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Chapter 1

 


I awoke slowly Saturday morning, sluggish and
exhausted from the O’Connor trial. It was my first shot at being a
big-time lawyer in a small town, and the experience kicked my butt.
My name is Mary MacIntosh and I’m a trial attorney, as you’ve
probably gathered, working for Harry Harrrison – a well-known big
shot lawyer in the small town of Jackson, Wyoming, near Yellowstone
National Park and the Grand Tetons. It wouldn’t be such a bad job
if Harry would give me more responsibility. I’ve been working for
him for seven years and all I do, it seems, is the boring stuff
that Harry doesn’t want to do. I’m told that I’m an attractive
woman – tall, lean and physically fit – but I rarely see the light
of day, or go on a date for that matter, because I’m always at
Harry’s beck and call. I don’t mean to complain. I love my job
overall, but I need more in life.

I crawled out of bed, opened the door to my apartment
and stared at the headline at my feet. “Killer is Still on the
Loose.”

I read the rest of the article in bed, scanning to
see if my name was mentioned as one of the lawyers on the case.
Tucked into the third column of the second page I found, “Neither
Harry Harrison nor Mary MacIntosh could be reached for comment.” I
called Harry to see if he’d read the paper yet.

“I’m reading the article now,” Harry said. “I still
can’t believe it.” There was a pause on the other end of the line
and Mac could hear newspapers rustling. “Nevermind.”

“Nevermind what?” I asked.

“I don’t want to think about the O’Connor case
anymore. I have an excruciating headache. You should have joined
our ‘Thank God the O’Connor Trial is Over’ celebration last night.
I cracked the Château Léoville Las Cases St. Julien. It scored a
perfect 100 from Wine Spectator. Deliciously bold. You would have
appreciated it. Anyhow, changing the subject again, did you hear
from Lela last night?”

“No. Why?”

“She didn’t show up. I’m a little worried, Mac. I
tried calling her, but there’s no answer. She was supposed to come
over to our house for a celebration drink after the verdict.”

“When I saw her at the office after the trial, she
said that she was heading over to your house after she stopped by
her place to change clothes. Maybe something came up. It was a
Friday night, after all, and knowing Lela, she had a hot date lined
up. Partying with her boss might not have been high on her list,
Harry. No offense.”

Lela, our legal secretary, almost always had a Friday
night date. Young, single and a Shoshone Indian beauty, she had no
problem filling her social calendar.

“But she would have called me if she couldn’t make
it,” Harry said. “She might have had other plans, Mac, but she
would have at least stopped by for a drink and if she couldn’t, she
would’ve called. She always calls if there’s a problem. I couldn’t
sleep past four this morning worrying about her. Call me if you
hear from her.”

“She already has one father.”

“Lately, I think she needs two.”

I heard Harry let out a deep sigh. I pictured the
silk laden pillows propped up behind him as he reclined in his
poster bed wearing his black terrycloth robe while reading the
Saturday morning paper. Normally, he would have devoured the sports
page first, but after the most publicized trial of his legal
career, he undoubtedly focused on the front-page headlines.

“I’m heading out for my morning run. I’ll drop by her
place and check on her. I’ll take my cell and call you when I find
her hung-over body curled up in bed. She’ll probably yell at me for
waking her up.”

“Good. Thanks. Call me if you hear from her. I’ll
call the Chief. Maybe he knows where she is.”

 


* * *

 


Lela’s father, Ed Washakie Duran, was one of several
Shoshone Chiefs in the greater Wind River Range. His Washakie name
meant “The Rattler,” which was not a comparison to a snake, but an
allusion to the rawhide buffalo rattle that his great grandfather,
Chief Washakie, used to scare Sioux Indian ponies during his many
daring raids in the early 1900’s. Chief Washakie was remembered in
Wyoming as one of the fiercest warriors, yet one of the most
effective peacemakers in history. While other tribes such as the
Sioux, Crow and Cheyenne fought the white man with vigor, Chief
Washakie realized that a union with whites was wiser for his people
than trying to fight the invasion. Other warriors who fought
against General Custer and Crook were famous for their massacres,
but Chief Washakie was happy to keep his tribe alive and well.
Despite his peacefulness, however, he was infamous for the battle
at Crowheart Butte where legend has it that he charged a
neighboring Bannock tribe over hunting ground rights and was
declared the winner when he paraded around with the Bannock chief’s
heart dangling from his spear. Chief Washakie was buried at 102
years of age as the only Indian chief to attain full U.S. military
honors, but such honors had a high price. Ed Washakie Duran was
worthy of his namesake: a peaceful leader of his tribe, a proud
rancher, and a devoted father to Lela.

Ed’s ancestors had trained him well in the fleeting
and enduring pangs of fright, terror and horror. As chief, he
passed many tribal warrior tests of bravery, endurance, compassion
and vision, but ancestral explanations and anecdotes failed to
adequately prepare him for the phone call he was about to receive
from Harry.

 


* * *

 


Millions of years of rocky cliffs have been cut like
jewels by the sinuous flow of the Snake River flowing through and
beyond Jackson Hole. The wider banks of the river flow peacefully,
and in the light of a setting sun, look like golden garland on a
Christmas tree. In contrast, the narrow chutes of the Snake River
Canyon boast torrid rapids that look like a kettle of bubbling
water boiling over. The Snake River got its name from the Shoshone
Indians, who used a serpentine hand movement for their tribal name
– a motion that early settlers and trappers misinterpreted as a
snake and applied it to the river, which flowed through Shoshone
territory. The peaceful calm and the raging torrents of the Snake
River are like the Yin and the Yang of Lela Duran.

