossip, Kitteridge had gone on to devil the city fathers by having the remains of both a gas station and another garage transported to the same site. For years the two not-quite-connected buildings functioned as a lowbrow antique store, with Kitteridge living in his relocated house which, although on the same property, faced another street farther off the highway.

When Melvin Kitteridge died at age ninety-one, his heirs had been only too happy to unload the whole shebang at bargain-basement prices. Dr. Amos Buckwalter was the purchaser. Bucky Buckwalter had worked construction for years before earning enough money to attend college. He and his energetic but exceedingly young wife, Terry, had hauled out four truckloads of junk and then remodeled what was left, transforming the separate shells of garage and service station into a single building to serve as a clinic for small animals. Thirty yards away, across an expanse of red-graveled parking lot, they added a barn and corral for use with some of their larger patients.

Joanna remembered Bucky telling her once that if hed had any inkling the mines would close down for good in the early seventies, he would have chosen somewhere else to set up his fledgling practice rather than coming back home. By the time the shutdown ax fell, however, Bucky and Terry Buckwalter were already committed, and they stayed on.

As Joanna approached the Buckwalter Animal Clinic, she saw several cars parked along the shoulder on either side of the road, including one of her departments newly acquired Crown Victorias. Switching on the flashers on her Blazer, Joanna pulled in behind the other vehicles. Once parked, she noticed someonea mancarrying a protest sign of some kind and marching back and forth in front of the cattle guard that led to the clinics grounds. One of the cars parked across the highway carried a magnetic sign that said Bisbee Bee. Kevin Dawson, a journalism-school dropout who happened to be the son of the publisher and who doubled as both reporter and photographer, was down on one knee in the gravel busily snapping one picture after another through the lens of an automatic camera.

Kevins presence meant that whatever was happening in front of the Buckwalter Animal Clinic had been deemed newsworthy. That was worrisome to Joanna Brady, since one of her younger and most inexperienced deputies, Lance Pakin, was standing in the center of the cameras range, along with the unidentified protester. Unfortunately, Frank Montoya, Chief Deputy for Administrationthe guy who doubled as Joannas official public information officerwas nowhere in sight.

Stepping out of the stopped Blazer, Joanna walked toward the action just in time to see Dr. Bucky Buckwalter himself erupt out the door to the clinic and storm across the parking lot. His face was livid with anger.

I want this man off my property, he shouted, waving a fist in the protesters direction. Hes been here two days in a row now, and I want him gone.

All the while Kevin Dawsons camera finger continued to click away.

Still unable to see the sign the unidentified man held over his shoulder, Joannas first thought was that he was most likely one of those radical vegetarian/animal rights activists, some of whom found Dr. Buckwalters involvement in the beef industry offensive. In the past few years, Buckys modestly lucrative specialization in performing artificial insemination procedures on beef cattle had been the subject of more than one cows-are-people-too type of protest.

Bucky didnt stop his advance until he and the other man were almost face-to-face, although the guy with the sign stood a good head taller than the diminutive vet. To compensate for his size, Doc Buckwalter customarily wore a pair of Tony Lama boots complete with two-inch heels, but even they didnt help very much in this instance. Had the two men squared off physically right then, Joanna doubted it would have been much of a contest. Dr. Buckwalter, however, appeared not to notice the disparity in their relative sizes. Or, if he did, it had no muting impact on his seething anger.


This is private property, he raged. Like I said on the phone, he added, turning to Deputy Pakin. Either get him out of here or arrest him for trespassing.

Im on the right-of-way side of the fence, the other man returned calmly, gesturing with his sign in a way that, depending on your point of view, might have been considered brandishing. Im here exercising my right of free speech and passing out some literature, Dr. Buckwalter. You cant stop me from doing that.

Im afraid thats true, Doc, Deputy Pakin said, speaking respectfully and sounding genuinely conciliatory toward both sides. As long as Mr. Morgan here stays on this side of the cattle guard and fence, hes on public property. Since he isnt disrupting traffic, theres not much we can do. Why dont you just go on inside and let him be?

He may not be disrupting traffic, but hes certainly disrupting my business, Amos Buckwalter complained. He was here half the night with his damned candlelight vigil. Now hes interfering with my customers.

I havent done anything to your customers, the other man returned. All Ive done is offer them one of my brochures.

Like hell, Bucky replied.

Not wanting the potentially volatile situation to deteriorate any further, Joanna chose that moment to step into the fray. Good morning, gentlemen, she said calmly. What seems to be the problem here?

Sheriff Brady. Deputy Pakins face brightened considerably with the arrival of some backup. Mr. Morgan, here, and Doc Buckwalter seem to be having a little disagreement


Its hardly a little disagreement, the man with the sign interrupted. Dr. Amos Buckwalter killed my wife. He could just as well have murdered her in cold blood. Now hes back home with his life and his business intact, while Bonnies life is over. Mine, too, for that matter.

That was when Joanna finally caught sight of the sign. Point 28, it said. A license to kill. From there it took only a second to realize what was going on. Joanna wasnt entirely sure of the date, but she did remember the incident.

