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MURDER BY THE MARFA LIGHTS
An Ariadne French Mystery
by Denise Weeks
Chapter One
"Watch out, Ari!" My sister Zoë shook her head. "You're splattering. Look at those streaks."
"Spattering." I couldn't resist correcting her. "Paint spatters."
"You don't know everything. Listen to me for a change." Zoë took a breath, no doubt to reiterate the "right" way to roll paint onto her dining room walls, and the phone rang.
"That's for me." I started backing down the stepladder.
Zoë always lets her machine pick up, so she didn't object. Stepping back for a better view, she pushed back her dark hair, leaving a skunk-streak of vanilla paint through her bangs. "You're not supposed to paint W's. I don't care what they did on 'Extreme Home Makeover.' Just go straight up and down, overlapping the edges a bit." She demonstrated with her fuzzy roller; she had the longer stick and the advantage of height, so her feet were firmly on the floor. "Who'd be calling you here?"
"I forwarded my desk phone. It's my night to cover supervisor calls on the help desk." I'd sneaked out a little early so I could spend the weekend doing this marathon redecorating session at my sister's, but I couldn't neglect my responsibilities.
"You and those stupid fish tanks." She glared. "Be careful! You almost knocked over the paint can."
We'd thrown dropcloths over the refinished hardwood floors, so it wouldn't have been a disaster.
"But I didn't. Sorry." I rushed down the bedroom hall of her 1920s cottage into the guest room where I could have some privacy and picked up the phone. "Aqualife Tech Support, The Fishes' Lifeline. This is Ari. How may I help you?"
A tentative-sounding male voice said, "Um. I'm looking for Arialle French?"
Pretty good--he hadn't entirely mangled my first name, the way most people did the first time. My name is Ariadne, pronounced "R. E. Oddney," as if I were an initial-author, like C. S. Lewis or J. K. Rowling.
I didn't recognize the voice. It was a warm, resonant, and infinitely sensual bass that threatened to vibrate my entire body along with my eardrum. I shook off its seductive effects as best I could and assumed a professional tone. "This is Ariadne French. How can I help you?"
"Oh. Sorry, Ariadne." He nailed the pronunciation. "I'm looking at some bad handwriting here. You see, it's handwritten."
"What's handwritten?" My old paranoia danced in the background. If this were a customer who'd spoken to me in the past and had asked for me specifically, I could only hope I hadn't given unclear or misguided advice that had resulted in a tankful of floaters and a house full of howling, broken-hearted children who'd named every one of the fish and had trained several of them to do tricks and answer to their names. "If you've misplaced the manual for your aquarium, we have digital versions downloadable from our Web site. Do you have a specific aquarium problem I can help you solve?"
"Er . . . no." He sounded mystified. "I'm calling about a personal matter."
My chest tightened. Surely he wasn't another bill collector. The last thing I wanted was for Zoë to know they were still calling me at work.
Over a year ago, I had signed my nephew Ricky's admission paperwork without a second thought. We had been desperate for him to begin the experimental treatments for his rare cancer. My sister had been incapable of rational thought, and probably couldn't have spelled her name, let alone sign on the promise-to-pay line. I hadn't been worried about money at the time; I had certainly never imagined that so much of the expense would go unpaid.
Before I could get too agitated, the voice set me straight. "I guess I should've introduced myself. My name is Gil Rousseau, Aaron's neighbor and his pastor."
I felt my heart thud against my breastbone. "Aaron Beecroft?"
My one true love. Or so I had thought, up until he'd faded out of contact with me a few months ago.
"Yes. Of course. Sorry if I'm not making myself clear. The purpose of my call is . . . well, I'm afraid I have sad news."
That never meant anything good. In fact, it normally meant only one thing. "No," I said involuntarily.
Gil cleared his throat. "I'm sorry to be the one to have to tell you, but Aaron has passed away."
Aaron? Dead?
For a moment I couldn't find my voice. "Is this a crank call? I don't appreciate that kind of juvenile humor. Because if you think it's funny. . . ." Oh, dear God. Please, please, Lord, let it be a prank. Please.
"I'm sorry. I wish I were joking. Aaron was found dead in his cabin night before last by his nearest neighbor. She got worried when his lights didn't come on two nights in a row. She thought he might've fallen, because his car was still in the driveway, and used the key they'd exchanged to go check."
"I apologize," I said mindlessly. "I didn't mean to impugn your intentions." Impugn? Some officious part of my brain that handled matters when reality warped had taken over, and apparently it was a major pedant. "It's just that . . . my God, what can I say? I can't believe it."
"I hope I haven't reached you at a bad time." As though there could be a good time to hear that the great love of your life, who might've dumped you but who really just needed space and was surely coming back eventually, had crossed over to the other side--where you don't know when or if you'll meet up with him again. "Perhaps I shouldn't have called. But I found this number on his caller ID, and I realized that you're probably the same Ariadne." The same Ariadne as . . . what? "I thought talking to you in person would be better than sending a registered letter."
Why would he need to send me a registered letter? I was afraid to ask. Instead, what popped out was the thought uppermost in my mind. "So Aaron made it out to Montana?"
"Montana?" He paused. "No, we're in West Texas. Big Bend country."
Aaron had told me he was headed for Big Sky country.
"At any rate. The reason I'm calling is that Aaron named me executor of his will. And you're his sole beneficiary."
Aaron had a will? More to the point, Aaron had anything that was worth writing up a will for? He'd lived out of a duffel bag as long as I'd known him. Except for what he'd charged on my credit cards and put into my name, such as the conversion van and the camping stuff and other odds and ends we thought we'd need for our escape from society. And then a year ago, when I couldn't leave on Aaron's schedule--because my nephew was dying--he had left without me.
"Additionally, I've been unable to contact any next of kin or find anything that could lead me to them. I'm counting on you to help make Aaron's arrangements."
Arrangements. I knew all too well what that meant. The very word brought back memories of my nephew's funeral and the chaos surrounding it. Without thinking, I let my gaze wander to Ricky's school photo collage, still hanging on the wall of what used to be his bedroom. Whenever I looked at it, my mind's eye saw Ricky's last portrait enlarged and set on an easel next to his coffin, his wide-eyed freckled face staring optimistically out at me from eternity. My late nephew would've started eighth grade in the fall.
When I tried to talk, I found my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. "That might be difficult. Because of my job and all." It was a lame excuse, and it sounded like one.
"Oh. Then I suppose--well, these things can be somewhat taken care of from a distance." He paused. "Do you happen to know who would be his next of kin?"
"His parents. But they're . . . they haven't been in contact with him for a while. I'm not sure I can help much in finding them. They're full-time snowbirds--I mean, RV'ers. They live in their motorhome and move with the seasons among the RV resort camps. It's a really popular lifestyle." I was babbling. Dealing with this was pushing all my buttons.
"Ari? Are you okay?" My sister's words echoed down the hall.
I lowered my voice. "Aaron's an only child. His parents are Myra and Doyle Beecroft. You could try Tempe, Arizona, where I think they landed, the last I heard. Doyle used to work for the military as a contractor. And there's an Aunt Fannie Belle who lives in Ardmore, Oklahoma, but I don't know what her last name is. That's about all I know. Aaron and I hadn't been in touch for several months."
I imagined I heard Gil's pencil scratching. "I'll give those leads a shot. But if I don't find anyone, something still needs to be done fairly soon." He made a sound somewhere between a cough and a squeak. "It would be so helpful to me if you could come out in person, at least for a day or two. You could take what you may want out of the cabin, and so forth."
His cabin in the woods. Our cabin. The one he was going to build for me, for us. The one I thought I'd lost forever once Aaron stopped calling.
I'd often wondered how he liked true cowboy life after leaving faux cowboy country, here in the land where the Dallas Cowboys were nothing but a football franchise and not a group of real-life Marlboro Men herding dogies and wearing flannel shirts, ten-gallon hats, and Wranglers (the only jeans that a working cowboy or rodeo circuit rider actually wears.)
"I'm afraid I couldn't possibly get away." Could I bear to go into Aaron's house if he wasn't there waiting for me? When he'd never be there again?
Stomach acid bubbled up into the back of my throat, and I nearly gagged. It had been a while since I'd had reflux this intense.
I thought I heard a click on the line.
"I understand," said Gil. "Perhaps you'd prefer that I use some of the estate's cash to arrange a sale of the furnishings. Of course I'd need your signature to authorize it. Assuming we don't find family, I could have someone box up his personal effects, such as his wallet, glasses, and so forth. Unless you're not interested at all in his, ah, private papers and possessions and such?"
My breath caught in my chest. I still possessed every note Aaron had ever scribbled to me, collected in a white ceramic box he'd given me one Christmas, its top embossed with a serene unicorn. And I had a bag in the back of the closet containing his various gifts. I'm sentimental, maybe even a little obsessive. Aaron and I had that in common.
Gil continued offering me the shiny apple. But was it poisoned? "I could get some bids on packing and sending the more valuable items. Unless you're saying you'd like to have an estate sale, sell it all, and have me wire you the funds."
Aaron would have hated that. He was particular about his things, especially since he kept so few.
An auction would be the last thing Aaron would want. Strangers handling and bidding on his personal objects, seeing--and judging him--by the few special things he'd kept. What an intrusion.
I wanted to go out there. See that cabin standing in the woods. Imagine him there, living out his days in peace and serenity, maybe longing for me but reluctant to call, thinking I was still angry at him. Feel him sitting there at his dinner table doing his crossword puzzles in ink, like Zoë. I could sit on the edge of the bed where he'd slept. Breathe in his skin's musky smell from the sheets, one last time.
I'm a glutton for punishment.
"One more detail." Gil paused. "You've also been named as his literary executor. He was writing a book, as I understand it."
Aaron, writing a book? He'd never read a book since he got out of school, as far as I could remember. Was this the same Aaron Beecroft I knew?
Belatedly, it struck me that Gil had said he found my phone number on Aaron's caller ID. But I hadn't called Aaron, hadn't even known where to find him. Gil must've meant my number was programmed into Aaron's phone, or that it was the last number stored in redial. Maybe Aaron had finally called to tell me he was ready for me to come out there. To be with him. And somehow, I'd missed it. Why hadn't he left voice mail? Why hadn't I answered that all-important call?
The bedroom had gotten blazing hot. I jerked the paint-spattered bandana from my head, wiped the sweat off my forehead with it, and lifted my hair off the back of my neck. With my free hand, I scrabbled in the drawer of the nightstand for a ponytail holder or rubber band, but came up empty.
"Hello?" Gil said tentatively.
"I'm here." I let out a long breath. "Forget what I was saying. Of course I'll come. I'll have to make arrangements at work. But this is Friday night, Monday is the Labor Day holiday, and I have two weeks' vacation coming, so. . . ."
The knowledge that one of your life's great loves has died too young and too suddenly is pretty heavy. But the thought of Aaron having made a life without me filled me with an uncharacteristic determination to get there and have a look at where it had all gone down.
"Oh, good." Gil sounded--there was no other word for it-- perky. The minister-bearing-condolences morphed into the salesman who'd just closed the deal. "I'm glad you changed your mind. Aaron was adamant, when I witnessed this will for him last year, that you be the one to take care of things. Not that he'd expected to pass so soon, of course. He simply realized that with the amount of money and goods that he'd amassed, it was his responsibility to see that they didn't go to the state."
How could Aaron have a lot of stuff, only a little over a year after he'd driven away in a second-hand conversion van pulling that near-empty third-wheel trailer that we'd just charged to me? What kind of work had he found out there in the middle of the West Texas desert? Had one of his grand schemes actually paid off for a change?
"I've taken the liberty of looking up some of the available flights."
I cringed. But flying would be the quickest way to get there. And my old Ford Escort would never live to make the trip.
"One way, of course. You'll probably want to drive his Navigator home and pull the trailer with whatever goods you want."
A Lincoln Navigator, no less. "That sounds reasonable. Also, I might be bringing someone with me, and that would leave our departure date open-ended." My sister Zoë liked nothing better than to go through other people's things.
I thought I heard a faint gargling sound from the kitchen extension.
"Do you need me to wire you the funds? Or I could make the reservations for you, and you can pick up the tickets at the counter at DFW, if that'd be more convenient."
"You're a mind reader." I'd been wondering how I could find a fare that I could afford. It occurred to me that I'd never heard of an executor spending the estate's cash on such things, but then I had no idea how those things worked, so I kept quiet.
"I have the flight information on my computer screen"--naturally, because the entire world sits in front of a glowing monitor all day--"for the flights out over the next couple of days. Let me read them off to you."
# # #
Before I even hung up, Zoë was standing in the doorway. "Who in the hell was that?"
"You were listening in from the kitchen," I accused her, folding my arms. "You heard it all."
"No, I didn't. That damn phone kept cutting out because the MUTE button has a short. Besides, I couldn't believe what I was hearing." She shook her head, looking incredulous. "Some guy you've never met invites you out to his cabin to pick up something or another from an estate? That's bullshit. Who died?"
This was going to blow her mind, as it had mine. "You meant that as a joke, I know. But that was one of Aaron's neighbors out in Big Bend country. He says I've inherited all Aaron's stuff. I'm the only one they can find, and I'm going out there to . . . you know, make arrangements."
"For Aaron," she repeated dumbly. "Your Aaron?"
"No, somebody else's Aaron." I made the "duh" face. "He's been living in a cabin at the feet of the Davis Mountains."
"You said he went to Montana."
"I thought he had." I shrugged. "He didn't get quite that far." My vision blurred, but I blinked back the tears. If they ever started, I wasn't sure I could stop them.
All our friends had eventually assumed that Aaron and I had broken up, but it had been more of an "I'll call when I get settled" abandonment. I'd never given up hope that he'd eventually send for
me--even after his old cell number started informing me that there was no such subscriber--but the dream had started to fade; I'd been trying not to think about it, so that in the back of my mind I could still cling to hope. Now even that had slipped entirely out of my grasp.
My sister stared. "God, Ari. Some guy called and told you Aaron's dead?" The reality of it began to register on her face.
I squeezed my eyes closed for a moment. That word still bugged me. I couldn't put the two words--"Aaron" and that "D" thing--together comfortably.
Zoë's voice didn't sound as tough-girl as before, either. "What in the hell happened, pardon my French?" I winced at Zoë's favorite wordplay (because our last name is "French"--it's a family joke), but she ignored me. "I mean, Aaron was the health nut of the century. I never saw him eat red meat. He used to ride that overpriced forty-gear bike everywhere and stuck with yoga even after his friends"--she made air quotes with her forefingers--"started razzing him about yoga being girly. He seemed like the perfect specimen." My libido had agreed. "I'm assuming, since you didn't say, that it wasn't a long illness, not as far as they know, anyway. Was it his heart, or an accident, or what?"
"I don't know." I realized I hadn't quizzed Gil about that aspect of it. I didn't really want to hear it. The reality of Aaron's final vanishing act hadn't sunk in yet; I was still in denial, thinking of Aaron as being perfectly safe, ensconced in his retreat, looking out his window at the birds and typing into his computer log exactly which species he saw feeding and which were bathing and which were flittering around. "I didn't get the details. There I was, expecting to answer a work question about aquarium pH, and instead I hear this." My throat was tight. "Aaron's left me everything, and I need to go out there right away."
"Wait a minute." Zoë held up her hands to mirror mine and windshield-wipered them back and forth to clear the slate. "How do you know this guy is legit?"
"Why would he lie? His name is Gil Rousseau, and he's Aaron's neighbor and friend." I shook off a tiny tendril of doubt.
"He can't be for real. Gil Rousseau? Wasn't that an Impressionist painter?"
I shot her a look. "Give it a rest."
"I will not." Her hands landed on her hips. "Maybe he's some kind of psycho Aaron met once on the road, or in one of those crazy pubs he likes to go to, and they got bombed together, and while Aaron was schwacked he told this guy all about you and even gave him your phone numbers. For all you know, the guy is a perv, waiting out there to take you into the boonies and . . . God knows what."
Leave it to Zoë to think of all sorts of horrid, bizarre things that wouldn't happen. "Spare me the wild imaginings. Besides, Aaron quit drinking." But I bit my lip.
"I'm serious, Airhead. You are definitely not using that ticket, if he actually sends one. That's a typical scheme used by Internet predators, for corn sakes. They lure women to remote love nests, and the women are found months later in pieces in somebody's chest freezer." Her eyes bulged out of her round face. "Scheisse. I can't believe you're so naïve."
"You can come with me," I said in an innocent voice. "He said he could book a second seat on the flight. All I have to do is call."
"I heard that part." She tried to wither me with her glare, but I'm fairly resistant to that after thirty-odd years as her baby sister. A misnomer, because after all, I'm only two years younger. "You know I do not travel."
Not any more, anyway. My sister had become somewhat of a recluse after Ricky's death.
Sounding as if I knew what I was getting into might help. "Okay, listen, I've already thought through all the possibilities. I'll call out there in the morning to make sure this guy is legit."
"Call where?" She lifted one eyebrow a notch. "What did he claim to be?"
"He's Aaron's pastor." I grinned as her chin hit her chest. "The associate pastor at the Church After God's Heart. Aaron's been attending since he got out there. Apparently, he became quite the charity worker and community servant. What, did the speakerphone cut out entirely while we were making my reservations online?" I nearly stuck out my tongue, but restrained myself. "Aaron did Houses for Humans over the summer, and he built his own log cabin from a kit."
My sister goggled at me. "This is the same Aaron Beecroft who couldn't change a lightbulb without getting a splinter? Who thought Sunday mornings were made for playing online computer games?"
"People change."
"Not that much. Not in barely over a year." She shook her head. "Either this guy is a con artist, or he's putting you on. This sounds exactly like Aaron, like one of Aaron's crazy schemes to get you out there. Bringing more money." Turning, she headed for her kitchen. "I need a drink."
Neither of us drank alcohol, at least not often, but I could understand the impulse; my own tongue was shriveling. "The idea that Aaron was singing out of the hymnal fazed me a little, too. I suppose he got religion after seeing--well, you know. After what happened to Ricky."
Speeding up, she put more distance between us, because as usual she did not talk about her son, and his name was never to be mentioned in her presence. But that wasn't where I was going with this.
I followed her. "Aaron practically a deacon in the church. Will wonders never cease? Anyway, so Gil is going to pick me up at the airport."
"Already you're on a first-name basis?"
I ignored the jibe. There had been something in Gil Rousseau's manner that'd implied--even assumed--we were Close Personal Friends. That did seem kind of strange, but I didn't want to argue the point. "I'll fly out. Then I can drive back pulling the trailer."
"He still have that trailer you've been paying for?"
"I guess." I'd had to keep up the payments, because otherwise my credit would've sunk even deeper into the slagheap. "The man acts as if Aaron's got money. A lot of it, apparently."
"Will wonders never cease." Zoë held a glass under the ice maker as it ground cubes to a pulp. "I wonder what kind of scam Aaron had going. I'm sure it was a racket." She handed me the glass.
I found a Diet Splurge in her fridge, cracked the top, and poured it over the crushed ice. The bubbles sparkled and fizzed.
Zoë eyed me. "Have you eaten today?"
My stomach growled in response. I had missed lunch. But I wasn't very hungry.
I scavenged in Zoë's pantry for the low-salt tortilla chips. Dumping some in her cobalt blue serving bowl, I dug her homemade salsa out of the fridge. She makes the most brilliant tomatillo-roasted red pepper salsa. Being a great cook keeps her a little stocky, not that she cares. Whereas I haven't gotten fat yet, though I dread the onset of scale-creep; it happened to my sister last year when she turned thirty, and even to our super-disciplined mother soon after forty. Thank goodness I still have a couple of good years left. I hope.
Zoë kept shaking her head. "I can't believe it. Where--how did Aaron get all that money? And, furthermore, why didn't he think about paying you back for what he'd charged on your credit cards that you've been struggling to pay, if he had so much? Where did it all come from? Did he work? What?"
"I'm sure he did odd jobs. Maybe webpage design." I shrugged. "There's always work in construction."
Momentarily her eyes closed in exaggerated disbelief. "Think, Airhead. That wouldn't bring in the kind of money he'd need to buy land, let alone build on it. Out there, he only had half as much as you two would've had together, and I didn't think he could do it on double that. He had no marketable skills of the woodsman-redneck stripe, like whittling or pounding nails. Maybe he turned to selling blood. Better yet, his body." She filled her glass with Sun Tea from a huge amber container on the countertop. "I always figured he'd end up in one of those trailer parks where you practically live in a toaster, or maybe in a shelter, unless he consented to go back to working for The Man."
I resisted an eye-roll.
Zoë nodded knowingly. "I bet that's what you're going to find when you get there. A double-wide in a trailer park with artificial logs glued on like siding."
"Cynic." I crunched down on a chip. Without the salsa, it was entirely tasteless.
"You can't take all that time off from work."
"I'll arrange for a temp. The customer service help screens are pretty self-explanatory, and whoever comes in can send the tougher questions up to a supervisor. It's only for a week or so."
Zoë's eyelids fell to half-mast. "I still say it's too dangerous to go. Call this Gil dude right now and tell him you can't come after all. Tell him to please have everything packed up and sent here, where you can sort it out at your convenience." Including the cabin itself, no doubt. "Say you'd appreciate it if he'd wire you the funds out of the estate to rent a large storage building right away. Ask him what his fee is going to be. Tell him, 'Sorry for the inconvenience, but, God, I can't believe you assumed I'd go along with this.'"
"I am not about to address Gil as 'God,'" I said, just to yank her chain. "Even if he is a man of the cloth."
"Don't try to irritate me, Ari, because it's working." She popped a loaded chip into her mouth. "You know it's crazy to go out there alone, when Aaron had who-knows-what happen to him. Maybe it was a burglary or, what do they call it now, home invasion? What if one of your creditors found him and bled him to death? 'Nonconforming lender' can mean Guido from the Mob." Crunching down, she didn't bother to cover her mouth. She knows how that grosses me out. "Seriously. You don't know this Gil, even if you're using nicknames already. Anyone else would've given you time to think this over and let you call back. Something's fishy." She eyed me disapprovingly with her penetrating hazel gaze. "But you're a grown-up, so I guess you can make your own decisions about your personal safety."
My sister is terribly overprotective of me. It's kind of nice sometimes.
She dug in with another chip, her mouth evidently on autopilot. "Where exactly is this cabin? Did you get more details from Peter Pan than just 'second star to the right, then straight on until the gas gauge shrieks'?"
"He's going to pick me up, remember, so I didn't get a Google map." I tried to remember. The only parts I'd written down were my flight number and Gil's cell phone. "A little town called Mar-something. Martha?"
"Marfa?" My sister's eyes widened. "Home of the Marfa Mystery Lights? Artists' colony in the haunted desert? Travel destination of woo-woo seekers and True Believers?"
She had to be putting me on. "You're thinking of Sedona, Arizona. Or Roswell, New Mexico."
"You've never heard of the Marfa Ghost Lights? They've turned that Godforsaken desert outpost into an attraction for all the UFO buffs and X-Files fans."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
Zoë shook her head. "You'll find out. You're gonna go, I can tell. Don't count on me coming with you, by the way." She plopped into a dinette chair and made room on the table for the chips by moving her stack of mystery novels, half-completed crossword puzzle books, mail-order catalogs, and general what-have-you to the floor. "My head knows my pillow."
That was supposedly an old Chinese proverb she'd picked up somewhere. But the truth was, Zoë hadn't spent a night away from home or gone farther than the grocery store for over a year. I thought a good excuse to get away was exactly what she needed. "You could bring your pillow."
She shot me a look. "I can't afford to go gallivanting. Neither can you."
"Aaron is paying my way out there. I mean, his estate is."
Rubbing her palms down the sides of her face, Zoë sighed. "You'd better take a cardigan or two. Up in the mountains like that, it's going to be a sight cooler than it is here in Dallas."
It was still Indian summer and rather warm in north Texas. We normally spend September and October in at least the upper seventies. I didn't think I'd need sweaters over Labor Day weekend out West.
There was one last detail to worry about. "Don't forget to feed my fish. Not too much, and only once a day." Auto-feeders are nice, but I like the attention I get when I sprinkle in the flakes by hand. Besides, all I've got left now is Rudy, a red Betta in a brandy snifter.
She sighed again. "I suppose this means I'm on my own with this Extreme Home Makeover."
"I can keep painting all night, or until just before my flight leaves."
"Don't cut it too close. When do you leave, again?"
"Tomorrow afternoon."
She rolled her eyes. "You'd better go get packed."
Chapter Two
The flight was what frequent flyers call "uneventful," but that was because I had kept a steady upward pressure on both armrests. I'd brought along my MP3 player and two books to distract me, yet I ended up gazing out the window at the colorless plains as we floated across the endless Texas landscape.
According to Gil, the closest airport from the east (since there was none at Fort Davis) was Midland-Odessa, George "Dubya" Bush's hometown, oilman territory. I'd never been to far West Texas and had a picture in my mind of cowboys among tepees. The area is actually a plateau on the edge of the Chihuahuan Desert that extends down into Mexico, according to the pilot's informative landing announcement.
The runway looked too short for an airliner, but we made it. As I stepped into the terminal, a good-looking guy came forward, holding out his hand for me to shake. I knew it had to be Gil because he was the only one not wearing cowboy boots or carrying a toddler on his shoulders. For some reason, an old line from Alice Cooper (a preacher's kid, no less) came to mind: "I'm not evil, I'm just good-lookin'."
Gil's shiny blond hair was in the latest style, not too short, not too long. He wore a tweedy sport coat over dark Dockers and a white button-down shirt, but no tie. His shoes squeaked out their newness as he stepped toward me.
"Ari? I'm Gil Rousseau." His palm was soft, warm, and dry. Momentarily I flashed on Aaron's long-fingered hands, roughened by all that carpentry.
"Ariadne French." I had to lip-read, because my ears were roaring from the changes in pressure. (Chewing gum and other tricks have never worked for me; I figured from experience that I'd be partly deaf until morning.)
"You look just like your picture."
Aaron had shown my photo around? I smiled weakly.
At least I was wearing something that didn't make me look fat. Stretchy black tee, charcoal cardigan, herringbone trousers, black boots, pink socks with a pattern of black cats. With my hair in a messy impromptu bun I'd done on the plane when my neck started to sweat, I felt like a rebellious librarian.
Since I had no idea whether to call him Reverend or Brother or what, I decided to go casual, as we had on the phone. "Let's agree up front to avoid all the awkwardness. If you'll call me Ari, I'll call you Gilbert." I was still smarting from my sister's remark.
"Gil, please, and it's a deal. But it's short for Gilgamesh, not Gilbert. An affectation stemming from Mother's English major at Vassar." Ah, he understood unusual names. "Gilgamesh" trumps even "Ariadne" for weirdness.
"You win," was all I said.
He grinned, revealing charmingly imperfect teeth. I appreciated the sparkle in his swimming-pool-blue eyes. Blue as in a chlorinated, kidney-shaped, Windex-clean pool. Fringed with dark lashes and topped by thin blond brows.
Gil retrieved my rolling suitcase from the carousel as I stumbled along behind, clutching my carry-on bag, my tote, and my oversized purse. Zoë was right about my tendency to overpack. "Why did your parents choose that particular name and not Persephone, say, or Minerva? Or, rather, to stay with the Greek version, Athena."
I decided against countering with the usual snide remark about not having burst fully formed from the head of Zeus like the goddess of wisdom. "I was born on September seventeenth. It's Saint Ariadne's feast day."
"There's a saint?"
"You'd better believe it. Didn't they go over that in preacher school?" I smiled to let him know I was teasing him right back.
"Not at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary."
"I suppose saints are a Catholic thing." I breathed in the dusty air and looked around at all the nothing. "How far to the hotel?"
"About two hundred miles. It's roughly a three-hour drive."
"Oh, my G--" I caught myself. "My stars. I had no idea. It didn't look that far on the map." Inwardly, I winced at how lame that sounded.
"The concept of an inch equaling a hundred miles is a bit advanced." He was still smiling, letting me know he was joking.
"I'd never have put you out like this. I should've rented a car."
"No need. You've got Aaron's Navigator." He dangled keys next to my ringing ear. "But I wasn't figuring on having you navigate alone. Hope I'm not overstepping my bounds, but our place is kind of off the beaten path. When I said I'd meet you, I meant I planned to drive you back." His eyes twinkled unnaturally, like a TV evangelist's.
I didn't know what to say, except, "Great."
The back of my neck started sweating again. It was a bit late to admit this to myself, but I'd come out here basically on a wing and a prayer, without even getting an itinerary. I didn't even know Aaron's address--Gil had said it was "outside of town." And I really would have preferred to know in advance that Gil was not a kindly old Andy Griffith minister but a young hottie, the way girls looking at Clark Kent need to be let in on the secret that he's Superman. That resonant James Earl Jones voice had fooled me.
I hadn't realized how much I'd left up to him, let him handle. The way Gil had laid things out, it seemed logical. And I had acquiesced, like a sheep. That wasn't like me at all. Where was my head? Of course, I'd been in shock about Aaron.
My gut twisted up, but I made it relax. Surely I was safe with a preacher. And I'd verified his identity by phone this morning. The quavery-voiced church receptionist had confirmed his employment and raved about how much she--and everyone--loved Aaron. Then my paranoia pointed out how the whole deal could be a setup; anyone could be bought, and I might've been given a false story by a plant. I took a deep breath and contemplated how crazy-cat-lady that sounded. Besides, screaming and bolting for the Southwest Airlines desk would be bad form.
I forced a smile. "So tell me about where you live."
"We're just outside of Marfa. Funny name for a Texas town, isn't it? Back in 1883, it was founded as a railroad stop, and some railroad executive's overeducated wife named it after a character in Dostoyevsky's Brothers Karamazov."
My sister had known that. She just didn't wanna tell.
He headed straight for a forbiddingly large copper-toned SUV. Opening the passenger door, he gestured for me to hop in. "I hope you're not one of those environmentalist gas-mileage commissars that I hear Dallas is full of," he said in a light-hearted tone. "This beast is only a mid-sized, so it's appropriate to the terrain around here, even off-road. But don't expect eighty miles to the gallon. It doesn't run on one of those little electric motors that cost you a few extra thousand but only save you a few hundred a year at the gas pump."
Mid-sized. It was a leather-lined behemoth.
"Leave it to Aaron to stay 'green,'" I said, but Gil didn't seem to register my sarcastic tone. Which was probably just as well. The only part of me that was green was my stomach. I was like the class goat jumping heedlessly into a hot rod with one of the bad boys from school, without even considering why he'd be offering me a ride all of a sudden.
This was just my usual caution-to-the-point-of-neurosis kicking in.
The SUV still had that new-car smell. In the dash sat a StreetFinder GPS and a fancy six-CD stereo with XM radio. As I climbed in, I miraculously managed not to bang my head against the door frame, although I narrowly dodged the huge passenger-side visor with its terrifying safety warnings. I'm a klutz when I get nervous or land in unfamiliar situations. It's a lot better now than when I was a teenager. But as Zoë says, "Walking into doorjambs, getting your coat caught in the escalator, and having items jump out of your hands at the most inopportune moments takes a special talent, and that isn't something a hardcore klutz grows out of."
As Gil started backing out, I got the shoulder harness fastened and my tote settled on my feet without incident. We zipped out of the airport, Gil navigating the mazy streets onto a two-lane highway. Not a Dallas-style expressway, but a road typical of West Texas. Rural Texas. Winding two-lane state highways following the property lines that once divided two family farms. Armadillos belly-up on the side of the road wearing dully surprised expressions. Scorpions.
I stifled a yawn. Gil seemed to misinterpret my travel-weariness as boredom.
"Scenery's pretty featureless from here until we get into town. Lean the seat back and relax, if you like." He turned on the radio, which was tuned to a classical station. A symphony; I thought it was Beethoven or possibly late Mozart. My sister would recognize it.
I dozed off, dreaming of being pulled along in Zoë's little red Radio Flyer. When I awoke, the car was filled with orange light.
The flat landscape was magically transformed, illuminated by the Southwestern light of a Texas sunset. I knew the phenomenon was caused by dust blowing in the atmosphere, but while it chokes the lungs it also filters the light and turns it beautiful, all orange and purple. The way God blends colors, they never clash.
Without thinking, I muttered, "It's a hundred and six miles to Marfa; we've got a full tank of gas and a six-pack of Diet Splurge; the sun is goin' to bed for the night; and we're not even wearing sunglasses." Then I realized I was with a virtual stranger, and felt my cheeks reddening.
"I love that movie," Gil said softly. "Only the original, mind, not the remake."
Relieved that he'd recognized my impromptu Blues Brothers pastiche, I stretched my arms over my head. The thought crossed my mind that up in Heaven, Aaron was finally meeting his hero John Belushi in person.
I was sure of it.
For some reason, my eyes started misting up. I rubbed them and searched my tote for a tissue.
"All right?" Gil glanced my way, looking concerned.
"Great." I sat up straight, smoothing down my wrinkled waistband. "Just having a movie moment."
"It's cinematic out here, you bet. This is where they come to film all the movies about the Old West in the 1800s and those simulated moon landings." He winked.
My eyes adjusted as the sunset turned persimmon and we slid into twilight. Silhouetted in the dusk in front of the purpling sky was an animal that wasn't quite a deer, wasn't quite a llama--there was an alpaca ranch just outside Renner, so I'd know--grazing in a fenced pasture as the highway curved to cut between two fancy spreads. "What's that?"
"Antelope." He grinned.
"I've never seen one." I twisted my neck to watch as we passed until the antelope faded from view. "Just like they sing about in 'Home On the Range.'"