Harry hired Lela after she dropped out of high
school. As I understand it, Lela got pregnant during her sophomore
year at a post-football season party hosted by Harry’s son, John,
the quarterback for the team. After Lela got pregnant, John tried
everything to get her to return and get a diploma. Rumor around
town was that John was the father of the baby, but Lela never
substantiated paternity. John, wanting to take responsibility, even
had Harry talk to her. The minute Harry laid eyes on Lela, he
realized why his son admired her. She had long, straight black hair
that fell to her waist, like the tail of a prized Palomino. Her
skin was more olive than dark, but her eyes were the color of
obsidian, wide and knowing. She had straight teeth and thin,
perfectly heart-shaped lips, always lined in red lipstick. She was
average height and weight – not too thin or too thick.

After dwelling on my conversation with Harry, I
started to worry about Lela too. I tied my running shoes, grabbed
my jacket, and took off on foot toward her apartment. It was a
brisk morning in May. The winter snow was melting from the tips of
the Teton Mountains. I could smell the smoke from fires burning in
neighbor’s fireplaces – and indication that winter had lingered
into spring – something not uncommon in Wyoming. The air was crisp
and fresh and I thought about many things on my way to Lela’s –
most particularly, about Greg, my new boyfriend.

As I got closer to Lela’s, I started wondering
whether I was being overly paranoid. Maybe she needed a break from
us. We’d been working around the clock for months during the
O’Connor trial. Once it was over, maybe she didn’t want to see or
hear from us until after the weekend.

After seventeen years of working for Harry, Lela was
his right arm. She kept his files in perfect order, filed the
pleadings in the right court at the right time without being asked,
arranged depositions by the mere eavesdropping in on a
conversation, and packed his briefcase with the next day’s files
before he left for the day. Lela knew the clients as well, if not
better, than Harry or me and most of them dropped in unannounced to
see her, not us. The holiday greeting treats were addressed to her
first, us second. Holiday greetings . . .

I thought of that horrifying morning last
Christmas when I was assaulted at gunpoint at the office. I had
arrived around my usual time and turned around to hang my jacket on
the hook behind my door. There he stood, tucked into the corner of
my office, his dark, beady eyes burning through me like lasers. He
was a heavy-set man with a navy blue ski cap pulled down over his
face. Panic overwhelmed me, to the point where I couldn’t scream
for help, as I backed slowly toward my desk, hoping to get close
enough to grab the phone. When I saw the gun in his hand, I
realized that the phone wouldn’t save me. He grabbed me by my
ponytail with his black-gloved hand and jolted me to the ground,
and with the gun pressed against my right temple, he duct taped my
mouth and in a low, gruff tone he said, “Take all of your clothes
off.” I remember that his breath smelled like a stale cigarette. It
was Lela who comforted me after the assault. She understood my
shame and humiliation of being forced to strip. Lela was reliable
and comforting.

The more I thought of my conversation with Harry
about Lela, I decided that maybe he was right. It wasn’t like Lela
to not show up. She was reliable. I called Harry from my cell phone
and told him to meet me at her apartment.

When Harry arrived, I followed him up the cobblestone
sidewalk. Walking with a slight limp from a Stanford University
football career-ending knee injury, Harry turned and flashed me a
nervous, toothy grin. The deep crags around his eyes from years of
squinting at fine print were deeper this morning, likely the result
of little sleep. He’s known around town for his elegant Savile Row
custom-tailored British clothes and today he donned a Burberry
striped button-down shirt, blue jeans and Sergio Rossi side-buckle
leather shoes. Although his dark hair was thinning, he’d never let
the color fade. He was handsome for a man in his late fifties.

By the way, like I said earlier, my name is Mary
MacIntosh, but Harry calls me “Mac.” I’m a thirty-two-year-old tall
Irish gal with long, curly auburn hair, freckled cheeks and a wide
smile. Harry hired me upon law school graduation because he didn’t
want to hire a young lawyer with bad habits acquired from working
for another attorney. Harry told me that if I was going to have bad
habits, he wanted me to have his bad habits. Harry’s the closest
paradigm to the father that I didn’t have. My father died when I
was young, and the man my mother remarried was more interested in
gaining a mother for his children than serving as a father to me.
Harry pulled me under his sophisticated wings, introducing me to
food, wine and the finer things in life – like how to be a lawyer
without losing your mind.

Harry punched in the access code to Lela’s apartment
building and then pulled the heavy wooden door open. As we climbed
the flight of steps leading to her apartment, I could feel my
adrenaline mounting.

“That’s strange. Her door is wide open,” I said.

Harry jerked his large hand toward me, silently
cautioning me to stay back. He took a few steps into Lela’s
apartment.

“Lela? Lela? Anyone home?” Harry shouted, but there
was no response. “Lela?”

I inched behind Harry, close enough to smell his Polo
cologne. At that moment, I sensed a wrongness about the place, like
a snowstorm in August.

“Harry, her purse and keys are still here,” I
whispered. “Lela would never leave her apartment without her
purse.”