Early the previous yearmaybe as far back as January or FebruaryBucky Buckwalter had gone off to an annual veterinarians gathering being held at the convention center in downtown Phoenix. Smashed to the gills after partying too much, he had smashed his pickup into a woman crossing a street at an intersection. She had been killed on impact. Point two-eight was what hed blown into the Breathalyzer two hours after the incident. That long after the incident, his blood alcohol level had still been almost three times the .10 that Arizona law deems legally drunk.

Look, Morgan, Bucky said. Im sorry as hell about your wife. But Ive paid my debt to societyspent my two months baking in an unairconditioned tent at the Maricopa County Jail. I went through six weeks of court-ordered inpatient treatment. Now Im attending court-ordered AA meetings and doing my community service. My new truck had to go back and Ive had to mortgage my clinic just to pay the fine, the lawyers, and the treatment. What else do you want from me?

Bucky, Terry Buckwalter called from the door to the clinic. Whats going on out there?


If Doc Buckwalter heard his wife call to him, he didnt acknowledge it. He and the other man had eyes and ears solely for one another.

Ill tell you what I want, Morgan returned. You may have paid the state, but you havent paid me. Bonnies gone. What about her? What about me? What about our life together?

The court ordered me to pay a fine and to get treatment. Ive done that, Bucky Buckwalter replied stiffly. If you want to take me to civil court, fine. Go ahead. Thats up to you. In the meantime, Ive got a business to run, Mr. Morgan, so why dont you get the hell out of here and let me do it? And if you so much as set one foot on my property, I swear Ill have you arrested.

With that, Dr. Amos Buckwalter turned his back on the group and stalked off toward the buildings entrance where his wife still stood waiting for him. When the man with the sign made as if to follow, Joanna stepped in and stopped him. Excuse me, Mr. Morgan. Maybe we should talk about this.

Morgan spun around and turned on her. His dark brown eyes flashed with barely suppressed fury. Whats there to talk about? he demanded. And who the hell are you?

Obviously Morgan hadnt been paying much attention to Deputy Pakin. Im Joanna Brady, she answered coolly. Sheriff Joanna Brady.

How many cops did that jerk call? Im surprised he didnt have someone issue an all-points bulletin.

Nobody called me, Joanna replied, matching the severity of her tone to his. And theres no APB, either. My dog got into a porcupine last night. I came by to drop him off so Dr. Buckwalter can pull out the quills. What are you doing here, Mr. Morgan?


Picketing, he replied more evenly, making a visible effort to calm himself. His troubled eyes met and held Joannas questioning gaze. This is the first time Ive had a whole week off since he got out of jail and treatment. And if this is what I want to do with my spare time, no ones going to stop me.

In that tense atmosphere, when Morgans hand disappeared into a jacket pocket, Deputy Pakin made as if to reach for his own bolstered weapon. Instead of a gun, however, Morgans hand emerged from his pocket holding a fanfold of brochures. While the deputy breathed a sigh of relief, Morgan handed one of the brochures to Joanna.

Its informational picketing only, he added. Im passing out literature for Mothers Against Drunk Drivers. Theres no law against that, is there?

Joanna looked down at the brochure. On the cover was the cap-and-gown high school graduation portrait of a sweet-faced young woman. Danielle Leslie Mitchell, the caption read. Born June 17, 1976. Died June 18, 1994. That was all it said, but it was enough. For Danielle Leslie Mitchell, eighteen years had been an entire lifetime.

Joanna raised her eyes once more and met Morgans challenging stare. Theres a law against this, she said, nodding toward the picture. But not against picketing, as long as you do as the deputy said and dont disrupt traffic or trespass on private property. Understood?

Morgan said nothing, but he nodded. She turned to the photographer. I think you can stop now, Kevin. The incidents over. And Deputy Pakin, since it looks as though everythings under control, you might as well go on to your next call while I take my dog into the clinic.


Right, Sheriff Brady, Lance Pakin said. Thanks for the assist.

Joanna returned to her Blazer, turned off the flashing lights, and drove across the cattle guard. As she passed the man with his sign, she paused and rolled down her window. Please accept my condolences about your wife, Mr. Morgan, she said. You must have loved her very much.

For the space of a second or two, the mask of anger dropped away from the mans face, leaving behind nothing but an expression of naked, unaffected grief. That painful look was one Joanna Brady recognized all too well. Something very much like it reflected back at her every time she gazed into a mirror. However long Mr. Morgans wife had been dead, the mans overwhelming grief was still close enough to the surface to be noticed by even the most casual observer.

Thank you, he murmured and then turned away, wiping at his eyes with the back of his sleeve. It was possible that a sudden gust of wind had blown some dust or grit into his eye, causing it to tear, but Joanna didnt think so. Anger was all that had held Morgan together during his heated confrontation with Doc Buckwalter. With that gone, the slightest kindnesseven something so small as an expression of condolencemade him fall apart. That was something else Joanna recognized. That, too, had happened to hermore than once.

Shaking her head, Joanna drove on through the gate and into the clinic parking lot. Poor guy, she thought. Theres somebody whos in worse shape than I am.
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