"You'll see all kinds of wildlife out here. Hope you're not timid around spiders and snakes." He glanced into the rear view, then put on the signal (even though I couldn't see another car behind us down that vast straight ribbon of road) and changed lanes. "We've got everything that's creepy-crawly. And snakes like to sleep under flat rocks heated by the sun, so you need to keep an eye out if you go exploring. We've got rattlers, of course, but adders are a lot more dangerous because they've got no maracas to announce that they're there and they're nervous."
I shuddered openly. The Golden West, indeed.
As we rolled across the plateau, the horizon flattened out, and I felt that I could literally see for miles. The road was regularly lined with cacti, weird tall columns about as thick as my wrist with a spray of leaves at the top. Some had tall shoots with purple flowers, large spiky-leafed plants that looked like mutated sage. "I never realized cactus would bloom like that."
"The rains came in August, so now things are greening up. Wild Rose Pass farther on up looks like Ireland, jagged rocks with green up top. But you'll see that, if you stay around here long enough to take a few day trips."
Interspersed among the roadside succulents were streamlined silver trailers. One about every mile or so, in fact. In West Texas terms, an absolute plethora. "Are there always so many people camping out?"
"No. That's a way of life up here. Those are mostly restored 1950s Airstreams."
"They're permanently installed?" I'd envisioned people hooking the trailers to their Ford F-150s and pulling them away after a week or so in this isolated desert. That would be about my limit in an Airstream. If that long.
"Right. Lot of people run bed-and-breakfasts in their extra trailers. There's a good-sized following."
The sunset was rapidly fading, leaving in its celestial wake a murky twilight. A full moon popped into view. Or was it the new moon when it appeared during the day? I couldn’t recall.
South of Fort Davis, the previously pancake-flat highway suddenly climbed. My ears, still inside-out from the flight, changed their hum from B-flat to E-flat. I worked my jaw around the way my mother always suggested--she swore that would make them pop open--but, as usual, it did nothing but increase the pressure inside my head. I dug in my purse for a stick of sugarless gum.
"Moving into the high desert. We're a mile high here, did you know? Like Denver." Gil's voice was muffled by my internal Civil Defense Sirens. "Dallas is only at an elevation of 625 feet or so above sea level."
"Sea level" made me think of being seasick. Every movement of my head threatened to make me dizzy. I chomped away like a cow working her cud and rubber-plungered my ears with my palms until I felt light-headed. My ears eased a bit, but didn't reopen for business.
The road narrowed and started spiraling up, climbing a version of that mashed-potato mound in Close Encounters. Devil's Mountain, if I remembered correctly, and the same devil must've designed this. My head went boink, and I clapped my hands over my ears to hold in my brains.
Gil glanced over. "Change in altitude," he said. "Might take you a while to adjust. Some people stay in bed a day."
"Oh, joy," I murmured.
# # #
We pulled up in front of the Thunderbird Motel's neon sign, and it struck me that I'd entered 1956.
From their website, I'd known it was a remodeled reinvention of an old horseshoe-shaped roadside motor court, done by the same boutique hotel group as the famous Hotel San José I loved in Austin, but to see it in person was a trip back in time.
Converted Midcentury Modern cabins that had been turned into a designer inn apparently attracted Dallas society and other high-end tourists, because everything appeared recently spiffed. As requested, I had a downstairs room. I was in the "Ward and June Cleaver" cabin, in sight of the pool. The water glowed eerily green with underwater lights.
Gil beamed, although I hadn't said a word. "I told you you'd like this place."
I breathed in deeply, expecting a lungful of the fresh night air typical of a small town. Then I sneezed. In place of the acrid urban stink of air pollution and bird flu, there was West Texas' pervasive grit. Red dirt and sand blew in on the wind.
You can't have everything.
The room was smallish with an artsy platform bed, fake zebra-skin rug over a painted concrete floor, and a funky chair straight out of the March 1956 Good Housekeeping. I dropped my bags on the duvet cover, which was made out of an earth-toned Mexican blanket. A huge canvas of cubist art hung over the bed. In here, it smelled faintly of that "sanitizer" stuff every school and hotel seems to use. Pine-Sol with an overlayment of Febreze.
The quiet little room had an instant effect. All at once exhaustion overcame me, and I wasn't a bit worried about bedbugs in the crisp linens, even though Channel Eight had recently done a series of exposés on the hidden dangers in even the best hotels. All I could think of was sacking out.
"You love this kind of place. You're going to be so happy here with us." Gil murmured it, sounding as if he hadn't meant to say that aloud. Which made hearing it even more creepy.
He dropped my bags. Making no move to leave, he stood silently watching me. I could see his face reflected in the large mirror at the other end of the room. His expression was unreadable.
Was he trying to hypnotize me? The thought was unsettling. Of course it was another ridiculous notion. I took measured breaths. He probably didn't even realize he was being weird; he had to be thrashed himself, having made this drive twice in twelve hours.
His voice was still too quiet. "I suppose you'll want to get right to bed."
I turned to answer in the affirmative, but simultaneously realized he hadn't said how he was going to get home. If I was going to keep Aaron's car . . . how was Gil getting home? He was a minister, so surely he wouldn't expect to stay here. I mean, I hadn't been to church in a while, but "taking care of the flock" couldn't include that, could it? Still, even if he just needed to crash on the--was there a sofa? Maybe they had a rollaway bed. Whichever, it would still be really awkward.
I took a step backward.
The only lights in the room were the ones that auto-magically came on with the wall switch, which meant it was fairly dim. I couldn't read his expression. If Gil was watching me for some kind of signal, he might end up getting one he wouldn't like.
Gil looked at me closely. "You've got a smudge." Putting his hand on my cheek, he tilted my head and with his index finger rubbed the side of my nose. "A speck of something blue."
Blue? From where? Besides, how could he see a color like that in this dimness? It was too personal, too intimate a gesture for me from someone I'd just met. I managed not to flinch.
Ducking away, I covered by reaching over to switch on the table lamp. "Thanks. I'm going to scrub down the moment the door closes behind you. But you're right, after that I'll probably curl up and read myself to sleep."
He winked. That made my heart start pumping for real, but evidently he'd intended it as a gesture of reassurance, because he started sounding sensible again. "The hotel manager is one of our deacons. He knew I was coming. I'll hitch a ride home with him." He glanced at his watch. "It's almost time for the night staff to come on duty, so I'd better scoot. Maybe he'll walk me over to the pancake house for a bite."
I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. "That'll be nice. I mean, you probably need . . . sorry, I'm never this incoherent."
"I know what you mean." Did he? His face certainly wore a knowing expression.
Zoë might've had a point. Except I still couldn't believe this guy was dangerous. He did seem awfully solicitous, considering we'd just met, but I supposed that was the way ministers always operated--shepherds of the flock. Besides, I was too tired to keep up the high level of suspicion and vigilance that this frame of mind required. I'd have to release my control issues and trust the Universe. And the chain on the room door.
Still, I couldn't keep from stammering. "Right, I--I hope we--I mean, tomorrow we can start bright and early. How far from here is the cabin?" While I spoke, I edged towards the window and lifted the corner of the curtain. "Can I see it from here?"
Gil chuckled. "Our little enclave is actually just outside the city limits." He waved one hand. "Real estate here has gone crazy. We're the new Santa Fe."
"The way sixty is the new forty and orange is the new black?" It didn't come out sounding funny, the way I'd intended.
He smiled, as though to himself. "See you in the morning. We'll get right to work."
As I closed the door behind him, breathing easier, I wondered what exactly he had in mind.
# # #
The synthesized voice on the phone said, "This is your wake-up call."
Long ago, I'd learned to answer the phone and even hold trivial conversations without coming fully awake. Good thing the hotel desk's automated call didn't care whether I made sense.
I managed to position the receiver back on the hook as I swam slowly up out of a troubled sleep. I'd dreamed of Aaron, but couldn't remember the details, only that he was in trouble but just out of reach. He kept looking at me so expectantly, as if I should be able to rescue him.
By the time I was up, dressed, and reasonably coherent, Gil was knocking at the door.
"I hope this isn't awkward. I realized as I was walking up to the door that you might not be up yet." It was nine-thirty, and he knew I had a day job, so he wasn't taking much of a risk. "But Paul--the manager--had to be in early, so I arranged for him to bring me back up here. If you're not ready to go, I'll run over to breakfast and come back for you." He quirked an eyebrow expectantly.
"No, I'm ready." I inflated my cheeks in some semblance of a smile, but I could see by the mirror it was a bit pitiful. "I'm a big fan of breakfast myself, so I'll tag along, if you don't mind." I was sure he wouldn't.
"Fantastic." He rocked back on his heels and clasped his hands behind his back while I ran my hairbrush down my shoulders one last time and slicked on some lipgloss before grabbing my purse. "Not the waffle house, though. They've really slipped. I think you'll enjoy my favorite spot instead."
"Great." Over my shoulder in the mirror, I could see him watching me again. But instinctively I sensed there wasn't anything stalkerish about it. He was going out of his way to be nice, but why should that make me suspicious?
I was getting as paranoid as my sister.
# # #
The Brown Recluse Coffee Shop was housed in a converted cottage. It was the central morning hangout for Marfa's domino-playing retirees, tourists, and pretty much everyone else.
"They serve only fresh-roasted free-trade coffees," Gil told me as he pushed the door open and held it for me, "because they're environmentalists who try to help the native people of those lands." He winked, as if to apologize for dissing environmentalists yesterday.
I stepped through the door in front of him. Round gingham-skirted tables dotted the western side of the dining room, with orange vinyl booths lining the walls. A used bookstore filled the east bay, probably the parlor of the original house. Behind the reservations table a grand old staircase, roped off, ran up to an unseen second floor. An old Bob Wills tune was playing over the sound system. Zoë always said the Texas Playboys were the Glenn Miller Orchestra of Western swing.
We ordered strawberry pancakes, a rare indulgence for me. Actually, I didn't get a chance to decline, as Gil ordered for both of us. "My usual, and she'll have the same," he said preemptively, winking at the Republican-haired waitress. She returned the wink and stuck her order pad into the pocket of her red apron as she scurried away. I wasn't about to make a scene, especially since he was paying, but soon I'd have to start watching my calories.
The ambiance was relaxing, and I nearly forgot that I wasn't out here for a vacation. Old records--Willie Nelson, Buddy Holly, and other artists who'd been associated with West Texas through the years--dropped one after another in the Wurlitzer. It was like being at Grandma's house, if your grandmother had run an old-timey diner featuring a jukebox stocked with slightly scratched records.
Gil gave me a few sound bites from the nickel tour. "The movie Giant was filmed in Marfa. The cast, including James Dean, stayed at the El Paisano Hotel down the street. It was built in 1930, but they re-did it in 2000 and renamed the restaurant after Dean's character, Jett. You've got to check it out while you're here. More recently, the Coen brothers did No Country for Old Men. Went way out by the old railyard with the abandoned tracks that run down to Mexico, and got wild-eyed about how they could film in the authentic Old West. Another bunch used an actual steam locomotive in There Will Be Blood."
"If they want the wide open spaces with indoor plumbing and a blinking stoplight, this is the place to come, I guess."
"An amazing number of artists are here, too. What's even stranger, most of them make a handsome living. We've got the Judd and Chinati foundations and a number of galleries. An art museum, complete with wealthy patrons."
I could see the allure of deserting Dallas for such a place. It did seem like an odd choice for an artists' colony, being so far away from coffeehouses that had open-mike nights for poetry readings and all-night billiard halls. But who knew, they might find the pricey booze at the El Cheapo Liquor Store a perfectly satisfactory trade-off for no traffic and gorgeous mountain views.
Gil had an appealing way about him that for lack of a better word I wanted to term "kindly." He seemed to like me, and I was relieved that the weirdness from last night had apparently been in my imagination. As he pointed out various architectural features of the café (there weren't many), he patted my hand. After a few similar sallies, he let his hand rest briefly on top of mine. I felt my body trying to decide whether to respond. The scales tipped towards an affirmative answer.
My frozen heart blinked its teary eyes. Maybe there was a possibility here. Eventually. When I wasn't so emotionally vulnerable and I was better able to tell real attraction from just clinging to whoever's arm was offered.
We chatted about nothing. I soon noticed the way that everyone seemed to be stealing glances at us. If I looked up and smiled, they always got startled and pretended not to have been looking. It seemed that it was unusual to see the attractive young preacher squiring some strange woman around town--who'd have thought it?
What happens in Marfa stays in Marfa, I always say.
"You're a native Texan?" Gil's tone told me he wanted a positive answer. Fortunately, I had one.
“Born in Dallas.”
“Some Texans would tell you that Dallas isn't really part of Texas.”
“Same way New Mexico isn't really part of the United States.”
“Some folks would argue that point, too." He grinned.
I picked up my napkin. Underneath was a daddy long-legs. Much to my dismay, I shrieked. My voice went off before my rational mind knew it was coming. Reflexively, I smashed the spider with my menu. Then I realized I was standing up, trembling.
Gil leapt up as though I were being sucked into a vortex. "What? What's wrong?"
Mortified, I pointed at the underside of the menu with the squashed remains. "Nothing. I mean, a spider--it just startled me." Everyone was openly staring by now. The manager hurried over.
My knight in shining armor settled me back into my chair and shooed away the staff. "Just a little spider," he explained. "Gave her a start. Everything's fine."
"You'll get used to that around here," said the waitress, clucking her tongue at the pathetic, wimpy city gal. The manager took away the offending menu as the waitress polished the vinyl-coated tablecloth clean, and insisted on giving Gil a voucher for a free meal next time. "You'll learn. At least you're not one of those crazy tree-huggers who won't even swat a fly," he said happily as he walked away.
"I'm thinking of converting," I said, to be contrary.
"To nonviolence? Way to stand out in the West." Gil winked to let me know he was joshing.
"At least I could still do it, because the last time I checked, the USA didn't have an official state religion."
He shook his head, smiling wanly. "Yes, we do. There is indeed an American religion. Unofficial, of course, but a state religion. It's the worship of the Almighty dollar."
"Point taken." I smiled weakly, gauging the table's height as I contemplated crawling underneath. Because people were still looking my way. The only reason I kept my seat was that I couldn't risk plopping down on top of a full-fledged spider colony.
Gil was on a roll like sprinkles on a doughnut. "Separation of church and state doesn't mean what people think it means. It only prohibits the establishment of a national church, such as when Henry the Eighth established the Church of England after the Pope wouldn't grant him a divorce from Catherine. It's not intended to keep prayer out of school, or take the Ten Commandments out of a courthouse, or erase God off of the coin of the realm. It prohibits your being required to worship at a certain place or in a certain way, but wasn't intended to make it a social crime to admit in public to being a church member."
I cleared my throat. "Worry not. As long as there are exams, there will be prayer in school."
He grinned. "Heard that one already. And it's the God's truth."
Gil held my gaze just a shade too long, just long enough to make me feel uncomfortable. He probably intended that as a sign of sincerity. Preachers learned to look people straight in the eye, seeing into the windows-on-the-soul, and the like. Still, it was a tad disconcerting.
Especially when he kept doing it all the time.
After a leisurely stack of "hotcakes" (as the waitress called them) and the best coffee ever, we were back on the dusty trail.
# # #
The approach to Aaron's cabin took us to the crest of another ear-popping hill--although it could only be called a hill in comparison to the rest of the rugged, rocky terrain. It was at best only a local high point off the main road. The ground looked like it was mostly volcanic rock and sand, the occasional tuft of Johnson grass popping out a tendril here and there. On the way, we passed Gil's own house, a large adobe-style like the ones in all those generic Southwestern paintings. His sloping yard was studded with thick-trunked yucca plants, several of which were in bloom. On the nearest flat spot was an Airstream behind an outcropping of rock, but Gil explained it was someone's summer home and currently unoccupied.
Up a bit farther were two more Airstreams that looked like they had settled in for a long stay. If the Airstream trailers were layers one and two, the log cabin was the cake-topper. It was perched on top of the arroyo amid a stand of junipers, the only trees I'd seen for miles. The cabin gave the impression it had sprung up among the native plants under the clear turquoise sky, free from the pollution and ozone I'd left behind in the DFW Metroplex.
A flagstone path climbed up and wound around the side of the house to the front porch. Aaron had a small log-walled courtyard, inside of which was a gravel garden. It reminded me of one of those executive gift things, that mini "Zen meditation garden" with white pebbles that you combed across a plate. But surrounded by the white gravel were plants: cactus and succulents and even a couple of bushes with ragged flower buds. I recognized one of them as a dwarf pomegranate; Zoë had tried to grow one of those, but never could get it to thrive.
In the far corner of the courtyard stood a pipe shaped like a shepherd's hook, with a spigot that had a large flat round paver directly underneath. For watering plants?
Gil saw me looking. "An outdoor shower. To wash off the grit so you don't track it into your adobe abode and scuff up the wood floors. We have dust storms just like Abilene, or worse."
Aaron's front door was an ornate cast-iron gate backed by a glass door. A plain linen curtain hid the cabin's contents from the other side of the glass. I was suddenly afraid the spell of serenity would be broken, that we might encounter red burnout velvet curtains, black imitation leather, and the other trappings of the waiting room of a Mexican bordello, if such a place had a lobby. Aaron'd had typical bachelor taste. I almost had a panic attack as Gil worked at the deadbolts and swung the door wide.
But I was pleasantly surprised. It was very Ralph Lauren faux-country Frenchish. The place was filled with flea-market finds, but that had been a hot trend for a while. One wall featured a huge flat TV and all the equipment for a home theater. The open den/kitchen combo had floor-to-ceiling windows looking down the side of the mountain into the valley. Still, that wasn't what made me gasp.
Every wall, it seemed, had a built-in aquarium. Forty gallons and up, not just the ten-gallon dime-store specials. The size that dental offices often had in the waiting rooms to calm down jittery patients. Glowing like radioactive rectangles at eye level and swarming with life. Schools of opaline gouramis, several angelfish as big as my palm, a large shoal of neon tetras. To my right, a long speckled catfish hung from his suction-cup mouth on a tank's glass wall.
Gil laughed. "Ever seen anything like it?"
What was Aaron doing with all these fish? He hadn't seemed that interested back in the day when we had fish, and had left all the tank care to me. Worse, I knew I couldn't transport the live contents all the way back home, at least not easily. I gravitated toward the far wall for a closer look.
The tanks were mostly Aqualife equipment. I wondered whether Aaron had called our number, hoping to get me on the help line. But I'd have known his voice anytime across eternity. So either he must've let others help him, or he'd picked up enough savvy from living with me. When we were together, I'd had several tanks, but I gave all but one of them away after he left, because I had to move out of our upscale leased house into the low-rent Casa el Dumpo apartments.
Lining the long half-wall of the main room--built into the wall, I saw as I got closer--were what appeared to be the saltwater tanks. A large silver-blue discus swam around, watching us suspiciously from behind jagged decorative rocks. The other exotics shot back into the jungle of water plants when I drew near.
The cabin's interior doors were rustic, having been nailed together from salvaged vintage barn-floor planks, as Gil the wannabe realtor pointed out. There was a built-in breakfast booth of oak, plus custom cabinetry in the kitchen; it must've taken time and skill. Assuming Aaron had started with a raw piece of wood and spent time sanding, finishing, re-finishing, re-sanding, and so forth until he'd produced a work of art, I was impressed. He must've spent a lot of time learning his craft.
"How did he ever. . . ." I trailed off, running my hand along the finished edges of the poured-concrete kitchen countertops. "I mean, working alone."
Gil shook his head. "Everyone pitched in, in return for his work in the community. We had nail guns and all the equipment that we use in Houses for Humans."
That was the Aaron I knew, coming into a community unknown and using his quiet charm to form a network of people who owed him favors and then calling all the favors in at once. He probably sprang for pizza and beer--or, considering his sudden conversion to righteousness (or at least to being churched), cola and diet sodas.
We hadn't been inside a whole minute when there was a pounding at the door. Before I could even turn around, the front door slammed open. A nasal Fran Drescher voice, sans Queens accent, emerged from a panting, life-sized brunette Barbie doll.
"Who's been driving that car? Y'all still here? Where are you?" she called out in a worried tone. She seemed out of breath. Probably from running up the side of the hill under the burden of those huge boobs. Spying me, she added, "WHO are you?"
Gil stepped out of my shadow. "Orleans, I'm glad you're here. There's somebody I want you to meet."
"Gil! I wondered who could possibly be driving that SUV, because . . . oh." She looked at me again, and this time I registered. "You must be that girl Gil said was coming out here." But she didn't hold out her hand.
In small towns like this, as I knew from having lived in Renner most of my life, when a stranger's car appears in the neighbor's driveway, the townsfolk notice and come running to see who it is. Of course, this wasn't a stranger's car--but to see a dead man's car appear and disappear was probably even more intriguing.
"So what's going on?" She taloned Gil with one claw and put her other fist on her hip. Somehow she also managed to cross her legs at the knee, while still standing up, which I thought was pretty slick. She looked like an animated kite.
I introduced myself. Gil circled around me and gripped Orleans's upper arms from the back. "Let's step outside and let Ari have a moment, shall we?" His tone of voice was not unlike my dad's when he wanted to Have A Word With one of his daughters, or more likely with my misbehaving mother when she was threatening to throw one of her public hissy fits.
He guided her out onto the porch. The door was pulled to behind them, but I could hear the murmurs of a hurried, hushed conversation.
I wandered over to Aaron's computer desk, set into an alcove between the kitchen and media room. The "away room," I supposed it should be called.
The desktop was cluttered with several handheld games and a few vaguely calculator-looking gadgets. He had a laptop and a desktop system with a large LCD monitor. I didn't feel I should power up any of the equipment, though that would be interesting to do later. I sank down into the desk chair, feeling tired already. It was at Aaron's height, meaning that my feet didn't touch the ground. I have a long torso and short legs, the exact opposite of him. But because I'm so long-waisted, I had a perfect view of the desktop and the wall.
Behind the desk, mounted on the paneling, was Aaron's huge corkboard, covered with Post-Its and clippings and even some of our old familiar Dilbert cartoons in yellowing newsprint. He'd always had a corkboard that he called his mindmap, even back when we worked together as entry-level Associate Software Engineers at InVerse.
My heart melted. Up until now, I hadn't seen anything that made this personal; it could've been a showcase house on any real estate TV program. But now I knew it was Aaron's, and I was in his inner sanctum. A heavy sigh escaped me as I surveyed the board.
Among the Dilberts and yellowed "Far Side" panels was a large postcard showing an armadillo in front of an outhouse with the caption, "Indoor Plumbing?" I didn't get it, and it didn't seem to fit the theme. Untacking it, I took the card down. My fingertips felt indentations on the back. Writing.
I turned it over and found myself reading a letter to me.
Aaron's handwriting resolved after a blurry moment into text on the back of the card. "Ari, babe! Hello, lost love. Or whatever we are to one another. (Here he'd drawn a smiley face.) I know we didn't part on the best of terms. But I need you to come out here. Something's wack and I know you'll be able to figure out what it is. I need your help right away. Call me when you get this." He gave a landline number and a cell number. "Love and shuckies, A." His usual signoff.
Something squeezed my innards. Gil still hadn't said what happened to Aaron. Had he?
I didn't want to be a suspicious paranoid like my sister. But sometimes they really are out to get you.
"Wish You Were Here" would've been enough to bring me running. Aaron knew that. So for him to write to me--and sound fairly adamant that I come right away--it had to be something serious.
And yet he hadn't been able to bring himself to mail the card. Maybe if he had. . . ?
Behind me I heard Gil's heavy footsteps and a decisive closing of the door. Before thinking too deeply about what I was doing and why I didn't want to take the chance that Gil might see me with it, I shoved the card into my purse.
Too quickly, he was behind me. "What interesting things have you found?"
Had he seen my sudden motion? My hands started trembling and I knew I would stammer out something incriminating. I had to think fast.
I covered by pointing at the ring of Post-Its around the monitor screen, listing groups of numbers. "Oh, I was just trying to figure out what the heck these are." I snatched a note and held it under his nose. "Do you have any idea?"
His expression softened into his happy-face. "Those are GPS coordinates. Probably various unpublished geocaches that he's waypointed. A group of us from church go out geocaching together all the time. It's a blast. I'll show you how they work." He reached over and picked up one of the vaguely techie calculator-looking things on the desk. "This is a handheld GPS unit. You put the coordinates in, and it shows you where to find the geocache." He started tapping in numbers off the note. "See? This shows the old quarry to the west of us. If you select 'find route,' it'll lead you right to the cache, or as close as it can get, according to how many satellites it hears. Aaron's got this one marked as a find that he added to."
I looked up, putting on my best "admiring the big strong smart man" expression. "Back up. I have no idea what you're talking about."
"Oops. Geocaching is a new sport for people--mostly techies and hikers--who like the outdoors and a challenge. There are a lot of groups devoted to it online." I must've still looked as bewildered as I felt, because he paused to think. "It's like a worldwide scavenger hunt. You get the locations of caches off the Internet."
"Caches?"
"Somebody hides a box of trinkets and a logbook in some public place, not buried, but in a hard-to-find or not noticeable area. That's a geocache. The container is hidden behind a rock or next to a tree, for example, and typically gets covered with dead branches or bark. It's usually waterproof and sturdy. Like Tupperware, or for a smaller one, an old 35mm film container."
"Sounds simply thrilling." I softened the sarcasm with a grin.
He burst out chuckling. "Hard to explain the appeal, but it's the new nerd craze. You use your GPS unit and put in the coordinates that you get off the Internet and go find the cache, if you can. Then you can take out a trinket and put another back in its place. Usually there's a rubber stamp in there that you can use to stamp your own personal logbook that you keep. Or you can stamp their logbook with your personal chop if you want to do more than sign. Then you'll go online and put your name down as having found the cache. People brag about being the first or second to sign the logbook. Then you can set up your own cache in a state park or some public area and have people go find it in return. I have to admit, it's kind of neat, despite all the geekiness."
"I can't picture you doing that." Though I could picture Aaron doing it, if he got to wear hiking boots and use a computer thingie to find stuff outside.
"You'll have to experience it first-hand. It's a great excuse for a hike or a nature trail walk." He beamed. They must teach that sparkly expression at seminary. "Come on, let's take a look around. Then I'll have you run me home, and you can come back up here and settle in. You can go get your stuff from the hotel anytime. You don't want to stay there, do you? When you can stay here for free. Satellite dish TV, broadband cable modem, food in the fridge, running water and all."
"I suppose." I wanted to be sure I could feel comfortable here at night before I committed to staying, but I didn't want to tell him that. I was still kind of wary that he might offer to sack out on the couch. Though I had to admit I might not remain entirely opposed to the idea, once I knew him better. I might even be, I grudgingly admitted, somewhat attracted to him.
Both attracted and repelled. That didn't make any sense, even by the laws of magnetism.
He walked me around as if I were a buyer with potential. The cabin was really nice. Two bedrooms, the master connected to a large bathroom that looked straight out of Architectural Digest. The interior-walled media room, an exercise room that could be a sunroom except for the folding treadmill and stationary bike. Closets containing mostly boots, jeans, flannel shirts, knit tees. Nothing I didn't expect to see. I fingered the towels in the half-bath behind the kitchen. They felt like Egyptian cotton, top-quality.
All at once I was exhausted. "I'm afraid I'm sort of, as Grandpa used to say, 'tuckered out.'" It was funnier if you knew that my mother's maiden name was Tucker, but anyhow I managed a smile. "I'd better go ahead and run you back home. I'm sure you have better things to do than spend the day baby-sitting me."
"Not at all." For a moment I thought he was going to hug me, but he squeezed my shoulder at the last minute instead. "But yeah, you probably want to regroup. Let's roll."
At the doorway, I stopped and faced him. "Gil, I've been wondering. What happened to Aaron? I mean, he was so healthy. Did he have a fever? Had he been ill?"
Gil shook his head. "He died of a heart attack alone in the cabin. We'd just been out working on a Houses for Humans project the weekend before, and he'd seemed fine. There's no explanation. Just one of those awful things that we'll never understand in this life."
Okay, so that was the official line? In one-third of cases, the first symptom of heart trouble is a fatal infarction, I had read one day in the JAMA (in the hospital while I was waiting for my nephew Ricky to finish with a treatment), so perhaps some people would believe that. But not me. Not Aaron, who was so conscientious about what he put into his mouth ("This is what you're rebuilding the cells of your body with every day, Ariadne"). He worked out regularly and rode his bike everywhere. Nope, I didn't buy it. Unless somebody came up with some evidence of high triglycerides.
I shook my head before I could stop myself. "I just can't accept that."
Fortunately, it didn't offend him. "It's all right. That's perfectly normal. Calling it 'denial' may be a little simplistic, but there's something in the human soul that searches for comfort at times like this. It's almost as if a heart attack is too easy an answer to the larger questions, maybe even trivial."
The larger questions? I searched his gaze, looking for . . . something I didn't find. Those twin swimming pools he used for eyes didn't show a ripple. "The last word I'd use right now would be 'trivial.'"
Gil adopted a mournful look, one suitable for a misbehaving puppy or a man skittering on thin ice. "What I mean is, we all prefer to think the death of a loved one is connected to--special circumstances; that's all I meant."
What was behind that lack of actual semantic content? Okay, Zoë had it right: something was definitely fishy around here.
Ha, ha. My brain, when rattled, sent up an aquarium pun. Well, worse things have bubbled up from that huge undergravel filter in the sky. Er, under our feet? Whichever.
I couldn't help wondering: in Texas, wasn't there an inquest whenever there's any kind of mysterious or questionable death? Was there a report somewhere? Couldn't I get a look at it? Should someone call someone?
Probably.
But now I was sure that I needed to know what the medical examiner's report actually said.
I might've taken Aaron's postcard at face value as an excuse to get me here if he hadn't died, but maybe . . . maybe he'd been afraid for his life. And perhaps he was right to be suspicious.
I knew I had better watch my step.
Chapter Three
It wasn't far back down the hill to Gil's lair, er, place. I remembered passing it on the way in. He didn't live right adjacent to the church, but he pointed it out, a huge adobe cathedral only a couple of blocks away. His house, though, seemed nearly as big as we pulled around in the circular drive (I'd surrendered the keys to him, pleading fatigue, but really I wasn't sure how to handle such a land yacht and preferred to try it out with no witnesses.) How did an associate pastor outside a metroplex make enough money to afford something like this? Perhaps he'd inherited a bundle.
"Like to step inside for a minute?" He twinkled his eyes at me again, and I couldn't help comparing him to a Macy's Santa. "I love showing off my place. Designed it myself, with a little help from the architect."
Taking up so much of his time was making me feel guilty, but. . . . What the hell. I could use a respite from assimilating all that Aaron had done and accumulated in one short year away from me. It didn't seem as if he could've been away that long.
Gil's adobe hacienda was U-shaped, the stucco walls of its courtyard enclosing the open top with a wrought-iron gate. The court covered a larger area than Aaron's. Opening onto it were arched windows from every room and a line of French doors from the west wing. But the major attraction was a set of massive double front doors with twelve carvings on each, arranged three across by four down. When I examined the carvings more closely, I realized they were the symbols for the signs of the Zodiac.
"I especially love this clay tile roof." He gestured upward. "That makes a mighty nice sound when it rains. Like living under a vibraphone."
"I can well imagine."
In the front hall, a shocking orange wall re-oriented me as my eyes adjusted. Gil grinned as he saw me gaping at the huge framed piece of abstract art on the wall--a Mondrian-style array of rectangles, but all in muted Southwestern terra-cottas and celadons--with a skylight acting as its museum-like downlight. "Local artist," he said. "Has showings all the time, if you're interested."
Mexican tile in the entry rose on the right-hand side into a tile staircase that curved upward to the left to create a small indoor balcony that reminded me of the outdoor balconies seen in stage productions of "Don Quixote." Perhaps that came to my mind because in the corner stood that clichèd 1970s icon, a fake suit of plate mail.
The rest of the interior walls were either bare logs or quiet shades of green. Pea-green in one room, a greenish greyed taupe in the next. Straight ahead was an open-plan kitchen/living room whose back wall was glass doors through which I spied a large atrium containing an in-ground pool.
He must've noticed me goggling. "I know what you're thinking. The church must be pretty flush, or else when it comes to their staff, fairly excessive and indulgent. How many people of modest income in Dallas have a heated pool indoors? But that's how we do it out here, because dust storms are pretty commonplace, and the filter on an outdoor pool gets clogged up. The dust devils are also the reason I can't wear my contacts." He reached into his pocket and slipped on prescription glasses. The metal frames with lozenge-shaped lenses circling each eye made him look so much more intelligent. Professional.
I still hadn't eaten lunch; suddenly my stomach rumbled loudly. Gil grinned. "Come on back into the kitchen and we'll see if I can't scare up something right quick."
I perched on an ironwork barstool at the kitchen island with the sun streaming in behind me while Gil scrabbled around in the refrigerator and cupboards. He brought out a plate of veggie crackers surrounded by cheese cubes and slices of an unfamiliar squishy fruit. "Ten bucks says you've never had this." He poked at one of the pieces of fruit.
"No bet."
"That's from a native cactus called a strawberry pitaya. Mine bears all summer, or whenever it feels like it."
I reached out for a piece. It was a small pink fruit all slushy inside with tons of tiny seeds like a strawberry kiwi. Feeling brave, I popped one into my mouth. It was fabulous. Like a cross between a strawberry and a banana.