“Sshhhh.” Harry held his hand up to me again,
signaling for me to stay put.

“Maybe she was on her way out and forgot
something.”

Harry looked back and held his finger to his lip. I
stopped talking. He silently walked down the short hallway toward
Lela’s only bedroom. I followed him. Her bedroom was in shambles.
Her bed was unmade and clothes were strewn all over the floor. Her
closet door was open and its contents had been emptied. Her dresser
drawers had been ransacked and her nightstand lamp was shattered.
Harry pushed by me and headed toward the bathroom door, which was
slightly ajar. He knocked as he pushed the door open further. He
ripped back the shower curtain, anticipating the worst. The tub was
empty.

I bolted back into her living room. “Hey Harry, look
at this.” Lela’s coffee table was covered with a brightly colored
Navajo blanket on top of which sat a half-empty bottle of wine with
a tall tumbler next to it with a quarter of the way full of a
yellow liquid.

Harry leaned down on one knee to smell the contents
in the glass tumbler. “Smells like wine.”

“Lela’s a Southern Comfort and Coke drinker.”

“I’ve offered her wine many times, but she’s always
turned me down. She won’t even try a sip of my finer vintage.”
Harry braced his hand against the arm of the couch and grimaced as
he stood, looking down at his knee. There was a large stain on his
jeans.

“Is your knee bleeding? Do you think that one of the
pins in there popped out? Should I call -”

“No. My knee is fine. The carpet is wet.”

“Wet?” I took a closer look at the burnt orange
carpet. “That looks like . . . blood?”

“Don’t touch anything, Mac.” I shoved my hands in the
front pockets of my blue jeans. “Look here. This chair has been
moved. You can see the imprints on the carpet where it used to
be.”

I walked around the couch. “Harry, there’s a broken
vase here. And Lela’s other matching Navajo blanket is missing.
It’s usually hung over the back of this chair.”

“I’m calling the police,” Harry said. Harry pulled
out his Hermes handkerchief and reached for Lela’s telephone.

“Wait. Use my cell.” I dialed 9-1-1 and handed my
phone to Harry.

“They’re sending over a squad car,” he said, trying
to figure out how to turn my phone off. I grabbed the phone and
clicked the right button. “Do you have the Chief’s number on your
cell?” Harry shook his head no.

I pulled my Blackberry out of my purse and scrolled
down to Duran, then plugged my cell into my Blackberry,
direct-dialing the Chief.

“Ed, this is Harry. Have you heard from
Lela?” He hadn’t. “You need to come to Lela’s apartment. I’m afraid
that something has happened.”

I’d never seen Harry this shook up. Lela was
a diamond that he had perfectly cut and polished. He couldn’t place
a value on her because he had never been forced to. When I first
came to work for Harry, Lela had already been there for nearly
eleven years. She knew more about practicing law than I did, and
was helpful in bridging the gap from law school to reality. She’d
become my friend, inviting me to join her friends for happy hour
and other social events, and over the years, I felt like I’d gotten
to know her pretty well. But as I looked around her apartment, I
wondered if I knew her at all.

Lela didn’t drink wine, as far as I knew, and
she swore that she only used Noxema on her face, but her medicine
cabinet was full of skin products. While waiting for the police to
show up, I walked into her bedroom and looked around, careful not
to disturb anything. Dozens of pictures of Lela with her family
adorned the walls of her bedroom, which were painted scarlet red.
Red candles were perched on the windowsill above her unmade
bed.

Afraid of leaving a fingerprint behind, I
slipped my right hand into my coat pocket and reached for the
handle of her top bureau drawer. I pulled the drawer open far
enough to see leopard print undergarments. I poked through her
lingerie and beneath the pile of red and black lace panties lay a
wad of green bills.

“Harry, in here,” I shouted. I pointed to the
money bound tight in a rubber band.

“That looks like a lot of money. The top bill
is a five hundred. Must be a couple of thousand dollars here, at
least.” He looked at me in astonishment, like a father discovering
marijuana in his teenager’s sock drawer.

“She has a slew of expensive cosmetic
products in the bathroom, too. She swore to me that she didn’t
believe in that stuff. It’s like she had a private life that we
didn’t know about.”

“Harry?” a voice called out.

“Back here,” Harry said as he shoved the wad
of bills back in the lingerie drawer.

Deputy Sheriff Tim Marshall walked in Lela’s
bedroom. Tim Marshall’s salt and pepper hair was combed directly
back off his high forehead, forming a bit of a peak, exposing a
large, z-shaped scar on the left side near his temple. His gray
eyes were deeply set, framed by a thick, dark unibrow. He had
perfectly white-capped teeth, like the tips of the Tetons, and
nearly as pointed. A waft of cigarette odor filled the room as soon
as he spoke.

“What’s goin’ on?” he asked. Harry filled him
in as we edged back toward the kitchen.

“When you arrived, what did you see?” Tim
asked, while pulling out a notebook from his shirt pocket.

“The door was wide open and her purse and
keys were on the table. I called out for her, but she didn’t
answer, so we checked the rooms. She’s not here. There’s a stain on
the carpet I think you should look at.”

Harry showed Tim the stain on his pants from
where he knelt on the wet carpet. Tim touched the stain and then
examined his finger. “I need to call in forensics.” He made the
call. “While we’re waitin’ for them to show up, let me ask you a
few questions. When did you see Lela last?”

“I saw her at the office last night around
five o’clock,” I said. “She was organizing all of the O’Connor
trial documents into boxes for storage. She said that she was
coming here to freshen up and then to Harry’s for a drink.”

“So, you were the last person to see Lela,”
Tim said, in an almost accusatory tone.

“I don’t know whether I was the last person
to see Lela, Tim. I’m the last person I know to have seen her. She
obviously came home and perhaps had wine with a friend. I don’t
know whom she saw after she left the office.”

Tim’s a decent cop and was recognized on the
force as a specialist in forensics, but his biggest problem, in my
opinion, was that he opened his mouth too often when he should be
listening.

“What’s the name of her friend that she’s
always hangin’ around?”

“Sheila Fall is her best friend.”

“Oh, sure. I think I know her. Doesn’t she
work at Albertsons?” Tim asked. I nodded. “Maybe we should give her
a call and see if she knows where Lela is.”

“I’ll call her, but I hope it’s not too
early. Sheila works the night shift.”

Lela introduced me to Sheila several years
back at a happy hour. I’ll never forget watching Sheila walk in to
the bar, her tight Levi’s and a very low-cut magenta top getting
whistles from all the male patrons. Her bleached-blond, over-permed
frizzy hair clung to her shoulders and every finger was adorned
with a ring. Her false fingernails were so long that they curled in
the shape of a U. When she told me that she worked as a checker at
Albertson’s, I wondered how on earth she could punch anything on
the checkout keypad with claws like that. I dialed her number. It
rang four times before anyone answered.

“H-h-hello,” a voice whispered, hardly
audible.

“Sheila? It’s Mary MacIntosh. Have you -”

“What the fuck time is it?”

“Sorry to wake you. It’s almost ten in the
morning. Listen, have you seen or heard from Lela lately?”

“Shit no. Haven’t I told you never to call
before noon? It’s Saturday morning.”

“She didn’t show up at Harry’s house last
night and we’re worried about her. When was the last time you
talked with her?”

“Hhhhcccm. Shit. I’ve got a fucking hair in
my mouth. Just a minute. Hhhcccm. She called after the trial was
over and said that she was gonna have a drink with Harry and then
she said she might meet me later at the Cowboy. She didn’t
show.”

“That’s not like her, is it?”

I heard Sheila whispering to someone in the
background. “Down the hall, first right.”

“I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“What’d you think? What’d you ask me?”

“Was it unusual for Lela not to show up?”

“Yeah. I mean no, but I didn’t make much of
it. Sometimes she gets . . . you know . . . sidetracked, if you
know what I’m sayin’. She has a way of bein’ that way.”

“Sidetracked?”

“You know. Meets up with a boyfriend along
the way.”

“Who’s she been seeing lately? Is she dating
anyone?”

“Dating? Hhhmm. Lela and me never really
date any one guy. She was seeing this guy that was teaching
her skiing, but I forget his name. Tom or Don or somethin’ like
that. Anyway, she dates around. No one serious. Why?” Sheila said,
hushing someone in the background.

“Well, we’re at her apartment now. She’s not
here and her door was left wide open, and her purse and keys are
here. We’re worried that maybe she left her apartment suddenly.
Lela doesn’t go anywhere without her purse. And you know how she
guards the keys to her truck. So, you don’t know where she is?”

“Nope. I gotta go.”

“Wait. Do you know of anyone that might have
a grudge against her?” There was a considerable pause on the other
end of the line.

“A grudge. Hmm. Well, I don’t know of no one
with a grudge. I mean, there are a few guys around town that she’s
dumped, so they might be pissed at her. But I don’t know of nobody
who like hates her or anything, even though she thinks she’s
smarter than the rest of us.” There was another pause. I was about
to hang up when Sheila interjected. “But the other day, I was at
her apartment after work and the phone rang. I don’t know who it
was, but she did have a hot conversation with someone. She kept
sayin’ that she was sorry and that she would fix the problem. When
she hung up, I asked her who she was talkin’ to and she said,
‘nobody.’ When Lela says ‘nobody’ it means ‘nobody’ and I know to
mind my own fuckin’ business, if you know what I mean.”

“When was that, do you remember?”

“Must have been Wednesday, because that’s the
day I get off work early. We watched TV together and did our nails.
Yeah. Wednesday.”

“She wouldn’t tell you who called?”

“Nope. And I ain’t one to pry.”

“Has anyone ever threatened her? Like an old
boyfriend?”

“I don’t know nothin’ about the threats. Ask
John – he’s the one who follows her all around town.”

“Harry’s son?”

“Yeah. He’s been followin’ her around
forever. Like since high school. It’s creepy. I tell him to get a
life all the time. Lela’s nice to him on account of his dad being
her boss and all, but the guy gives me the fuckin’ creeps. I don’t
give a shit that he was the high school quarterback or whatever.
He’s fat and ugly. The idiot stopped by on Wednesday and brought
her a six pack. As if we can’t buy ourselves beer for shit sakes.
Lela don’t even drink beer. Anyway -”

“Anyone else?”

“Jimmy Lonewolf.”

“Who?”

“Like the whole town knows about Jimmy
Lonewolf.”

“That name rings a bell. Who’s he?”