Bells rang out, sounding the Winchester chimes. I looked up expectantly, wondering whether Gil had a church-modified microwave, but then realized it was the doorbell. Since the front door was standing ajar, the visitor barged on in. Noisily, judging by the sounds on the tile. Cowboy boots, I predicted.
"Hey, Gilster, I brought back your--oh, I see you have company." Into the kitchen strode a square thirtyish man in worn jeans, boots, rock concert tee, and gimme cap with a blond ponytail poking out the back. He was carrying a large metal toolbox. When he saw me, he stopped short and stared, as if he were seeing something he definitely shouldn't be seeing. "Claudie?"
My mouth fell open the way it does when I'm at a loss for words, which isn't often.
Then he did a double-take and said, "Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else. A former church member." He grinned, displaying phosphorescent-white teeth, and held out his free hand to me. "Nice to meet you. Whoever you are." He glanced at Gil meaningfully.
Gil's delayed response was too jolly. "Buck! How goes it, bud? Buck Travis, this is Ari French." To me he said, "Buck is a musician and handyman. He volunteers at Marfa's independent radio station, KMAR-FM."
"Ponyboy is my handle on the air. Ponyboy's Roundup. People sort of came to call me that over the years." He tossed his hair in a gesture I recognized as subconsciously flirtatious. "After the character in that sixties novel."
"The Outsiders." I smiled, recognizing the reference and appreciating why the appellation had been applied to him. "What's your playlist?"
"Classics."
No surprise, considering it was public radio. "My sister is a classical music fiend. Are you a Mozartean, or do you prefer Beethoven?"
He laughed. "Classic rock-and-roll. My playlist comes from me, not from my bosses or the advertisers, so what you hear is the truly great stuff, some of it obscure. You can hear me Monday through Thursday from eleven AM to one PM, immediately following the Super Roper Redneck Revue. We stream live audio at marfaindyradio dot org."
"I'll check it out." I noted the URL on a scrap of paper I found in my purse. "It's refreshing to meet a real broadcaster. Most of the DJs I know have gotten stuck in syndicated corporate radio." The changeover from independents to syndicated "Jack" and cookie-cutter "Clear Channel"-owned companies, controlled by conglomerates, had affected almost every Dallas-Fort Worth station.
He nodded. "I prefer a place that doesn't know 'Jack.'"
I caught his reference and smiled. "You and me both."
Turning back to Gil, he swung the toolbox back and elbowed him. "Well, I won't keep you two." He winked.
From the expression on Buck's face, I knew he thought I was either a new convert from the church or Gil was trying to seduce me. "Did you know Aaron?" I asked quickly.
Gil signaled something to Buck with his eyes. It was the kind of private gesture my sister and I often used to communicate. However, I didn't have Buck's decoder ring. "Ari's the woman I was telling you about who came out to claim Aaron's cabin."
"Seems I recall you telling me about that." Ponyboy brightened. "Maybe we'll see you tomorrow night down at the festival. Numinous Hatred--that's my band--we're playing three sets on the Bluebonnet stage."
I looked at Gil, widening my eyes to let him know I'd enjoy going. That had always worked on Aaron.
"Happy to hear you got a gig. Maybe we'll catch you there." Gil wasn't committing.
"Hope so." Ponyboy winked at me again. "Nice to have met you. Gil, I'll catch you at Sunday school." He touched the brim of his hat in a mock-salute and was gone in a puff of cowboy dust.
That was my cue. "I'd better run, too." I slid off the stool.
"So soon?" He looked at my plate. "You've hardly nibbled. Can't I take you out to lunch?"
I shook my head. "You've been way too kind already. I should let you get back to your church duties. Anyway, I need to just crash, stretch out, and rest. Get my things from the hotel, clean up a little. You know."
Gil chuckled in a way that suggested he was indulging me. "All right. I need to drop in at the church office. They like to see me now and then. But I'll catch you later."
# # #
Back at Aaron's cabin, I closed the door and leaned against it, feeling overwhelmed. The SUV had been a smooth alligator to handle, but now that I was here, I felt like leaving again. I hadn't decided whether to sleep in the cabin tonight--or, truly, whether I could. Everywhere I looked, the specter of Aaron floated between me and the fabric of reality.
How much of his memory-jogging Presence could I take? I had my limits. What I needed was a good cry. Yet now that I was alone, the tears wouldn't come.
Slumped against the door, I sighed. The fish stared curiously at me from their fluorescent crucibles.
"Lucky old fish, just float around paradise all day," I paraphrased from an old pop song. "It's always daytime in there, isn't it?" The lights never went off in the tanks. The bubbles rose soothingly across the artificial scenery of the back glass. Everything was right with their world.
I took a shower and changed into my other jeans, the ones with five percent Spandex, and a beige tunic-length sleeveless cotton tape-yarn sweater. I thought I could get away one more day without washing my hair, if I kept it braided.
I was searching Aaron's cabinets for the fixings for a quick meal--he had dry beans and rice, bottles of salsa, a freezer full of various pre-chopped peppers and onions, and a crock pot on the countertop, but that would take too long; I needed something quick--when I heard shells crunching outside.
It was the sound of tires on the driveway.
I opened the front door as a black-and-white car pulled up and parked. A sheriff's badge and department logo was painted on the door. A uniformed man got out, flashing me his ID as he approached up the steps.
"Ms. French? Detective Max Varga. I need to ask you a few questions."
I could say the same to you.
I managed to smile. "I'll help if I can. But I may not have any answers. I just got in town, and I haven't seen Aaron since he moved out here from Dallas."
Officer Varga was not-entirely-ungorgeous in a sandpapered, Russell Crowe-esque way. His forest of stubble told me he either hadn't shaved this morning or had a one o'clock shadow from too much testosterone. Or perhaps he was deliberately growing a beard. He was a compact, muscular type about my height and had a sprinkling of freckles on his pecan-colored complexion, fawny eyelashes in the same camel-taupe as his hair, and sunglasses pushed up into his hair so that the front was spiked straight back. He smelled of wintergreen Life Savers.
"Nevertheless. You probably know more than you think." He looked at me as if I should start the conversation. I figured it was probably a technique they learn at the Police Academy to make idiots like me spill their guts.
"Well, come on in," I said, just like my mother would. I stepped back and held the front door wide for him, because it seemed pretty silly to stand out here where the neighbors could gawk. Not that there were many neighbors, but people probably glanced out of the windows of those Airstreams now and then.
He blinked, standing outside in the sun without bringing those sunglasses down. Maybe, like my sister, he used them as a hairband.
"Wouldn't this be more comfy inside?" Now I was begging the cops to invade my space. I really was turning into Mother.
Stepping inside purposefully, like in any Raymond Chandler text, he glanced around. Then he swiveled a three-sixty to take in the full effect. "Whoa! This guy a fish scientist of some kind?"
"No, just a hobbyist. They're fascinating, aren't they? Each aquarium is an encapsulated biosystem--a beaker, if you will."
He gazed at me somewhat suspiciously. Uh-oh, I had openly intellectualized. To counteract the bad impression I'd possibly made, I flashed my ten-dollar smile, flipped my hair forward in that girly I-like-you maneuver, and gestured for him to enter the great room. I pulled out the wicker chair for him and sat in a matching one. "It's interesting that you already knew my name, Officer, let alone that I was here. Though I suppose that's how it works in a small town." I tilted my head coquettishly. "What made you decide to come by?"
"Got a call." Following my lead, he sat.
A call from that Barbie-doll woman Orleans, no doubt. She'd found out that I inherited and she was peeved. My best approach would probably be to act the slightly flirty ditz with a Jessica Simpson touch.
I simpered at him. "Oh, that's nice. But I wasn't aware that there was any police problem with Aaron's estate, or whatever. Surely it's not against the law for a stranger to come to town." Depending on the stranger, of course.
He glanced down at his steno pad. "Pretty standard, just checking things out. Under Texas law, anyone who dies outside of a medical facility becomes a case that has to be followed up and closed."
"I did not know that." I fluttered my lashes.
"Yep. We're busy tryin' to track down the appropriate relatives and so forth, just your basic everyday routine."
That told me that Gil was either flim-flamming me about being the one who had to find the next of kin, or else he was doing a search on his own to find Aaron's family for other reasons. I smiled encouragingly. "So has the investigation turned up anything about what happened to Aaron?"
"Why don't you let me ask the questions." His tone wasn't menacing, just matter-of-fact. I folded my hands in my lap like a good schoolgirl and waited.
The first thing he wanted to know was how my full name was pronounced and spelled. As he copied it down, making sure to get it right, he tried to put me at ease by talking about his own name. "I'm originally from Ecuador. I go by Max around here because people won't say 'esTEBben' instead of 'ESTY-bohn,' and they make it sound the way that Mexicans would say it." I got the feeling that he was telling me something, or maybe he thought I was a bigot.
"You'd hate to hear some of the ways they've twisted R. E. Oddney." I grinned.
"I can relate." He consulted his spiral. After getting my full name, rank, serial number (which I was sure I'd had filed off), and home address, he tapped his pen on the steno pad's metal coil. "What was your relationship to Aaron Beecroft?"
"Well . . . it's complicated."
"You were lovers?"
He didn't mince words. "Yes. We were going to get married . . . at least that's what I assumed." I tried to toss off a Phyllis Diller-esque cackle, but it came out as a bark.
"He came out here to build the house . . . and you stayed behind. In the Dallas area."
"To work, yes, and save some money." I sighed, and decided to meet his gaze, just in case that made the truth more believable. "Actually, my nephew Ricky was critically ill and dying when Aaron left. He needed to go ahead with our plans--everything was all set--but I couldn't leave. After a few weeks I still hadn't heard from him, but I didn't have time to worry. I wasn't fully functional, anyway, because my nephew's health failed so quickly and dramatically. I kept expecting Aaron's call. But I was helping my sister cope. She's--she was--a single mom and our parents--well, it's complicated."
"They're living?"
Suppressing all the smart remarks I used at home to answer that, I simply told the truth. "Yes. But we don't have a lot of contact. I was the only one helping Zoë and Ricky." I sighed. "I had quit my job as a programmer a few weeks before, and at the same time Aaron had quit his, as part of our plan to move."
"You worked together?"
"At the same company, yes." I gave him contact info for InVerse, because he seemed to want it, although I couldn't imagine how that'd help. "We were both burned out and wanted a fresh start. But then Ricky got sick. When we found out what was wrong, I got him into an experimental treatment plan."
My face must've told the rest of the story. The officer nodded, looking down to study his shoes. After a moment he said, "What they never tell you is that it costs the same whether the patient survives or not."
So he got it. Maybe he'd been through the same kind of experience. I feel a special kinship with others who've lived through it, either with loved ones or by themselves. But I never ask for details; if they want you to know, they'll tell you.
I took a deep breath. "Anyway. With what was going on, I couldn't possibly leave with Aaron, and we both knew it."
He inclined his head, cueing me to go on.
"So he was ready to go, and I told him to go ahead. He wasn't handling the hospital-medical experience well." Neither was I, and Zoë even less. "We'd given up our lease by then, and there wasn't any way I was going to move in with my sister or my parents. I lived up most of my savings just getting re-settled in a temporary apartment"--the one I was still stuck in--"and I had to take another job, which I did. I found one that was less demanding. On purpose."
"You were already overwhelmed. It's sometimes pretty difficult. Some people can suffer from PTSD." Post-traumatic stress disorder.
"I don't know that it was quite so extreme, but yes, I needed calm and structure to cope. Gradually over the weeks when I didn't hear from Aaron, I became concerned. I mean, there were a few postcards, but nothing with a return address. He had told me Montana, but obviously he didn't get that far. I realized I had no idea where he'd landed. Whenever I tried his cell phone it said the customer was out of range, and so I just. . . ." I shrugged. "What was I supposed to do, hire a private detective with funds I didn't have? You see, around that time I had to start making the payments on the trailer and camping equipment and so forth that Aaron had taken along, as I discovered that he wasn't making them when the collection calls began. Aaron also continued to charge on some of my accounts."
"Why didn't you challenge the charges?"
"I did question them at first. They traced back to Aaron's signature--I mean, he signed my name." I had to be circumspect; I didn't want the police claiming that I had any reason to do Aaron harm--even if many people would say I did--and pointing to possible PTSD. "But it was him, not a stranger."
"And you didn't prosecute?"
"There was no point. Unless I wanted to take him to court, which would just end up making the lawyers rich, and I figured he probably didn't have any money for me to get. It wasn't all identity theft; I had willingly co-signed for some of the stuff that he stopped paying on." No one ever understood this, not even Zoë. "I'd have had to press criminal charges. And that would've ruined his life, and I had no guarantees anyway. Up until just now, I still thought in the back of my mind that I'd eventually be coming out here to be with him." Another heavy sigh escaped me. "It's complicated, Lieutenant."
He glanced around the room. "Man seems to have come into some funds since then."
"Yes, well, we're talking a little over a year ago. He obviously did well for himself after . . . after he left." I realized I was wringing out the hem of my sweater, and hurriedly dropped it. "I'd rather not dwell on that. It doesn't matter any more, anyway. What I'm interested in is what happened to Aaron once he got here. From the way this is being handled, I think I can assume it wasn't his heart."
He studied me with his appraising brown eyes (I was starting to feel like a diamond, or at least a cheap zircon.) "No, it doesn't appear to have been. But you could probably contact the coroner's office for a copy of the report. There was an informal inquest."
"Was there an. . . ." I couldn't say the word "autopsy," especially because etymology implied it should mean "surgery on oneself," and "postmortem" was equally cold. "You know, any procedures done to find what actually happened to him."
"That's what I'm here for." He looked down, then back up. "Did you benefit in any way from his death?"
"I'm the heir." I managed not to let my face twist into a frown. "Apparently, I get it all. The will hasn't been read yet, and the estate is in probate. For details, you'll have to ask the executor, Gil Rousseau."
"Hmm." He made some notes. "We'll be needing to talk to you again."
"I'll be in town for a while. You know, for the funeral and so forth. Until things are taken care of, up to two weeks." I licked my dry lips. "What kind of detective are you?"
He looked confused.
"I mean, which department?"
"Homicide, ma'am."
So they shared my suspicions. No, it was more than that. This had to mean they had some kind of evidence to go on.
In fact . . . I had probably just been identified as a person of interest, if not a major suspect. Yet.
# # #
I ushered him out and watched the dust rise along the approach road as the shell-gravel crunched under his tires. I hoped I hadn't just met a good-looking young hotshot who was more interested in circling me and evaluating his chances for convicting me than in why Aaron was murdered. If he was. Oh, God . . . what if he really was?
Finally I turned back to the front door and started inside.
"Miss! Oh, miss?" A quavery female voice hailed me. Louder, the voice called, "Hey, new neighbor!" I turned.
A sixtyish lady was hurrying up the steps, spry as if she were a teenager and not worried about tripping. She gripped a pan of brownies. "My name's Cora Parker. My husband and I are--we were--Aaron's closest neighbors, as the coyote stalks."
Uh-oh, I was too casually dressed to meet the neighbors in this small a town. I pulled out my ponytail holder and shook my hair loose around my shoulders, letting the layers work the way they were supposed to. "Ariadne French. I'm Aaron's"--what was I?--"um, friend."
"I know, dear. Gil told us we'd be seeing someone show up here." Her magpie glance took everything about me in at once. "I thought I just saw the police leaving. Is there a problem?"
"No, no. They just wanted to talk to me about Aaron's death. Because it was untimely. They're just doing paperwork. Just routine, nothing."
Her eyes said she knew I was hiding something, but she didn't press.
"Won't you come in?" My transformation was complete; I had turned into my mother the socialite.
Fortunately, my instincts were good, because that was the proper M. O. for dealing with ladies of Cora's generation.
"My stars, police and their paperwork." She brushed past to set the pan of brownies on the kitchen countertop; then she whipped off her apron and folded it into a square, which she tucked under her arm. "Why, you don't need that kind of hassle your first day here."
"It's all right. I want to help them, if I can." I smoothed down my sweater, although that still didn't turn it into a cotton piqué blouse with a Peter Pan collar.
The woman's bright, birdlike eyes searched my face. Then she nodded. "Let's get your mind off of all that. C'mon with me. You can meet my husband and see our spread."
Spread! Yummy. But my visions of marmalade and cream cheese were dispelled as I realized she meant their property, a Texanism.
Suddenly I was ravenous. Before I followed her, I sneaked my fingers under the plastic wrap and dug out a double brownie.
Chapter Four
Cupping my treat between my palms, I gingerly followed her down the bricked steps leading through what I had to consider Aaron's back yard, past his fire pit and "cowboy hot tub," which I hadn't noticed before, because I hadn't looked at the back yard closely. The tub was a large plumbed copper trough that I supposed swirled hot water for spa-diving.
Cora's yard was mostly gravel, but not quite as Spartan as the others around. A few zinnias and sunflowers sprouted in her rocky garden among the cacti.
A tall older man stood in their barren field of a front yard, tossing a lasso. I hesitated, feeling that becoming a calf substitute for his practice would be a poor introduction. Then I realized he was aiming the loop at a metal statue, which I recognized from high school rodeo as a roping dummy. He spied us and twirled the rope in our direction à la Roy Rogers. "C'mon down," he called, sounding just like the announcer on "The Price is Right."
Holding the tip of his tongue between his obviously-capped front teeth, he swung the lariat. The noose slipped deftly over the practice steer's neck, and he snapped the rope taut. "Yee-ha, little dogie," he crowed. "See that? That one's for the record books."
"Buzz, stop that foolishness." Cora wiped her hands on her balled-up apron, even though she hadn't touched anything and I couldn't imagine what she might think had gotten on them. "This here's Arrietty French, the girl come to get Aaron's things. She don't need to see you playin' at that and think you're a tired old coot."
He grinned, winding and looping the rope around his shoulder and elbow like real cowboys do. "I was tired, and now I'm tired again, so I suppose you could say I'm re-tired." He held out his hand. "Francis James Parker, but call me Buzz, little lady."
He was old enough that the "little lady" didn't seem sexist or affected. "Ariadne French. Everyone calls me Ari."
"Airy it is, then." His face took on a triumphant little-boy expression. "I tore up my shoulder the first time I swung this rope around. Now look at me. Well, you saw." He pointed at the dummy. "A man's got to do something for fun, and I'm too old to chase girls."
"You'd get your fanny whupped if you tried," put in Cora.
Buzz reminded me of Tommy Lee Jones or Clint Black without the hat. I suspected he was putting on an exaggerated country-boy act for my benefit, and appreciated the effort.
"Where you from, hon?"
"Renner. Just north of Dallas."
"The big city." Buzz grinned, and I wished he had a watermelon seed to spit for effect. "You probably thought you were comin' out to a cattle ranch, didn't you? Lot of tourists start scratchin' their heads when they see this landscape. Way out here, we've got lotsa dirt between light bulbs."
"I noticed."
"This is really a plateau on the High Chihuahuan Desert. Extends on down into Mexico," he drawled laconically. "Everyone's gotta xeriscape--that's where you make do with very little water. There's the rainy season for two months, and then there's the rest of the time. Water saving is the word of the day--your garden ain't lawn, ain't flowers, but succulents and cacti and a whole lotta gravel."
"So I see." I scuffed the toe of my sneaker across his "lawn" and dug a shallow line. "But it's pretty in its own way."
He continued playing the role, apparently a frustrated actor enjoying his audience. "Out here, y'know, well, I mean it's like there ain't no Wal-Mart. Drugstore--Steen's--is twenty-six miles as the crow flies. Over at the airfield--it's just for private planes, y'see--you'll often find people flyin' in using light planes from El Paso and Midland, headin' to the Whole Foods market or somesuch gourmet place out there. The Santa Fe or the Katy is likely to rumble by just about anytime pulling a hundred freight cars, at all hours, so be prepared to sit if your road crosses their tracks."
"Well, I love the sound of the train and train whistles, especially at night." I smiled.
"Then you're in like Flynn. Out here there's small farm-to-market roads take you up the hill, no interstate. You'll see." He looked at Cora a moment, then evidently decided she would be complicit in his offer. "Later on we can go cruising in Nellybell"--he indicated his Pat Buttram-worthy old rusted red pickup sitting on a concrete pad near the detached garage--"and show ye the sights."
"The sheriff was just over to Ari's house." Cora lifted an eyebrow.
I felt my color rising. "Actually, just a police officer."
"What for? Any trouble over there? He's got a security system. I'll have to show you how to work it."
"I'd appreciate it--I didn't notice a keypad. But it's nothing like that. He just wanted to check in with me about, you know, what happened to Aaron." I decided this could be a useful lead-in. "What do y'all know about what happened? It was such a shock."
"Wasn't it, though?" He shook his head.
"That slut--I mean, that awful woman, Orleans Hall, found him." Cora clucked again. This contradicted Gil, who had said "the closest neighbor," if I remembered correctly, and no one was positioned closer than these two. "She was always showing up, hangin' around him, never got the message that she wasn't any more to him than a booty call."
My expression must've betrayed my surprise--I wouldn't have expected her to know the term, let alone use it--and she cackled. "I'm old, but I’m no fool, honey. It's a damn shame you didn’t come out here with him. He didn't like bein' alone, and that's the only reason he ever took up with her."
"Oh." Really, what else could I say? My heart leaped at the chance to believe.
"That girl would try to fool God by showing a dime to the collection plate but tossing in a nickel and think she was getting away with it. She uses up friends fast as an old junker burns 10W40." Cora sighed and ran her gaze up and down me appraisingly. I wondered what my dollar estimate was. "He often talked about his missed opportunities."
Really.
"Aaron should've known better. But men seldom do while they're young." She sighed.
Buzz glanced her way. "Enough, hon. Anyhow . . . Aaron was a fine young specimen. Volunteered in the community, contributed to the church. It's a damn shame."
"Did you hear what killed him?" I've always been good at fishing.
She narrowed her eyes. "I thought they said it was a heart attack. Though it's hard to believe it with a young kid like that, great shape, nice bod--"
"Watch it," Buzz murmured, readying the lasso again.
She frowned at him. "Let's us women go inside and talk."
"No need, just don’t want you talking about the boy like that. Gil did say he had a weak heart. Though I thought that claim sounded pretty unlikely myself. Never saw him eat unhealthy food, watched him go jogging and work out, and so forth. Didn't see any evidence of a health problem."
"What did the sheriff--I mean, the police--say?"
He stuck out his lower lip in thought. "I never thought about them getting involved. Been no gossip about it over at the Brown Recluse."
"How would I find out who might know more?"
"I don't know, little lady, but you do bring up a good point. Why don't you ask Gil about that."
"I will." Gil was the last person I wanted to talk to about that. I'd sooner call the Cheap Detective. I supposed that was what I'd have to do to find out where to go for the report, even though he didn't seem to want me to have it. "So what are the sights I shouldn't miss?"
"My wife's collection of cacti, for one. I know that's why she really brung you down here. Go take a look." He readied his rope, then aimed it at us, wearing a puckish expression. Cora hurried away, and I was on her heels.
Around back, she had dozens of species of cacti. "This is ocotillo, you've probably seen yucca, rainbow cactus over here, and here's a variety of prickly pear. There's another, with fruit. But you don't want to touch that." The huge thorns that protected the squishy green rounds were daunting. "There's something you haven't seen--a strawberry pitaya."
"Oh! Gil fed me some of that earlier."
Her eyes brightened. "Did he, now. Hmm, I don't know where he keeps his plant." Her brows bounced. "Any-way-how, this is my hobby, this and needlework. And reading. When you go into town, you'll see where we trade in our used books at the coffee shop, the Recluse. We go there all the time. Pretty much everyone in town does."
"We had breakfast there this morning. It was really nice."
Buzz shuffled around the corner sans rope. "Man likes some iced tea now and then."
"Get it yourself." Cora stuck her tongue out as he brushed past, possibly headed for the kitchen.
"Are there any other sights nearby I shouldn't miss?"
"If you like art, they've got galleries. Probablygalleries a-plenty," Buzz called over his shoulder. "Probably find a travel guidebook over at the Recluse that'll give you ideas. Otherwise, mostly I'd recommend our justly famous bouncing supernatural lightballs. They're a must-see." He winked.
My stomach growled. I'd sent down that double brownie, but it wasn't satiated. In fact, I was a little sick to my stomach, likely from eating so much sugar on top of so much nothing.
Cora eyed me. "We're about to have lunch. You're welcome to sit down with us."
"No, no." I waved away the suggestion, feeling that it would be less than neighborly to take her up on such an offer at our first meeting. "I'll be fine. I need to get busy."
She shot a look at her husband. "Let's walk you on back down to the cabin, then. I'll show you where Aaron's dwarf pomegranate bush is; I ought to explain the special care."
Although I wasn't even sure I'd be staying, they already seemed to be assuming I would be their new neighbor. And that we'd get along fine, and that we'd have a lot of fun, in fact. That made me feel wanted again, just a little. I couldn't help warming to them even more.
Buzz trailed us as Cora picked her way expertly down the slope. "You really don't wanna miss the lights. Might not want to go alone. Gil be taking you?"
I smiled. "He hasn't mentioned it. Really, I don't mean to monopolize so much of his time."
Buzz pursed his lips. "Believe you me, if he didn't want to spend time showin' you around, he wouldn't be fooling with you." Before I could react to the obscure suggestion I heard him making, he pointed at the courtyard wall. "Instead of yammering about the lights, I ought to be giving you a visual. Here, I'll show you what they're like, kind of." He waved at the front door. "Go inside and flip that first switch to your right. Then come out here and see. I think we can see 'em even in the sun."
Sure enough, Aaron had his own Marfa lights. Set on top of each corner of the courtyard wall were chunks of slag glass that he had cemented somehow over a normal carriage lantern. When they were switched on at night, I could imagine the effect, an eerie glow. "That's cool."
"Always is," said a tenor voice.
I thought I recognized that voice. I turned around, and here came Gilgamesh again. Clutching his Bible.
"Ahoy." He smiled.
I couldn't help it: I was starting to really like the guy, despite the holier-than-thou trappings. And his way of popping up out of nowhere. And even the occasional unwelcome overture.
He'd been doing some research.
"'Ariadne' is Greek for 'holy'--'most holy,' from Cretan Greek, ari 'most' and adnos 'holy.' That's out of my Greek dictionaries. There is also a Saint Ariadne. She's the patron saint of slaves and others who are in bondage."
Zoë had often wondered aloud how our parents had known my future when they named me. I used to slog her off, but now I felt it was creepily appropriate.
"Slaves? Really? Are you sure not of fools?" I challenged him to cover my unease.
"I'm only going by what I've read. Saint Ariadne was a Christian slave in the household of a Phrygian prince in what is now Turkey. When pagan rites were performed in honor of the prince's birthday, she refused to take part and was flogged, so she ran away. Fleeing from the authorities, she was cornered against a chasm in a stone ridge. The rock opened miraculously before her and closed behind her, providing her with an escape that proved to be her tomb."
"How convenient," I murmured. I thought I heard Cora snort.
"So she's one of them martyrs," said Buzz with a chuckle.
"I know the feeling," I said.
Gil looked amused. "Reason I stopped by is, I was headed over to the Finaglers' home, but they aren't back yet. I haven't been able to locate any next of kin for Aaron, though I have several calls in and I do expect some news later, I hope. But time marches on." He blinked. "I wondered if you might be interested in helping to arrange his service. Order of worship--like, the music, any readings, that sort of thing."
I suppressed an involuntary shudder. "Absolutely not." If I went into one of those fake-lilac-scented marble-walled crypt places, I'd have a flashback to seeing my nephew laid out pale and still, my sister like a zombie, and my normally über-stoic mother hysterical on the floor. With Daddy actually crying real tears looking down at where they said Ricky was, although Ricky wasn't really there, just a wax figure in a polished box, a mannequin with its arms crossed and holding a lily. I didn't know how I was going to handle avoiding any such "viewings" in the future and forever in perpetuity, world without end, amen, but I certainly couldn't look at Aaron like that. Or anyone, for that matter, not this soon.
I forced a smile that even I could feel was wan. "I don't think I’m up to that today. Do I need to sign anything?" Surely I wouldn't have to commit one way or another. After all, Gil was the executor.
"No, no, just thought I'd offer."
"I trust you. Anything reasonable, whatever you think." Just no soprano soloists singing "Morning Has Broken," please. Though I didn't say that aloud.
Cora cleared her throat. This guy doesn’t live far enough away, was the vibe from her.
But her old man didn't pick up on it. Clearly Buzz didn't care who he talked to, as long as he got to extemporize; he was a good old friendly Will Rogers type. Jovial. The loose-lipped ship-sinker kinda guy. "We were just tellin' Ari here about the mystery lights. We were thinkin' of takin' her out there tonight to show her."
Cora looked at her husband as if she'd like to scalp him. Sometimes he could be a bit too loquacious, I could see.
"Excellent idea! It's usually about six o'clock when people start to gather out there."
"We always like to go see if we can tempt 'em out again." Buzz winked. "You know, they don't always show themselves to doubters. But I always see 'em."
"Okay, well, sounds good. I've got to land a couple more places and then try Finagle, if I can catch him. See you then!" Gil waved, and for some reason I glanced down at his Bible hand. Up against the dark leather cover like that, his hand didn't look as tanned, but what really stood out was the light stripe on his fourth finger. Left hand. Where a ring could've been up until recently.
Like where a wedding band usually fits.
Some people wore their class rings on that hand, I suppose. Or had some other reason for such an appearance. A skin condition, vitiligo, an old scar from a jungle gym injury. I didn't know. This wasn't the time to ask about it, anyway.
Cora's gaze met mine; she rolled her eyes, and I couldn't help giggling. Buzz glanced over questioningly and I nodded and smiled at him, then at Gil. I made my tone congenial. "Sounds like a plan to me."
# # #
I was about to faint from hunger, but I couldn't exactly ask Cora if she had any food in the house: she'd feel she had to insist on my eating with them, and I didn't want to wear out my welcome on day one. I'd learned early, from my mother, about the burden of obligatory invitations offered only "to be neighborly."
In Aaron's kitchen, I managed to scrounge up two Ho-Hos and a bag of stale Nacho Cheese Doritos. These served as sustenance while I worked on lunch. I set up the crock pot with an impromptu rice-beans-and-veggies concoction (by dumping in various cans that weren't dented and didn't look too rusty) and found a twelve-pack of diet cola in the fridge. For later, I set Aaron's Sun Tea jug out on the porch in a sunbeam that bathed four bags of green tea.
I still felt a little nauseated, but that was because I had eaten nothing but junk and fried food. After I checked to make sure the crock pot was heating up, I made a few calls and was promised a callback by some clerk who would tell me how to get a report about Aaron, if possible.
I couldn't waste time sitting here worried and jittery. I'd have to learn to drive that monster sooner or later.
Aaron's Navigator started at a touch. The StreetFinder fired up and bossed me, something about locating the satellites. And I had been right about the different handling. The barge was like a spruced-up tank after my many clunkers.
After punching a few buttons, I finally got the radio turned on. It was tuned to a country station, which made me laugh, but then I realized that was going to be just about the only kind of broadcast radio around here. Patsy Cline and Jim Reeves' "I Fall to Pieces" came on, and that made me think of Aaron, so I tuned around until I found an oldies station that wasn't too hissy. I could see that there was a way to tune in satellite radio, but I didn't have time to fool with it. When Aaron bought a luxury vehicle, he went first class.
I bounced into town and retrieved my belongings from the hotel, settling up my bill and returning the DVD I'd borrowed to watch in the room on the free player. I let the StreetFinder lead me through town--which took all of ten minutes--and discovered a Tex-Mex hole-in-the-wall that had a drive-through. I drove away with a Stuffed Veggie Sopaipilla (not a dessert item--that was what intrigued me), a Frito Bandito Burrito, and a sack of chips with salsa and guacamole. Enough to add ten pounds to my butt in one day.
When I walked back into Aaron's house, the scent of him hit my limbic system and knocked me into the past. I stopped just inside the doorway to catch my breath.
I must've smelled his essence earlier, beneath the conscious level, but this time, I was alone with it. Without Aaron. The full import of everything that had happened struck me hard, and my knees buckled. I landed on one of the twin recliners in front of the media center.
The coffee table made a good TV tray. I set the food on it numbly and flicked the TV into life. Aaron had probably eaten dinner here more often than not. Between the remote and one of those wooden tic-tac-toe games played with marbles was a cell phone.
Aaron's fancy video-equipped cell phone.
Before I realized what I was going to do, I had the cold plastic pressed up against my cheek. Tears ran out of my eyes without permission and streaked down my face. This was most likely one of the last items he'd held in his hand.
This wasn't fair. I couldn't believe Aaron was gone, out of my reach, never to return. And why hadn't he tried to bring me here sooner? He'd cared enough to leave all this to me; he should've mailed that postcard.
I flipped the phone open and saw that, as I'd expected, it was dead. The pathetic fallacy. I went over to the desk and found the charger and plugged it in. The tea probably wasn't done, so I retrieved a couple of diet colas from the fridge and trudged back to my recliner with a much-reduced appetite. I did manage to choke down most of the sopaipilla.
I'd have to start worrying about financial stuff pretty soon. Like maybe the mortgage here, and the car payment, and this cell phone plan. Maybe I could afford to keep his phone, if I managed this inheritance intelligently.
Inheritance. What a double-edged dagger that word was as it plunged into my heart, reminding me why I was getting all this.
I played with the remainder of my food and stared at the re-runs on the cable channels until a knock on the door around five forty-five brought me the smiling visage of Our Man Gil. The sun lit from behind the top layers of his hair, and he looked entirely ringed with light. Like some kind of Heavenly messenger.