“Jimmy Lonewolf is this stupid kid that grew
up near Lela on the reservation. He’s short and really skinny. He’s
got a silver front tooth. He always wears his hair in a ponytail
with a baseball cap on backwards. He’s an idiot. A real fuckin’
moron. Lela says that he doesn’t got both oars in the water. He’s
always showin’ up around her apartment. She’s nice to him because
his dad is a friend of her dad’s, I guess, but he bugs the hell out
of me.”

“Anyone else?”

“Nope. That ski guy, but I can’t remember his
name. He was pissed off that she didn’t sleep with him, that I know
for sure. He taught her to ski and paid for her ski ticket. She
stood him up for happy hour one night. He tracked us down at the
Stagecoach and bitched her out. He’s an asshole. California pretty
boy freak.”

“When was that?”

“Don’t know. A few months back, I think.”

“What’s with all of the expensive cosmetics
and skin care creams in Lela’s bathroom?” There was another pause
on Sheila’s end of the line. “Sheila?”

“Uh, well, we went to this dermatologist
doctor and he gave us some samples. It’s no big deal. You know,
free samples to try. Listen, I need to go. Call me when you find
her.” The phone went dead.

 


 


 



Chapter 2



The red light on Lela’s answering machine was
blinking the number three. “She has caller ID,” I said to Tim
Marshall. He nodded, as if he already knew, and yanked a latex
glove from his front pocket and slipped it on his right hand. He
picked up the phone and started to touch the caller ID button, and
then realized that his left hand was glove-free. He set the phone
back on the charger and put a glove on his left hand and repeated
the procedure. I looked over his shoulder at the names and phone
numbers of the previous callers.

“Two calls from Samuel Silver?” Tim said.
“Why would he be callin’ Lela?”

Samuel Silver was an actor who lived on the
outskirts of Jackson Hole in a large ranch-style log home. He
hadn’t been in many blockbuster films lately, so his name wasn’t as
hot as some of the other celebrities about town. He’d been a client
of Harry’s for years, and we were currently representing him in a
palimony lawsuit. I met him at his deposition and found him to be a
nice man, but the tabloids claimed that his drug problem made him
abusive on the sets and that directors hated working with him.

“What would he be doin’ callin’ Lela? He’s
one of the most famous people livin’ around here. I heard that he
goes for the younger ones. Has she ever mentioned him?” I shrugged
my shoulders and explained to Tim that he was a client, but
couldn’t imagine why he’d be calling her at home. Tim continued to
scroll through the caller I.D. “Looks like Dr. Miller’s called
quite a few times. Who’s he?”

“His name sounds familiar,” I said,
remembering that I’d seen his name recently. After thinking about
it for a minute, I realized that it was his name on one of the skin
care products in the bathroom. “He must be the dermatologist that
Lela goes to.”

“Did she have some kind of medical
procedure?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”

“A dermatologist who calls his patients at
home?” Tim made another notation in his spiral. “I need to get the
records from the phone company to identify the rest of these
numbers.”

“Can the phone company identify the private
caller numbers?” I knew that they could identify any number. We’d
subpoenaed the phone company records many times in other cases.

“You bet they can,” Tim said, about to go
into a long dissertation on phone records. “Oh, excuse me.
Camille’s here.”

A large-breasted woman walked through the
front door carrying what looked like a metal toolbox in her right
hand. A young man was at her side carrying a similar looking box.
Tim walked over to Camille and whispered to her. She nodded.

“Good morning everyone,” Camille said, as if
she was addressing a large crowd. “My name’s Camille and I’m in
charge of forensics. I’m sure that Deputy Marshall already told you
this, but please don’t touch or move anything. We’ll ask questions
if we need answers. Thanks for your cooperation.”

Camille looked like a woman in charge of her
life. Her command of the room was like that of a three-star
general. She slid her hands into latex gloves and pulled out a wad
of plastic bags, shoving a black marker and a pair of small
scissors into her shirt pocket. Her colleague pulled out a jar of
black powder and a large brush and while he dusted for
fingerprints, Camille clipped carpet samples from the stained area
and placed them in baggies, intermittently snapping pictures from
the camera draped around her neck.

“What’s that?” I asked, as she pulled a black
wand out of her toolbox.

“It’s an alternative light source, which is a
fluorescent light that helps reveal prints and stains.” She sprayed
the carpet with a bottle marked “Luminol” and then held the light
to it. Her assistant nodded. “Take a large swatch,” she said to
him.

I followed Camille back to Lela’s bedroom,
where she put the fluorescent light over Lela’s unmade bed. A spot
appeared in the middle of the sheets. I watched as Camille removed
the sheets from Lela’s bed and placed them in a paper grocery bag.
She then cut out a swatch of the mattress and bagged it as
evidence.

 


* * *

 


When Ed Washakie Duran arrived, the forensic
team was just finishing. Ed, a short Shoshone Indian in his early
fifties, wore a light brown western shirt that barely covered his
girth. The cuffs of his faded blue jeans were tucked loosely into
his work boots, which were dusted with dried mud. His high,
pronounced cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes reminded me of Lela.
He reached out to shake Harry’s hand.

“I’d like to introduce you to Deputy Sheriff
Tim Marshall. He’s in charge of the investigation,” Harry said to
Ed.

“When was the last time you heard from your
daughter?” Tim asked in a tone so strong that it sounded like a
horsewhip. Ed took a step back.

“She c-c-called yesterday to tell us about
the O’Connor case. We’d been following it c-c-closely.” Ed took a
deep breath, then wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “It’s
h-h-hot in here. Did someone turn up the heat?”

“Did she say whether she had weekend plans or
anythin’ like that?”

“N-n-no. She comes out to the ranch on
Sundays to visit –,” Ed paused and sucked in his breath. He looked
around the room, taking inventory of the people staring at him, and
then continued. “I asked if she was gonna make it this weekend and
she said that she wasn’t sure yet. She usually calls Sunday
m-m-morning and lets us know her plans.” His lower lip trembled as
he talked.

“It’s okay. She’s going to be okay,” Harry
said, giving Ed a pat on the back.

“Did Lela have any enemies?” Tim asked rather
abruptly.

I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me, Harry
or Ed, so I waited in uncomfortable silence for someone else to
answer. Ed looked at Harry and shrugged his shoulders. Harry
glanced at me and I did the same.

“I don’t know of any enemies,” Harry
finally said, sounding unsure of his answer.

Tim looked in Ed’s direction and raised an
eyebrow, inviting a response.

“Well, I don’t know of any enemies
either.” Ed rubbed his chin with his index finger and thumb and
took a deep breath before continuing. “There’s this k-k-kid named
Jimmy Lonewolf who gave Lela a real hard time when they were
growing up, but I don’t know if I’d call him an enemy.
Jimmy’s a bully and liked to pick on Lela. She was the type of
k-k-kid that didn’t back d-d-down.”

Jimmy Lonewolf’s reputation preceded him and
I was fairly sure that he was the reason that Lela didn’t finish
high school. I decided to chime in. “Sheila said that he followed
her around town and threatened her.” Ed stepped forward after I
spoke.

“He’s not quite right in the head. He got
himself b-b-bucked off a horse when he was a kid and he hit his
head on a rock.” I sensed that Ed was a bit defensive of Jimmy.

“Do you think he’s capable of harming
Lela?”

“I hope not,” Ed started out, cautiously.
Jimmy Lonewolf was protected by the shield of a bad reputation, and
it appeared that Ed was not about to stir up any trouble. It was no
secret that Lonewolf was a member of the Arapaho tribe, and the
Shoshone and Arapaho had never gotten along well. Lela told me how
the Arapaho forced the Shoshone west of the Laramie Mountains in
the late eighteenth century.

“I’ve never heard of him being in any kind of
t-t-trouble, other than petty stuff. He’s been kicked out of school
for fighting. That sort of thing. You might know him if you saw
him. He’s got long, black hair that’s usually pulled back in a
ponytail and he’s got this silver front t-t-tooth. Kids around
these parts call him ‘Hi Ho Silver’ on account of that tooth.”

“Sounds familiar. I might have given him a
ticket for speedin’. Anyone else?”

“Not that I know of.” I sensed that Ed was
uncomfortable with the interrogation and was offering as little
information as possible.

“What about boyfriends? Does Lela have a
boyfriend?” Ed looked at Harry with a sly glance, as if to say, “Do
you want to field this one, or should I?”

“I don’t know much about her boyfriends. She
never brings anyone out to the ranch with her and she doesn’t talk
much about her personal life. My wife frets about her not being
married. But if the Missus brings it up, Lela doesn’t like it, so
we stopped asking her about it a while back.” Ed took a
handkerchief from his front pocket and wiped his forehead. “Harry’s
son has always been interested.”

“John’s never made it a secret that he cares
for Lela, but he’d never hurt her!” Harry said. I could feel the
mounting tension between Harry and Ed – some unresolved dispute
lingered between them.

“I didn’t mean it that way. I just
meant that J-J-John has been interested in Lela for many
moons.”

Harry took a step back and folded his arms
across his chest, as if to say, “Don’t go any further with this
one.” Ed titled his head to the right, looking directly into
Harry’s eyes. Communication was unspoken yet understood. Ed did not
elaborate any further. Tim broke the silence again.

“Did she owe anyone money?”

“She had a monthly payment on her t-t-truck
and she paid rent for this apartment, but that’s all I know of.
Lela took care of her own finances and she never asked for money.
Hasn’t asked for a dime since she was fifteen.”

Harry cleared his throat and said, “She did
ask for an advance on her bonus around Christmas this past year for
the first time ever. She said that she needed some money to make a
down payment on her truck. And she did ask for an advance recently
on a paycheck for April. She’d never done that before either. Maybe
she was in over her head on that expensive truck. I tried to talk
her into a less expensive model and then I tried to talk her out of
getting that stereo put in there. And she clearly didn’t need the
leather bucket seats. She insisted on every bell and whistle -”

“I’m sure that J-J-John didn’t mind selling
it to her.”

“John threw in half of her upgrades for free.
I don’t think he made a commission off that sale because he gave
her such a good deal.”

“Okay. Okay. You’ve made your point,” I said
to Harry. “Let’s focus on the issue at hand.” Tim nodded in
agreement.

“Do you know if she borrowed money from
anyone else?” Tim asked.

“I don’t know. Like I said, she took care of
her own money.”

“What about clients? Are there any clients
that have taken a particular interest in her?”

“All of our clients have taken an interest in
her,” Harry said in a much more pleasant tone. “She knows all of
their names and their children’s and spouse’s names. She makes them
feel well taken care of. The holiday gifts we get are usually
addressed to her.”