I shook off that crazy imagining and stepped back to let him inside. "Isn't it too early to leave?"
He shrugged. "I figured I'd treat you and the Parkers to a quick dinner first." I supposed I could just order dessert and enjoy their company. "It won't start getting dark until after eight. But by then you'll be ready for the main attraction. You'll finally see what brings the tourists and curiosity-seekers to these parts."
# # #
We rode out there in Nellybell, which was an adventure in itself. The truck didn't have a whole passenger seat because a metal organizer and tool box that Buzz explained he'd needed all the time in his air-conditioning business still lived there. Wedged between Cora and Gil in the back, wishing my butt hadn't spread quite so much sitting at my desk job, I bounced along as Buzz navigated the bumpy highway.
We'd eaten at a homestyle barbecue joint outside of town, which took a while because everyone else went back for seconds (I managed to beg off and have only the blackberry cobbler, which wasn't as good as Zoë's), and now it was getting dark. The mountains were silhouetted in the orange glow of the sunset.
About nine miles east of town out on Highway 90, we took the exit marked with a sign reading MARFA MYSTERY LIGHTS VIEWING AREA (NIGHTTIME ONLY). The sign's background was purple, which I thought was weird. Buzz parked next to a concrete pad dotted with picnic tables and trash receptacles. "There's the viewing station."
A brick patio area looking like the outdoor café seating for a chain restaurant? This was the site of magic?
We parked in the area provided, and instead of getting an eerie feeling of anticipation, I suddenly felt like some UFO nut who was going to Area Six-and-a-Half to spot Greys. I wondered what in the heck I had been thinking to come here with these crazy eccentrics, and burst out laughing. Gil looked at me, and I said, "Nothing. Just . . . I've never been to something like this before."
"Neither has anybody," said Buzz. "Less'n they've gone up to Alaska or Canada to watch for the Aurora Borealis. But this is a lot more reliable than that. As long as you have faith." He winked at me, and I wasn't sure just how he meant that remark.
There were several couples already leaning on the railing, with a few families straggling in behind. One woman was ready for anything, settled into a fancy camper's chair with her cooler of longneck brews. At least we wouldn't be alone in our folly.
The Texas Highway department and the Chamber of Commerce had provided a wooden stand holding convenient little brochures about the viewing. I couldn't believe the state government took such a woo-woo thing seriously. But it also speeded up my pulse. Was this for real?
I plucked a brochure out of the stand. Just enough daylight remained for me to read the small print.
Sightings of Marfa's mystery lights were first recorded in 1883, but the Native Americans knew them long before that: Apache legend tells of an Apache chief lost in what we would call the astral plane and searching for his tribe, and the lights serve as his beacons. These lights were reported since before electricity or vehicles ever reached the Big Bend area. Theories about headlights or ranch landscape lighting also wouldn't explain why some observers hear a high-pitched "tuning fork" noise in only one ear while watching.
The Ghost lights of Marfa still shine as brightly as ever, and are still as mysterious--despite many scientific studies--as they were when they were first seen by early settlers who drove their herds into the Marfa area in 1883, including Robert Ellison. Driving his cattle west from Alpine, he saw strange lights in the distance on the second night out, while camped just outside Paisano Pass. Fearing that they were Apache signal fires, he searched the countryside by horseback, but could never catch up with them, and eventually realized that the lights were not man-made. Other early settlers assured him that they too had seen the lights and had never been able to identify them.
Numerous photographs and video footage have captured these lights in action. Marfa Lights are generally considered harmless. They are even rumored to have helped a lost man during a blizzard by providing warmth and guiding him home.
It was getting too dim to read. I folded the brochure into the pocket of my jeans.
"It's good that we came on out today. Because this weekend, it's going to be crazy." Gil gestured at the crowd. "It'll be the Marfa Lights Festival in town, starting tomorrow morning. Remember, Bucko mentioned it? They have it downtown at the old Presidio County courthouse. Food and crafts, live music, line dancing. Do it every Labor Day weekend." He smiled. "Around eleven Saturday morning, there's a Macy's-style parade goes through town with floats, the Marfa High band, fire and police trucks, horseback riding and rope tricks, and all that. People wear costumes related to the lights." I couldn't imagine. "That afternoon and all evening they'll have the music festival, with special guests like Willie Nelson or Asleep at the Wheel. Not them this year--I've forgotten who it is, but it'll be good."
"Wow," I offered, noticing a couple more people settling in along the railing, some with binoculars. One couple lined up their young children on the railing and told them to hang on tight. Obviously, tourists took this viewing seriously.
"Of course, being from Dallas, you've probably seen it all." Cora smiled her secret Mona Lisa smile. I wondered what kind of wicked thoughts lay behind that little-old-lady mask.
"No, I'm still a country girl at heart." There was definitely more to Cora than I'd seen at first glance, but then nobody ever questioned a little old lady and her sincerity, so as long as she didn't get vague or absent-minded Cora had it made. "I love to take Sunday drives and nature hikes."
"To visit abandoned farmhouses?" Gil startled me from behind. "Looking up into the night sky hoping for a visitation--like now?"
"Hush," said Cora, moving around to put Buzz between us.
"I saw a UFO once." Gil spoke softly into my ear. "Out in the Nevada desert." His hot breath on my earlobe gave me shivers. But I couldn't move away. "I suppose it wasn't a UFO, though, but probably a top secret vehicle test by the Air Force. I watched the news the next morning. Several crew members of United flights, including some pilots, saw a disc at the same level as their plane. Dark gray and well-defined against the clouds, it was like a rotating Frisbee, but spinning so slowly that some couldn't be sure it even moved. It had no apparent lights on it, but there was a glow all around. It hovered above the airport for at least three minutes, then shot up out of sight, leaving a strange tunnel through the clouds. Like somebody punched a hole in the sky."
"Quit trying to spook her, Gil," said Buzz quietly. Tension drained from my body at the sound of a rational voice.
"Jimmy Carter saw a UFO." My voice sounded a little choked. I cleared my throat. "And Dennis Kucinich, along with various other Presidential hopefuls."
My only answer was Gil's measured breathing near my ear.
The crowd was quiet, waiting patiently, as if we stood on hallowed ground waiting for some long-expected vision.
In the absence of big-city lights, the stars looked like pushpins holding up the velvet sky. I started to relax again.
Until I felt somebody's arm slip around my shoulders. Sure enough, it belonged to Gil. That tightened me right up. As I turned my head, he hugged my shoulders as if we were there together on a date. He looked at me closely. "Feeling nervous yet?"
"I'm not afraid of the paranormal." I shook off his arm as politely as I could and moved between Cora and Buzz.
But Gil came up behind me again. This time, both hands landed on my shoulders, squeezing. He actually ran his hands up under my sleeves and rubbed my bare skin. I managed not to jump or recoil. His palms were dry and cool. Mine were so sweaty they were slipping off the handrail.
Before I had time to say anything, Cora piped up to Gil, a mischievous gleam in her watery-but-sharp gray-blue peepers. "So, Gil, speaking of viewings, did you get Aaron's set up? We'd like to schedule that in so we can be sure to make it." Her eyebrows headed towards her forehead's furrows, reminding me of that curious cartoon gopher. "Every Wednesday night we go to the library to see the movie, you know, whatever that artsy-fartsy indie film council sends out. And we have a standing date for bridge on Tuesdays and some Thursdays. The sooner I know what to cancel, the happier I'll be."
"Oh . . . um." Gil released my shoulders and stepped away, seemingly realizing how inappropriate he was being, especially in front of his parishioners. "As it turns out, I did manage to complete most of the arrangements regarding music, order of worship, and so forth." Gil shifted from foot to foot. "But we haven't set any schedule yet."
"Whyever not? We wouldn't want to miss family night. We're about his closest neighbors." I couldn't have sworn to it, but I was sure Cora threw me a wink.
"Well, actually." Gil cleared his throat. "His body hasn't been released yet. Some kind of snag at the coroner's office. Has something to do with not having been able to get in touch with a next-of-kin. But as I mentioned earlier, I'm working on that. Expect to be hearing back fairly soon."
I thought of what the policeman had said about them doing the contact. "Aren't the cops getting in touch?"
Gil looked startled. "Well, I'm helping. I didn't want his folks to hear it from the authorities if I could reach them first."
That made sense.
But it disturbed me that he'd been out to that parlor to make all those arrangements when Aaron wasn't even there. All right, as far as I was concerned, Aaron wasn't there; Aaron had moved on to wherever it is that we go, Heaven to me, the Summerlands to others, a vague Afterlife as wisps of the Overmind to someone else. Whatever. It's just that he wasn't still in that clay form, so it wasn't important. But the vision of his body lying in a cold drawer somewhere gave me chills and a sense of the void lurking beneath it all. I really hadn't needed to know this, let alone think about it in the desert dark.
It struck me that there could be more of a reason for the authorities to be holding his body. After all, couldn't they release it to the funeral home and have Gil act as the custodian, because he was executor and personal representative or whatever the hell they called it? I was pretty sure that was often done. Unless there were suspicious circumstances.
I really needed to make a few calls.
Buzz grabbed my wrist and pointed. "There! I think I see some activity. Look there, just to the right of the red light on the radio tower."
There was a distant red light atop a tower. That, I could see.
"You can be sure that any light to the right of that, a light that'll flicker or appear and disappear, is a Marfa ghost light."
I didn't see anything. "What am I looking for?" I didn't realize I was going to whisper until I started to speak, but the crowd was down to a low murmur, so it seemed appropriate.
"Depends. People see large and small, all colors--mostly orange, yellow, white, occasionally green--seen 'em divide and recombine. They'll be dim or bright as a flash, might move up and down slowly or bounce."
"Do you see any yet?"
Gil chuckled. "Not quite dark enough. Will be in a bit."
As I positioned myself at the railing between Cora and Buzz, Buzz pointed. "You need to scan the southwestern horizon, looking toward Chinati Peak." His finger traced the approximate area. "Just keep looking. Let your eyes adjust to the sky. And have faith."
Gil cut in so that he was between me and Cora, but he kept his hands to himself. Still, I imagined I could feel his breath on the side of my cheek. After a moment he murmured, "Look for the ones that sparkle. Anything that keeps a constant shape, like an oval, is probably a reflected car headlight off Highway 67. The real ones change shape rapidly."
I felt a chill run up my collarbone as his jacket sleeve brushed the side of my upper arm. I cleared my throat. "Does this make you feel a little . . . spooked?"
"Not really." Gil leaned forward and rested his elbows on the railing. "I grew up in southern Nevada. I don't find ghost lights even a little odd, because we lived around similar phenomena, including good old Area 51. That whole mountainous rim surrounding Lake Mead is alive with mildly unnatural events. There's strange stuff in the night desert, stretching out all the way east to the Grand Canyon. I've seen things as I drove through the night between Las Vegas and Phoenix, back when I was going to seminary and working odd jobs at night, that would've made great 'X-Files' or 'Twilight Zone' episodes."
Hadn't he said he went to seminary in Fort Worth? Vegas seemed an unlikely vacation spot for a student of the ministry. Or had I misunderstood?
"For instance. . . ." He ran his finger across the back of my hand in a manner that, if any other guy had done it, I would've called suggestive. "Out there in Alien Greys territory, where the government used to do all that above-ground nuke testing, I've seen a lot of unexplainable weirdness. They've got angry ghost lights. Cars melt and their occupants disappear or are found wandering beside the highway in the morning in shock, or turn into babbling idiots who have to be put away for a long rest. Some people think those lights are a government laser weapon project that went awry."
"Conspiracy theories," I managed, moving my hand out of his reach. "Your car never melted, I take it?"
"No. But out here the lights are friendly. The Apache and other Native tribesmen saw the lights long before any European immigrant. Legend says that God--they call Him Great Spirit--made these mountains by throwing out all the jumbled rocks left over after Creation. The Devil then sneaked in and added beasties that bite, sting, and prick. When a lost soul departed by being bitten or stung, they say, he or she became one of the ghost lights wandering the desolate landscape until the end of the world, when they'll finally be re-gathered into humanity. Other Native stories explain the lights as the phosphorescent souls of braves who were betrayed by treachery and killed in battle, and who won't leave for the next world until they feel they've gotten justice."
Okay, now he was seriously creeping me out. Maybe that was his intention. "They teach you this stuff in seminary?"
"Comparative religion." He made another move towards my hand. "You've got to keep an open mind. God doesn't explain everything to man, after all."
I shifted toward Buzz, but he was occupied getting his hearing aid turned off. Apparently he'd experienced some loud buzzing and popping on past visits, and he didn't want to get zapped again.
Staring out into the blackness, all I saw were the same old stars, only much brighter than they seemed in Dallas. There wasn't any ambient light in the parking lot or on the pad (other than the red glow-spots at our feet), so it was getting well and truly dark out. But I didn't know if I was seeing tiny flashes, "seeing stars," or what. My ophthalmologist had confirmed that I had floaters in both eyes. Maybe that was all I was seeing. What were the dust motes floating in the night sky? Magic, or my floaters sparkling?
"I'm not sure what I'm seeing. How can I be sure?"
Buzz rumbled in my ear. "You'll know one when you see one. There's no mistaking it."
I squinted into the darkness.
The crowd gradually fell quiet. Slowly I became aware of a faraway orange glow, without really knowing at which instant I started perceiving the light. It was an irregular sphere of living orange, like the stuff inside a Lava Lamp, about the size of a cantaloupe. At first I wasn't sure it was really there, but it got more substantial all of a sudden and I knew. It didn't crackle as ball lightning can, nor did it waver and flare like swamp gas or some mirage. It was impossible to tell whether the light originated from ten yards or ten miles away.
"See?" Gil whispered, but I couldn't answer.
The sphere turned a duskier reddish-orange and shrank. It rotated like a globe, flickered momentarily, then disappeared. The crowd let out a collective exhalation, as though we'd been holding our breath.
The light popped back, even brighter.
This time, no one dared gasp.
Two more lights popped up on either side of it, reminding me of the June Taylor Dancers. The satellites could have been up to a foot in diameter, but I knew my sense of perspective was skewed by not knowing how far away they were. They seemed too close for comfort.
A dull hum began in my ears, but it wasn't entirely aural. I felt it pushing at me, sensed it with my fingertips. Trying to see with only my eyes here would be like trying to put "Night on Bald Mountain" into words. Floating in the darkness, we seemed to be tipping backwards on the Tilt-A-Whirl while my stomach clawed upwards like a cat climbing the draperies.
The orbs of light danced up and down. It could've lasted ten minutes or half an hour. I was mesmerized. Two balls of light collided, then merged the way cells do in science-class simulation animations. The remaining two backed away from us and then froze in the night sky, holding steady.
In my right ear, a high-pitched vibrating whee began. It really was like somebody hitting a tuning fork. My hands involuntarily flew up to cover my ears, but it didn't make any difference. My pulse beat out a really bad jazz riff, fast, arrythmic, and uncoordinated.
Suddenly a white ball popped on overhead, as if to signal the end of the evening's antics. The larger orange orb divided into two, making it a trio again. As the noise faded, so did the glow in the sky. The last remaining ball winked at me one last time, then receded into the infinite horizon, like a special effect from Pixar.
My heartbeat returned to a regular rhythm. I could breathe again.
Gil squeezed my shoulder. "You're cold."
The lights were apparently through with us. Most people stayed on, hoping to see another show, but Cora poked Buzz in the ribs and he announced that it was past his bedtime.
From a roadside vendor in a truck, I bought a T-shirt proclaiming that I had seen the Marfa Ghost Lights. Zoë would be so jealous.
# # #
They dropped me off at the door. I turned down all offers to "c'mon in and set a spell" at anyone else's house or have a nightcap, or as Buzz phrased it "a shot of nerve tonic--Jack Daniel's, what made the South the South." But Gil insisted on walking me to the door. Buzz shot Cora a meaningful look that he must've thought I didn't catch.
I turned at the door. "Sorry to be a party pooper. I need to wash my hair and get this war paint off my face." It was true enough; the airborne sand meant I felt dirty again, even though I'd had a shower in the afternoon. I also needed to reboot my psyche and soothe my jangled nerves.
He ran one finger down my cheek, pulling a strand of hair off my lip that I hadn't realized was glued to it. "You were really affected back there, weren't you?"
"No, I. . . ." Why was I tongue-tied? Maybe I had been a little spooked.
"You don't have to be embarrassed. A lot of people have a spiritual experience out there. It can be quite affecting." He smoothed back my hair. I seemed to be frozen in place, unable to slap his hand away--and not really wanting to. "I felt really connected tonight. It was as if--" He broke off, examined my face closely, then continued. "This may sound crazy, but I felt as if Aaron were there watching us, and he . . . approved. Of us."
I didn't know what to say. There wasn't any "us." Someday, if I got to know Gil better, we might become friends. But right now, schmoozing me on Aaron's turf? Maybe even hitting on me? That was too much. I turned and fumbled with the lock.
"I know you're still in love with him. Were, anyway."
I took a deep breath. "It's true that I wasn't really through with him. I'd been expecting him to call eventually. I know he got busy. . . ."
"Not that busy. He should've called you. I believe he wanted to, and I never understood what could have been holding him back. Ari, I think he really loves you. Loved you."
Hearing Gil make the correction knocked away my last underpinnings; I dropped the key and slumped against the doorjamb. Gil caught me and circled me with his arms. After a moment of resistance, I relaxed into the embrace. It felt good to have some support, to have physical contact with someone who cared--and who had cared about Aaron. I hadn't cried for Aaron yet, and the tears came streaming out.
"It's okay." He repeated it over and over, rocking me back and forth. After a minute or two, my discomfort level rose alarmingly. His concentration was a little suffocating, or maybe his Pheromonica after-shave was really strong. But I wasn't sure how to extricate myself without being abrupt. And now that my thoughts were calming down, I wondered why Gil should be so intent on making me . I got the feeling that he'd planned all of this in order to get me to the emotional edge. Well, now I felt emptied out, and I wasn't ready to let him fill me up again with all kinds of crazy, conflicting emotions.
Could he be infatuated with me? I hadn't given him any reason to be. Had I?
No, I was flattering myself. Being crazy, imagining things.
Still, it certainly appeared that he was trying to become more than just an . . . acquaintance.
"It's too soon," I managed to gasp. Realizing how that had sounded, I hurried to fill the silence with words. "I mean, I can't let myself fall apart yet. I need to be alone." I pulled away, somewhat roughly. I wasn't quite steady on my feet, but I grabbed the doorjamb and I was fine. "Is that okay with you? Can I just . . . I need to go."
"Whenever you're ready, I’m here." Gil looked at me soulfully. Whether he meant "ready to talk" or "ready to console you" or "ready to be your new man," I couldn't have said.
And I could not deal with this. Escaping as politely as I could manage by blathering various platitudes and promises to see him first thing in the morning, I got the cabin door closed behind me. It was such a relief to be alone in the blue glow of the bubbling aquariums.
Maybe I'm a bit more of a recluse than I thought.
# # #
Speaking of recluses, I didn't see a problem with using Aaron's phone to call my sister. His cell phone, because that way there wouldn't be long-distance charges. It only took me a minute to figure out the oPhone; on some level I'm still a programmer, and it was kind of fun fiddling with the device.
Zoë let me know immediately that she was very displeased with me, because I'd been supposed to call as soon as the plane landed.
"I meant to. It's just that . . . well, my host has been really efficient. Things have been happening. I saw the Marfa Lights." I told her about it, exaggerating as needed in an attempt to engage her travel bug. She'd always been a bit of a UFO buff.
But it didn't work this time. "You still could've called."
"You could've called me."
"How?"
She had a point. I'd left her to fret all day and all evening with no contact information. "You're right. I just wasn't thinking."
"Do you ever?"
I read off Aaron's house phone and his cell phone number to her. "Now you can call."
"Trust that I will. Anyway, your apartment's fine and so is your damn fish. When will you be home?"
"Soon. I haven't even started doing any of the legal stuff yet."
"Why the hell not?"
Because Gil hadn't mentioned it, and I didn't know quite how to bring it up. "Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof," I quoted from Scripture, mostly because she hated it when I did. "That's on the agenda for tomorrow."
"Make sure it is. I'm not really comfortable with your staying out there among people you don't even know, and don't know much about."
"I'm all grown up."
"I know you are. That's what worries me." She sighed. "I get the decided feeling that Gil is a con man who lucked into Aaron's death and is out to bilk somebody. Namely you."
I knew my sister was paranoid, but this really took me aback. "What makes you say that?"
"This is all too convenient. Besides, the way you describe him and how he's acting towards you. . . . He's just too nice."
"Come on."
"I mean it, Airhead. Now, don't ask me to put my finger on exactly what bugs me. This is my intuition talking. All those fancy clothes you tell me he has on when it's summertime in the desert . . . it's the kind of thing Willy Loman might do out of desperation to make that sale, or Jack Lemmon in Glengarry Glen Ross."
"Minus all those dirty words, of course," I said as dryly as I could manage without getting my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth again. "He's a minister, remember. He dresses up like that every time he leaves the house. Preachers don't have casual Friday wardrobes."
"Maybe." She sounded doubtful. "Maybe it's just the way you describe him. It's just that, from the way you talk, it's kind of as if he's auditioning for a part."
"Well, don't worry. I won't be throwing him on the casting couch."
"Take this seriously, Ari. I think you're being too trusting. Stay away from that man as much as you can--and from the Marfa Lights, for that matter. Just watch yourself."
"I always watch myself," I said, trying to lighten the mood with a homage to Groucho Marx. "It's other people I have trouble watching."
"No, you don't. You're awfully good at that, I'll grant you." I heard clicks on the line. "I've got another call coming in, though I'm sure it's just a nuisance. Call me tomorrow. Or before. Anytime, if there's any problem."
"There won't be. Please stop worrying." I left her to her mystery call-waiter, hoping it wasn't yet another siding salesman and feeling pity towards the salesman if it was.
Gil's quick-on-the-trigger upturn of lips sometimes seemed fakey, and he had made a few overtures that I'd had to fend off fairly firmly. But that didn't mean he was fit to plug into the next film version of Psycho. I was glad I hadn’t mentioned to my sister any of those little flirtatious--okay, heck, full-on seductive--moves Gil had seemed to be pulling on me. With luck, that would all be forgotten in the morning.
I was such a Cleopatra.
Impulsively, before I closed the phone, I clicked on "Photos" to look at what Aaron had seen fit to record.
He'd taken a picture of that pomegranate bush in the courtyard, in full bloom. An orange Texas sunset with streaky clouds. A spider, a really big hairy one--eew. I clicked quickly to the next. Murky, with tiny colored dots on a black background--maybe the Marfa lights? And then one that stopped me.
It was a close-up of that woman I'd met--Orleans Hall, the nasty one--flashing her boobs.
My face burned and I felt my blood pressure ratcheting up several notches. Orleans had her head thrown back, laughing like those idiots on the Girls Gone Wild videos.
Viciously I snapped the phone shut and tossed it on the desk.
Chapter Five
So, the fish. Didn't I need to feed them?
I still couldn't get over the aquaria in every room, on stands and built into the walls, even in the bathroom. The effect was magical. Different collections lived in each tank. Schools of neon tetras, one tank of guppies, then the exotic stuff. One appeared empty, but I was sure there was something lurking in the plants. Possibly the plants themselves were some kind of exotic prize. I didn't know. I didn't feel like looking anything up.
The access closets were cleverly designed to allow you to reach the tanks from the back or side.
The saucer-sized discus in one of the salt tanks swam around looking at me suspiciously, but the others disappeared behind the rocks when I loomed near. Why didn't they go to the top and expect food? They should've associated people with fish flakes. Then I saw the autofeeder carousel. The one on the salt tank was nearly empty, so I found the flakes (the expensive brand) in the access closet and refilled it. They still eyed me with suspicion, but once I backed far enough away they all flared their fins and hurried to the top to eat.
# # #
I prepared for a restless night in Aaron's bed. The sheets looked fairly clean, though I'd had to talk myself out of stripping the bed--which I'd never have considered doing, had I not seen that stupid photo. As I dozed off I thought about how I was getting to sleep where he last slept . . . how I was breathing in his scent, however faint . . . and how I didn't care how dysfunctional of me that might be.
I came awake in the night to find three cantaloupe-sized balls of orange light flickering at the foot of my bed. I felt no fear, but what the government calls shock-and-awe electrified me, every hair on my body standing at attention. Then I felt a comforting touch--Ricky's presence.
I knew I was awake, because I glanced at Aaron's alarm clock, a fancy job that projected the time in red digits on the ceiling. Three-fifteen AM, the dark tea-time of the soul and the traditional time of miracles: an hour ripe for visitations. I raised up on my elbows, waiting for a sign, but somehow even propped up I dozed back off.
Then I heard Aaron's voice. "Watch out," he called to me from far away. My eyes snapped open, and at first I couldn't see anything because they weren't focused. But the full moon shafted through the sheer curtains at the window, and I saw Aaron standing at the foot of the bed. Maybe the Marfa lights had led him. He frowned at me. "Be careful, Ari. He isn't what he seems."
I tried to speak, but I was sleep-grogged and my muscles flapped, inert. My elbows were frozen and deadened where I'd been leaning on them while I slept.
The sound of Aaron's voice went straight to my heart and vibrated inside my very center. "I'm watching you. Don't worry. But take care."
On the far wall, I saw the shadow of wings. Obviously, Aaron had become an angel. He smiled, and my heart soared. Joy radiated from every part of the Aaron-angel. But then he faded away, receding just as the lights had. Before I could react, the glow faded from the room, and I could move again.
I couldn't believe he was gone. Mostly, I wished I could go with him.
What do they call a vacuum of sound? I was in a cone of silence. Not even the sound of a desert cricket.
I blinked. Then I started to rationalize.
Isn't that what people do? Use their rational thought processes, apply logic to the unfathomable. I reasoned that I must've been dreaming. That had to be it; I'd just woken up from a particularly vivid dream about waking up. It'd been the effect of those Tex-Mex peppers, or maybe bad berries in the cobbler.
Reasoning wasn't working. Although I hadn't been afraid at first--I'd felt completely at peace--now adrenaline squirted into my bloodstream. Stupid endocrine system. My heart thudded against my ribs, and I felt a panic attack coming on.
I snatched up the pillow and comforter and dragged them into the living room, switching on every light as I passed. I flicked the television and radio on and fell into a troubled sleep on the sofa.
# # #
Howdy, Texas blasted out its morning theme, "San Antonio Rose," and I stirred. The sun was bright in my eyes and the muscle in my right calf was jumping.
I about fell off the sofa, cracking my shin on the coffee table. The twitch prefigured a bodacious leg cramp, I was sure, from sleeping all balled up on the sofa, tense, trying even in my sleep to remember not to roll off. I stood up and sure enough, the muscle went throb, throb, clench. But I pulled on the dent in the middle of my upper lip (that's a trick my grandmother taught me--the anatomical term for the area is "philtrum," but try explaining that to anybody and watch their eyes glaze over) and the cramp slowly ebbed away. I rubbed both calves and found them freezing cold. The air-conditioning vent pointed right at the leather seating group, and it had come on full blast sometime in the night.
Morning charley-horses (as Zoë calls them) always start me out in a semi-foul mood. Digging out the detective's card ("Esteban 'Max' Varga," as printed), I put in a call to the Sheriff's office to find out about the report on Aaron. I hated to end up calling him after all, but he was the shortcut to finding out who to contact. Apparently he was already out catching varmints and shooting up the countryside at seven in the morning. I left a message on his voicemail.
I showered and threw on my jeans and the Marfa Lights tee, then ran a comb through my wet hair and French-braided it. By the time I'd found my shoes, I heard tires crunching on the shells outside.
As I always did at home, I pulled open the front curtain to let in the morning light. It turned out to be a good thing that I don't wear bathrobes, that I get dressed in street clothes the moment I get up--that's because of my mother lounging around in those damn nightgowns all day when she was drinking or depressed, and I had hated it, and the stink of Pall Malls and martinis on her, well, it still nauseates me to think of it. But anyway, here came Sparky the Happy Squirrel scampering up the drive. Didn't he ever sleep? Go to his office to counsel and console church members? Do the grocery shopping?
He bounced in wearing a "Good Morning, Class" face. Even his hair, slicked back in the classic Baptist-preacher style, was perky. A voice worthy of Bucky the Friendly Beaver said, "Morning, Ari! Hope you got some rest. Wasn't that quite a show last night? Really something." At least he wasn't carrying his briefcase or Bible.
That meant I wouldn't have to turn down his offer of exciting Amway products at a discount if only I'd become a distributor.
"Come on in." I smiled, relieved that he meant to forget last night's little scene at the door. "I don't have coffee made or anything."
"You're not the Daily Grind. I just stopped by on my way in to the church office. I think you're going to like what I've got to tell you." He spread his hands wide. "Good news. I've gotten in touch with Aaron's parents and they'll be here tomorrow. They expect to stay here, if you don't mind."
Oh, my God.
Myra and Doyle Beecroft had always regarded me as the not-quite-measuring-up temporary girlfriend, good enough until somebody better came along. We'd met a few times, but never made more than the required pleasantries, let alone stayed under the same roof. My heart fell out of my chest onto my toes.
Gil was so oblivious. "They have their own RV, and they can park it just outside. Isn't that perfect?"
Perfect. "That's fine . . . great. I'll be looking forward to it."
In a way, I supposed I would. I reeled my heart back in and got it settled inside my ribcage. This was Aaron's family, and they were part of him. I could handle this.
"I've got us set up for Monday afternoon." I must've looked confused, because Gil pointed at me as if to clarify things. "At the lawyer's office for the reading of the will, I mean."
"Is this like on TV, where there's a provision that you won't get what's bequeathed to you unless you attend the reading?" I was half joking.
"Don't believe anything you see on TV." He rolled his eyes. "You'll each get a copy of the will then, and we'll get this probate ball rolling. There are several issues that I think can be dealt with right away, with temporary orders, if necessary. For one thing, we need to get you access to the estate's cash for dealing with the details."
"That's easy enough. We'll simply wire it to my numbered Swiss bank account." I didn't even have a dotted Swiss bank account, but he couldn't know that--not for sure.
Gil flashed a limited version of his smile. "This attorney's really sharp--his name is Woodrow Hawk, and he's right here in downtown Marfa--and he'll get things moving immediately, assuming Aaron's parents feel up to it, all right?" He marched into Aaron's kitchen.
"If you're about to fry up a dozen eggs, don't bother. There's not a single one left in the nest. Let's go over to that coffee shop-bookstore place again." My crockpot experiment would keep in the fridge; that kind of dish is better after it sets a spell, as Texans say.
"I've got a better idea. You haven't forgotten the parade, have you?" He checked his watch. It was some kind of fancy gold-and-silver job. "We need to get to the park fairly soon to get a decent spot, though as long as we get there before ten, it'll be all right. I need to stop by my office for a bit and take care of some things, but that won't take long." He pulled down a large woven picnic basket from the top of the fridge. "I'm going down to Jodie's Catering where we get all our church food done to get this filled up. You're gonna love her chicken salad. Then we're off to the party." He paused. "You're not a vegetarian or a vegan, are you?"
"No, chicken salad sounds fine." As long as it wasn't full of paprika and hot sauce, Tex-Mex style. But if he liked that stuff, I could cope. I didn't have a huge appetite, anyway.
He reached into the picnic basket and pulled a plaid blanket partway out, as if confirming it was picnic-ready. "And then on Sunday after church, if you're up for it, we can go geocaching."
I took a deep breath. Okay, I'm not that good-looking. I mean, I don't have any obvious defects, but I'm fairly average. Still, even Daddy, who saw genius in everything I attempted as a kid, no matter how bad I was at it, never urged me to enter a beauty contest. Why was Gil being so nice to me? Spending so much time on me? And, not to put too fine a point on it, seemingly getting the Jones on for me?
We'd clicked, and I felt the chemistry between us as well, but I just couldn't accept that this great-looking guy could have any interest in me. Not beyond keeping me happy so he could wrap up Aaron's estate. But he seemed to expect that I'd become his new neighbor. I still hadn't decided about that. Being instant best friends felt weird, though. Gil knew so little about me, and I knew next to nothing about him.
I decided not to question Fate. The gift horse didn't need any teeth, so long as I could ride it and feel the wind in my hair.
"On Sunday? I don't want to monopolize you."
Didn't preachers have to spend most of the day Sunday at church? I wasn't sure. My parents had been involved in a fundamentalist group when Zoë and I were young teens--which explained why they felt the need to toss her out and nearly ruin her life when she got pregnant with Ricky at sixteen--and they'd spent almost all day Sundays in church, either in ecstatic worship, study groups, or planning meetings. But I knew that not all churches were like that. Gil probably expected me to attend morning services, come to think of it; I'd have to find some excuse to beg off. Or maybe I ought to go, just to see Gil in action. But in fact he hadn't yet asked me. "You've got so much to do to get your sermon ready, and so forth."
"Don't worry about that." He stuffed the blanket back into the basket, along with four sets of plasticware and the Melamine plates that'd fallen out with it. "Just relax. I'm taking care of things."
Aaron's landline phone rang.
For a moment I panicked, because I wouldn't know what to say to any of Aaron's friends who might not yet know what'd happened. Then I glanced at the Caller ID box. The display said it was the Sheriff's office.
Thinking fast for a change, I decided I'd rather not let Gil hear everything I wanted to ask the authorities, so I just shook my head. "Not for me."
Then the answering machine piped up in Aaron's voice.