“Have any of your clients asked her out?”

“Probably a lot of them, but I don’t know
who. I try to stay out of that sort of thing. She’s always kept her
personal life personal and her professional life professional, as
far as I know. Mac knows more about that kind of thing.” Tim turned
my way for elaboration. I shook my head.

“Not really. Like Harry said, Lela kept her
personal life private,” I said. On Monday mornings, Harry and I
often discussed the weekend, sharing stories of outdoor adventures
or social events. Lela, despite her warmth and charm, rarely
discussed her personal life. We knew that she went to the ranch
most weekends, and if pressed about what she did on the ranch, she
usually said that she just hung around with her mom. Not having the
opportunity to spend much time with my own mother, I wanted Lela to
elaborate, mostly to live out a mother-daughter relationship
vicariously through her. But Lela was protective of her family
time.

“Have any clients disliked her?”

“No,” Harry and I both shouted at the same
time.

“Maybe you’ve gotten someone off from a crime
and the victim held a grudge. Or maybe someone’s had to do time and
they’re mad about it?”

“Whoa. You’re getting ahead of yourself. This
might have nothing to do with my law practice.”

“Anything’s possible. It’s possible that
Lela’s out there somewhere just partyin’ down and you’ll see her
red eyes Monday mornin’ at work. But it’s also possible that
somethin’s wrong. It’s better to look at it from all sides,” Tim
said.

“It might help if I go to the office and look
through our client list to see if anything comes to mind,” I said.
“Hey, that reminds me of something. Remember when I was attacked at
the office last December? Whoever it was that attacked me rummaged
through Lela’s desk and booted up her computer before I got to the
office that morning. I wonder what he was looking for?”

“I forgot about that. Lela’s desk was
torn apart,” Harry said.

“I never heard about th-th-that. Someone
broke into the office? Did you catch the g-g-guy?”

“No,” I said. Tim glanced over my way and
then took notes in his spiral. He knew that I was upset that the
perpetrator hadn’t been caught and that the police department
hadn’t done more to investigate the case. I couldn’t get over the
fact that I had been sexually assaulted at gunpoint in broad
daylight in our office, which sits above a busy bank in downtown
Jackson. I felt like either the police didn’t believe me, or that
they didn’t pursue it more vigorously because I hadn’t been raped
or killed. Since the case hadn’t been assigned to Tim and the
perpetrator didn’t leave much evidence behind for the police to go
on, I had to move on and not hold a grudge against Tim.

“Does anyone know if Lela keeps a diary or
journal?” Tim asked, changing the subject. Harry looked at me for
an answer.

“I’ve never seen her writing in a diary, but
I can’t be sure. Maybe Sheila knows,” I said.

“She kept one as a little girl,” Ed said. “I
don’t know what happened to it or if she still keeps one. I can ask
the Missus.”

“Ask and let me know. If any of you can think
of anthin’ that might be important, anythin’ at all, call me,” Tim
said. He handed out his business card to each of us. As he
struggled to get his wallet back into the pocket of his snug
uniform, Camille whispered something to him. “It’ll take forensics
some time to work up the fingerprints and other evidence. We’ve put
an APB out on her. If anyone hears anythin’, call the police
department and have me paged.”

“Come with me, Harry. Let’s take a drive. We
have to find her today because she’s supposed to perform the
fire dance during the Mother Earth ceremony t-t-tomorrow. Lela’s
the only member of our tribe with the gift of fire.” Harry
put his arm around Ed’s shoulder and they walked out the door.
Gift of fire?

 


* * *

 


Just after Harry and Ed left, Camille held up
a pink cotton swap. “We’ve got blood!”

“Rope it off,” Tim said. “This is now
officially a crime scene. I need to ask everyone who’s not a member
of the police department to leave.” I ran out the door to catch Ed
and Harry.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


“C-c-come with us,” Ed said to me from the
window of his pickup truck. His voice cracked like etched glass
from the news that Camille detected blood in Lela’s apartment. His
hands were shaking like a freshly caught trout as he reached for
the steering wheel. He grabbed tightly and bore down on his
intentions. “I’m taking Harry to my sweat lodge.”

“Your what?”

Ed’s chest rose with conviction as he
explained. “Whenever I have troubles, I go to my sweat lodge for
spiritual guidance and clarity. A good sweat will help us find
Lela.” I climbed into Ed’s truck and rode between Harry and Ed in
silence for what seemed like an eternity. We drove south out of
Jackson, zig-zagging across the backroads of sprawling ranches
outside town. As we continued to climb the plateau, the foliage
changed from greenery and pine to drier earth and sagebrush. After
driving for a half hour, Ed took an abrupt right turn. “Our ranch
is one of the l-l-largest around. It starts here at the fork in the
road and goes for thousands of acres. We will s-s-stop and pick up
my two nephews to help us with our ceremony.”

We stopped at a small rectangular house about
a half-mile up the road. Ed summoned his nephews, who jumped in the
back end of the truck, holding on to the roll bar as we traversed
the rocky and winding road to the top of the plateau. “Here is
sacred Shoshone ground. You are invited here as Shoshone guests.
You will speak to no one of these practices, for they are sacred to
our people.”