My heart leapt into my throat as tears blurred my vision. It was a shock, even though I'd "heard" him again only last night. The resulting attack of stupidity explained why I didn't stop the machine's "monitor" mode and Gil heard the Lieutenant say, "Ari French, this is Detective Max Varga returning your call." He gave a return phone number.
Oops. "I guess it was for me after all," I said, feeling my cheeks burn. I explained about Lieutenant Varga having paid me a visit.
Gil looked none too happy. "The police came here to hassle you about Aaron's death? I know they've got to investigate, but there's no basis for suspicion at all. Why would you encourage him by calling?"
Whoops, he'd been paying attention. "Nothing important, just a couple of concerns I had. I'll call him later."
He looked visibly annoyed. "You don't need to burden yourself with that. You weren't here and didn't see anything, so what's the use of going into all that with them?"
"They came to me. I figured I needed to cooperate."
Gil's mouth twisted. "Well, you should've told him you wouldn't talk to him without a lawyer. You need to know your rights, and one of them is you have the right to have a lawyer present. It's dangerous if they get some crazy idea in their minds because you're an outsider." He slammed the top of the basket with both palms.
I didn't like this side of the pacific preacherman.
He expelled a breath. "How about next time you just say, 'I choose to remain silent, and I want my attorney?' Then call me."
Gil appeared to know an awful lot about the proper procedure on a suspect's part. I had to assume that was probably because of experiences with parishioners, or whatever Protestants call them.
I took a mollifying tone. "I didn't realize. I wasn't thinking of it as being threatening."
He seemed a bit distracted. "Well . . . all right. I suppose you couldn't help them coming to you. But don't volunteer anything. And try not to upset yourself with all that foolishness." He still looked irritated.
Why the hell did he care if I upset myself? It was my body to destroy as I liked. Had he been most anyone else, I'd have called him on that.
Yet even though he was being all weird right now, I still wanted to hang out with him . . . go on a date with him, even. I can be an idiot like that sometimes. He was cute, and Aaron was gone--and had left a hole in my heart. What can I say? In a sort of pathetic way, I had to admit I needed Gil.
So I made nice, and after some small talk he was whistling "Yellow Rose of Texas" and bounding out the door like an eager Pomeranian on the bunny trail. "See you around eleven--in about an hour."
I decided I'd better straighten up the front room in case Aaron's parents showed up early. They probably had the key, or maybe they knew about Aaron always hiding a key at the top right-hand corner of the back door frame; I made a mental note to check to see if he was still doing that before I went to bed believing the doors were secured. I folded the comforter and started fluffing the sofa pillows.
Coming up with a handful of change behind the middle pillow, I dug deeper, finding three wrapped cherry cough drops and a few dried-up fries. I pulled the bottom pillows off to finish the job, wondering where Aaron would keep a handvac, and something glinted underneath.
Blue. A star sapphire. Set in 14K gold.
Aaron's class ring from Stanford.
I dug it out. He was always losing that because it was just a shade too big, and the plastic ring-sizer that he used to make it a quarter-size smaller constantly slipped off. But he'd always found it again.
I clasped it against my chest for a moment. I gave it a quick kiss, then slipped it securely into my jeans' coin pocket. As, I suppose, a good-luck token. I wanted it near me. It was never far from him.
Then I remembered. I had brought a neckchain of white gold Aaron'd given me one Christmas. It was in a velvet pouch stuffed down into the toe of one of my black ballet still in my suitcase.
Sure enough, there it was, a 30-inch white gold Omega rolled chain. I hadn't known why I was packing it at the time.
After hesitating a moment, I threaded the ring through, then fastened the chain around my neck. The ring landed between my breasts, accenting the bosom area, which wasn't ideal. I dropped it down inside of my bra so nobody'd see it and question me.
If wearing Aaron's ring like this made me feel better, it wasn't anybody else's business.
# # #
I needed coffee. Not that cheap supermarket stuff Aaron kept, though. What I craved was a real cup of coffee. Like the one I'd had yesterday at the Brown Recluse.
It couldn't hurt my attitude to get out a bit, either. I needed to exercise my legs and my freedom. Gil was playing the perfect host and chaperone, but it was becoming a wee bit stifling.
On Aaron's desk I found his mobile GPS. I slipped it into my purse, figuring I'd check out how it worked in a free moment. I didn't want to appear completely ignorant if we did go out geocaching. There were a couple of other gadgets that I couldn’t identify but hoped to find time to inspect, as well, so I dropped them into my tote. The excuse I used on myself was that I might get stuck waiting in line or in the lawyer's anteroom, and if I had the tote with me, I could fool with these gadgets then.
I grabbed a handful of interesting-looking CDs--some of them Texas music, it looked like, and a few of our old favorites--to listen to in the car. Willie Nelson singing "StarDust" had been one of our shared guilty pleasures.
This time I didn't even have to use the StreetFinder to navigate to the Recluse. I was reaching for the handle of the front door when it banged open and Orleans Hall nearly knocked me over.
She stopped short. An expression of rage clobbered her angular features. "What are you doing still in town?"
"Um. . . ." My brain was overwhelmed by the question. I hadn't had any caffeine yet, after all. "I'm settling up Aaron's affairs."
"Affairs! That's a hoot." She crossed her arms. Her tone was confrontational and nasty. "But maybe that's appropriate--since you were nothing to him 'cept an affair. Not even that, more like a quickie fling. You don't love Aaron. He didn’t love you. So what are you doing inheriting?"
Words tried to form in my mouth. All I got was a jumble of letters.
She jerked her thumb towards her amazing (and photographically shown to be authentic) chest. "I was his woman. I'm the one he should've remembered." She looked wistful for a moment. "He had the greatest feet. Never stinky, no toe jam. Beautiful toenails." Then her features hardened up again. "Scuttlebutt around town says he owed you. But I don't buy that. If he really stole your money, then why didn't you sue?"
I sighed. "It's complicated." I didn't want to ruin his life, even though he's messing with mine from beyond. "The credit card companies don't want to hear your life story; they just want their money. And it costs more to bring legal action than it's usually worth."
"Bullshit." She tilted her head. "Why don't you hate him?" After a pregnant pause, she gave a little nod. "If he'd done that to me--not that I believe he did it to YOU, either, you little liar. But if somebody did that to me, they'd be sorry. I'd hate them. I wouldn't be able to wait for Hell to populate with his sorry ass."
That was the same as saying she wouldn't hesitate to kill someone who crossed her. I've never been able to put myself into the shoes of someone who thinks like that. Although I'm no angel and I do have wicked thoughts, they never run in that direction.
Zoë says it's because I have low self-esteem. All my life, whenever someone I love has done something awful to me, my first reaction has always been, "What did I do to make you do this? How can I fix it? Why did I deserve this?"
I loved Aaron. I wanted the best for him. I didn't stop loving him just because he stopped loving me. I still loved him, and probably always would. That's forever. (My mental jukebox cued up "Suite: Judy Blue Eyes" by Crosby, Stills, and Nash.)
But all of this was none of her business and she didn't really care, anyhow--hers were challenge questions, rhetorical at best. Even if she got a coredump of my psyche, she wouldn't understand it.
I shrugged. "It'd be easy for me to become bitter and lash out in hate. But I saw my sister fall into that trap for a while, and she's only now climbing out. Mother has wallowed in that pit for years, and I've seen the effects. So I always try to remember that when a state of permanent anger and bitterness holds allure, I should resist. It would be easy to swallow those little red pills of resentment sold on every corner. But despite their candy coating, the aftertaste is foul."
She looked blank. "I don't take pills." Metaphor was lost on her. "But you can bet, if somebody screws me, I'll get back at them if it's the last thing I do."
"And it often is."
"Damn right." She hadn't taken that exactly the way I'd meant it, but at least she was starting to synch up again. "That's what I mean. It's like . . . you're all flippant and cynical. You aren't even sad. Your so-called grief is as fake as that whipped cream in a can."
All right, I knew that I wasn't displaying a lot of emotion, either in public or in private. But that was because I didn't want to lose control; I couldn't open the sluice gates for fear of the flood never ending. Once again, though, my defense mechanisms weren't her concern.
Leaning forward, she poked me in the chest with her right index finger. "There are too many holes in your story. You're a fraud, and I'm going to fix you."
My mouth was a sandbox, and I took an involuntary step back. "Listen, I'm sorry that you got hurt. But I'm hurting now, too. Can't we just live and let live?"
She tossed her crinkly bleached hair. "I'll bet you're one of those cult freakos like those people in the Airstreams. You're all in this together. Well, I'm not going to let you get away with it."
What cult freakos? If there was a Church of Freak in town, I hadn't been made aware of it. Of course I couldn't come up with a snappy comeback. I never can, until ten minutes after the opportunity passes.
The restaurant was suffused with a solemn quiet. I couldn't imagine why. Who had turned off the jukebox?
I stood still, unsure whether it would be more gossip-worthy for me to just turn and leave, or to proceed up to the counter as though I took it in stride whenever I got attacked by jealous harridans. Then Ponyboy--Buck, the radio DJ and musician I'd met at Gil's--emerged from the bookstore bay.
"You." She glowered at him. "I might have known the two of you were in it together. Believe me, this isn't the end."
She stalked out the door, leaving a wake of confusion in my mind.
He guffawed. "You should see your face. She meant nothing to Aaron except a booty call, for what that's worth to you."
I looked at him. "What did she mean, cult?"
His hair swayed as he rolled his head around in dismissal. "Nothing. It’s not a cult. Just that a few people who live down the hill from you have a small independent home church arrangement . . . faith healing, snake handling, like that. You know." I didn't, not really. "They tried to heal Aaron when he wrenched his back, and he said it helped him. Went right back to work on that Houses for Homeless thing the next morning."
"Wow." What else could I say? "She seemed to be imagining some big . . . hoax going on."
He took my arm and guided me towards the short-order counter with the round barstools. "She's just cranky. People have the right to worship or not, as they wish. She doesn't need to impose her standards on everyone else. Besides, her bar is set pretty low."
The restaurant slowly returned to its normal buzz. The sound system clicked on. Willie Nelson's "Crazy," sung by Patsy Cline.
I smiled at the implied commentary. "I would never have suspected."
Ponyboy laughed again. "She works at the Marfa Bodyworks Spa. She took the job as a pedicurist and foot massage-acupressure-reflexology aromatherapist because she's a foot fetishist. They fired her from the shoe store--you don't wanna hear why." He winked.
"I'm sure I don't." Maybe Aaron had borrowed money from Orleans, and when he wouldn't pay it back, that could have made her inclined to kill him.
Or maybe she just got too carried away with one of her foot massages, and strangled him . . . by the ankle.
"And she's creepy besides. She has no room to complain about the Church of Salvation and their snakes. I don't care for snakes myself, but you don't live in a glass house and throw stones." He shook his head, his hair undulating sexily across his shoulders. "That girl keeps tarantulas as pets."
"So you know her pretty well?"
"No. I mean, no better than everybody in town does."
"Everyone here knows everyone else?"
"Pretty much, yeah." He grinned that lopsided grin.
"Okay, well, then." I've always been a city girl, so I really can't imagine, but I know this is true in smaller towns than Renner.
It was my turn to order. He stepped back while I negotiated with the barista for something that was more like coffee than dessert. You'd have thought that out here, they'd have old-fashioned java that melted the silver spoon when you tried to stir it, but the clerk was a teen who didn't seem to understand that I really did want full caffeine and none of that syrup. I picked up two pecan Snickerdoodle cookies while she fussed with getting my to-go lid on the hot container.
Buck was chuckling when I turned back around. "You're not into the usual 'half-caff mint mocha soy latte with three left-handed squirts of sugar-free vanilla syrup and two of caramel mocha' monstrosity, like everyone else in Dallas?"
"I'm a native Texan, not a Yankee import. My mama didn't raise an espresso-latte hound. I'm the daughter of a hardcore Folger's man and a 'Good to the Last Drop' Maxwell House fiend." Taking a sip, I managed not to choke. The brew would've scalded a bear.
"I like fiendishness in a woman." He winked.
Now, maybe he was just being neighborly. Some guys have a flirtatious manner about them, and it doesn't necessarily mean anything. But I wondered exactly what impression Ponyboy had gotten from Gil, or from me when he saw me at Gil's, and for some reason, I suddenly felt as if everyone in town thought of me as Aaron's dumb, "easy" chickie. It was disconcerting.
Worse, I had to admit that I found this guy even sexier than Gil. He was just the type that I'd always wanted to go out with when I was in high school, yet that I wasn't cool enough to attract. And he was giving off exploratory boom-chicka-boom vibes. Okay, maybe I was imagining that, but I didn't need complications. The guy was a friend of Gil's. Whatever that meant.
"I won't keep you," I said, edging towards the door. "Thanks for rescuing me back there."
He nodded. "So, like, I'm sure we'll run into each other again."
"Have a good day." I turned to go before I could do something clumsy, such as spill this boiling oil all over him or myself. The carry-out cups should've carried warning labels.
He called after me as I opened the door, barely managing not to bash myself in the forehead with it. "C'mon down to the Marfa Lights Music Festival. Early as you can get there is best. I’m playing at noon on the center stage."
I glanced back. He was smiling as though he meant it.
He saluted. "I'll be looking for you."
# # #
I didn't want to miss the festival, and I figured everyone in town would be there, but I was on a guilt trip about burdening Gil and didn't want to presume. When he arrived, bearing a basket of food and a cooler full of soft drinks, I tried once again to cut him loose. "Please don't feel responsible for me. I hate to take up all your free time, as I seem to be doing."
"Oh, no, it's fine. I was supposed to be out planting shrubs at an upland habitat restoration site this morning as a volunteer, but I've called and they've got plenty of people. I'd much rather see the parade." He pulled a megawatt smile out of his cheeks. "I'm entitled to have some fun, too, you know. God created everything on Earth for us to enjoy, even secular stuff, so rest assured I don't always have to be arranging ski trips for the youth group or planning a revival."
Maybe he really WAS into me. Liked me "that way."
This was very confusing. I had been trained from birth not to be attracted to preachers or motorcycle gang members. And I usually didn't flirt with everything that moved. The air out here seemed to be conducive to a certain kind of . . . freedom, I'd have to call it. Or maybe I was just cracking up.
Still, I was here and I should be open to new experiences. And I hadn't been to a parade for years.
# # #
The parade was all Gil had led me to imagine, and then some. People were in costume, all right. Many of them had come as Marfa lights. That meant they wore fluorescent or glow-in-the-dark trash bags on their bodies and had glow-sticks or flashlights mounted on their foreheads, which were smeared with bright orange face paint. The "light brigade" jumped around doing gymnastics between the marching band and the baton twirlers, and circled both of the floats, which seemed to have a similar theme.
We stood on the edge of the grassy park grounds watching and applauding with the crowd. After the last of the parade passed us, we picked our way through the knots of people standing and sitting around and found a good picnic spot. Gil spread out the blanket and pulled out an amazing array of food.
"If I keep eating like this, I'll outgrow my clothes."
"That wouldn't be all bad," he said mysteriously. "I mean, I think a lot of women are too bony and anorexic. You're supposed to have curves."
"But I don't want to look like a beach ball with legs." Still, I took a sandwich and some of the potato salad.
"You could never look like that." He gazed at me soulfully.
It was a little disconcerting. "You haven't seen my female relatives. Except for my mother and my sister, they generally run plus-sized."
"You don't need to worry so much." He didn't look away.
I'd been aware for a while that Gil had a habit of holding eye contact just a nanosecond too long. Most likely, he didn't even realize he was doing it, and might mean it as a way to show how sincere he was; I was probably the only person who'd ever interpret it as creepy.
But I averted my gaze. "Tell me something, Gil, if you know. Where did Aaron get the money to build and do all the rest of this? I mean, he had some savings." He'd left with everything I'd saved. "But not nearly enough for that whole house and all that's inside. Where was he working?"
Gil shrugged. "He did some consulting, something in software." He gazed into the distance. "He said he'd come up with something that was going to be really profitable, and he was trying to start his own company. Form a corporation with himself at the helm, and then sell the thing he'd invented."
"Invented?" The chicken salad wasn't bad. The grapes could be a little off. Mayonnaise leaked out of the sandwich, and I wiped my fingers on a napkin. "Was it a program?"
"I think so. You know, computer stuff."
I didn't intend to let on that I knew anything about software. Programming was never my passion, although I'd majored in computer science because I knew I could make a living for myself and thus wouldn't suffer the way my sister had as a "dropout." I had gone directly into software quality assurance when I got out of college and started at InVerse, where I met Aaron. I was the QA representative assigned to his code modules, and thus I was destined to dog his every design step, attend every meeting he held, sign off on all his walkthroughs, and the like. We spent a lot of time together, and we clicked. Okay, I fell for him, really hard, and the kicker was that we still worked well together, a sort of synergy. But I wasn't the coder he was, not by a long shot. Still, I thought I could probably figure out the general drift of his code, if I could find some of it.
Assuming he'd stayed in the habit of using comments that were more meaningful than "increment X" or "continue processing." I'd seen an awful lot of that over the years.
"Computer stuff?" I tilted my head like a show dog. That usually prompted people to explain further.
Gil waved his hands. "Something about keys."
"Keys? For pianos, for houses--for what kind of lock?" I tossed my hair flirtatiously, desperate enough to resort to feminine wiles, even though I knew it wasn't nice to toy with him (especially if all of his soulful looks really meant that he was into me).
Gil didn't seem to know details. "I did a little programming once myself, in that part-time night job I had in Phoenix when I was going to seminary. We had to type in keys to validate the locked software every now and then. Maybe he was working on an automated patch for that. Lot of people don't like having to keep track of validation keys, and so it might sell pretty well."
Sounded like shareware to me. And where did Gil go to seminary again? I thought he'd originally implied that he was at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth . . . but I'd just remembered that when we were watching the Marfa Lights, he'd referred to driving between Phoenix and Vegas. So had he gone to seminary in one of those two spots instead?
As I was formulating a tactful question, I heard a "Yoo-hoo!" from the east. It was Cora, approaching at three o'clock.
"Hey! Over here," I shouted. Cora saw me and waved back.
Gil looked a bit miffed. Well, he could keep his soulful gazes in check for a couple of hours.
Cora and Buzz seemed to know everyone. Buzz was "working the room," glad-handing everyone who passed, as she stood inspecting the board that told what events were happening where. Giving a final nod, Cora turned away from it, grabbed Buzz's hand, and threaded their way through the crowd over to us.
"Is that a sandwich?" Buzz winked at me. At least I knew he was harmless.
"Sure is. Here, have one. They're really great." I started filling up the other two plates for them.
"Oh, my. I couldn't eat another bite." Cora rubbed her nonexistent belly. "We were just over at the food vendor carts and I had a pickle and a pretzel."
Behind her back, Buzz made a "Yuck" face, and I laughed.
She slapped at his arm without even looking back. "I'm too old to be pregnant. I just like sour and salty together."
"Then you'll love the potato salad." I bit my tongue as I realized how that sounded. "I mean, it's pretty tart."
"Too much vinegar," Buzz pronounced after a bite. "But still tolerable good."
Cora set her plate down after a couple of bites. "I need to visit the little girls' room. Come with me." She shot me a meaningful look.
"Women," said Buzz, rolling his eyes. "Can't go to the toilet alone."
"We can. We just don't have to." Cora struggled to her feet, and I followed.
"I know this may be none of my business, dear," she said as we picked our way carefully through the crowd and across the rocky grass--how they got grass to grow in that park was a poser--and headed toward the restroom facility, a WPA-built brick structure that looked pretty roomy. "But I noticed the other night Gil was putting his arm around your shoulders, and kept picking up a piece of your hair and putting it back off your forehead, and such. And today he's sitting pretty close to you."
"You noticed," I said lamely.
"Well, it would be pretty tough to miss. And it's impossible to ignore those longing stares. My stars, the way he looks at you ought to be rated NC-17."
I felt my cheeks heating up as we entered the ladies' room, a stinky place that was perhaps not the best choice for extended hanging-out. "Yes, I know, but I've got to work with him until this estate is settled up, and." I shrugged. "I like him. I don't want to lead him on, but. . . ." It was difficult, because I had experience with how impossible it was to handle certain people; my mother doesn't understand boundaries, either. "You know."
"It's just easier to make nice." Her tart tone surprised me.
"No, I didn't mean like that." I was a little taken aback. "I meant, I'm flattered. And I think it's just a little crush, anyway. He hasn't done anything untoward." My hackles rose. Perhaps I'd been a little suspicious of his intentions myself, but she was not only questioning my judgment but practically implying I "made nice" with everybody. I couldn't help being a bit stiff in response. "I appreciate your concern, but I think I can handle myself."
Cora raised one invisi-brow (probably groomed to oblivion in the Pencil-Line Eyebrows era.) "I'm sure you can, dear. But really, now. He may be taking things more seriously than you are."
She was from another generation. She didn't understand.
"I know you're not inviting his attentions. But I thought I should tell you something." She met my eyes in the mirror.
"Okay, tell me." I braced myself. He was an ex-con? He was gay? He had some kind of social disease I could catch by sharing Bibles?
"He's recently divorced. Only became final about two months ago."
I had seen the wedding-band stripe earlier. "In Dallas, that's not recent at all." I smiled into the mirror, catching a fleck of something on one of my front teeth. I scrubbed it away and applied fresh peach lipgloss.
"Well, if you don't want to hear." Cora sounded like my grandmother used to when she was about to go all pouty and clam up. "I was just telling you for your own good."
I sought her gaze in the mirror again, trying to look chastened. "No, please, go on. I need to know whatever you can tell me about the situation."
Her eyes brightened. "There was a town scandal over Gil's wife and Aaron. People said they were having an affair. Went on right under Gil's nose. Everybody in town knew, of course. Aaron never admitted to anything, but Gil's wife left, and he said she needed space, so we never challenged him. I understand she went to New York. Where her parents live, I think. Anyway, they got the divorce."
"REAL-ly." I sounded like Rosie O'Donnell, but whatever. The idea of Aaron sleeping with somebody else had occurred to me, but the reality of it was hitting me hard.
"Really." She nodded, as if this verified everything she'd believed about the downfall of modern civilization. "I can't say for sure, but I imagine that affair was for real, and it was just easier to break up than work it out. Poor woman, she never meant a thing to Aaron, but men are like that. They can just use a woman and then toss her aside, like a used Kleenex. You can't hold it against Aaron, because that's how men are taught, that they're entitled and it's okay to take advantage because women throw themselves at them. Besides, I don't think Claudia is cooking on all burners; she's always been addled. The Women's Auxiliary brought in a consultant and we all got our colors done and Claudia insisted she was a Spring when she's obviously a Summer; she looks like a dead leaf in lime green."
"So do I. But I wear it sometimes."
"Well, you shouldn't." She eyed me. "That's only one example. Claudia's sort of a flake. She played the odd duck the whole time she was in the church. You couldn't take her seriously. Aaron really didn’t take that Orleans seriously, either. For him, she was a convenient lay, or whatever they say nowadays when they mean a shack date." She waved it away with one hand. "Men, they've always been the same. Through the ages, this kind of mess went on. It's just that now everybody does it out in the open."
"Yeah," I said as noncommittally as possible.
"Nobody cares a shred about decency any more, I swan. Well, I just thought you should know."
"Thanks for telling me."
We both took care of business and washed our hands as quickly as possible. A gaggle of preteen girls came crashing in the door, taunting one of their number about some boy who was clearly "out to jump her bones." Their decibel level was approximately the same as that of the amplified guitars outside, if you were standing a few feet from the stage. They crowded us away from the mirror.
Cora gripped her tote and led the way out of the bathroom and back into the crowd. "Unless we have a plan, those men will lounge on the grass eating for the rest of the day. Where to next?"
It was getting close to noon. I pointed. "How about the center stage?"
Cosmic forces were at work, because we walked right up to a band whose bass guitarist was my friend Ponyboy. His hair was down loose, wavy, and lush past his shoulders. So it hadn't just been one of those gimme caps with the hair attached, like director Kevin Smith wears now because his wife made him get a business haircut.
On the stage, he was wailing away on the guitar. It was the kind of country-rock song that my sister calls "Crock," but that I like--it's like the Eagles, or more like the songs Mike Nesmith did when he was in The Monkees. Texas roadhouse. About a train whistle and how as it dies away it takes part of your heart with it. It wasn't awful, and it might've even sounded promising if I could've understood all the words. Amplification can distort voices.
Cora covered her ears. "I'm going back to the picnic area to see if they're over there," she shouted into my ear. I waved and pantomimed that I'd meet back up with them here. I hadn't been worried, because Gil knew I was carrying Aaron's cell phone, so we could get reconnected.
Speaking of the devil, I heard warbling from my purse. I wasn't used to Aaron's ringtones yet, and it was awfully loud out here, but I caught it because it was dissonant and in the wrong key to be part of the music.
It was my sister. "Where have you been? I've called three times. What the hell is that noise? Turn that stereo down. I swear, you are going to put yourself deaf."
While Zoë raved, I found a quieter spot near the edge of the treeline. "I'm at an outdoor concert. A festival. Gil brought me here. Along with the neighbors," I added quickly.
"You aren't getting involved with him, are you?" Her tone was fully suspicious. "Airhead, I know you're smarter than that."
"I'm not." Not smarter or not involved--it was her pick.
"Be sure you don't. It's tough, I know. You're vulnerable right now. But be strong."
"Nothing's going on." My sister had somehow gotten it into her head that I was carrying on with Gil--which was just what I was afraid of, what with the way he seemed so intent on pursuing me. I shouldn't have joked with her about his intensity earlier. Or maybe I should straighten him out about my intentions not to get involved . . . but then that would blow any chance I had of getting to know him better later, if I wanted to. On some level, I was still intrigued by Gil.
"You don't want to marry a preacher. You're not the type to play preacher's wife and host all those church members all the time and show up every time the church doors open and never get a new dress without the congregation taking note and pointing out how extravagant you are. Or how shabbily you dress and what terrible taste you have. You'd never go on a vacation without people murmuring about where the money came from and saying it could've gone to charity and so forth. It's just not worth the hassle."
I remembered the church that had temporarily owned my parents, and although I knew most churches were nothing like that, I had an idea Zoë might be right. A little bit, anyway. "Well . . . people do it," I said, because I'm a rebellious little sister who hates to be told what she shouldn't do.
"Not you, Airhead."
I suspected she was right, but I couldn't possibly admit that. "We're not even going steady, OK? I'm sorry I didn't call. I got busy."
"Yeah, I'll bet." She snorted.
It was time to smooth down her feathers. "Not with romance, duh. I found out some interesting things about the circumstances of Aaron's death." I filled her in briefly on what I'd discovered so far.
"You're not playing Nancy Drew, are you? Just do what you have to and get out of there." She paused. "Are you sure that detective hasn't gotten the wrong idea--such as, just maybe, he can pin this on you?"
"He hasn't really said for sure it was murder."
"He's from homicide, you said." Her tone indicated clearly that I would never be worthy to bring the potato salad to the Mensa picnic.
"He mentioned that I could get a report from the inquest."
"Why don't you do that, for grins." At least she wasn't going to turn into one of those "don't sleuth" types. Officially, she'd counsel caution, but her natural curiosity would overrule it.
"Shouldn't you be a bit more encouraging and ask some leading questions?" I said, matching her sarcastic tone.
"If I think of one, I'll lead you to it."
"Did you make sure you turned both the deadbolts in my door and left the lamp timer on so it looks like I'm home as usual?" The neighborhood around the Casa el Dumpo apartments could be pretty rough.
"Yeah, yeah." She dismissed that change of subject. "Listen, use your connection with that guy. The guitarist. Ask him about Gil and about the other people. You know how to work the feminine wiles; I'll bet you've already been doing it. Flatter him by telling him you know the bass guitar may seem simple to learn but takes a lifetime to master--and that he's well on his way. Talk about Clapton and Hendrix; you're good at bullshitting." I rolled my eyes, even though she couldn't see me. "Take that little spark you felt between you and fan the flame a little. Maybe he'll inadvertently tell you something you need to know."
Even though I'd done a bit of the eyelash-fluttering routine on every man I'd met so far, I balked at actually admitting to it, let alone scheming about it. "I hate the kind of women who manipulate people."
"Well, grow up. Those are the women who find things out and live to fight another day."
"You're conflating two proverbs."
"Wait until you see what else I conflate if you don't hurry this thing up. Take care of business and then get out of there."
"I'll call you in the morning, after Gil and I get each other's names tattooed on our butts and when I know what's on the schedule. Okay?"
I hung up with the nagging feeling that there was something else I should've told her . . . or asked her.
# # #
As the set ended, I went up to the edge of the stage and caught Ponyboy's eye. He didn't look surprised. In fact, his expression held the hint of a smug smirk, just as if he'd expected me. That made me feel like bolting, but I rammed down that rebellion and smiled. He leaned his guitar against the amp and headed my way.
As he came offstage, I fell into step with him. "I loved that last song. You're really good."
He preened. "We think so." He veered towards one of the nearby lemonade stands.
"Why don't y'all get on 'American Idol'? Or some show like that where they work with bands."
He grimaced theatrically. "Please. No wonder the arts are going into the crapper, with those people manufacturing acts like they were toasters." Shaking his head, he patted down his shirt pockets as if looking for smokes, then seemingly remembered he'd quit. "We don't want that kind of sellout lifestyle. Want to do it our way. Once you get a recording contract or TV gig, The Man owns you."
"Yeah, I see what you mean."
"No-talent divas and TV stars are the saints of today--and their reliquaries are sold on eBay."
Once again he seemed a lot more erudite than the average cowboy bass player, but of course I had no idea of the road that'd brought him here. He might be a Rhodes scholar. Look at Kris Kristofferson. This guy could be similar. The idea intrigued me.
After he'd gotten his lemonade, I stepped up to order one, feeling parched all of a sudden. Probably because of what I was about to wend my way around to asking. They sold me a small diet version, and I turned back to him. "I wanted to thank you again for rescuing me from that little scene in the coffee shop. That was weird, wasn't it? I guess she and Aaron were fairly close."
"They had an arrangement." He looked away; I was losing him. Oops. Guys hated to be reminded of ugly scenes that women had made. I'd need to steer the conversation using another tactic.
"Oh, well, she doesn't know me. Anybody can get the wrong idea," I said breezily. "She's probably pretty fond of Gil."
He eyed me speculatively. He had to be wondering whether Gil and I had something going. What did I look like, the lonely little petunia in the onion patch? But as Zoë had said (rather, as she'd commanded), I could use that male interest to leverage out some information. Might as well.
"You know, I wonder whether you could help me out with something." I tried to look less like a gossip and more like a Concerned Party. "I heard that Gil is recently divorced. How involved is he with his ex? I mean." I waved my hands vaguely, as I imagined That Kind of Woman might. "Still involved?"
"Let's go somewhere more private." We headed back to the area behind the stage, where the next band was beginning to set up. "Keep an eye out for Gil and the rest of your crowd, will you? I'm going to level with you, because you look like a decent sort."
I glanced around, as if I were accustomed to making sure the coast was clear before having discussions.
"Aaron had an affair with Gil's wife last year."
I almost choked on my lemonade. So Cora wasn't the only one who knew about the gossip; she was right about it being the talk of the town. "Too tart," I gasped out. He patted me on the back until I indicated I was all right, that he should go on.
"Everybody knew, but just didn't say anything because they all respected Gil so much and he just seemed not to want to know, as if it would all blow over soon, or as if it were just another cross he had to bear." He shook his head. "You know, the martyr syndrome. But it was going on under his nose, and he had to be ignoring an awful lot of clues. That's how some people cope. The affair ended when those two realized they had nothing in common."
Buck had to have known either Claudia or Aaron pretty well to know that.
"There was a lot of speculation and recrimination and all that, but nothing was ever said in public except the marriage was ending amicably."
I managed to speak without coughing. "That's how I heard it. And the wife got confused and ran away, supposedly off to her parents in New York."
He shook his head. "That's what they told people. She isn't really in the Apple, but just down the road to the west, in Alpine. She's playing the artist--doing ceramics of some kind. Has a little studio and the whole bit. Anyway, Gil apparently reconciled with Aaron and didn’t hold it against him because he said Claudie was confused already and that it had been her fault. That it was for the best." Tying his bootlace, not looking directly at me, he let me absorb the news without checking out my expression. I appreciated that, because I was freaked out by that concept.
It gave Gil a motive for killing Aaron, though.
"Where is her studio exactly?" I still sounded strangled.
"I imagine I could dig up her address, if not more. But I've got another set." He gestured at the stage. "Catch you later?"
"I'm sure of it."
Chapter Six
Now I was convinced that Aaron's death was no heart attack and not an accident. But where the hell did I start looking for the truth? It seemed overwhelming to try, let alone prove anything.
Cora walked up behind me, trailed by the guys. "There you are. Why didn't you answer your phone?"
"I didn't hear it ring." Checking, I saw that they'd tried me twice. "He must not have assigned you a custom ringtone. The default ring for this phone sounds like one fingernail dragged across a harp, and I can't hear it even when it's quiet." I gestured towards the stage, where Ponyboy and his crew were tuning up again. "Do you want to settle in and risk our hearing further, or shall we go see what there is to see?"
# # #
We circled the grounds, and I enjoyed the rest of the festival. Gil had toned his mooning down somewhat, but still acted interested. I couldn't help it--I had to admit that my body was responding, and that I was still interested in him, intrigued in spite of the recent revelations.
I never said that I always listened to my better judgment.
The fest continued late into the evening, giving me time to sunburn (that SPF on the bottle isn't always trustworthy) and get covered with mosquito bites. Who knew mosquitoes could breed where there was so little visible water? By the end of the day, I was ready to get back to the cozy, welcoming cabin.
Had Aaron really been tight with Gil, and maybe Buck, and all these Western individualists? They didn't seem like his type. He'd always been a techie type, kind of snobby about people who didn't know their way around a ham radio or computer, but here he'd been living in the sticks and apparently loving it. Of course, I had little to go on other than the evidence of the cabin itself and what these people told me about him. Could there be some kind of scam going on, the way my sister suspected there was? I mean, Aaron didn't seem to fit with this crowd. Maybe they had something on him . . . something that got him killed?
Gil might've discovered Aaron's algorithm and how good it was; I couldn't see Aaron being naïve enough to talk about it with him, but the slightest slip of the tongue could pique Gil's interest. Maybe a representative of one of those companies did Aaron in to get the stuff without paying.
Speculating like this would drive anyone crazy. I shoved the woven basket into the cargo area of the SUV, wishing I hadn't eaten any of Gil's too-tart, fattening potato salad. And hoping I didn't have terminal onion breath. Even though I was tired enough to be irritable, I had to play nice until I dropped him off and got back to the blessedly quiet house, humming with nothing louder than aerator pumps and tank bubble wands.
I think our family is descended from turtles: we like to be able to withdraw and regroup at the end of a trying day.
# # #
Despite the late night, on Sunday morning I was already up, scrubbed, and lounging in front of the Cartoon Network when Aaron's house phone rang at eleven-thirty. Church services must've run long.
Gil was on his way over. "I just got a call from Aaron's mom on their cell phone, and they are right now turning off the highway. ETA five or six minutes."
I leaped off the sofa and into my good jeans. I decided on a blue button-down Oxford shirt and combed my hair, putting it into the Alice in Wonderland half-ponytail style. That looked too infantile, so I brushed it out again. I ended up with barrettes holding back the waves from yesterday's French braids, finishing just as Gil beat on the door and shouted, "They're here!"
Only by force of will did I avoid a flashback to The Goonies.
A huge maroon-and-white RV (painted in Texas Aggie colors) groaned its way up the road and pulled into the drive. The door opened, and out fell a plump dark-haired woman who ran over to Gil. Mystery Woman greeted Gil by throwing her arms around his neck and sobbing. "Thank you for being so good to my brother."
Those dark circles under her eyes had to indicate a fairly bad hangover. Aaron didn't have a sister.
I'd never seen her before. She looked about twice Aaron's age, but was still too young to be his mother, Myra, unless she'd been reverse-aged by aliens. Then Myra emerged, looking the same as always: chubby, determined, sunglasses nestled in her dark bouffant, dimpled thighs quivering below her khaki shorts. As usual, she gave no sign of noticing me.
The engine noise from the motorhome finally died away and a man's voice boomed out. "No hookups, no problem. We're self-sufficient and mobile."
Doyle, Aaron's six-foot, three-hundred-pound couch potato of a father, climbed out, looking like a horse who'd been ridden hard and put away wet. The years hadn't been kind to him. His face, neck, and arms were wrinkled like an index card that'd been folded over and over, then forgotten and left in the washer for three wash cycles. He glanced my way, but gave no sign of recognition.
It was enough to get me noticed, though.
"Who is SHE?" yelled the younger woman, pointing at me over Gil's shoulder.
Gil glanced back at me. It was the first time I'd seen him look unsure of himself. "Um, yes, Marisol Rose, this is Ari French. Ari, you wouldn't have met Marisol; she only recently rejoined the family."
Before I could ask what the hell that meant, Gil gestured with his eyes for me to be patient and ask him later.
"Why is she still here?" Marisol's face crumpled into a pout. "You found us. We're here. She can go now."
Gil smoothed back his hair. "Um, I'm afraid I don't quite follow you."
Myra approached me, tottering on wedge heels. "Hello, Ariadne. We appreciate your coming out to baby-sit the house until they could get in touch with us. It was really thoughtful of you." She waved one hand dismissively. "But now I'm sure you have other things to do, so feel free."
Wait a minute. . . .
Gil held out his hand for her to shake, but she didn't seem to realize. "Mrs. Beecroft, I'm so glad to meet you at last. Aaron spoke of you often." I thought ministers weren't supposed to lie. "But let me correct your impression right quick. Ari isn't just baby-sitting. She's mentioned in Aaron's final arrangements, and in fact I'm his personal representative and am legally bound to carry out his wishes."
"Well, she can take whatever little keepsake he willed to her right now and get on out, because we're here now." Myra stuck her nose into the air and sniffed. "What is that smell? It smells like DIRT out here."
Gil cleared his throat. "Things aren't quite that simple, as you'll discover when we get over to the legal office. Ari actually is the major inheritor in the bequests."
Aaron's mother laughed. "You can't be serious. If you're talking about some fake will she has come up with, well, you can forget that. We've got a lawyer in Dallas; all I have to do is dial his cell. He'll take care of any little problems pretty quick."
"It's not a little problem." Gil looked mildly panicked.
"Of course it is. I mean, of course it isn't a problem." Marisol Rose looked as if she'd like to pop loose a few thorns. "We have the lawyer and we're going to break that will and we're going to get all my brother's stuff, so she might as well leave now."
I gave up waiting for the honeymoon to be over and started trying to figure out how to finalize the divorce. No wonder I hadn't met this person, if she really was Aaron's relative.
"Things aren't quite so simple." Gil's diplomacy was failing him. "In fact, I'm Aaron's personal representative and am legally bound to carry out his wishes. Which do include Ariadne."
"You haven't been letting her STAY here, have you?" Marisol's eyes narrowed into nickel slits. "That can get you in big trouble, buster. An executor or whatever you are is supposed to handle the property carefully. If she has been in here and has broken or disturbed anything, you're in for it."
"I haven't stayed here." The lie popped out of me. It had a recoil; I took a few steps back. "I've been, um, inside with Gil a couple of times . . . I'm staying with the neighbors next door. Actually, tonight I’m moving to a motel in town."
Marisol looked me up and down. "Of course you'd say that. But we'll find out the truth."
Mama Bear looked at Gil, but her laser eyes failed to set him on fire. Not for lack of trying. "I am not happy with these arrangements at all. I wish you had told me what you were doing."
So did I. Why hadn't Gil worked all this out in advance? Why hadn't the possibility--probability--of their throwing hissy fits when they found out I was inheriting struck me before? They were Aaron's rightful heirs, I supposed. I wasn't any blood relation, and we'd never been legally tied to one another. And he had left me behind and moved on. Sure, he'd put me in his will--I guessed; I had only Gil's word to go on there, as I still hadn't seen a copy--but that could've been whim. He wouldn't have expected to die anytime soon. He might've been angry at his family and written the will that way in hopes of stirring up trouble. Which he'd accomplished. When it came right down to brass knuckles, though, I had felt all along that I didn't have any morally valid claim on all this stuff. And I didn't need it, or this.
"Look," I began.
Doyle cut me off. "Our lawyer is a high-powered expert. He's challenged plenty of fraudulent wills in probate court. You might as well give it up now."
Gil rallied. "I can assure you that I personally witnessed the will, and it's not fraudulent. She wasn't even involved."
"I'll bet. You just didn't know about it. We've never approved of her influence on Aaron." Doyle glared in my direction. He'd become even more rough-edged than I recalled, seemingly having been filed down pretty drastically by life over the past few years.
Myra sniffed. "Our lawyer also handles estate contests involving mental incompetence. Why would my son leave his estate to this slut when he has a perfectly good family?"
Why, indeed.
Marisol's voice whined out of her nose and into the stratosphere. "This is ridiculous. Whatever she's down for, surely we're named next in line. I mean, if she had died before he had, then wouldn't we have gotten everything?"
That sounded ominous.
Gil was blathering. "Well, not exactly--I mean, you'll hear it all this afternoon at the reading of the will. I wish you wouldn't make any assumptions until the will is actually read. Then we can talk, all right?"
"There isn't any room for talk. You have nothing to say about it."
"Actually, as his personal representative," Gil began, but was shouted down. Marisol and Myra headed for the front door.
Marisol shot a verbal volley that whizzed right over my head. "This stuff is all ours. She has no reason to be here."
It was all I could do to keep from yelling, "You got that right, 'sister.'" But I also felt in my heart that she had a point. Although I couldn't help wondering why this aspect of things hadn't crossed my mind before, and why my own (authentic) sister hadn't brought it up. Zoë'd been stunned, like me, I supposed. I'd been overwhelmed by Gil and his confidence, probably, and my curiosity about coming out here to see overrode all reason. Well, now I had seen. And I'd seen enough.
But these people were pissing me off. I stepped into the Furies' path. "This place was built with my money, at least in part. I do have some claim on it."
"Excuse me?" Myra pinned me to the spot with her glare, and everyone quieted down.
"Might I point out that some of my equity went into the building materials? Aaron took advantage of me by 'borrowing' my credit cards while I was too busy coping with a crisis to pay close attention. But what he bought was for 'our' future here, so when I first found out, I waited for an explanation to come from him by phone or mail. It never did. I think this is his way of settling that debt."
Marisol whirled on me. "So that's what you did? Told him he'd better give you all his stuff because of some imaginary"--her forefingers made "air quotes"--"debt?"
"I never asked for this," I said, half to myself. "He didn't consult me. All I'd like is--" What? The car, maybe. I felt entitled to whatever might still be in my name, or charged to my credit. I could just quit paying on all those bills. It didn't matter--my credit was already ruined. I wasn't going to keep paying so they could have whatever; it was Aaron I'd cared about. Screw them.
No wonder he'd never had much to do with them.
"What proof do you have that he owed you a dime? Let alone that he wanted to"--air quotes again-"'share the wealth'?"
"Horse manure," shouted Doyle. "He never had any intention of sharing things with her. This little gal is just a round-heeled opportunist," he said into Gil's face, wagging a finger in my direction. "You can't be taking her seriously."
"I'm afraid I have to follow the directives in Aaron's will."
They all rushed Gil, who'd clearly been unprepared for a confrontation. He held them back by holding out his arms referee-style, but I could see he'd be overcome pretty easily if they decided they wanted to take him. If only I had studied one of the martial arts other than "Lie On Sofa"; every one of these jerks outweighed me. It didn't look as if they'd come to blows, but one never knew.
"Want me to call the police?" I asked Gil, although I wasn't sure whose side the law would rule on.
"No! We can reason together," he said.
"Reason away, as long as she goes now," Myra said.
It looked like it was up to me to get Gil out of this. Did I really want to duke it out with these trashballs over a few material things? Was anything here worth fighting over?
No. It would all be settled in the lawyer's office, anyway. What was the point of brawling on the front lawn--er, rock collection?
Maybe leaving would be wimping out. But on the other hand, most people seem to me far too aggressive and presumptuous in similar situations. It's not wimping out when one respects boundaries and allows others their rights.
Now all I had to do was convince myself that these people had rights. I had to admit that they had the more obvious claim. Until the provisions of the will were implemented after it was probated, they as the relatives were the ones with the legal right to tell me I was trespassing. The police had presumably processed the scene long before I arrived, and wouldn't be likely to respond well to the suggestion that these people might destroy evidence and further clues to a possible crime, as I had in effect done the same thing by staying there. That approach led to a dead end, if not over the cliff.
The family felt I should leave the premises immediately. Was this a problem for me?
I decided it wasn't. Gil should've told them the details about me and hashed all of this out. He was going to have a problem if they brought a charge of fraud. If he had taken care of business properly on the phone, this wouldn't be happening.
"I'm out of here," I said, though no one was listening.
As they continued to rave about responsibilities and lawyers, I started edging past Gil to get back into the house for my purse, tote, and duffel. I'd grab only the basics--including the keys to the Navigator. I might have to stay in town to deal with the legal paperwork. But I didn't have to stand here and watch this circus.
Gil stood in front of the Terrible Trio with his arms straight out from his shoulders, looking like some kind of faith healer whose current had suddenly stopped flowing, as they shouted after me. "What's she doing?" cried Marisol. "She's getting in!"
I barely beat them inside to grab my duffel and tote. On impulse, I snatched Aaron's laptop, case and all, and his cell phone. I stuffed them into my tote as if they were mine, because I was pissed off, and damned if I'd let them surf through and magpie-skim off all the stuff that looked re-salable. They'd probably planned to hide stuff in that RV and tell the estate it didn't exist. Besides, if I really had the title of "literary executor" as Gil had originally claimed, I needed to find whatever Aaron might've written, and that would be on his laptop; he'd always had it with him.
There wasn't time to get my clothes and toiletries or my suitcase, but they probably wouldn't disturb those. They'd better not. I'd get Gil to retrieve them later. It shouldn't be that tough to figure out which clothes belonged to me when he looked into the closet, as Aaron never wore women's denim skirts when we went together. Of course, people change.
By this time they'd backed Gil into the house and the two women were coming right for me. I had my tote and duffel under my left arm and snagged my purse as I headed for the back door.
"See y'all in court," I couldn't resist shouting cheerily. Let them worry about me being there to fight them and possibly prevail--although I'd pretty much decided I wouldn't try. But now I hauled ass as well as my stuff, because I didn't want them to snatch it all. Including my hair right off my head.
Outside, I headed down the hill for Cora's house. Before I could figure out what I was going to say, I was knocking.
Cora was still in her Sunday best. Decked out in floral linen and pearls, she surveyed me in my not-quite-casual-Friday get-up. "You look all out of breath, dear. Won't you come in?"
"I think I will, for a minute." I jumped inside and slammed the door behind me, then lifted the corner of the curtain to look back toward Aaron's. They didn’t seem to be following me, which was good. "I just came by to tell you--well, that Aaron's parents have arrived, and I won't be going back into that house."
I summarized the situation, even though she didn't deserve for me to dump that on her. She just kept nodding, looking a bit disconcerted.
"I didn't even get my clothes, I was so angry."
"I can see that, dear. Why don't you have a glass of iced tea and cool off?" She led me away from the door and towards her kitchen. "Isn't it a shame they can't deal with this. With his final wishes, I mean."
"Well, I sort of see their side of it. I'd be willing to negotiate. But they're very upset right now, and there wasn't any point in talking to them while they're half crazy. They do seem to feel it's their way or the highway."
"That's too bad. Perhaps if they do end up with everything, they'll find it doesn't mean what they think it will. I've never seen anyone enjoy an inheritance the way they thought they were going to."
"Yeah." I'd seen that happen, too. With my grandmother's estate, among other things. The prolonged fighting had alienated the brothers and sisters permanently, and all over a few bits of crockery and furniture. "I hate for them to sweep in here like this, because I thought I was a little bit entitled, or at least I thought I knew why he'd chosen me. Let's face it, he wasn't exactly the most ethical guy ever, using my money to finance his dream project. I mean, sure, I believed he was sincere when he told me it was for both of us, that he'd send for me as soon as possible. That was pretty stupid of me, wasn't it?"
My brain seemed to be doing a core dump. Cora didn't need to hear my life story. However, it insisted on coming out as she filled two glasses with ice.
"What can I say? I loved the guy. So I let him max out a few credit cards and stayed in Dallas, blissfully unaware that my money had helped get him a nifty SUV and gotten him set up in a pretty spectacular house. And all the while I'm doing my best to make ends meet and catching a full measure of crap from my sister, who just knew he was taking advantage." I leaned back to vibrate the edge of the curtain. Still no signs of movement from the cabin. "When I got Gil's call, I was thrilled that Aaron had left all this to me, as if it were some kind of validation that I was really his true love all along, after all. But maybe it was just done on a whim one night after he'd been drinking. He wasn't used to booze any more, and it'd started to really affect him before he quit. Who knows? Of course he couldn't have possibly anticipated that this would actually happen." Could he? "Sorry. I'm blathering."
"It's all right, dear." She filled the glass from the Sun Tea dispenser on her countertop. "I always find it flattering when people confide in me."
That wasn't what I'd meant to do. Why did I always spill my guts when I got nervous?
I edged back towards the door. "I'm sorry to put you to any trouble. I suppose I'd better get out of here, because I don't want them coming after you."
"They wouldn't dare."
I looked at the glass. I was parched. "Could I get that to go? I don't want to take one of your good glasses."
She had a set of orange plastic travel cups secreted away. She transferred my tea into one of them, and I accepted it gratefully. "The car is mine--I mean, I'm taking it for the moment. Gil gave me permission, and I have no other means of escape." Cora nodded again, though I could see she had a few doubts about my legal right of access to the SUV. "Could you--I mean, later on, whenever Gil can get that bunch out of the place for a while, could you retrieve my clothes and stuff and keep them for me?"
She patted my shoulder. "Call me when you've settled down and you're ready for me to bring your things." I knew the phone would remember her cell number in "Incoming Calls" from when she'd tried to call me at the festival, but she handed me a yellow sticky note with their house phone. "If you lose this, we're in the book." She examined my face again. "You sure you don't want to stay with us?"
"I think I need my own base, but thanks." I knew how quickly houseguests started to reek, especially people you didn't know that well.
Those jerks probably had no idea how to take care of the fish. With luck, they wouldn't mess with the tanks. The autofeeders were full, and everything was set up. Worst case, there wouldn't be anything left alive for me to worry about.
I pulled back Cora's kitchen curtain and watched out the window a few moments until I verified that Aaron's family was still not pouring forth in pursuit of me. They were probably busy taking inventory, and weren't likely to come streaming out. The Navigator wasn't blocked in by the RV, either. It was on the other side of the circular drive.
"Good luck, dear," Cora whispered as I scurried away.
I got the engine started without worrying about whether they heard. They were probably squabbling among themselves as to who got the towels.
"That went well," echoed through my head as I sped away.
I was making a three-point turn onto the highway when Aaron's phone warbled out "Wayfaring Stranger." I hit the speakerphone on the visor, and Gil's voice boomed out.
"I had no idea they'd be so hostile," he said.
"It doesn't matter. They're right. I just want the car, nothing more." I had fixated on the car. Well, why not? Look what they were driving. "I wish you'd explained things to them a little better before they arrived. Although it might not have mattered, they're so combative."
"They acted perfectly cooperative on the phone."
That would be in line with what Aaron had always said about them--manipulative, cunning, the sort to play along with you just until they found ways to get what they wanted, no matter what.
"You're entitled to the bulk of the estate. Aaron specified that his will be read in public, and so he must've anticipated this. It's common that the family in these cases will fight any other beneficiaries and even one another."
"I don't need all that stuff. How can I justify taking it away from them? It's a lot more important to them than it is to me."
"Ariadne. . . ." Gil sounded defeated. "I've stuck my neck out on your behalf in several ways. In fact, we need to talk about what we've already committed to--like covering your airfare and your driving the car."
"Do you want the car back now?" My throat started to hurt.
"No, no. But what I'm saying is--if you're not going to be the ultimate beneficiary, there might be problems. If there's a challenge, nobody would be allowed to drive it for a while. Of course there hasn't been any formal challenge of anything at this point. We should try to reduce the chances, if we can." He cleared his throat. "Not this very minute, I mean, but soon."
So I'd have to rent a car. And the airfare that I'd charged to my Visa would be another burden. Why, again, had I impulsively come out here? Poor impulse control. "Look, I need to get away for a while. Mind if I call you back later?"
"You're not leaving town."
"No, I'm not letting them chase me away. I understand I have legal obligations. I'll be at the lawyer's office for the pow-wow. Please find out whether there's some kind of paper I can sign to release the other stuff to them and start negotiations. Right now, I have some other things I want to do."
"Okay. There's an elders-deacons meeting at four that I want to sit in on, and then evening worship, so I'll be out of pocket for a while. I'll catch you later."
Maybe. If I don't see you coming.
# # #
The pounding between my temples had slowed by the time I got into town (which took all of ten minutes.) But I didn't know where I was going. I couldn't fly home until after the will was read. I couldn't go home to Aaron's because that wasn't my home.
At first, I'd felt sort of at home here. Maybe that was because Gil had been so welcoming. I'd started out so excited about seeing Aaron's house, the place he'd chosen for . . . well, not for us. For himself. But anyway, now all those semi-comfy feelings were waving bye-bye, floating into the clouds like a sack of Scrooge McDuck's money.
I pulled over in front of the Presidio County Courthouse, an 1886 stone-and-brick landmark in the center of Marfa's town square. For lack of any other way to work off my excess energy, I got out of the car and walked inside. I might as well sightsee a bit so I could tell Zoë I'd Seen the Sights.
There was a notice posted on the front steps informing citizens they could sign a petition in favor of adopting a new city slogan: "We've been leaving the lights on for you for 120 years." I couldn't even smile.
Eighty-six steps up inside the courthouse tower brought me to the overlook room, where I had a 360-degree view of the town and surrounding countryside. The vista should've been breathtaking and soothing. All it did was damp down my impending anxiety attack and bring on a touch of agoraphobia. I took deep breaths and tried to concentrate on why I'd come to Marfa.
I couldn't come up with any good reason; I didn't belong here. I felt as if I had squeezed my eyes closed and set the library's globe spinning, then stabbed my finger at it to stop it wherever fate chose, and then said, "That's where I'm going to live when I grow up." Or maybe I'd used that globe that they used to have in the lobby of the New York Daily News building, the one that was in "Superman" . . . was that still there? Could I hitch a ride on it? Had I already?
With my calm came second thoughts about not fighting Aaron's awful family. I hated to let them win. A quick cost-benefit analysis was in order, though. There could be drawbacks to winning this fight beyond the time wasted and what it might cost.
For one thing, I couldn't afford to inherit this stuff.
I'd heard that people who went on game shows often ended up selling the prizes they'd won when it came time to settle up with the IRS. There would be taxes to pay on the estate. And then payments on everything that wasn't free and clear. Aaron undoubtedly had a mortgage and a car payment and other liens, and the utilities would come due soon. This cellphone would need to be paid. Maybe I could at least hang on to that, if I managed the inheritance well.
Inheritance. What a double-edged dagger that was as it plunged into my heart to remind me why I was getting all this. To gain the material wealth, you had to lose an awful lot.
Bailing out, on the other hand, would be one way of sparing myself. I can't abide tugs-of-war and family in-fighting. It's because of all the fighting in my family, the way my parents are--the way my mother is--and because of everything that happened when Zoë got pregnant unexpectedly (and unwedded-ly) with Ricky in the first place fourteen years ago. It's too hard to deal with family scenes.
Still, these people were not my family. Thank God. And I had no baggage with them. They were definitely all problem children who didn't deserve a thing. Maybe I was playing the little fool.
Why was I being so accommodating, letting Aaron's family--who obviously despised everything, or at least me--have the last word and the lion's share of the inheritance? Aaron'd had no compunctions about putting MY money and MY credit rating to use for what was basically his own benefit, and taking my credit score for a ride like Chill Wills riding the bomb down in Dr. Strangelove. If I hadn't survived him, who would Aaron have left everything to?
Furthermore, who the hell was this Marisol chick? Aaron had no sister. At least, he'd never mentioned one. Could she have been adopted out and only recently found? Might he really not have known about her? She looked nothing like any of them. Who was she, really? And why was she wasting Earth's precious oxygen?
I must've zoned out for a moment or two, because it was shocking when my eyes focused and my head snapped to attention. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at: it was a blue sedan that looked just like Gil's headed down the road that led out of town. I watched as it curved around and continued out of sight. Of course there could be other cars around that looked like Gil's. And he wouldn't leave that bunch alone in Aaron's cabin, would he? Maybe he had something to discuss with a parishioner. Or wanted to ask another legal eagle about this situation he'd gotten us into.
Gil's car could've been stolen. By Marisol. So she could go find someone else to berate. Maybe she'd run out of acid.
I left the courthouse before anyone could ask what I was doing there. Being Ms. Nice Girl wasn't going to get me where I needed to be.
Near the courthouse was the Hotel Paisano, dating from 1930 and famous for housing the cast and crew of the film Giant. I made a snap decision about where to stay and stepped inside.
# # #
Since I was stuck in town for a while, I figured I might as well do a bit of investigating.
First order of business was a bite to eat. After getting a fruit smoothie and an oatmeal raisin cookie at the lunch counter, I dug out Aaron's cell phone and dialed that musician's number. He answered on the first ring. That told me that his caller ID probably knew Aaron, and maybe they'd talked. Often? Hmm.
"It's Ari French. Did you ever dig up Gil's ex-wife's address and phone number?"
"Oh, yeah, you wanted to find Claudia. Sure, I can get you that now." After some keyboarding noises, he read it off to me. Then he proceeded to give me driving directions.
I drive by landmarks. However, Buck's way of explaining was typical Guy-Style. "Head south on 91 and then take 82 east; get off on Travis and keep going east until you hit FM 1478, and it'll be on the northwest corner." I do a lot better with the typical distaff version of directions: "Go down to the first Taco Bell past the gas station across from the feed store, turn left and look for where they tore down the old dime store, you know, where the Jones place used to be, and go a little farther until the first spot you can turn right. Keep going until you see a big stone church with a purple truck out back. We'll be upstairs."
But I simply thanked him and told him I hoped to catch their show tonight. Then I keyed the address into the StreetFinder, kissed my fingers and patted its top for luck as if it were some techno-Ganesha, and set off following its instructions to Alpine and into Claudia's domain.
# # #
Gil's ex-wife didn't have a garden, but she (or somebody) had invented a weatherproof version of pretend ocotillo cacti. They'd used barbed wire-wrapped rebar as stalks and wired polished red rocks together as the flowers. The faux ocotillos lined her front walkway.
When I saw her, I did a double-take. It was like looking at one of those age-progressed police portraits of myself in ten years.
That kind of explained why Gil looked at me that way. And why he had seemed to "know" me and like me right off. Maybe he'd seen a photo of me that Aaron might've had around the house, though I hadn't seen one on display anywhere (which had been disappointing). And he'd instantly felt pair-bonding because of the resemblance. That made his behavior towards me seem a little less disturbing and a little more pathetic.
It's weird to face your doppelgänger. People say that most of us have a double somewhere. I was meeting mine.
Claudia didn't look fazed. "I see you found me. Word travels fast around here, so I knew you might be headed this way. Come on in."
Pony had called ahead? Nice touch.
She led me back to her all-white kitchen. "I know you're wondering about me--about Gil and me, and about Aaron and me, I mean." Claudia obviously didn't believe in beating around the cactus. "Yes, Aaron and I had a fling. But it wasn't cheap and tawdry, the way it must sound." She sighed. "Gil and I were long overdue for our breakup. I made some mistakes, but so had he. It's complicated."
"Of course." I sat on a barstool as she puttered between the sink and stove, apparently making tea. "I appreciate your straightforwardness. Especially since it's none of my business."
"Well, it's understandable that you might . . . want to know a little bit about the situation." She tossed her hair. There was an ess of clay at each of her temples where she'd forgotten and pushed flyaways back with her fingers. "I realize it's tough for you. You must feel pretty strange walking in here and finding out that things weren't quite as you probably thought they were."
"I hadn't been in contact with Aaron for some time, so I had no idea what to expect."
"Oh." She seemed surprised. "The way he talked, I thought he was in fairly frequent contact with you."
"I only wish."
Regarding me curiously, she went on. "That's surprising to hear. At any rate, he'd been working on an algorithm that he thought would prove quite profitable. He said he had clients wanting to integrate his new security system into their network, which would help keep their network secret--'hidden in plain sight,' as he put it." She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. "I thought he was looking forward to being successful--from the way he talked, independently wealthy--so he could send for you."
Tears welled in my eyes. "He could've sent for me when he was flat broke. He knew that." I willed the tears to back up. "Maybe he would've had me come. But unfortunately, something happened." I held her gaze, as if making a challenge. "Do you think Aaron's death was an accident?"
Her eyes widened. Looking nonplussed, she lowered her tiny butt onto a stool. "What do you mean? Aaron had a heart attack."
"No, he didn't." I wasn't sure how much I should tell her, and since I didn't have a "Murder, She Wrote" script to follow, I couldn't imagine the damage I might be doing to the case if she turned out to be the culprit--although I seriously doubted that already. Suspecting her was difficult because I had always wanted a twin. "The authorities suspect he was at least helped along, if not deliberately killed."
Claudia sucked in a breath, as though my news had knocked the wind out of her. "I can't believe it."
I decided to push the slider switch up another notch. "The police are looking at several people. Gil, for instance. And more seriously, at Orleans Hall."
"If something bad happened to Aaron. . . ." She shook her hair out, as though she could shake off any discomfort as easily. "They couldn't have had anything to do with it, I'm sure. I don't like to cast aspersions on people." As if she'd convinced herself, she nodded. "I'm sure the police are doing everything they need to in order to find out."
I let her drop the subject. "So how do you like it out here?"
"I love my studio." She met my gaze again, but at a slant. "I'm working as a potter-slash-ceramic artist and waiting tables in the evenings, and I’m much happier than I was as a stay-at-home." She shook her hair back. "I couldn't stand it, being a minister's wife. I never realized that most of the time they're called on to do all this marrying and burying and counseling of church members. I always had to be Miss Perfect, and if I ever came to church looking less polished than Cindy Crawford, there'd be talk that I was ill or drinking. I just couldn't take another day."
"So it wasn't true that Aaron broke up your marriage."
"No, no. He was there, he was available. A fling. What he did for me was show me that there could still be love and freedom, that I was still young, that there was time for me to make a change, showed me I needed to do that. And the only way to do it was make the break. It was time." She looked off into the distance. "Aaron was a great guy, Ari. Talked about you often."
Oh, God. I didn't want to know that.
"He had his problems, and he and Gil didn't always agree. I'd had the feeling lately that there was a barrier between them, and that it wasn't all because of me and our little . . . indiscretion." She sighed. "Gil and I still talk. We're friends, after a fashion. You know, once you've been with somebody, part of you always stays connected to them."
I knew.
"Of course there's more to the story. These things are always complicated. I would still be with Gil today if I hadn't found out that he'd lied to me. Discovered it in a most uncomfortable fashion." Her faraway gaze told me she was remembering, and her jaw tightened, so I knew that she wasn't going to reveal all her secrets. "That was the last straw. He'd been covering up something that he should've told me, and I just . . . anyway, it was a symptom of how he wasn't the person I thought he was. Rather, the person I wanted him to be, who I tried to make him into, and that never works. Like in that Boston song, 'A Man I'll Never Be,' where the woman sees the guy in an idealized fashion, and he realizes he can never live up to that, though he thinks somewhere inside he has it in him to be the man she thinks he is. . . ."
Claudia wasn't quite as impassive about this as she wanted me to think.
Maybe Claudia was responsible for the spider. Perhaps the death she'd intended for Gil--who'd used her, in some sense, and then cheated on her--had landed on Aaron instead, by accident and not by design. I glanced around. This place was far enough out in the country that there were probably lots of spiders around, and she looked as if she knew the terrain and was comfortable in it.
I could've sworn she wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye as she shook her head. "Listen to me. I'm philosophizing, rambling. Forgive me. You don't want to hear all this."
"It's okay. I like to wax philosophical myself."
She smiled, tilting her head, her long hair falling to one side like a sheaf of golden wheat. I could see why Gil was still in love with her. And her resemblance to me was really only superficial--Claudia was a great beauty, or had been a few years back.
"Do you miss your life in town?"
"Not very much. I think Gil feels a little lost." She looked wistful. "But anyway, he's fine with this. He needs to move on, and I think he's ready to do that." She glanced at me, and again I felt as if I were being sized up. As a potential date, as a life partner for Gil, as what? "Take it slow. You don't know what you're getting into. It's not just the associate minister who has all the duties at the church. It's his woman, too. And you may find you're not the type of person who can help shepherd. You have no life of your own. It takes a certain personality to survive and thrive. Just . . . think carefully before you commit to anything."
"I'd need to be committed if I were even thinking that." I smiled. "I mean, we've hardly just met. I hope you're kidding."
"No, I'm serious." She looked wistful. "We're probably not destined to be friends, but I wish you well, and I think for your own good that you should learn everything that comes with the job before you commit yourself to it."
"Don't worry. I don't even have an application in for that job."
She smiled and patted my arm, inadvertently smearing it with a dab of wet clay.
Her studio was an artist's dream, evocative and airy yet set up to sell. Her potter's wheel was behind a glass wall so that customers could watch while she spun vessels out of clay, and there was a little silver bell to ring when you wanted to be waited on at the wraparound counter. The work was that of a skilled artisan. I couldn't believe she'd only started playing at this recently.
I bought a large pot that she had on sale, one that had a flaw in the glaze, but which looked as if it were lighted from within. It was orange-red and reminded me of a Mason jar holding a firefly. Or perhaps a Marfa light.
Chapter Seven
The Lieutenant was parked out in front of my hotel on the main drag. Didn't cops go to church? Apparently not, at least not if they were on duty. He was at the corner leaning against his patrol car when I parked on the street.
Without bothering with trivial time-wasters such as "Hello," he approached me, letting me know from his demeanor that he would be talking business. "I couldn't get you on the house phone."
"Yeah, well, I'm not staying there now." I stepped out of the SUV.
He nodded. "Driving this Navigator with permission?"
My heart sped up. "I'm not sure. I didn't ask. Gil Rousseau originally told me that everything was to be mine, so I started driving it. Is there a problem?"
"Aaron's mother called and tried to report this car stolen, but Gil came on the line and explained that it was actually under his authority and that he'd explicitly given you the keys and granted free use of the car. Still, if I were you, I'd get something in writing from the estate. As I understand it, they're going to dispute, and they seem determined to find problems."
"They're already trying to have me arrested?"
"Not too unusual in these kinds of cases. But they called again a few minutes ago and practically ordered me to bring you in on suspicion of murder. I tried to explain to them about setting up a case, but they didn't want to hear that."