We emerged from the truck and followed Ed to
what looked to be a campfire pit. “This is Flying Cloud,” Ed said,
pointing to his nephew on the left, “and this is White Buffalo.”
Both nephews were busy gathering large logs and placing them into
the fire pit. “The sweat lodge is like the white man’s church. It
is built of earth and it is here that natives worship.”

Flying Cloud placed the longest planks of
wood in the middle of the three-foot wide pit while White Buffalo
scattered pinecones, kindling and pine nettles on top of the solid
layer of logs. “Use the wood Lela g-g-gave me last week,” Ed said.
Flying Cloud nodded. Ed turned to Harry and said, “Lela hauled that
huge pile of wood out here last weekend. She said it was from some
crate business she was involved in. Since Lela t-t-touched this
wood, it will bring us close to her spirit.” Harry nodded as we
watched as Flying Cloud piled large, round rocks in an upside down
v-shaped dome over the wood, forming a teepee in the fire pit.
After the rocks were carefully placed, they were covered with
another layer of smaller logs making the pile about five feet high.
Flying Cloud set the kindling on fire and within a few minutes, the
enormous blaze erupted before us. After time, it started shrinking
down to campfire size. Meanwhile, White Buffalo was busy helping Ed
tie together long branches from nearby aspen trees into criss-cross
patterns, which eventually were set into a dome shape. As the fire
continued to burn down, the men dragged the dome on top of the pit
and then covered the dome with large tarps.

“Scrub your b-b-body with these before you
enter,” Ed said, handing Harry and me a handful of kindling. “Sage
and cedar cleanse your skin, opening your spirit for purification.”
Ed, Flying Cloud and White Buffalo removed their shirts and started
rubbing their chests with the sage and cedar chips. Harry watched
them for a moment, and then followed along. I was unsure whether I
was expected to take my shirt off in front of these men, so I
waited and watched. “You may go to the trees and scrub. Some tribes
require that you s-s-sweat naked. Shoshone are modest. You may
leave on your undergarments.” Relieved, I ducked behind a tree and
removed my running shirt. Leaving on my jog bra, I scrubbed myself
with the sage before returning to the sweat lodge, where all of the
men were now inside. I opened the small flap and entered into the
pitch-black dome.

After I closed the flap behind me, I couldn’t
even see my own hands in front of my face. The heat was stifling
and sweat immediately formed on my forehead. I could smell the sage
permeating my skin as the dry heat embraced me. Fighting the
feeling of suffocation, I struggled at first to catch my breath,
feeling as if I were in a sauna. It was easier to take small
breaths through my nose than to breath through my mouth. I could
hear the faint crackling of the firewood at our center and as my
eyes adjusted to the dark, I could focus on the dim hew from the
burning rocks.

“Chanting is our way of c-c-communicating
with the spirits. We chant to summon the spirits of earth, air,
fire and water to come to us to help us c-c-connect with the spirit
of Lela.”

Silence overwhelmed us for a minute, and then
Flying Cloud and White Buffalo started a rhythmic humming. A few
seconds later, Ed started in, chanting phrases in a foreign tongue.
The chant grew louder and then softer, like the peaks and valleys
of the Tetons. As the first chant grew quiet, White Buffalo doused
the fire with a bowl of water, causing an eruption of steam and
heat from the fire pit. The rocks hissed in protest, releasing a
fury of intense humidity, making a simple breath a great struggle.
Flying Cloud opened the flap for a second, allowing a blast of cool
air to redeem our lungs. I gasped for more of the fresh air,
cooling the burning sensation in my nostrils. Then White Buffalo
doused the fire again with water and the heat intensified to an
even greater degree. This heating and cooling process was repeated
six times, all the while, Ed continued his chanting. When the
chanting stopped, there was a moment of complete silence where even
the fire refrained from hissing.

“We splash water on the rocks six times – for
grandfather, grandmother, father, mother, the earth, and now for
our Lela. We summon the spirit to guide us to her. We give thanks
to our sweat, for it has served us well. You will leave now and let
me alone with the spirits.”

I followed Flying Cloud out of our cramped
quarters, shocked by the brightness of the mid-day sun. My shirt
was soaking wet from sweat and I could feel the chill of the
evening air overwhelming my goose-pimpled skin. Harry climbed out
after me, his bare chest glistening in sweat and his damp hair
matted to his head. I reached over and grabbed my sweatshirt and
put it on.

Ed emerged from the sweat lodge about five
minutes later in a complete daze. His eyes were rolled back and he
held his hands to the sky. He fell to the ground before us and let
out a loud scream. Flying Cloud rushed to his side and knelt before
him. I thought he was going to give him CPR, but instead he pulled
a sharp knife from the strap around his leg and held it to the sky.
The blade of the knife shown brightly, reflecting the moon’s glare.
He held the blade up high and flicked it in a jerky circular manner
and then, to my horror, plunged it into the Chief’s chest.
Instinctively, I dashed to stop him, grabbing for the knife. White
Buffalo grabbed my arm and held it steady, as he gently guided my
face in his direction. When he had my full attention, he held up
his other hand to me. White Buffalo gently steered my body in Ed’s
direction and whispered in my ear. “It is okay. Chief is okay. He
must be cut open to release Lela’s spirit to Mother Earth. She will
guide Lela back to us.” I looked back at White Buffalo, seeing the
wisdom and belief in his young and expressive eyes.
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