My mouth went dry, but I played brave and nonchalant the way the suspects do on "Law and Order." "They're used to having their own way, I think."
"Something like that."
I held out my wrists, playing brave, although I was pudding inside. "So are you going to take me downtown?"
"We're already downtown. The station's just around the corner." He jerked his head toward the end of the block. "But no, there's no official reason at all for that. No one's said that foul play was definitely involved, except for the insistence of the parents and one other citizen." I thought I knew which citizen he meant. "We're still investigating. I would ask that you not leave town for a while."
"I won't be leaving until after the disposal of the estate, or within two weeks when my vacation ends, whichever comes first." Gil had told me the probate would be a one-afternoon deal, that he had all his ducks in a row. He just hadn't realized one of us quackers would be swooped down on by a hawk.
The officer nodded again. I couldn't read his eyes behind those tinted aviator glasses. "Want to take a stroll?" He started down the street towards the minuscule tourist area. I fell into step, wondering whether he was trying to help me or planning to screen me for clues. "So they've got a preliminary report on Beecroft. Originally thought it was natural causes or an overdose, but looks more like an allergic reaction that got out of control, wasn't treated. Seems they suspect there was some kind of toxin that overburdened his system."
For some reason, I thought immediately of that strawberry pitaya Gil had offered me. It had a strong flavor that could mask a bitter elixir. Could that have been easily poisoned? Gil was one of the few people in town with one of the plants, he'd said.
"Apparently he had some alcohol in him and took a trank as well, so it's a dangerous mix."
Tranquilizers and booze? "Aaron hated pills. He never drank." Not any more. I was sure of that.
"Maybe not when he was around you." He shrugged. "Interesting thing, though. There's a spider bite on him. The coroner wouldn't have noticed, but it was in an . . . unusual area." He wiggled his fingers as if to imply that I should guess where he meant. "She stumbled on it. It had gone unnoticed by the forensic team during their cursory examination, because it's so high on the inside of his thigh. But it was sufficiently nasty-looking that she excised some of the damaged flesh and put it through chemical analysis. Expected to find the venom of a local spider--there are several that we see all the time. But the lab hasn't been able to get a match with any known spider from around here. Said the sample was loaded with something, though. They've sent it off to some big-city lab they use, but the results will take a while."
"Isn't that . . . really odd?"
Again, he shrugged. "The area around Marfa is prime spider country. Tarantulas, brown recluses, black widows, all the old favorites. But the vast majority of spiders don't threaten us, and many can't even penetrate human skin. Venomous spiders that can kill you human are rare--there are only two native to the USA--and their venom is well-known. It was the allergic reaction that probably killed him--he couldn't take it, what with that weak heart. Guy with a heart condition like that, well, a normally nonfatal toxin could overburden his system."
The only problem with that reasoning was that Aaron didn't have a heart condition. I said so.
Max Varga frowned. He flipped a few pages back in his notebook. "Common knowledge around town is that the guy had a weak heart, a valve weakened by childhood rheumatic fever."
"I never knew that." And I didn't believe it.
What I did believe was that Orleans, Aaron's apparent "go-to" booty call, was the girl most likely to have had access to him while he was asleep and vulnerable. And as far as I was concerned, she was also the Girl Most Likely To. If he'd tried to dump her, she might've taken action. Plopping down a hungry Mexican tarantula of the more toxic variety could work without looking like a deliberate killing.
"Does a spider just . . . attack for no reason? Wouldn't it be possible for someone to plant a spider on purpose where you'd startle it and get bitten?"
"Anything's possible." He regarded me, looking amused. "Why would you think of that?"
"There are a couple of people around here who are spider fanciers, that's all. Friends of his. It just seems odd."
I didn't want to make specific accusations yet.
Maybe Claudia was responsible for the spider. Perhaps the death she'd intended for Gil--who'd used her, in some sense, and then cheated on her--had landed on Aaron instead, by accident and not by design. Her studio was far enough out in the country that there were probably lots of spiders around, and she'd seemed comfortable in the terrain. Despite my inclination to like her, I couldn't dismiss her as a suspect. I'd been fooled before by charming types who appealed to my inner I-like-you sensor.
The detective flicked imaginary dust off his sleeve. "Seems like just an unlucky accident. Lot of spiders around here. Guy was a geocacher. Means he hiked around where there could be snakes, scorpions, other nasties. I see a lot of tourists who get hurt marching around like that in the desert. Common thing."
This seemed to imply that they would close the case for murder pretty soon, unless something came up on the big city toxicology re-screen. Or even if it did.
I bit my lip. My gut said this was murder. But which of Aaron's new cohorts did it, and why? And how would I ever prove anything?
I turned to the detective and stuck out my hand as if to shake. "Well, I appreciate all your help. I'd better get back." To what, I didn't specify.
He looked uncomfortable. "Before you go, I need to take care of a couple of questions."
Columbo must be his hero.
"We still haven't ruled out foul play. This report is only one of the factors that keeps me interested." He spread his hands, unable to speak without gesticulating. "What I'm asking you is just for my report, though, pretty much routine."
"Okay. What did you want to ask me?"
"Well. The parents told me that you should be the major suspect, as you're inheriting. That obviously you'd been in contact with Aaron and had bent him to your will, and/or hypnotized him or brainwashed him."
"I've never even been to a single CIA training course."
He blinked. "I'm just telling you what they said. Basically, that he was coerced and made to will everything to you, and then you killed him." He flipped pages forward in his notebook. "We need to know where you were on Wednesday night."
"In Dallas. Working the phones at Aqualife until six. My boss came by late in the afternoon, in fact. Then I went home."
He frowned. "Alone?"
"I suppose I was." Had I been with Zoë? I went to the grocery store one night. . . . "I can't really remember."
"Well, see if you can. Do some research, talk to people. Find somebody who can verify your presence with them on Wednesday night between six and midnight."
Let's see. Had anything been going on this past week that I could use as a touchstone or reminder? The days had blurred together since Gil had called on Thursday and I'd left on Friday. Home seemed like a faraway dream, and the weirdness of Marfa a vivid reality. But I vaguely remembered having had a blind date--a "bland" date--on a weeknight. Had it been only this past week? It already seemed a lifetime ago.
Now I hazily, dimly recalled that--if I remembered correctly--I'd gone to Happy Hour to meet this guy Eddie because a mutual friend had set us up. Our mini-date hadn't gone that well: he had left after a couple of drinks, and then I'd belted out a couple of standards at the Karaoke bar for the heck of it before I went home. Could that have been Wednesday? I thought it was.
"Wait. Last Wednesday night, I did have a date of sorts. I don't know if he'd even remember me; I think I was more impressed with him than he was with me. But anyway I could call him and see. Or maybe the people at the bar would remember me, because 'New York, New York' requires a solid range of two octaves, and my voice cracked."
He didn't follow suit by cracking any smiles. "Can you check? I really need to confirm where you were."
I envisioned the wheels turning in his head. I could've had a date, then flown here, driven out to the house, offed Aaron, and then reversed the process. But I'd have left quite a paper trail if I'd flown. I couldn't have made the drive all in one evening, and others could confirm that I was at work by nine on Thursday. He couldn't possibly be taking me seriously as a suspect.
"I'll get in touch with a few people right away. I appreciate that you didn't drag me into an interrogation room."
He smiled. "No need for that. You're being very cooperative. We're copacetic."
"Copacetic" was an old Air Force term my dad used to use. I hated it. But it meant things were all right. For the moment.
I made a snap decision about where to stay, partly based on where we ended up at the end of our stroll. We were in front of El Presidio. I stepped inside as if I had some business going in there.
# # #
In the lobby, I walked right into Orleans' trap. She leaped out of one of the lobby chairs, dropping her dilapidated fashion magazine, and crowed. "Ha! So Aaron's family threw you out."
She'd heard already?
"I told that silly Gil to forget about you and send you scuttling right back home, but he insists you'll be coming to the funeral service." I'd forgotten about that little detail again; it was easier to block it out. "Marisol Rose is picking out the music, and I told them that just for you, they should finish up with Loretta Lynn's 'Women's Prison.'"
Oh, God, I had heard that song accidentally one night on the radio and at first had mistaken it for one of those Irish story songs of heartbreak and wrong, like "Long Black Veil." We were riding in the car, and when Loretta went into that hymn at the end, the same one some idiot had arranged to have sung live at Ricky's memorial service, Zoë had smacked the radio dial so hard I thought she might've broken her little finger, but it ended up with only a stone bruise.
"I have no idea why Gil has glommed on to you like he has." She regarded me as if I were a fish head on rice. Of course, my resemblance to Claudia now made his unusual affinity for me so much clearer. "He's never been too rational when it comes to women, though. But don't expect anything in return for the booty calls. All dogs are gray when the milk is free."
She had her folksy proverbs mashed up. But I was, for once, struck speechless (I was already dumb), so she went on sans challenge.
Hands on hips, she said, "If I were you, I'd get the hell outta Dodge. Finish up whatever legal stuff you have to do to release the estate to his family by mail." Now, where had she learned about that little tidbit--if I even decided to go ahead with it? "If you don't, this town is going to have to get together and set you straight."
"I am straight. Aren't you?" I walked away, half hating to turn my back on her. But she didn't pursue me as I'd expected.
Here was my answer to Aaron's murder. Orleans did it. A lizard scuttled down my backbone as I peeked into the wall mirror for a glimpse over my shoulder to gauge her reaction, but she'd already disappeared.
Orleans did Aaron. She got him drunk. Then she slipped him a Mickey and dropped her pet spider on him. Somehow urged it to bite. Watched until she was sure he was dead, and then took Spidey home for a celebratory six-pack. The final irony was that she was evidently helping plan his funeral.
Funeral? I could've smacked my forehead. What had I been thinking? From the beginning, I'd known there'd be a service . . . and of course I had to go. Gil--and Aaron--expected it, for sure. But I hadn't thought about it clearly, filtering my visualization of this trip through a hazy screen of Vaseline like one of those 1960s fashion photo shoots.
My little black dress was way too daring; it was a cocktail dress that worked well in the big city, but what had I been thinking? Small towns aren't Dallas. I hadn't packed a single thing that'd be appropriate to wear to a small-town Texas funeral.
Once I got registered and hauled my lack-of-luggage to room 116, I made a few calls back home. The first order of business, even more important than finding a black dress, was to find someone who remembered seeing me in Dallas late Wednesday night.
I phoned around, leaving messages for several people. I got my boss's voicemail, of course. That Eddie guy I'd been out with didn't answer. He probably thought I was going to declare I couldn't live without him, and was avoiding me via Caller ID. There was no point in asking Zoë to testify, as I hadn't been with her, and I didn't want her to lie for me.
It would be interesting to know who Aaron had last been in contact with. Why hadn't I thought of this before? I paged back on Aaron's cell phone to see who he'd called and who had last called him. At 10:30 PM on Wednesday evening, I found an entry for "Tinkerbell." Tinkerbell?
The number was local. I rang it, but got no answer, not even voice mail.
The last outgoing call he'd made--and this was interesting--had been to good old Gilgamesh at eight PM. The content of that conversation . . . well, I wished I could replay it as easily as I could go through this call history. I'd have to figure out how to get Gil to tell me about the call without tipping him off that I suspected him of being involved. That I was fishing for--whatever I'm fishing for.
Then I checked in with Cora. "I am such an idiot. I need to ask you another favor," I told her. "I knew perfectly well why I was coming out here. But I got here without a single outfit formal enough to go to--to attend the--"
"Aaron's services?" She clucked. "Now, that's only natural. You had your mind on other things, I'm sure. I'd be glad to lend you anything I own. Come on down and let's see what'll fit."
Of course nothing did. Cora was flat as a board and was shaped like a skinny chicken leg. I am curvy on the edge of zaftig and about a foot taller. The closest mall was miles away. Hell, the closest WalMart was in Alpine near Sul Ross University.
"I don't even want to go to his--the funeral." The word faded and crumbled to dust on my tongue. "I shouldn't be imposing on you. This is so stupid."
"Never mind, dear. We're not licked yet. Come on." She traded her fuzzy houseshoes for slip-on Skechers and took me down the hill to the closest Airstream. It was a rotund affair that looked a lot less stable close up than it had from the road.
She knocked on the door. "Vernette! It's Cora. I need a favor."
The door opened. "You just caught me. I was just about to start getting ready for our six o'clock service." Vernette was a raven-haired pale Black Irish with freckles, tall and curvy.
"I guessed right," Cora told me smugly. "Looks like she's about your size." To Vernette she added, "This gal needs a dress suitable to wear to Aaron's funeral."
Behind her, a tall, gaunt man--so pale that at first I thought he might be an albino--perched on a rickety futon in his undershirt, arms raised, praying in tongues unknown to me. There was a woman sitting on a folding chair in front of him, and another woman had her hands placed on the first woman's head. "Rictu veem alarata," the man announced in a stentorial tone, as though speaking to a teeming auditorium. His voice carried: he was an orator like those trained by the old-time dramatics and debate teachers.
"Let me introduce you to my husband, our lead pastor. Hold on, he's in the middle of something." Vernette lowered her voice as we stood watching the action in the living area for a moment. He continued speaking, but I didn't recognize the words. Maybe they were in that unknown tongue the Bible mentions.
"Perseus Ottinger, Preacher Man," Cora's voice said into my ear, so quietly that I wondered if I'd imagined it.
Vernette motioned to us, and we tiptoed past the duo as if an unwarranted noise would break the spell.
Halfway down the length of the trailer, I stopped. This was not a church charity closet I was about to raid. It was someone's personal clothes closet, Vernette's closet. Suddenly I felt absolutely like Oliver Twist, making the fool's pathetic plea of "Please, sir, can I have some more?"
Cora smacked into me from behind. "What's the matter?"
"Maybe I shouldn’t--um, this was a terrible idea. I have no right to impose on you. Forgive me for coming." And I started to back up, but Cora's toes were in the way.
Vernette grabbed my arms. "Nonsense, child. You have a need, and we are here to fill it. God has put us here to help others who are in need."
At the very end of the hall was an array of what looked like hamster cages and terrariums. Gently she guided me away and into a side alcove, where there was a cubbyhole of a closet. Pressing on a wall-mounted TapLight, she illuminated it and studied the contents. After a moment she pulled out two suitably dark dresses. "I think one of these will be perfect on you."
The first was too severe and a little tight around the ankles. The other was a knee-length, charcoal or washout-black frock of pontè stretch knit that wasn't cheapie or too clingy, Isaac Mizrahi for Target label, with a demure square neckline and jet beads on the shoulders, dotted around like dandruff--which was just my state of mind making fun of it, because it lent a soberly sparkling effect and put lights in my hair. Long sleeves so no one could claim I was Jezebel. I could get opaque black tights at the hotel's little drugstore (assuming they carried tall sizes) and wear my black flat patent Mary Janes.
This could work.
But then if I accepted the loan, that took away my best excuse for skipping out.
I met Vernette's approving eyes in the mirror.
"Are you sure? I mean, I really appreciate your offering me this, but. . . ." I gazed into the wavery mirror with all its cracks and crazes. I looked just like Mama in her college graduation photo. That didn't thrill me. However, I'd pass for a decent churchgoing lady, and that was what I needed to do.
Vernette patted me on the back. "The Lord gives us means so's we can help others. The first commandment is love the Lord with all thy heart and all thy soul and all thy mind and all thy strength, but the second is love thy neighbor as thyself, isn't it, hon? Jesus commanded, 'Feed My sheep.' That's what I'm here to do."
As we left, I let horrible guilt wash over me for ever making snide, hipster remarks about "religious fanatics" and "church weirdoes." I was ashamed for prejudging such a large segment of society. And I hated Orleans even more for being so judgmental and nasty about these nice people, who were after all only doing what they believed they were meant to do.
Even if I still privately thought snake handling and poison-guzzling qualified as exceptionally offbeat theology. "Testing God," my mother would call it. Still, they had the right to believe as their hearts led them. Who was I to judge?
Aaron's phone rang. The ringtone, "Wayfaring Stranger," as well as Caller ID, identified the caller as none other than Gilgamesh himself.
Aaron's sense of humor had been so much like mine.
Gil sounded as if everything was peachy, like we'd never had any uproar. "I wanted to touch base with you and let you know that we've set the meeting at Hawk's office for tomorrow at ten AM. We couldn't coordinate it for any earlier, because of the holiday." Monday would still be Labor Day, regardless of my personal crisis. "He's coming in special just for us, as the family has asked us to expedite."
"No problem. I wouldn't want to inconvenience anyone." My tone betrayed my irritation with him.
"Ariadne . . . I'm sorry. I really regret the way they're behaving. But there's more to this situation than just a family spat. We need to get the will read and start the process of probate."
"I don't care about inheriting, so long as I get all my stuff back out of the house. And this SUV, if possible."
Cora peeled off discreetly with a "I'll see you later" and headed for her house as I padded towards the car, gripping the phone in a stranglehold and pretending it was Gil's neck.
"But. . . ." Gil made a noise of exasperation. What was his game? What did he care if I accepted or refused the estate? What was it to him that I didn't know about? My paranoia struck deep.
As my daddy would say: "What's it to you, sir?"
"Tell me something, Gil, just so I won't have to fall out with shock when I get to the reading. Who would have inherited if I hadn't been around?"
He hemmed and hawed. Finally he came out with the stunner that by now I almost expected. "If you had predeceased him, Aaron's estate would have been liquidated with profits going to the church building fund. We're hoping to put up a new Sunday School building and buy several lots behind the church for future expansion. It's what he thought would be best."
Oh, really? "Nothing at all for his family?"
"A few personal things. There are some individual items named as it is, mostly small trinkets. And his parents get any stocks, bonds, IRA/ROTH accounts, or savings accounts. But the bulk of the estate is willed to you. I think you have a case if you decide to fight."
"It's not in me to fight them. I don't know if I will." I sighed. "Gil, I know this sounds crazy, and God knows I need the money." I winced, but I didn't care any more if he thought I was one of those wicked city women who cursed and took the Lord's name trivially. "But it's not worth it to me. I mean, I don't need that stuff, and they're his blood relatives. I hate fights, and this would be drawn-out and painful." I let out a breath. "But I haven't decided for sure. I don't want to talk about this any more. At least not right now. Let me think."
"I have to get over to the church for the deacons' meeting and then for the service, but we'll be out around sevenish. How about dinner?"
"I have plans." I didn't ,but I didn't feel like seeing him just yet.
He was quiet a moment. "Okay. Well, I'll talk to you later."
After I hung up, I felt guilty about hurting Gil's feelings. At least he'd sounded hurt. He couldn't be that emotionally invested in me already, could he?
And another thing. It had been eating at me all day. Why weren't people saying that they missed Aaron, talking about what a great guy he was, and hugging me with the requisite crying and sniffling? I supposed there'd been a touch of that from Orleans, but everyone else seemed too blasé. Hard-hearted. Philosophical to the point of coldness. Even worse than in that Robert Frost poem.
Maybe Aaron wasn't dead at all. This could all be some elaborate scam. The convoluted setup for an elaborate scheme to rip me off. The only flaw in that reasoning was that no one had yet taken me hostage nor asked me to write a check in order to get the Prince's money out of TimbukThree. Plus, Officer Varga seemed fairly well convinced; typically, they made sure someone was dead before they opened a homicide investigation, didn't they? Still, in my current state of mind I couldn't help feeling majorly suspicious of everyone and everything, especially Gil.
These were crazy thoughts. I was just tired. It'd been a while since I ate, too. I'd be better once I had a hot shower and some more of that Tex-Mex food.
# # #
Back at the hotel I felt like a wrung-out rag that'd been used on sixty camels. What I dreaded most was calling to tell Zoë where I was staying. Maybe I wouldn't tell her.
No, I had to. What if she had an emergency and found out by calling everyone in town trying to find me?
I wouldn't put that past her.
I got my shower and decided to postpone the run for Mexican food. That potato salad had put my stomach in knots, or maybe the events of the day had. My stomach also advised that I stop procrastinating and call Zoë. With a large helping of put-upon and a good deal of trepidation, I dialed.
My sister was sitting at home watching the Jerry Lewis Telethon and fretting. I could hear Steve Lawrence belting out a ballad in the background.
"Just checking in for the evening." I told Zoë about the spider that had bitten Aaron and some of my suspicions, thinking that would entertain her--as cynical as she was, and as much as she liked to mock my crazy theories--but instead, she fell apart.
"Leave that to the police. Get your butt back here."
"I can't. There's a lot of family in-fighting, though, and the reading of the will is tomorrow. After that, I'll probably be headed out fairly soon." Assuming that was okay with Max Varga.
"If not, I'll fly out and drag you home by the scruff of your neck. Maybe I should come out there and see what's really going on."
She'd never act on that threat . . . would she? I didn't need that. "Suit yourself," I said, tempting all the Fates, "but I couldn't leave immediately, anyway. I need to prove I was in Dallas and not out here last Wednesday night."
"What?"
I explained about the little detail of needing an alibi. Oddly enough, the explanation didn't soothe her at all.
"I can see it now. This jerk you met that night won't remember you, or he'll be kind of vague about the exact times, and they'll point out that he could be lying for you, and you'll say how could he have known he should, and they'll say you called him and told him to cover for you in just this instance, and you'll say that's ridiculous for him to stick his neck out, as we hardly know each other." She took a much-needed breath. "And they'll say, 'We can't just take your word for it, lady.'"
I could see how I might have a problem. "Let's not borrow trouble. Maybe I'll hear from Eddie." Easing the laptop out of its case, I discovered a couple of paperbacks that tumbled out with it. Good, some bedtime reading. "I'll be just fine."
"I'm flying out tomorrow." What? The Fates had heard. I should've asked for a pony. "You can pick me up at the airport; I'll call with my flight information as soon as I get it."
"But--" I took a deep breath. "There's really no problem."
"I'll be the judge of that. There are things I need to do."
"You want to come to Aaron's . . .service?"
"Hell, no, Airhead. I couldn't do that. You won't ever catch me dead at another one of those, and I mean that literally. When the time comes, just put me in a trash bag and leave me at the curb. What I meant was, I'm coming out there to make sure you don't get railroaded on a murder charge."
"That's not going to happen. It's not like that."
"But it can get like that pretty quick. I can see it's hopeless to reason with you. I'm coming."
My sister has seen too many mystery movies and TV programs.
"Hold off, okay? We go to the lawyer tomorrow. I'll know more then. I'll call you immediately if anything happens that makes me uncomfortable." I took several deep breaths, but it didn't ease the pounding behind my eyes. "Just stay put, and if I need you, I'll call. You don't need to suffer just because I made a blunder."
She wasn't happy, but I knew she was relieved at not having to travel.
I didn't even have a nightgown or a change of clothes with me--not counting Vernette's dress. There was that "I Saw the Marfa Lights" tee in the car, but I'd save it for the lawyer's office in the morning, along with these jeans. I didn't want to spend money on James Dean pajamas even if they had them in the gift shop, but I would pick up some pantyhose before the service.
I cracked the laptop and started snooping through Aaron's files.
Chapter Eight
Aaron told everyone he was writing a book.
But it was really software documentation. For his algorithm.
"CRAPPR is a tool for anonymous, secure, and encrypted file sharing and message transfer within a limited pool of private nodes. Users communicate and collaborate in full security, sharing ideas through the chat interface and data through the download system which is hidden under the normal Internet channels.
"Most similar tools boast of RSA encryption"--I knew this was the industry standard encryption algorithm--"but CRAPPR goes it one better with our proprietary Calty-Patterson modified patched algorithm. It's the most secure P2P--peer-to-peer--connection protocol currently in the development stage. Features include our unique non-RSA public-key cryptosystem that eliminates security risks from symmetric ciphers, the provision of secret public-key facilities to allow high-security scenarios, and encrypted digital signatures to eliminate security risks from cryptographic hash functions (most of which have recently-discovered security issues).
"Once the project is implemented, users will communicate with only their trusted nodes through the DarkNet"--whatever that was--"which runs under the surface of the everyday Internet (partial mesh), operating independent of your physical network topology. To be clear, this is not a separate physical network but an application and protocol layer riding on existing networks. Link-level encryption secures links, and public keys are used for authentication. The automatic key distribution security model is primitive at the moment, but is under modification and will be complete when the finished system is delivered."
Whatever that meant. Apparently, it was weasel-talk explaining that he wasn't qui-i-ite finished converting the model in his mind to a pile of code. The document went on for several pages in this vein, but I could see he still had some editing and fleshing out to do.
I knew a bit about cryptography and in particular about public key encryption because he had insisted that I learn in case I ever needed to use secure communications, but I didn't know anything about constructing the algorithms--except the buzzwords about multiplying large primes and having public keys.
But Aaron had always had a little hobby of playing with codes. (He had written me notes using ROT-5 (where A=5 and so forth) and the Civil War cipher (an old Scout favorite) so often that I got to where I could read them as well as plaintext.) What I got out of his e-mails was the claim that he'd developed an algorithm that worked faster and cheaper than RSA and others in common use, while being just as secure. Two corporations had seen the preliminary work and were bidding to license the source code from him and possibly help him patent the algorithm.
I knew this because I had fired up Aaron's e-mail program. The hotel offered free wi-fi in every room, and this laptop was fully equipped, so I couldn't resist the temptation. I didn't even feel guilty when I read his incoming mail. Two offers. Really good ones. Really big money.
Both Aaron and the other parties were vague about exactly what it was they were buying. Licensing, rather. He would retain the source code and all rights to it. Nothing vague about that.
He didn't want stock or a job with their operation. He wanted cash. I knew he didn't want to be a corporate-officer drone, but wanted the money to start up his own game company, his dream. And he'd apparently already done some consulting for these people, perhaps to prove himself.
So maybe he hadn't stolen the money to build the house, or sold drugs, or conned it out of that crazy Orleans, as I'd feared.
The most interesting tidbit in his e-mail InBox was a thread he'd forwarded to himself from some public computer out of a newsgroup discussion. He'd been answering a question from a potential client, it looked like.
"You asked why I don't just use the typical private/public key approach to distributing my software license files, the idea being that I could encrypt a file with the user's details using my private key, send this file to the user, and then have the application decrypt it at the target using a built-in public key.' That's how, as I understand it, your DarkNet as originally proposed would have handled things."
What was a DarkNet? I made a mental note to Giggle-search it.
"Although I understand the initial appeal of this solution, especially because there's no cost, it can be broken as easily as any other existing 'free' scheme. Although the end user can't create a new encrypted file with different info (because he doesn't know the private key), he can find/replace the public key in the application, replace it with a newly generated public/private pair, and then create a new encrypted file with that private key.
"To make it more difficult, you could try to hide the encryption algorithm you use, or use a mutated one. However, this will only make it tougher, but still not impossible to break. If that's good enough, it's good enough, as you usually just need to make it more expensive to crack the code than buy the product.
"However, if you want a secure solution, one that nobody's going to spend the time to try to crack because it's tested and ready, I have developed an innovative new crypto system that's good enough for government work--and I mean that in a good way. Your basic teenage whiz-kid who's talented enough to hack into NASA and the FBI won't stand a chance against this one. It's not free, not even cheap, but I guarantee the results and you'll never find a better buy for the money. You can see how it works (and by extension how it would function as part of your system) by examining the way your software is delivered to you after you pay the license fee. Interested? Contact me for details."
The rest of his InBox was spam or game-time notices for his online role-playing sessions.
I didn't have a portable printer like my sister had, so I forwarded a few of the messages and a copy of that documentation to my GoodMail account. That was readable via the Web, so I'd be able to look at these again from another computer and maybe print them out and figure out what to say if I did ever get in touch with any of Aaron's clients.
He'd sent e-mail attachments with some of the messages, but the pointers failed; the original files no longer existed, according to his hard drive. I found a folder named "SpecialProjects," which made my heartbeat speed up for a minute until I determined that the folder was empty. It didn't have any hidden or system files, and there was nothing to undelete. That was a disappointment.
"Special Projects," as I had learned when I worked briefly for a government contractor, is an industry euphemism for intelligence gathering and analysis. Especially activities such as codebreaking and code making. And Aaron was hawking a public-key encryption scheme. His clients might be government contractors who would then turn around and use his system in secret projects.
The project sounded like something he could've sold with full expectations of retiring on the royalties. Gil might well have discovered Aaron's algorithm and figured out how good it was. Although I couldn't see Aaron being naïve enough to talk about his secrets with anyone, the slightest slip of the tongue could've piqued Gil's interest. Of course, Aaron would've trusted Gil, but would he have been that trusting? I'm far more suspicious-minded.
I knew I was prejudiced, but. Gil had to have something to hide, because he was simply too good to be true.
I flipped over to Aaron's OutBox and found a message he'd tried to send to my old e-mail address, the one that had changed last year. The message had bounced instead of reaching me. It was a brief tease with "Guess what's here?" and then a set of what I now understood to be geocaching coordinates.
My heart pinged. If only he'd contacted me some other way--say, by calling Zoë. He knew her phone number and it was still the same, even though mine had changed when I'd had to move out of our luxurious duplex and into the Casa el Dumpo apartments. Of course he also knew she didn't like him, but hey. She'd have passed along his message to call back or given him my new e-mail address.
Wouldn't she?
I let out a breath as a raspberry and scribbled down the coordinates on a scrap of paper that I stuck into my wallet. Then I copied them with my cursor and went to the GiggleWorld website to look up the location. It was probably the middle of a nearby waterfall or some other cool place he had planned to tempt me with so I'd be eager to come out here. . . .
My room's door opened as if on its own, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.
"Yoo-hoo." Gil walked in, and I recognized him in time to suppress my shriek.
Maybe there was some kind of warning pheromone that he gave off; underneath my spinal-cord startle reflex, I had somehow sensed it was going to be him.
It was always him. Bopping in with a wide grin, as if I were always supposed to be happy to see him. He was like some evil doppelgänger of Elmer Gantry.
I slammed the laptop. Before I could engage my higher editing functions, my mouth let loose with, "Who the hell let you in?"
He looked pretty taken aback. Hurt. Apparently, preachers were kind of like doctors and celebrities in that people never objected to them strolling in whenever, and hotel clerks and nurses' stations pretty much let them have free access. "Clyde, the desk clerk, is a good friend of mine and sings in choir in our church, so he didn't think it would be a problem for me to come on up." His tone conveyed how deeply wounded he was at my outrage.
"I don't much appreciate good old Clyde's attitude." I shoved the laptop under the pillow that I had been using as a lap desk. "I don’t like people barging in unannounced. You startled me. I knew I hadn't ordered room service or extra towels."
"I didn't realize I might scare you." He sounded contrite.
But he did scare me, I admitted to myself. Damn this town: everything here conspired to stretch my nerves to the snapping point. "I thought hotel doors locked automatically when you closed them, just like in Dallas."
"I guess not." He looked back at the door as if he could tell by looking. "Most everyone in Marfa still leaves their doors unlocked. Nobody thinks anything of people walking in on them during the day--at least, people they know, especially their good friends." And we were such good friends. "Just about everybody knows each other here. Of course, you're bound to be more cautious up there in the big city."
I hated his Simple Country Preacher act. "I thought you were still in church."
"We just let out a few minutes ago." If he'd had a hat, he'd have been kneading the brim and looking down in shame. "I guess I was way out of line, and I apologize. You might've been undressed. But anyhow, you're decent, so we're all right now, aren't we?"
I buried the laptop further--on the off chance he might recognize it, although I knew that was fairly paranoid of me--by pulling the chenille bedspread up as though I were making the bed around my knees. "If you mean I'm dressed, I suppose I am. I've got nothing else to change into. But seriously, don't do that to me. Never sneak up on people. It makes them crazy."
"I understand. I won't do it again." He looked chastened. "But anyway, I came to check on you, and tell you that we're scheduled at the lawyer's office at eight in the morning now. We ran the time up early so as not to waste our whole day. Hope that's all right."
I still wasn't ready to make Pax, Truce, King's X. He wasn't going to wriggle off the hook that easily. "You should've called me so I'd know you were on your way over. At least ring me from the front desk. Why didn't you?" I had the feeling he'd been hoping to catch me at something.
"Ari, I just wasn't thinking. I'm pretty stressed coping with those crazy hillbillies. Aaron was nothing like them."
I clucked my tongue in mock-sympathy.
"I know you said you have plans tonight, but they must have been cancelled, because here you are." He smiled, as if letting me know he was on to me there. "I thought I'd come over and offer to take you to dinner as kind of an apology for the way a lot of people have behaved. You didn't really have to get out of the house just because they said so, you know. I'm still in control of the estate as the executor until probate is complete, which will take a while."
"That's all right." I let out a deep breath, this time cooling it with the raspberry sound-effect. "I told you, I'm not tied to the idea of getting all that stuff. In fact, it makes me tired to think of wrangling over it. That's sure not what Aaron wanted." Briefly I wondered, again, why Aaron would stick me with this hassle instead of giving the loot to his family in the first place. Maybe he thought it would make up for what he'd done to hurt me, I supposed, or believing that was the noble thing to do, but really . . . this was just reopening half-healed wounds.
"So can I at least buy you dinner?" Gil blinked. In this light, he looked like a young Paul Newman. Sort of.
I relented and shooed him out so I could make myself more presentable. Or at least get reasonably ready for public viewing.
God! What a choice of words my subconscious had sent up. I wasn't dead yet.
And I definitely wasn't looking forward to having to see Aaron laid out . . . waxy . . . still. . . an effigy. My mouth went dry and I choked on nothing. I knew Aaron no longer inhabited the husk of his physical body, but I was going to have an extremely tough time when That Time came. Especially since the last funeral I'd attended had been my nephew's, and if all of that came rushing back at me, I'd be flying down Main Street like a bat released from an unheated belfry. I could only pray that I'd have the strength to cope.
I zipped the laptop into its case and slipped it back under the pillow. Spreading the covers up over it, I trusted that the "Do Not Disturb" sign would keep the maids from barging in to change the bedclothes.
Like a storm trooper (and feeling almost as determined and pissed), I marched out of the room and almost ran over Gil. He was waiting in the hall, leaning against the wall under a sconce like John Wayne waiting for Maureen O'Hara outside the saloon.
"You're going to love this little hole-in-the-wall." He offered his arm, and we headed out.
I had to wonder, still. What was Gil's real reason for "checking up on me" like this? Was he really that into me, even though he hadn't tried any more moves on me? I didn't get that vibe. I figured maybe he just wanted to be sure I wasn't having dinner with someone else. Though why should he care . . . uh-oh.
Despite the yawning social chasm Gil seemed to sense between Dallas and Marfa, courtship was pretty similar in either place. I couldn't afford to be sending mixed signals. I thought I'd made it clear that I didn't intend to get involved with anyone now. Especially not someone way out here . . . someone associated with Aaron . . . someone I couldn't necessarily trust, and whom I even kind of suspected of having something to do with the possible plot against Aaron. I just wasn't ready to deal with complications. I wasn't that much of a fool. Was I?
Gil gave me that patented weatherbeaten, crinkly-eyed look along with his easy smile. Oh, God.
# # #
As we passed the entrance to Jett's Club, the James Dean tribute bistro that served as the hotel's main restaurant and bar, I spied Ponyboy headed across the room and hailed him. "So much for running into each other."
"Actually, I've been kind of tailing you." He grinned to let us know he was kidding. "But I'm glad I caught you. I wondered, since you enjoyed the festival so much, if maybe you'd like to see a real West Texas event. There's a preliminary chili cookoff in Alpine tomorrow afternoon, because of the holiday weekend." He patted his hair, which was another of those flirtatious gestures, according to my studies of body language. "It's not an open event where you'll get all kinds of swill and slop, by the way. You might say this is a Terlingua primary, a rehearsal for the Big Bambu of Texas chili awards. Maybe you'd like to go." He addressed the sort-of-invitation to me.
"I've never been to a chili cookoff, believe it or not."
I imagined I could hear Gil's teeth gritting. "Buck, my boy, that's really nice of you, but she's exhausted. After her journey out here, the festival all day, and these late nights, she needs a day off."
"No, I'm fine," I said.
Gil gripped my upper arm the way my mother used to do in warning, when she didn't want me-the-dumb-child to blurt out one of her secrets. "Well, it's too bad that you really won't be able to make it out there. We'll be busy with the legal stuff tomorrow."
"Surely not all day?" I smiled peaceably. "I mean, the lawyer meeting is at dark-thirty. Let's say it runs from eight to nine, or ten at the latest. Then I have the rest of the day free." I addressed myself to Buck. "So this is a pretty advanced show, among blue-ribboners only?"
Pony grinned, showing his mildly gapped front teeth. That was technically termed a midline diastema, and lots of sexy Englishmen seemed to have it. "They're people who're competing to go to Terlingua for the Texas championship at Tolbert Park in a couple of months. These early rounds narrow the field, and the best entrants garner points. They cook up the exact same prize-winning stuff as they will for the big contest." He squinted one eye in the way guys do when they know they've got you, but just need to reel you in slowly.
"I've always wanted to go to a chili cookoff."
He quirked one wild-haired eyebrow. "Turns out I'd be available to escort you."
"Oh, would you really?" I fluttered my lashes.
"Why not? I'm goin' anyway. Musicians don't turn down free food."
Gil's mouth dropped open. But as I had not been officially invited anywhere as Gil's date tomorrow afternoon, I felt free to take him up on it. "Sure, I'd love to. I want to experience the local flavor, excuse the pun."
"I guarantee you won't be disappointed."
"I know I won't." I was kind of putting on the flirt for Gil's benefit. I didn't know quite why I wanted to yank his chain, but maybe it was because he was just so ever-present and took for granted that my time was all his. And I figured Ponyboy was making the offer partly to irritate Gil, as well. "Come get me when you're ready. I'll probably be back around eleven, at the latest. Is that too early?"
"They start cookin' around seven in the morning, so they'll be able to offer samples startin' around lunchtime. I'll stop by here to pick you up on my way out. Probably noonish. Got a cell number?"
I wrote it on the back of a hotel postcard. He glanced at it and I thought I saw him do a brief double-take. Too late, I realized I had put down Aaron's number and hadn't explained how I came to have the phone.
"Okay, tomorrow, then." He re-tightened the red bandana encircling his head and tossed his hair in a sort of goodbye gesture. "See you."
I said to Gil, "Close your mouth; there are flies out here. Now, where's this gourmet bistro?"
# # #
It looked more like a dive to me. The Mystery Lights Bistro proved to be a true gem in Marfa's downtown lineup, complete with one of those old-timey large front windows in which was displayed "a genuine meteorite that hit out in the desert in the 1960s" and several handmade pull-toys sitting on top of an antique table. Above the front door hung a rustic "welcome" spelled out in horseshoes. We passed under the lucky sign, but none of the luck spilled out on my head.
"Two?" asked the perky waitress. She'd walked straight out of the old TV show "Alice."
Glancing behind me to see whether there were invisible hordes of pookas following us, I nodded.
There were about eight tables. But only two were uninhabited. The patrons ranged from a young couple with a high-chair toddler (currently distributing chunks of banana evenly around the floor) to a foursome of gray-haired seniors. Each table featured flickering votives, fresh flowers, and antique-looking carved wooden chairs. (With no cushions, my tailbone pointed out, but I could manage.)
Gil beamed positive vibes at the waitress. "I've brought a foreigner here to Marfa's number one culinary delight." I hadn't gotten a good smile out of him yet.
She purred and whipped from behind her back a linen-lined basket loaded with cranberry cornbread and puffy yeast rolls. I knew if I ate more than one of each, I couldn't eat dinner, but it didn’t slow me down. Especially when she set down the honey butter.
I ordered the field greens salad, which turned out to be the results of somebody mowing the weeds in the back forty, tossed with lumps of goat cheese, pecans, and watermelon balls. But it was pretty good once I drizzled the Southwestern avocado-ranch dressing on top. (Still, I kept the dressing away from the watermelon.)
In front of Gil the waitress set a huge slice of pork tenderloin glazed with some kind of sour cherry sauce that I could smell all the way on my side of the table. He offered me a few bites, but I felt as if I were eating off my dad's plate.
No sense not having fun when you can, so I kept the conversation light and even told a couple of my sister's special clean jokes, reserved for just such an occasion as dining with an offended preacher. Gil sulked for a while (though nobody who hadn't seen his usual Merry Sunshine demeanor would even have noticed it), reminding me of a spurned teenager, but eventually he warmed up again and seemed to forget (or at least forgive) my planned outing with his competition.
He leaned back expansively, patting his midsection gently as if checking to see whether the food was really in there. "You know, Ari, I hope you do decide to stay here in Marfa. I mean, to move here and make Aaron's cabin your new home. There's so many things to see and people to do." His grin told me that hadn't been a slip of the tongue, but purposeful wordplay.
Gil put the B back into subtle. By not being subtle at all.
He rested his chin on his linked fingers and gifted me with another of those lingering glances. "You'd be a good neighbor, just like Aaron." His eyelids eased down to half-mast, the classic "bedroom eyes" position.
It was time to play hardball. "Speaking of Aaron. I was looking at the call history on his cell phone, and I discovered that you were the last person he talked to the night he died."
Gil's eyelids shot back up. "I was?"
"You were." At least that had been the last outgoing call. I assumed it had connected. "What did you say to him?"
His fingers twitched as though grasping at nonexistent straws. "I have no idea, Ari." He let out an uncertain chuckle. "Aaron and I used to chat about whatever came to mind."
"But you do remember talking to him."
He allowed as to how he might've talked to Aaron that night, but claimed he didn't even remember doing it, let alone recall the conversation. "We spoke fairly often."
"About?"
His hands flew out to illustrate. "Church activities. People. Whatever was going on. You know."
I had to let him know I didn't appreciate these evasive answers. "And this conversation faded out of your mind, even though he died later that evening?"
"Ari . . . I didn't know when I talked to him that he was about to leave us." He pushed back his hair, that stray forelock that looked, right now, like Aaron's. "I had my mind on other things. Life's not like the movies, where people remember every little detail and recreate entire conversations for their 'memoirs.'"
Funny. I could do that with particular scenes from my life, especially from my childhood, and with certain conversations Aaron and I had held. Vivid snatches of scenes, complete with sound bites, scents, the works. I had always imagined Aaron was at his best when we were together, but how could I know whether I had helped make him the best version of himself that he could be? I couldn't help wondering whether Aaron did find his best life out here, after all.
I was aware that it was unusual, in modern times, for me not to hate Aaron or resent him for all of his transgressions against me. But, for whatever reason, I only ached over his mistakes. Possibly it was my low self-esteem, the feeling that whatever people do to me, they're justified in doing, or something like that--which is typical of children of alcoholics and survivors of verbal and physical abuse, I am told. Still, "He turned on me" and "He turned me on" aren't normally isomorphic.
At the end, had Aaron thought of me? Had he received the "Two-Minute Warning" that George Carlin used to talk about, where time was suspended and dilated long enough so he could repent and make peace before the curtain fell between the two worlds? I hoped so. I hoped he was at peace and in that better place where I've always believed we end up, even if he had been a typically imperfect person. That was just part of being human.
Turned out I wasn't emotionally empty, as I'd thought, because I started crying.
"Aw," Gil said. "It's starting to become real, isn't it? That Aaron's moved on."
He had already moved on when he'd left me behind, but now I had lost him for sure. It was a blessing that the restaurant used cloth napkins, as my nose suddenly needed to be honked.
Gil slid his chair over next to mine, and somehow all at once I was crying on his shoulder. He started patting my back, but in no time his hand was moving in circles that became too much like caresses. "You're so soft," he murmured. "So sweet. We're such a good fit together."
Startled, I pulled away. I wiped my face on the backs of my hands and stammered out, "Oh--I--I'm sorry I--I fell apart like, um, like that. Let's not ruin the evening by saying something stupid."
Undaunted, he started humming that song by Frank and Nancy Sinatra. It took me entirely too long to recognize the duet from Zoë's vast collection of "licorice pizzas," otherwise known as "cool wax" or vinyl records. She'd started collecting them at all the thrift stores before anyone realized they should be marked up as usable nostalgia.
"Gil. . . ." Drying my face on the crumpled napkin (heedless of the nose-blowing), I shook my head. "I'm overwhelmed enough just trying to deal with the problems at hand. I can't deal with this, too. Not right now."
"Sure. All right. I don't want to pressure you or rush you, Ariadne." He reached for my hand, squeezed it, and then released it. That would've been effective on the old me. I'd have fallen "look, sine, and hinker," as the old song goes, for such a demonstration of Sensitivity and Simpatico. I used to be a real sucker for the Alan Alda types, but I'd learned that gloss often served as a useful top layer to hide a much more cunning personality.
Maybe I was being unfair. Gil might really be Mr. Sensitive. But at any rate, I wasn't going to encourage his romantic fantasies any more. "I'm serious."
Gil smiled, but this time it was a gentle smile. More personal and immediate than his preacher-smile, and for once I didn't feel that I was watching his performance at the podium or being talked to by a salesman-slash-tour guide. He switched on the bass. "You're right. You've been through a lot these past few days. Let's talk about nothing," he said in his basso profundo. They don’t call that a "trick baritone" for nothing. "Zip, zilch, nada. De rien. Null. The empty set. The set that does not contain itself. And in nothing, is not everything therein contained?"
I could listen to that voice forever. It was something like Aaron's, something like my dad's. A little like that of one of my stage heroes, James Earl Jones. A vibration with molasses in it. Addictive. I considered covering my ears so I couldn't fall under its spell.
"What rhetoric. No wonder you became a preacher." I almost managed a smile myself.
# # #
After dinner, we walked very slowly down the block. I'd have gone faster, but it was a pleasant temperature out, so I paced him. "Got to let a meal like that sit," he commented as we approached the hotel. "Or, as my kinfolks in East Texas would say, 'set a spell.'"
I was pretty sure he expected me to invite him back to my room. Frankly, I needed comfort and reassurance after all this stress, a release of tension and a reaffirmation that I was going to be fine, and that could often be found in a willing partner's arms, even if you're not deeply in love. So I was tempted.
But encounters like that always complicate matters, and I always end up regretting such impulses. Even though I can be pretty ignorant, I'm not stupid, so I knew better than to make that kind of hormonally-driven mistake.
Usually.
Stopping just inside the lobby, I turned to him. "That was really nice. I enjoyed everything. But now, please respect my privacy and give me space. I'll see you tomorrow morning at the reading."
I wasn't sure how he'd take that. But he didn't press. "I'll call you when I start off in the morning. Do you want me to pick you up?"
"That won't be necessary."
He gave me directions, and it sounded easy enough to find from where I was. "Take care of yourself, Ari. See you tomorrow." He waved bye-bye and departed.
I entered my chamber and was struck with glumness. Closing the door, I felt that I had narrowly escaped something. Even though I also felt I might've missed out on something good . . . yet it wasn't the place or the time.
I flicked the television into life so I wouldn't be so alone.
# # #
The meeting at the lawyer's office was even more dismal than I'd expected.
Woodrow Hawk was a kindly, fortyish Native American with silver streaks running through his straight jet-black hair, the ends of which sat on his shoulders. He was good-looking; even his big nose, it occurred to me, added a certain gravitas to his bearing. On the back of one hand he sported a tattoo, maybe some sort of tribal marking, but I couldn't quite make it out.
"We're here today to restate the final wishes of Aaron Leland Beecroft. Now, this isn't anything official. That 'reading of the will' scene you get in B-movies isn't real."
I guessed I had seen too many B movies.
"Texas law states that the executor has five days to mail out a copy of the will to everyone who's in it, and that's generally how it's done. We don't hold a reading unless it's requested in the document itself by the decedent. However, here we do have it stated that Aaron wished for it to be read to his heirs and beneficiaries. So we're complying, and what we're doing here today is part of an attempt for us all to try to get together and cooperate."
Did Texas law require that all interested parties meet face-to-face for a group reading, when requested? It sounded like it. So I had to survive an hour or so in the company of these very strange strangers. And it was getting hot in the little office, despite the cool breeze blowing out of the air vents. I fanned myself and noted that Aaron's mother was doing the same. His dad looked pretty ruddy, but I couldn't tell whether he was sweating or crying.
I couldn't believe how stupid I'd been. Coming out here like a young fool for the adventure of picking up my inheritance, indeed. Why hadn't Gil just FedExed me a copy of the will in the first place? Why had I come so eagerly without checking things out?
I cleared my throat. "Excuse me. But I have a couple of questions. When the heirs want to dispute the will, probate can't go forward, according to my informal research." What the World Wide Web believed wasn't always strictly accurate, but I'd consulted it last night after I got back from that awkward dinner. "I'd like to say right up front that I don't need everything Aaron had. I'm interested in the car, if possible, and a couple of keepsakes, and then I'm willing to discuss a different distribution." I had in mind one of the many worthy causes, but felt it was tactically sound to let the "enemy" think I was considering their claim. Donations from an estate went pre-tax, whereas if I inherited, I'd first have to pay capital gains taxes off the top. "Can I request that change through an affidavit or whatnot?"
The lawyer looked amused. He straightened a pile of papers on his desk. "Legally, no such post hoc negotiation can take place, though I'm sure it happens. More likely it works when the various parties are basically on good terms. On one side, the law says that the intention of the testator must be carried out to the letter. In the eyes of the law, the decedent is a living presence during the probate process. If he wrote in his will that Aunt Flora gets the '63 Chevy, cousin Jimmy the lawnmower, and good buddy Sam the collection of 'Hooters' magazines, that is how things are going to be distributed, no matter how much Jimmy whines about wanting to read all those thought-provoking articles that he dang well remembers his cuz' promised someday would be his."
Hawk had the Simple Country Lawyer schtick down pat, I could see.
He chuckled. "Does such an argument get Jimmy anywhere? Not really. He's welcome to present his case to Sam informally, but Sam is under absolutely no obligation to hand over the magazines, leaving Jimmy with a lawnmower for which he'd have no use, since he lives in his pickup truck. It's like any offer to swap: the prospective swappee has every right to say no. And though Aunt Flora could make better use of the lawnmower than the '63 Chevy because she is a far tidier person than Jim or Sam, and already has an '05 Hyundai Sonata, it's out of the court's hands. She'll be the quickest to realize this and will drive that Chevy to the levee as soon as it's legally hers, and sell it for whatever she can get."
"But--all right, assuming that I fight this dispute and win. I won't be able to stay here in Marfa more than a couple of weeks, so I need to do this long-distance. I might not have title to the car for a while, but it's my understanding that the executor can allow me use of it, because he controls the estate until the end of probate. And he can pay me back for any expenses I've incurred. Do I understand correctly?"
"I don't know where that 'understanding' came from, Ms. French, but it's off base. Any such arrangement would violate the ethics of the executor, who is for all practical purposes an officer of the court." He shot Gil a stern look. "Until probate is settled, remember, all that property still belongs, in the eyes of the law, to the decedent. Even letting someone use a car, for example, is technically unlawful. Nothing can legally happen until probate closes and the distribution of assets takes place."
Aaron's clan glared at me as if he'd just said I'd cheated at tic-tac-toe and had to take my circle out of the square.
"I'm sorry. I was just trying to--I mean, I only have two weeks to spend here, and I realize that probate might take months."
"The length of probate is affected by many things. Probate judges are sharp people who have usually seen it all. A bunch of hysterical family members might send a chill of apprehension through most of us. But the judge would take the histrionics in stride. Very little could happen that judges haven't seen before." He met my gaze. "By the way. Only family members are heirs; others are beneficiaries of the estate."
"I object," Marisol cried, as if we were in an episode of "Matlock." "To your characterization of us as hysterical and doing historic--histri--" She spluttered to a halt.
"Point taken," Hawk said mildly. "Poor choice of words. All I'm trying to say is that judges follow the precedent of the law as set by similar cases decided in the past, and it's all pretty standard. They're not easily swayed by emotional displays. They can't allow themselves to be."
Marisol glared, then looked away, muttering.
The Hawk surveyed the group face by face like the Lion King gazing down upon his people--or a bird of prey surveying the scene to decide which prospects might be the best choice for dinner later. "I am not unsympathetic to the family dispute here." His gaze settled on Matriarch Myra. "I'll work with the other lawyer that you folks mentioned you've retained. But basically, I think you'd be better off to just accept the wishes as stated in the will."
Myra looked as if she wanted to spit. "That's a fraudulent piece of trash."
Hawk shifted in his chair. "Charges of fraud are fairly uncommon. But there needs to be a basis in fact." He leaned forward. "Have you any evidence? Solid, written proof that you could present in court? Rumor and hearsay doesn't count as evidence."
Marisol firecrackered again. "Evidence! Isn't it obvious?" She pointed a claw at me. "She's just a gold-digger who got him to change it, or changed it herself, then killed my brother."
My heart teleported up next to my tonsils and proceeded to pound out a Cherokee rain dance. I gulped air and tried not to show any outward reaction.
Mr. Hawk eyed Marisol. "Careful there, ma'am. Those are pretty serious charges."
Gil reached over and squeezed my hand, but I ripped it free and settled it across my chest, holding it down with the other one. Gil's face told me he got the message.
Hawk frowned. "Throwing around unsubstantiated charges of coercion, not to mention murder, could cost you dearly. I'd advise you to think before you speak." It was his turn to glare at Marisol. "As I said before, the court makes its decisions based on--here we go with this again--provable fact."
"Why won't anybody listen to me? Why doesn't some policeman investigate her?" Marisol was pointing again, and undeniably would have burst into those unpronounceable histrionics had Doyle not spoken up.
"Pipe down, girl." Not "daughter," not "Mari." The old man's voice sounded dusty and hollow; it cracked, like a vessel not used for years that had just been filled with hot water. "You'll have your turn to talk about all that. This ain't it."
"I'll remind you only once more, any charges you make that turn out to be slanderous and unfounded could cause you financial pain far beyond any benefit you might see from this estate." Hawk waited for her to settle down. After her pointer finger had wilted and curled back into her fist, he continued. "These types of situations typically boil down to a choice between two 'genuine' documents, one bearing a later date than the other. Unless coercion is a provable factor, the will with the latest date always stands. What I'm about to read is a fairly recent document that was filed with this office." He blinked at Myra, whose hat was trembling, feathers and all. "Do you have any other document?"
"No. But . . . but. . . ." Myra tried to form a coherent sentence, but apparently bluescreened.
"I witnessed this will myself." Gil had found his voice. "Aaron was of sound mind. We hadn't been drinking."
"I should hope not," Marisol managed.
"Aaron really wasn't one to imbibe. Although it isn't expressly forbidden by our faith. It's not encouraged, but. . . ." Gil shrugged. "All I'm saying is that neither of us had any alcoholic beverages that night."
"Aaron quit drinking a couple of years ago. Not for any moral reason, but because he said it made people act stupid and wasn't constructive. I mean, he hated to be out of control." Why did I feel a need to get that on record? As with so much that was happening, I wasn't sure what was wise or why I bothered.
"So he didn't see the entertainment value in throwing up. Was that the only area of his life you didn't have time to corrupt?" Marisol shot back.
Hawk stomped on her bow-and-arrows. "I cautioned you not to be contrary. This is your final warning." He looked pointedly at his watch, a beautiful silver face on a beaded turquoise band. "I have another client who'll be arriving pretty soon on an emergency basis, and this is normally a day off, so I suggest we get down to business." He handed around copies and began to read aloud.
The will contained what Gil had told me it did, with a few bequests to each family member--except Marisol.
When she didn't hear her name called, she started frantically paging through the document. "What the hell are you trying to pull?"
Hawk paused. "Excuse me?"
"Don't start something," warned Doyle.
"Where's my inheritance?" Tears formed at the corners of Marisol's beady little eyes.
"I have no control over what's in the document." He raised one hand. "And if there are any more interruptions, I'll have to reschedule, as we're running short on time."
That temporarily silenced the group's foot-shuffling.
After going over the rest of the terms briefly, he stood. "If you have any questions, I need you to hold them and submit them in writing. Right now, I've got to bring this to a close."
With him on his feet, the rest of us couldn't exactly keep sitting there. I got up and found my knees weak. I felt Gil's gaze boring into my back. I turned to head for the door, and our eyes met.
I headed him off at the pass. "I'm going off to taste chili at noon. Until then, I need to be alone for a while."
He nodded, once. The easy smile was gone.
# # #
Cyberspace soothes me as music the savage breast and booze the savage imbecile. I needed to surf the Web and get happy--not to mention find out some things.
I stomped out into the parking lot fully intending to dig my things out of the SUV, throw the keys into Marisol's cake-trap, and go back to the hotel to surf until Ponyboy showed up. But I couldn't get around town--or even back to the hotel--easily without the SUV, and I didn't feel like hitching rides. Why should I just hand everything over meekly? The cop didn't seem inclined to accuse me of Grand Theft Auto.
Starting the car, I tooled out of there as everyone else emerged into the sun, blinking. The important thing was to get away from these people. I'd worry about all the legalities later.
I was somewhere between out of sorts and seriously angry at Gil . . . and on the terror scale, about an Airwick 7. Nerve-wracked and doing everything possible not to think about it. Apparently, Gil had already helped me breach the court's trust (technically), and I could be in trouble for taking the car. If they suspected I'd taken any other things of Aaron's, they'd probably send a posse after me. Headed up by Willie Nelson and Kinky Friedman.
So I might've "borrowed" a few of my old boyfriend's things for a while. Get over it. And they had no claim on the class ring, really. Did they? I mean, I'd tried it on before now and then. And they definitely didn't buy it for him or pay one cent towards his self-financed education. It wasn't diamond-encrusted or set with shiny opals (just a synthetic blue star sapphire), so I wasn't worried about its value, other than the sentimental.
I needed the laptop so I could investigate, and I couldn't very well take it back if I couldn't even go into the house without navigating Marisol's bulldog fangs, could I? Gil and I needed to work something out. Much as I didn't want to see him, at least for a while, I'd have to call him pretty soon. I had to get rid of this car and settle whatever was between us so we could conclude our business. And I still had the entire memorial to get through.
Apparently, I wasn't going to get paid back for the hotel. The last thing I wanted to do was call my sister Zoë and have her wire me funds, but I might have to resort to that. Shit.
Hawk had made it clear that I had a perfect legal right to inherit. The law was on my side. Still, I was trying to do what I felt was fair. Doing the right thing. That should get me karma points.
So why couldn't I shake the nagging feeling that this was SO not going to go my way?
# # #
I had a new theory.
Aaron invented something that made people want to take it away from him because it could be hugely profitable. This could easily have led to his murder.
As long as I had known him, Aaron had been smart and ambitious. His ambitions were focused around his teenhood dream of starting a computer game company. I didn't see how he could do that and still keep out of the grasp of that corporate world he hated so, but I was willing to believe he'd figured out a way to manipulate the suits to his benefit, instead of the reverse. So let's say he was in negotiations to license his Magic Formula (I didn't really understand the nature of the beast, despite the e-mail I had read) when one of the corporate types or another hacker who knew what he'd come up with did him in. Where was the Magic Formula now? Had it died with Aaron?
This was making me crazy. I parked at the hotel, went back up to the room to change, realized I had nothing to change into, and took a quick shower instead. A person could get kind of sweaty and sandy just walking around West Texas, what with that red dirt blowing in the wind.
Pulling on the same old sandy clothes and shoes (shaking them out hadn't helped much), I headed for the street to walk off my anxiety. I always get my best ideas when I'm mobile.
I wasn't hungry, but I had missed breakfast. And last night's salad hadn't stuck to my ribs (even though my ribs weren't yet sticking out). How much chili I'd get to sample this afternoon--or if I could stomach any of it--I didn't know, but I was hoping for something light.
One nice thing I'd noticed about this small town was that no one judged me on my wrinkled, slept-in, filthy clothes. At least they didn't make it obvious if they were, the way they would have in upscale Dallas. Everyone acted like anybody might as well come into the Brown Recluse café and bookshop looking like ten miles of bad road. I felt more like "found on road dead," but I smiled and they served me an egg-ham-and-cheese burrito that would've knocked off any socks I happened to be wearing. The smell alone made me drool.
The place was really kitschy, but felt like home. For a time, I could forget why I was here and just enjoy Marfa's unique appeal.
# # #
Aaron's cell phone sang.
"Just thought I would let you know I'm bringing the family back into town," said Gil's voice. "No, we won't be coming by your office this time. We're going to see some of the sights. No need to worry. We'll be home again in about two hours if you need to call us. I hope you can finish that research by tomorrow. Well, keep us posted."
"What?" Then I twigged. Gil was pretending to be talking to someone else--a bit of misdirection either from the legal office or sheriff's office, I figured. He was signaling me that it would be OK to come get my clothes.
"Good luck finding those documents. I'm sure you'll have it all taken care of by our next meeting. Take care, now." He hung up without waiting for a reply.
I intended to take care. Good care. Of myself.
Another meeting with the Bickersons, huh. What were they up to now? I finished my coffee and left a generous tip.
In another minute, Cora rang the phone. "The coast is clear. Gil loaded those crumbs into his church's van and he's ferrying them someplace. He winked at me and that's how I knew he's going to be gone a while."
"Thanks. He called. I'll be right over."
"I'll have to go in with you--I have a key. They've probably got it locked up tight."
They'd more than likely grabbed that hidden key, and any others I didn't know about. "I appreciate it. I kind of would feel strange about going in by myself."
I tucked the phone into my jeans pocket and headed off.
Chapter Nine
As soon as we got inside the cabin, I was nearly bowled over by the terrible vibes. The entire place seemed to have changed character. For one thing, it reeked. Aaron's vaguely patchouli personal scent had been replaced by tobacco, okra, and cheap perfume. I held my nose.
"I hope they haven't harmed the fish." I checked the tanks. Everything was OK, though the discus swam over and stared at me reproachfully.
Could Aaron have invented a radical new encryption system using nanotechnology? Those fish didn't look bioengineered--although that discus looked as if it would like to tell me something, but it just didn't have the required vocal equipment. It spoke, but nothing came out but bubbles, blub-blub.
I could definitely relate to how frustrated it must feel.
Making the rounds, I checked the details of each tank--temperature as given by the cling-on thermometers, pH as shown on similar sensors, and the status of the bubble wands, as well as various other vital signs; everything looked copacetic. Strange that there wasn't a lionfish, though. Aaron used to love lionfish in salt water tanks and I hated them, but he always kept at least one. They're lethally poisonous, which was my problem with them, but he claimed they were "fun to watch." Could the Beverly Hillbillies or Flasher Girl have killed one? Taken it out to examine it and let it suffocate? Flushed it?
That empty tank bothered me. "Cora, do you remember what used to be in this? Did he have a hamster? A lizard?" There wasn't a water bottle, so that couldn't be it. And fish didn't live over cedar shavings.
She grimaced. "That thing? Oh, he had a spider in there. It was that woman's idea, I'm sure." Orleans again. "One of hers, no doubt."
"There wasn't anything in here when I arrived."
"No, I reckon she took it out at some point after . . . you know. The church was over here that night as soon as the ambulance left. Philomena called everyone, as is her wont, and we all milled around as if there was something we could do. But since there wasn't any family to minister to and console, we left. She could've taken the thing anytime, and good riddance." Cora shuddered.
Orleans could've used it on Aaron and then gotten rid of it. She could've merely dropped Mr. Arachnid into the sand outside, and her murder weapon would've disappeared, guilt-free, into its own private Tanelorn.
I kind of wanted a recent photo of Aaron for myself, but I didn't see any; none were on the corkboard, which was odd because he'd always liked to tack up his latest shots. Come to think of it, I hadn't yet seen any photos of me in Aaron's house, although Gil had greeted me at the airport by claiming he knew me from my picture. And I knew that Aaron, shutterbug that he was, had several favorite photos of me that he used to display. Did Gil have the photos? Had he taken them for himself before I got here?
That would be more than a little creepy.
In the bedroom, I retrieved my clothes and other detritus. Aaron had a couple of broken-in denim shirts that were right next to where I'd hung my stuff. Could I help it if they sort of fell off the hangers and into my suitcase along with my stuff? They'd come in handy if I stayed here much longer, as the desert can chill down at night.
A woman's scream pierced the air. Cora must've left the front door open. I rushed into the main room to find her frozen near the window. "That wasn't you?" I panted with relief.
She jerked the front curtain aside. A woman was standing in the door of the Airstream down the hill, screaming and flailing her arms.
"Come on," I said without thinking about anything other than being able to help. We ran down the hill and inside the gaping door, past the woman who banged into me as she pelted for the next closest trailer, yelling, "Gathering, immediately! Gathering!"
Inside, the healerman had his hands on someone and was literally shouting.
"Lord, please don't take this blameless innocent," he intoned, this time in language I could understand. "Your servant is so desperately needed here. But if this be Thy will, please help us, Lord, and Thy will and not ours be done," he added in a semi-whisper, apparently out of a sense of obligation.
The woman under his vibrating hands lay prone on their built-in sofa and looked floppy. Her mouth gaped open and her eyes weren't focused.
It was the woman who'd so kindly lent me the dress. His wife.
Cora shouldered me out of the way.
"Vernette!" Cora shouted at her. "Vernette, can you hear me?" She shook the woman's limp foot. Unresponsive.
Someone else shoved me aside from the back. Several people streamed up and surrounded the woman. Soon a circle of the devout stood around the woman, praying and begging God to raise her.
I couldn't take this. It brought back every time that Ricky had a code called in those final days and we'd basically done the same, in our more restrained Episcopalian way. They were asking God to raise her up, the way He did Lazarus, because they knew He could still use her on earth.
But I didn't have a warm fuzzy feeling. Cora backed out of the group at last, after what seemed an eternity of calling on eternity. Taking my arm, she led me outside. "Call 911, dear. They don't have a phone."
I reached into my pocket and dialed.
We heard the church begging, their prayers and beseechments cutting through the faraway sound of the sirens. I knew that prayers are always answered, though the answer is often "wait" and sometimes "yes."
Sometimes God says no.
Through my tears, I noted that from this door, I had a perfect view of anyone coming or going out of Aaron's house, front or back. That's what one gets for living atop a hill--or what can be locally considered a hill.
# # #
When the ambulance arrived, the EMTs ran inside and started pounding away, doing their best. Cora looked at me and shook her head. "Come on, dear. We don't need to be in the way."
Buzz met us in their front yard. "What's the ruckus about? I could hear that wailing and gnashing all the way back in my workshop."
Cora explained briefly, brushing away a tear as we entered her warm kitchen. "They were in there laying on hands and praying, fully expecting for God to raise her." She'd been baking; pies lined the counter, scenting the air with nutmeg and cinnamon.
"Did the damn--excuse me, blessed fool handle a snake?" Buzz asked.
"Does it matter?" Cora traced the edge of the dinette table with her fingertip. "It's such a shame. That's a real blow to the church, as well."
"They should know better, though. Mark chapter 16 verse 18 doesn't ask you to do that." Buzz shook his head sadly. "Tempt thou not the Lord thy God."
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